
        
            
                
            
        

    
[image: ]


Would you like to see chapters of my books before they come out? Do you want to see cover art sketches and vote on which poses should make it to final production? Would you like to see even sexier versions of my covers? Would you like to get my audiobooks at a deep discount?

Of course you would! Join my Patreon here to get all these awesome benefits (or search for my name on Patreon.com).

You can also join my Facebook group right here. Then you’ll know when my books come out before anyone else.


Chapter 1

“Oh, I can’t wait for them to come down,” Prinna muttered.

Her hands covered her cheeks as she stared up at the four-story inn’s roof and the crew of six men who walked across its steeply sloped shingles without more than a single safety line each.

“It makes my calves tingle with displeasure,” Kaz agreed, and I could see the muscles in her jaw clench.

I gazed up at the roofers who were just finishing up the last bit of work on the creepy old inn’s roof. The place didn’t look nearly as decrepit as it had the first time I’d laid eyes on it, and the dark shingles really cleaned up the overall facade.

“That’s called vertigo,” I said to my magical lovers. “I’m not a big fan of heights, either. I could never do work like that.”

Kaz’s violet eyes scrunched closed as the work crew’s lead guy angled his body over the edge and onto the scaffolding they’d constructed up the side of the inn. The sight of him leaving the relative safety of the solid roof for the rickety-looking scaffold sent a shiver down my spine. My breath came a bit easier as he climbed the last bit of ladder, and Prinna’s hazel eyes rolled with a sigh of relief as his feet touched the muddy ground.

“Welp, we’re just about done up there, sir,” the crew lead told me. “She looks pretty damn good, if you’ll pardon my language.”

“It looks incredible,” I agreed, and I reached out to shake his hand. “We really appreciate the quality of your work.”

“There is a bit of a balance remaining…” the roofer said, and he scratched at his short beard.

“Yep,” I said as I pulled a check for the last thousand dollars from my pocket. “I’ve got it here for you.”

“Thank you, Mr. Woods.” He nodded. “It’s been a pleasure doing the work for you. Such an interesting building.”

“We get that a lot,” I chuckled.

“Will you be opening her back up?” he asked.

“We’re planning on it,” I said casually. “There’s still a lot to do, though.”

“Well, we’ll clean up our tools and get out of your hair now,” the roofer said.

“Thanks,” I said. “I’ll be sure to leave a positive review on your website, too.”

“Thanks, every kind word helps.” He smiled.

“Thank you,” Kaz said, and her voice hitched up at the end as she looked back up at the other men on the roof. “They’re coming down now, right?”

“Yes, ma’am,” the crew leader said with a chuckle. “I must say, your roof is the highest we’ve worked on in a long while.”

“I’m not surprised,” I chuckled. “There aren’t a lot of tall buildings in Arcton.”

The small suburban town in Oregon had only a handful of buildings as tall as my inherited inn, and every house we’d seen was one or two stories at most.

“Good money, though, eh?” The roofer winked as he turned to walk away.

He began to shout orders to his crew about packing up all their tools and deconstructing the scaffolding. I figured they had a few hours of work to complete all that, and I nodded for Kaz and Prinna to come inside with me.

“Let’s have lunch,” I suggested.

“Ugh, yes, please,” Prinna sighed, and she tucked her shoulder-length white-blonde hair behind her ear. “I can’t watch them anymore.”

We walked inside, and I marveled at how much the parlor had changed in the last month. We hadn’t spent much time exploring other realms since our time in Bioniin because we’d had so many contractors running through the inn. None of us felt comfortable leaving unfamiliar humans in the Multiverse Inn without supervision in case one of them accidentally wandered through one of the fourth-floor doors and let it shut behind them.

I knew Prinna and Kaz were itching to check out another door as much as me, and now that the roof was about done, we could start planning a new trip.

We went into the kitchen, and I shook my head at how incredibly clean and modern it looked now compared to the first time I’d stepped inside.

The first work we’d had completed had been the rewiring of the entire building, and as soon as it was done, we’d plugged in our fancy new fridge and range.

I walked over to the sink to wash my hands, and Kaz and Prinna walked up to the top-of-the-line fridge with its fancy LED touch screen.

“Hello, Fridge,” Kaz said in a polite voice. “I hope you are well today.”

I couldn’t suppress the grin on my face, and I didn’t even try. Both of my lovers were convinced the fridge was a sentient creature because of its voice recognition features.

Kaz opened the door, and the fridge immediately spoke in a cheerful female voice.

“You are low on eggs,” the fridge’s AI informed us.

“Thank you, Fridge,” Kaz said, and she pulled several deli bags from the drawers. “How is the weather today?”

“It is currently forty-three degrees,” the fridge AI answered, “with intermittent clouds. There is a possibility of rain showers tonight.”

I tried to smother a snort under a cough because I knew Kaz thought she was simply making conversation with the sentient woman trapped inside the fridge. In reality, the fridge was just answering her question as its programming dictated, and no matter how many times I tried to explain the AI to Kaz, she wouldn’t stop. I’d given up on the idea, and now I just enjoyed her little chats with the appliance.

“Sandwiches?” Kaz asked Prinna and me as she closed the fridge. “Thank you, Fridge.”

“Sounds good to me,” I said with a grin.

“I’ll help,” Prinna said, and she pulled the bread from a cabinet.

“I’ll get plates,” I said.

“What’s next on the repairs list, Sam?” Prinna asked.

We came together at the metal prep table in the middle of the large kitchen.

“Let’s see, the electrical is done, roof is done,” I said as I walked to the fridge for mayonnaise. “We still have the plumbing work to do, and the remodeling work on the inside. But now that the fire and safety hazard stuff is taken care of, I thought we could take a short break from babysitting workers.”

“Really?” Kaz asked with excitement.

“Yeah.” I grinned. “Could you grab an onion from the pantry please?”

Kaz nodded and walked over to the well-organized and pretty well-stocked pantry. Just a month ago it had been so overrun with garbage we couldn’t even step inside. It could still do with a nice coat of paint, but at least it was fully functional and clean now. It was really nice not to have to order out or eat frozen dinners for every meal, and I realized how much I’d missed cooking since moving into the inn.

“Will we pick a new door?” Prinna asked with excitement in her hazel eyes.

“Yeah, why not?” I shrugged as I cut the onion into thin slices for our sandwiches. “I know you’ve both missed traveling as much as I have.”

“It was nice to remain here for a while,” Kaz said. “But I am getting a bit bored now. I miss the excitement.”

“I miss the new experiences,” Prinna agreed.

“I’m glad you can finally appreciate what I’ve been trying to tell you,” I chuckled. “Earth is all kinds of boring compared to the Grymm.”

“All kinds of fascinating,” Kaz corrected. “But I do believe I can understand your point of view better now.”

We finished making our sandwiches, and I pulled two bags of chips from the pantry.

“Wanna try something new?” I said in a playful tone. “Sour cream and onion, or salt and vinegar?”

“I’d like to try both, please,” Kaz giggled.

“Hmm…” Prinna’s blonde eyebrows furrowed as she looked at the two bags. “I want to try these with the little green flecks, please.”

“Good choice.” I gave her a little wink as I put chips on our plates.

We quickly tidied up the small mess we’d made and headed out into the parlor to enjoy our lunch.

“We really need a proper dining table,” I said as we piled onto the floor as we’d done for every meal. “Or… well, several if we’re going to have guests here.”

“A full dining room would be a good idea,” Kaz agreed, and she popped a salt and vinegar chip between her lips. “Mmm!”

“Good?” I chuckled.

“Oh, it’s so…” Kaz waved her hands in a circular motion as she tried to describe the flavor. “Sharp! I love it.”

“Sharp?” Prinna asked with alarm, and she picked up one of the chips from Kaz’s plate. “Do these cut you?”

“No,” Kaz laughed. “They aren’t actually sharp, but the flavor… it’s… it’s, um… Sam?”

Kaz looked at me with light-hearted desperation as she tried to explain. I chuckled and smiled at Prinna.

“She’s not wrong,” I said. “Try one, they’ve got an intense flavor, but I think you’ll like them.”

Prinna eyed the chip with suspicion. “Alright.”

She placed the crispy, fried slice of potato between her lips, and her hazel eyes immediately widened with surprise.

“Oh!’ Prinna gasped. “It is sharp!”

“See?” Kaz laughed.

It turned out that Prinna liked the salt and vinegar even more than the sour cream and onion, and Kaz enjoyed them both. At one point, Prinna opened her sandwich and shoved several chips into the middle. Then she took a bite, and tiny broken bits scattered all over her plate.

“What are you doing?” Kaz giggled.

“Try it!” Prinna said around a mouthful of food. “It’s so crunchy!”

I marveled at the simple delight my magical lovers found in the super basic lunch items that had been packed in more of my school lunches than I could ever have counted. As a lower-middle-class American I’d come to take sandwiches and potato chips for granted over the years, but the excitement Kaz and Prinna ate with brought the delight back for me, too.

Prinna picked every last crumb off her plate with one long finger, and Kaz sighed with satisfaction as she sipped her water.

“I have another surprise,” I said. “Would you two like some dessert?”

“Dessert?” Kaz eyed me with interest.

“Hang on,” I chuckled.

I collected our plates and headed into the kitchen. After a quick rinse, I tucked them all into the new dishwasher we’d just gotten a week ago, and I scooped up the assorted bag of fun-size candies.

“I hadn’t realized how noisy they were until now,” Prinna was saying as I walked back into the room.

“Neither had I,” Kaz agreed. “It’s so nice not to have the constant hammering and footsteps.”

“What?” I asked, and then I realized. “Oh, you mean the noise from the roofers?”

“Yes,” Kaz said. “Even from four floors down, the noise was bothersome.”

“It’s nice to have the quiet again,” I agreed. “Doug’s construction company will make plenty of noise, too, unfortunately.”

“When will they start?” Prinna asked.

“I spoke with him yesterday,” I said as I sat down with the candy bag in my lap. “They’re finishing up a job this week, and he estimated they’ll be ready to start next Monday.”

“Excellent,” Kaz said. “That will give us several days to ourselves.”

“Yep.” I grinned and held up the bag. “Want something sweet?”

“Yes!” Kaz giggled. “What are these called?”

“Well,” I said as I dug into the bag, and I pulled out a big handful of options. “This is a Snickers, this one’s called Twix, these are Skittles. Um… Here’s an Almond Joy, I don’t much like that one personally.”

“But what are they?” Prinna asked as she picked up a small bag of M&Ms.

“That’s chocolate with a crunchy candy coating,” I explained. “The Snickers has peanuts, caramel, nougat, and a chocolate coating. Oh… I suppose neither of you know if you have a peanut allergy?”

“What is a peanut?” Kaz asked as she tilted her head to the side.

“Something that’s a common allergen on Earth,” I said. “Well, only one way to find out.”

“How do we open these things?” Prinna asked as she inspected the brown M&Ms package. “Does it require a spell?”

“No,” I chuckled. “You just rip them, like this.”

I tore open a small bag of Skittles and dumped the colorful candies into my palm.

“Oh,” Prinna hummed, and she ripped the chocolate candies open. She carefully selected a brown one and popped it into her mouth. “Mmmm, that’s delicious.”

“I’d like to try this one,” Kaz said as she picked up a mini Twix. “What’s in it?”

“Uh, that’s a cookie bar with caramel and a chocolate coating,” I said. “Twix was my favorite when I was nine.”

Kaz peeled the golden wrapper away and took a bite. “That’s very good.”

I enjoyed watching Kaz and Prinna discover their preferred candy types. My Enchanted lover had a taste for the fruit candies, and my white-blonde lover preferred the chocolates. Kaz had a small bite of each kind and then she settled back as Prinna proceeded to eat a dozen whole candies.

“Are you quite enjoying those?” Kaz teased.

“Yes.” Prinna grinned. “I can sense you don’t enjoy them quite as much as I do.”

“It’s a bit overwhelming after a few bites,” Kaz said. “Don’t you think?”

“No,” Prinna laughed. “I could eat this whole bag!”

“You probably don’t want to,” I chuckled. “If you eat much more sugar, you’ll make yourself sick.”

“Do these cause a dangerous illness?” Prinna asked, and she eyed the candy with sudden wariness.

“No.” I grinned. “It just means your stomach would be upset. You might throw up. I did that once with M&Ms when I was a kid. I still can’t eat them to this day.”

“Oh,” Prinna murmured. “I suppose I should stop.”

“Yeah,” I agreed. “My mom always said you shouldn’t have too much of a good thing.”

What a weird sentiment that was to me now. It still made sense in regards to things like candy or sweets, but she probably could have found a way to apply it to my life as a whole now. She would never understand my choice to come and live in this inn, let alone the idea that I was in a committed relationship with the two beautiful women in front of me.

I didn’t talk with my parents often, but I’d felt guilty about trying to keep my general location from them. I’d told them I’d moved to Oregon, but I hadn’t really gone into detail.

And they hadn’t pried.

They were satisfied with my vague explanation of a new job opportunity, and I would talk to them again for a few minutes in several months as per usual. It was kind of nice having pretty uninvested parents, but it had sort of sucked growing up. I suppose being left to my own devices had taught me to be pretty resourceful, though.

I shook away the strange tangent of thoughts and turned back to Kaz and Prinna.

“How long will the remodel work take?” Kaz asked.

“Doug’s estimated timeline was five weeks,” I said. “He did explain that sometimes things can happen and we shouldn’t hold tight to that timeline.”

“What kind of things?” Prinna arched a sleek blonde eyebrow at me.

“Supply issues,” I said with a shrug. “Um, they might demo something and find more damage beneath than they expected. That sort of thing.”

“Nothing we can control, then,” Kaz said.

“Right.” I nodded.

“It will be very busy here,” Prinna said.

“Yeah, it’s going to be a madhouse,” I said.

“What is a madhouse?” Kaz asked.

“Oh, it’s just a saying,” I said. “It means it will be busy and probably a bit chaotic. There will be a lot going on.”

“Oh, okay,” Kaz hummed.

“Doug said his crew consists of at least twenty people,” I continued. “But I don’t think they all work on one job at the same time. I expect the crew will probably be about the same size as the roofer’s team.”

“Where will they begin?” Prinna asked.

“I’m not sure,” I said. “They might work from the bottom up, or the top down, or maybe they’ll have different guys working in different areas all at the same time. He’ll let me know, based on how his supplies comes in.”

Prinna and Kaz nodded sagely like they understood, but I knew the idea of having workers repairing their home while still living in it was completely foreign to them.

Kaz had spent the majority of her teens and early adult life living in a caravan and being owned by that asshole Mairo. Prinna grew up in a home at least through her childhood before being forced to carve out an existence wherever she could, but I had no idea what that had looked like. Neither of them spoke about families or even parents very often, and I didn’t want to pry. I’d made it clear I was available to listen when they were ready, but I refused to push for more information about their pasts.

I knew who they were now, and that was plenty for me because they were both incredible, caring, and powerful women. Half the time I still couldn’t believe they’d decided to stay with me when I’d offered to bring them wherever they might want to go.

“So we have about a week to explore a new door, right?” Kaz said in a leading tone of voice.

“Which one should we pick?” Prinna giggled.

“We’ll go through a new one, right, Sam?” Kaz asked.

“Yes, please,” Prinna agreed. “It was nice to see Master Javreen and Astrea’s auto-varrin, but I’d like to see somewhere new.”

I nodded as I thought about our day-trip back to Bioniin. We’d gone to check in with Master Javreen and see how things had gone with the counterfeiter after we’d assisted with his arrest. Greggin had been pleased to see us, and he’d informed us the counterfeiter, Mooresy, had been tried and found guilty beyond any shadow of doubt.

Greggin explained that he would serve a life sentence on the plantations, and I hadn’t had the stomach to ask what that meant.

“I’m impressed at how much progress they’ve made with the invention,” Kaz said.

“I am very curious to see it completed,” Prinna agreed.

“We’ll get to see that at its unveiling, remember?” I smiled. “Greggin practically begged us to be there, after all.”

“Lady Astrea looked quite pleased when you agreed as well,” Kaz said.

“Did she?” I asked. “She seemed so nervous and uncertain when we visited.”

“I think she was distracted by her work,” Kaz said.

Prinna snorted lightly with humor. “I think she was distracted by Sam.”

“What?” I asked with a surprised laugh. “What do you mean?”

“She could hardly keep her eyes off you,” Prinna explained.

“Noooo!” I replied with shock and disbelief. “She hardly spoke to me.”

“Those two things are not completely entwined, Sam,” Kaz sighed like it was the most obvious thing. “I think she is infatuated with you.”

I laughed at that idea. “It doesn’t matter, there’s no way her dear mama would approve.”

“That’s probably true.” Prinna grinned.

“But to answer your earlier question,” I said to steer the conversation back on track. “We’ll pick a new door to explore next time we venture out.”

“I’d rather go somewhere larger than the markets of Ryvem,” Prinna said.

“Me, too,” Kaz agreed.

I nodded as I remembered our short visit to Snupplemuck District to pick up our second collapsible booth from the old woodcarver there.

“Grippa was pleased to see us, though,” I chuckled as I thought of the old woman’s toothless smile. “I almost wish we needed a third booth, just so I could give her some more business.”

“I suppose we could buy one,” Prinna said thoughtfully.

“Perhaps we could make a deal with her to sell them for her in the other realms?” Kaz suggested.

“That’s not a bad idea,” I said. “We can look into that in the future. For now, I want to pick a brand-new door to explore.”

“But which one?” Prinna asked with a spark in her hazel eyes. “There are more than a few to choose from.”

“Should we simply pick the next in line?” Kaz asked.

“That would be the most logical way to do it,” I said. “I honestly don’t remember what the next door looks like, it’s been so long since we’ve gone up to the fourth floor.”

“There is something to be said about the safety of remaining here on Earth,” Kaz said with a bemused tone. “But I do enjoy the thrill of the adventure. And I do love the pleasant weather we always have in Bioniin.”

“I still cannot fathom why you dislike the rain so much, Kaz,” Prinna giggled.

“It’s wet.” Kaz pouted. “And it’s cold.”

“Not always!” Prinna laughed. “It’s simply cold here in Ore-a-gon.”

My white-blonde witch still pronounced the state’s name in separated syllables like she couldn’t say it faster without messing up the order of the sounds. She had a point, though, it was deep into autumn here in the Pacific Northwest now, and the weather had turned into the cold and wet stereotype I’d always pictured while growing up in the hot dry climate of Arizona. It felt like a permanent dampness buried deep in our bones any time we had to go outside. Thankfully the inn’s insulation seemed to still be in solid shape, but I had made it a point of work for the general contractors to look into.

Doug had agreed the basement could use a full refresh of insulation, and he’d successfully upsold me on the spray foam stuff. It was more expensive, but now that my bank account happily floated in the range of eight digits, that wasn’t exactly a concern.

I shook my head as it spun from the shocking amount of cash I had access to thanks to all the gold coins I’d earned. Between my work with Greggin Javreen and our sales in the various markets, I’d quickly gone from a struggling intern at a mid-level architecture company to a self-made millionaire.

Holy fuck.

I scoffed at the thought.

“Are you unwell, Sam?” Kaz asked with wonder.

“It is times like this I wish my magic worked on you,” Prinna mused. “It is so odd not to be able to feel your desires or intentions.”

“I’m sorry,” I said playfully. “I was just thinking about how much my life has changed in the last month and a half.”

“Your life has changed!” Kaz laughed loudly. “Two months ago I was lucky to get a bowl of stew alongside my dry bread. Now I am here being offered biting chips and little blocks of melty goodness. I have a warm bed, more clothes than I could ever possibly wear, and a man who protects me and cares for me.”

“You have changed both our lives immensely, Sam,” Prinna agreed. “I was barely scrounging enough food to stave off starvation. I slept in a damp cave most nights, and I was constantly ridiculed and threatened with violence for my very existence.”

“It’s amazing what a little time can change,” I murmured as I stared at the two beauties before me.

“It wasn’t time that changed my circumstances,” Kaz hummed. “It was all you, Sam.”

“Mmhmm.” Prinna nodded in agreement. “I don’t know what would have come of me if it hadn’t been for you. I consider myself very lucky you came along.”

“And quite lucky you are as kind as you are,” Kaz added.

“Lucky?” I chuckled. “I’m the lucky one here.”

“Why can’t it be all of us?” Prinna suggested with warm affection in her hazel eyes.

“Exactly right.” Kaz grinned, and her violet eyes shone with happiness.

The three of us stared at one another for a long and sweet moment before it was broken by the insistent buzz of my cell phone on the floor beside me. I considered ignoring it for a moment, but then I recognized the phone number that displayed on the screen.

I picked up the phone and tapped the answer button. “Hello?”

“Hello, may I please speak with Sam Woods?” the man on the other end asked.

“Yes, that’s me,” I said, and my heart started to beat a bit faster.

“This is Pat from the BMW dealership,” the voice said. “How are you this afternoon?”

“I’m good,” I said as a smile started to spread. “What’s up?”

“I have exciting news for you,” Pat said, and I could hear the grin in his voice. “Your car is ready to be picked up.”


Chapter 2

A grin that could have been seen from space lit up my entire face. Kaz and Prinna both looked at me like I’d lost my mind, but my excitement must have been contagious because they started to smile, too.

“Awesome,” I said in as calm a voice as I could manage. “Uh, is it cool if we come get it now?”

“Yes, sir,” Pat said in a friendly tone. “That’s why I’m calling you. I’ll be here until eight tonight, so you can come by whenever you’re ready.”

“Great,” I said. “Thanks, I’ll see you soon.”

“See you soon,” Pat said, and then he hung up the line.

I stared at my phone screen as it turned black, and I just took a second to revel in the absolute high of the moment.

My inn was well into repairs, I had millions of dollars in my bank account, a pile of solid gold coins in the safe upstairs, and two beautiful women I got to fuck as often as I wanted. What the fuck was my life anymore?

“Well?” Prinna demanded with a wide smile.

“Who was that?” Kaz asked with a giggle.

“It was Pat from the car dealership,” I said, and I realized my cheeks were starting to hurt from smiling so wide. “My car is ready to be picked up.”

“Oh!” Kaz gasped and clasped her hands together.

“That’s very exciting!” Prinna grinned.

“Are we going to go get it now?” Kaz asked.

“Yeah,” I chuckled. “As soon as we’re ready to head out.”

I glanced at my sweatpants and the casual lounge clothes of my two lovers with a wry grin.

“We should change our clothes first,” I suggested.

“Ugh, yes,” Kaz agreed. “It’s started to rain.”

“Has it?” Prinna asked with soft excitement.

“Look at the windows,” Kaz said with a pout. “Ick.”

“Oooh, it’s beautiful,” Prinna sighed.

I looked at the nearest window, and sure enough, a light autumn rain was cascading down the glass. It was one of those soft rains that didn’t make much noise at all, but it inevitably soaked everything.

“Come on,” I said. “Let’s get dressed and go get my new baby.”

We hurried upstairs and changed into more appropriate attire for going out. I picked dark wash jeans that were lined with a light flannel layer to keep the chill at bay, and I topped it with a dark gray henley and my leather jacket.

Prinna pulled on a very autumnal sweater in a deep shade of red that made her white-blonde hair look almost silver. She pulled on black jeans and tucked her feet into thick wool socks and sturdy boots.

Kaz took more time than Prinna and I combined to dress, and after a few minutes of waiting, she suggested Prinna and I go downstairs.

“I’ll join you when I’m done,” Kaz called from the bathroom.

“Don’t take forever,” Prinna called in a friendly tone.

“We’ll wait downstairs,” I said.

“What about our plans to go to the range?” Prinna asked as we headed down to the first floor.

I checked my watch. “Our range time isn’t for another two hours.”

“Oh, so we have time?” Prinna asked.

“Yeah, plenty of time,” I said.

Prinna grabbed a dark gray trench coat from the rack near the door and slung it over her shoulders. It elevated her look to a level of cool that reminded me of the super secret spies and assassins in James Bond movies.

The fact that she could also magically read people’s intentions only added to the allure of this, but knowing I was the one man on Earth who knew her secret caused an extremely smug smile to curl across my lips.

I grabbed three umbrellas from the bucket near the coat rack, and Prinna and I stared at each other while we waited for Kaz. Our companionable gaze swiftly devolved into playful flirting and then full-blown eye-fucking during the three minutes we stood there.

“Okay!” Kaz called from the second floor landing. “I’m ready.”

I dragged my eyes away from the come-fuck-me look in Prinna’s hazel depths, and I nearly choked on my laughter at Kaz’s ensemble. I couldn’t even tell what she was wearing aside from black leggings and her knee-high, indigo rain boots because she was swathed in more rain gear items than I even knew existed.

“Kaz!” Prinna laughed out right at my Enchanted lover. “Really?”

“Yes, really,” Kaz said without a bit of humor in her voice.

Kaz’s long dark hair was twisted into a tight braid and tucked into a bright blue knitted scarf, which was wrapped around the inside of the high collar on her raincoat. The top of her head was hidden under a wide-brimmed rubber hat that looked like something Paddington Bear’s wife would have worn. Then the built-in hood of her raincoat was pulled up over the top of the hat for good measure. It forced the brim of the rain hat down over Kaz’s ears, and it made her look almost childlike.

She was absolutely adorable.

I shook my head lovingly at her head-to-toe rain gear, and I started to put the third umbrella back into the bucket.

“Oh, no, Sam,” Kaz said softly. “I’ll carry that.”

“Um…” I chuckled softly. “You don’t really need an umbrella with all that other stuff on.

“I want it.” Kaz stared at me with utter sincerity, and she held out one hand for the umbrella.

I smiled and passed the umbrella to my violet-eyed lover.

“Shall we?” Prinna giggled.

I grabbed my keys off the hook and opened the heavy front door for my ladies.

“I can’t wait to have this thing replaced,” I mumbled to myself.

“Sam!” Kaz whined from the front porch. “Hurry up!”

I pulled the front door closed behind me and looked at my violet-eyed lover. Her rain gear was slightly damp like she’d run out to the car only to run back.

“It’s locked.” Kaz pouted.

“Oh, come on!” Prinna laughed as she stood out in the light misting rain with her arms wide and her umbrella hanging uselessly at her side. “It’s beautiful!”

I quickly pressed the button to unlock the rental car, and Kaz made a mad dash to the door closest to her. She shrieked as she darted side to side like she could weave between the fine mist of water that came steadily down from the gray sky.

I chuckled and walked leisurely out to the driver’s door, and Prinna took a deep breath before she climbed in beside me.

“I love that smell,” Prinna sighed.

“I think there’s a word for it,” I said. “That smell after it rains.”

“Then it’s the wrong word.” Kaz scowled at me in the rearview mirror. “Because it is still raining.”

“I guess that’s true.” I smirked.

“The colors are so beautiful,” Prinna said as she gazed out at the bright autumn leaves.

The whole cul-de-sac was tinged with shades of yellow, orange, red, and brown leaves, and it made the gloomy clouds and slick ground cheerful.

“There’s so much life even in this phase of dying,” Prinna mused. “The trees will sleep for the cold season, and then they’ll burst into life once more.”

“Now that we can agree on,” Kaz said with emphasis on every word. “The weather will warm again, right Sam?”

“Yes,” I chuckled. “It’s called spring.”

“Well, I can’t wait for it,” Kaz said, and she settled back against the seat. “Will you please turn that little fire on?”

I smiled at her description of the car’s heater, and I started the engine before I let it warm up for a bit. Then I adjusted the settings to what we’d used the last time we left the inn, and it only took to the end of the cul-de-sac for the vents to start blowing warm air.

“Ahhh, thank you,” Kaz hummed. “I much prefer the constantly pleasant weather they have in Bioniin.”

“Do you think they have a cold season?” Prinna wondered.

“I don’t know,” I said.

I had to agree with Kaz, though, it was so fucking nice to be able to just go to another realm if we weren’t feeling the weather here on Earth one day. It was like jet-setting, except it was free and way more thrilling than just hitting all the tourist spots around the world.

Not to mention the money. Fuck, but the money was good.

How the hell had I gotten so lucky that this was my life?

I shook my head and smiled as I drove toward the BMW dealership. Kaz and Prinna chatted about the parts of spring they liked the best, and my smile got bigger and bigger the closer we got to my new hundred-thousand-dollar car.

By the time I pulled into the parking lot, my cheeks hurt.

We parked the rental in one of the customer parking spots.

“At least the rain has let up,” Kaz said as we headed into the front doors.

“It won’t last,” Prinna said with confidence.

“Ugh,” Kaz sighed. “It never does.”

“Hey, Sam,” Pat greeted us. “Good to see you.”

“Nice to see you again, too,” I said, and we shook hands.

“Are you ready to meet her?” Pat asked with a grin.

“I am,” I chuckled, and I started to look around. “Where… ooooh.”

My words turned into a sound that resembled a moan of pleasure as I caught sight of the bright Phytonic blue paint and the jet-black wheels.

“She’s a beauty, isn’t she?” Pat smiled.

“Who is she?” Kaz whispered to Prinna behind me.

I caught sight of Prinna’s shoulders moving in a slight shrug, and I smiled at my lovers. Then I pointed at my new M550i xDrive Sedan, and both of their faces lit up with understanding.

“She?” Prinna mouthed silently to me.

I chuckled and followed Pat over to check out my car a bit closer.

“She’s got all the customizations you ordered,” Pat said. “The paint job came out perfect, if you ask me. We applied a thick wax to get you started. That should help protect her from the salt and dirt that comes with winter driving.”

“Oh, that’s great,” I said as I walked around the front. “Thanks, man.”

“It’s all part of the service we offer,” Pat said, and he lowered his voice to a friendly conspiratorial tone. “You spend that much on a car, we like to add in a few bonus things for you.”

“I will say…” I lowered my voice to match his. “This is more money than I ever expected to spend on a car.”

“It’s a big investment,” Pat said, and there was a hint of concern in his voice.

I wondered if he was trying to check on my financial stability without being too forward.

“Well,” I said to ease any possible worries. “I suppose that’s one of the perks of my new, very well-paying, job.”

“Ah, new job.” Pat grinned. “Reason to celebrate then.”

I smiled at his relaxed demeanor as I tried to open the driver’s door, but it was locked.

“For security,” Pat explained. “We’ve still got the paperwork to sign, too, but I have the keys at my desk…”

“Right.” I nodded. “Let’s get those John Hancocks.”

Kaz and Prinna looked between Pat and me like we’d suddenly started speaking Russian.

“Right this way,” Pat said, oblivious to the strange looks between my magical lovers.

We went to Pat’s desk nearby, and I sat down across from him. I could hear Kaz and Prinna whispering softly to one another, and I assumed they were trying to figure out what a John Hancock was.

Not that I had much time to think about it as Pat laid out a stack of paperwork. He pointed out all the spots I needed to sign and initial to confirm delivery of the car and completion of the custom order. It took about ten minutes for Pat to ramble through all the legal terms and for me to sign everything.

Then Pat grinned and passed me a set of two keys on a simple ring across the desk.

“She’s all yours,” he said.

“Wow,” I breathed and held out my palm. “Thank you.”

“You’re welcome,” Pat said. “I know you’ve been driving a rental, so I took the liberty of reaching out and arranging for them to come and get it from us.”

“Really?” I asked. “That’s awesome, thank you so much.”

“No problem,” Pat said. “We have a good working relationship with that rental company.”

“Are we done?” Kaz asked.

“You’re all set.” Pat smiled. “She’s all yours. Make sure you get your stuff from the old car, though.”

“Oh, good point,” I chuckled. “Thank you.”

Pat nodded and smiled as he leaned back in his chair. Kaz, Prinna, and I headed outside to collect our things from the rental car, and I heard a boisterous cheer go through the dealership as we walked outside. I turned back and saw the other salespeople standing in a circle around Pat. It looked like they were congratulating him on the big sale, and I smiled.

“I don’t think we have much…” Kaz said.

She was right. I pulled my phone charger from the cigarette lighter and tucked it into my pocket. Prinna picked up her umbrella from the passenger side floor, and Kaz checked the back seat.

“My safety kit’s in the trunk still,” I said.

“Sam?” Prinna asked.

“Yeah?” I grabbed my kit from the trunk and looked at my white-blonde witch. “What’s up?”

“What is a John Hancock?” Prinna asked.

“And why is the car female?” Kaz added.

I chuckled and explained the meaning behind the colloquial name for a signature as best I could.

“As for the she thing, I’m not super sure,” I admitted. “Boats, cars, trains… I don’t know, they’re just usually called she.”

“Strange,” Kaz murmured.

Pat walked outside then, and he rubbed his hands together as he smiled at us.

“Alright, got everything?” he asked.

“We do,” I said as I unhooked the rental keys from my keychain. “Here’s the keys.”

“I’ll shoot you a text once they pick it up,” Pat said. “So you know it’s all sorted.”

“Thanks,” I said. “I appreciate that.”

“Sam?” Kaz asked. “How do we get the car out of the building?”

“Come on,” Pat chuckled. “I’ll show you.”

We followed the salesman back into the dealership, and he gestured for us to get inside my new BMW. Then he walked over next to the wall of glass that sat in front of us. He opened a little keypad, and the glass wall opened into the ceiling like a garage door.

“Fantastical,” Prinna breathed. “What a spell!”

“Is it magic?” Kaz asked with more skepticism.

“No,” I said with a smirk. “It’s just a machine.”

“Enjoy her!” Pat called, and he waved as I started up the engine.

She purred like a lioness, and I took a steadying breath as I put her in gear. I eased out of the dealership garage bay and through the parking lot, and she handled like a dream.

“Should we test her out on the highway?” I asked as I pulled onto the main road.

“Okay.” Prinna grinned.

“Is that safe in the rain?” Kaz asked.

“As long as I pay attention it is,” I said. “Once I’m more used to how this car handles, it’ll be even safer.”

My eyes went wide as I looked down at the odometer. There were three miles on this car, and I could hardly believe she was mine. I’d never seen anything lower than one hundred thousand miles on any car I’d owned, and even the rental had upwards of ninety thousand miles when I’d picked it up.

I turned onto the highway, and I grinned even wider as I saw the onramp was open before us. I laid onto the throttle, and shifted easily between gears as we gained speed so fast I felt my body sucked into the seat.

There was no one on the highway as I merged on, and I raced all the way up to ninety before my better judgment kicked in. I eased back to a respectable seventy-five and smiled at Prinna beside me.

There was a wide grin on her tanned face, and her eyes were bright with the thrill of our speed. I looked into the rearview mirror to check on Kaz. She was smiling, too, but her fingers also clung to the handle on the inside of her door.

“Is that as fast as you can go?” Prinna asked.

“It’s as fast as I’m legally allowed to go on this highway,” I explained. “And since the road is wet, I don’t want to push it too far.”

As if to emphasize my point, big fat rain drops started to pound onto the windshield. I slowed down to sixty-five miles an hour and found the wiper controls.

“The rain makes the road slick and more dangerous,” I said. “We’ll really let her loose the next time it’s dry and sunny.”

“Yay.” Prinna grinned.

“Are we going to the range now?” Kaz asked.

“Um, yeah,” I said as I checked the clock. “We can head that way. Our range time is pretty soon. It won’t be a problem if we arrive a little early.”

I’d spent a good chunk of the last couple of weeks looking into the specific gun laws of Oregon and fulfilling the requirements I needed in order to apply for a concealed carry permit. There was a firearms safety course I took at the same range we were going to today, and a fair amount of background checks and paperwork to complete. My background check had come back clean just two days ago, and now I was free to buy a personal pistol and carry it concealed on my person wherever it wasn’t strictly prohibited to do so. From what I’d learned, it was mostly federal buildings that I was prohibited to carry, and I didn’t have any plans to go to the state capitol or the social security office any time soon.

Besides, I didn’t really plan to carry on a regular basis here in the US anyway. I was going to carry my gun concealed in the other realms, but if I wanted to buy a shoulder holster, I felt better about getting all the proper paperwork done first. I didn’t want to give any authorities any reason to start looking too closely at me.

I wasn’t doing a single illegal thing as far as I could tell, but I also didn’t want the IRS or anybody else looking too closely at where I was getting all this gold from. There was only so far the story about finding caches of gold coins in the inn would go.

Nope, better to be overly cautious and do everything by the book.

I pulled my new BMW into the shooting range parking lot, and I picked a spot at the back where no other cars were parked. No way was I risking putting my brand-new custom paint job next to some asshole’s beater Corolla. The quickest way to ruin a good day like this was to come back out and find a big ding in my door.

Better to just walk a little further to the building.

Kaz struggled with indecision for a moment before she removed her raincoat’s hood and pulled the rain hat from her head. She dropped it in the backseat and left her scarf there, too. Prinna and I both left our umbrellas in the car, too.

“Will it be very loud?” Prinna asked as we got out of the car.

“Yes, but we’ll wear hearing protection,” I said as I locked the doors behind us. “They’ll have us put on safety glasses, too, I bet.”

We headed inside and walked through several aisles of holsters, scopes, lights, paper and metal targets, safety goggles, all manner of ear protection, and cleaning supplies toward the counter. The muffled sound of random gunfire came from the back of the building, and I knew from my safety course that’s where the indoor range was located.

“Hello, how can I help you guys today?” the guy behind the counter asked.

His nametag identified him as Caleb, and he looked about my age. He had a clean haircut with a bit more on top, and a quarter-sleeve tattoo peeked out from the sleeve of his work shirt.

“We’ve got scheduled range time for three,” I said. “My name’s Sam Woods.”

“Ah, yes,” Caleb said. “You’re with me today. My name’s Caleb.”

“Hey,” I said as I shook his outstretched hand. “This is Kaz and Prinna.”

“Welcome,” Caleb said. “I understand you’re looking to try a few things and possibly make a purchase today? Is that right?”

“It is,” I said. “I want something compact that I can carry comfortably. For, uh, personal protection.”

“Of course,” Caleb said. “I see you filled out our little questionnaire, and I pulled a few options that I thought might suit your needs. We can go to the range in the back and try them out. We can also try a few others if none of them are to your liking. How’s that sound?”

“Sounds good to me,” I said.

“Now, we have a few safety rules that we require all guests to follow,” Caleb said, and he rapidly went through them all.

They were pretty standard guidelines as far as I could tell. Don’t step onto the range while it’s hot. Eye and ear protection required. No children under thirteen permitted. Be respectful. Be smart. Be safe.

“Any questions?” Caleb asked the three of us.

“No,” I said, and my ladies shook their heads.

“Great.” Caleb pulled three sheets of paper out and laid them before us on the counter. “I just need your signatures here to say we’ve gone over the rules, you understand them, and agree to abide by them.”

Kaz, Prinna, and I quickly signed them. Caleb arched an eyebrow at the lack of last names on either of my lovers’ forms, but he didn’t say anything.

“Alright, let’s get you some safety gear,” Caleb said, and he walked out from behind the counter.

He led us toward a heavy door with a small rectangular window and into the next room that was filled with clear and yellow-tinted safety glasses. There were also rows and rows of big headphone-style ear protection and smaller ones that looked like regular earplugs. Once we were all geared up, Caleb took us back into the range area.

“Eyes and ears on at all times,” Caleb said, and he tapped the large contraption over his right ear. “I’ve got us set up in the big private booth at the end.”

Three men, two women, and two couples occupied the other booths along the range, and we walked behind them. A bright yellow and black line of tape ran behind them along the floor, and we stayed strictly on our side of the pathway until we reached another door at the end. When I’d made the reservation there had been a more expensive package called the VIP experience. It consisted of one-on-one time with one of the staff, an extra thirty minutes, unlimited ammo and targets, and private space on a separate section of the range.

It had been an additional two hundred dollars, but I was a fucking millionare now, so that was a drop in my proverbial bucket.

The sound of the other customers’ shots was muffled here, and I could already tell we wouldn’t need to shout at one another. It was definitely worth the extra cash.

“Alright, I’ve pulled four options that I think will suit your needs for you to try out,” Caleb said. “And two more just for fun.”

He started to list off the names, calibers, pros, and cons of each pistol before us. There was a Sig P365, Glock 43X, Ruger Max-9, and a Springfield Armory Hellcat in the “will probably suit my needs” pile.

The just for fun firearms were a Ruger LCRX and a Colt King Cobra. They were quite a bit larger and heavier, and both were revolvers. They gave off strong cowboy vibes, and I knew I’d never have picked them for myself.

I couldn’t quite put my finger on why, but the idea of a revolver just didn’t appeal to me. Maybe it was because they inherently had fewer rounds before needing to be reloaded. Maybe it was the more difficult process of reloading it compared to a pistol with a magazine.

“So which do you want to try first?” Caleb asked after his in-depth explanation.

“How about the Ruger?” I asked.

“Whatever you want,” Caleb said in a friendly tone, and he picked up the Ruger. He quickly went over how to cock it to chamber the next round. “And… quick tip? Squeeze the trigger, don’t pull it.”

“Okay,” I said, and I took the gun into my right hand.

I took a focusing breath and locked my eyes on the paper target at the end of the row. It had the simplistic form of a human in black against a stark white background. There were three rings centered on its chest and forehead with a yellow dot in the center of each target. I closed my right eye as I stared down the iron sights, and I squeezed the trigger like he told me.

“Ah!” Kaz yelped with surprise a second after the loud bang of the gunshot.

I glanced at her to make sure she was okay, and both her hands were pressed against her mouth. Her violet eyes were regretful as she mouthed a silent apology.

“It’s okay,” Caleb said with a friendly smile. “A gunshot is loud and sudden. That happens all the time.”

“Did you hit the target?” Prinna asked.

“Let’s see,” Caleb said.

He pressed a button, and the paper target came whizzing down the track toward us. We searched for the bullet hole, and after a second, we found it on the lower left side of the silhouette’s chest. It was well outside the circular bullseye, and I guessed it wouldn’t have been a fatal wound.

“Can I give you some tips?” Caleb asked.

“Yeah, sure,” I said.

“Keep both eyes open,” he said. “And don’t hold your breath. Breathe out as you squeeze the trigger.”

“Okay.” I nodded slowly.

“Ready to go again?” Caleb asked.

“Yes,” I said.

I raised the gun again to practice looking with both eyes open as the target slid back to the far end of the range. I took a breath and then as I breathed it out, I aimed and fired.

“Ee!” Kaz squeaked much quieter than before.

“Good, that was better,” Caleb said with praise in his voice. “Go ahead and empty the magazine.”

“There’s ten rounds in this one?” I asked.

“Yes,” Caleb said. “The Ruger Max-9 can hold as many as twelve plus one in the chamber, but Oregon state laws limit it to ten rounds. So that’s a ten-round magazine.”

“Eight more,” I murmured to myself as I fired another shot.

I silently counted down to my last round, and then Caleb brought the target back for us to check and replace.

“Not bad,” Caleb said with a nod. “It looks like you got better overall.”

He pointed at the holes in the paper target where they trailed in random zig-zags closer to the red dot at the middle of the silhouette’s chest.

“What do you think of the Ruger?” Caleb asked.

“Um, I like it,” I said. “I like the sights. They’re a good design. I feel like the grip isn’t ideal for my hand, though.”

“Want to try the next one?” Caleb asked.

“Yeah, let’s do the Springfield next,” I said with a half-grin.

Caleb smiled, and we worked through each of the four pistols. They each had pros and cons as far as I was concerned, and I decided I liked the Sig P365 the most. It felt comfortable in my hands, and it had a great reputation with gun enthusiasts. It also had standard night sights that glowed slightly in the dark, which I knew would be handy in a variety of situations.

“Would either of you like to have a turn?” Caleb asked Kaz and Prinna.

Kaz balked immediately, and I could tell she was more than a little nervous around the firearms. She’d stopped making noise around my fourth shot, but she still stood a bit further back than Prinna.

My white-blonde witch, on the other hand, looked eager as she answered.

“I’d like to try it,” Prinna said.

“Alright.” Caleb grinned.

He gave Prinna the short-version of the safety course I’d taken, and he explained the main parts of the firearm.

“Keep your finger out of the trigger guard until you’re ready to shoot,” Caleb said as he pointed at the trigger. “And don’t ever point it at something you’re not fully prepared to destroy.”

“I understand.” Prinna gave a serious nod.

“Let me set a fresh target for you,” Caleb said.

I switched positions with Prinna as he did so, and once he gave the go-ahead, she picked up the Sig P365. She held it firmly in both hands, took a breath, aimed, and fired.

“Oh!” Prinna gasped.


Chapter 3

Prinna’s body was locked in position, and for a second, I thought she absolutely despised it. Then she turned her head to look at me with a huge grin on her face.

“Did you like it?” I chuckled.

“Yes.” Prinna grinned even wider. “May I do another?”

“Yeah.” I nodded.

“Go ahead and empty the mag,” Caleb said with a smirk. “There’s nine more in there.”

Prinna giggled once, looked back at the target, and rapidly fired all nine rounds. She went through them all much faster than I would have expected, and even Caleb seemed a bit surprised by her enthusiasm.

“Wow,” Caleb chuckled. “That was fast.”

“Oh, no,” Prinna said as she laid the Sig back on the range table. “Did I break a rule? Did I go too fast?”

“No, no,” Caleb assured her. “It’s fine, I just didn’t expect it.”

“Neither did I,” I laughed. “Did you enjoy shooting?”

“I did,” Prinna said, and her tan cheeks flushed just a bit. “Did I do well?”

“Let’s find out,” Caleb said, and he pulled the target toward us again. “Holy shit.”

“Whoa,” I breathed.

Every one of Prinna’s shots were within the second ring of the target except the first one which was just on the line of the largest circle.

“You have a natural talent,” Caleb said. “That’s really impressive.”

“Really?” Prinna asked with delight. “It’s very thrilling.”

Caleb looked at the target with amazement for another second before he turned to look at Kaz.

“Would you like to try?” he asked.

Kaz’s dark eyebrows furrowed with uncertainty, but she nodded as she pressed her lips together.

“Okay,” Kaz said softly.

“You don’t have to,” I whispered.

“I know,” Kaz said.

She stepped forward, and Prinna moved back to stand by my side. Caleb gave my Enchanted lover the same safety rundown he’d given Prinna, and he loaded a new magazine into the pistol. Then he set up a new target and gave Kaz a firm nod.

“Whenever you’re ready,” he said.

“Oooh,” Kaz grumbled softly as she blew out a nervous breath.

She picked up the pistol and raised both her arms toward the target at the far end of the range. She breathed twice more before she fired.

“Eeeh!” Kaz screeched so loud I was glad to be wearing ear protection.

Her shoulders quivered with anxiety, and I could see she was more than nervous now. She was smart though, and she kept her arms locked with the gun pointing down range.

“Take it,” Kaz insisted in an unhappy voice. “Caleb. Take it.”

“It’s okay,” Caleb said in a very soothing voice, and he laid one hand over the top of Kaz’s. He softly pried the gun from her white-knuckle hands and set it aside. “Shooting isn’t for everyone. Are you okay?”

“I did not like that,” Kaz said, and her voice shook slightly.

“It’s okay,” I said, and I pulled her into my arms for a warm hug. “You don’t have to shoot.”

“I much prefer my blade,” Kaz whispered in my ear.

“That’s totally fine,” I said with a soft smile for her. “You don’t ever have to fire another gun if you don’t want to. I’ll never force you to do something that makes you that uncomfortable.”

“Thank you,” Kaz murmured, and she took a shaking breath.

I released her, and Prinna pulled her in for a hug next.

“That was very unpleasant,” Kaz said to Prinna.

“You baffle me,” Prinna said with an affectionate laugh.

“You’ve got nine more rounds in here,” Caleb said. “Would either of you like to use them?”

“Prinna?” I offered.

“Yes, please,” Prinna giggled.

Kaz stepped out of the circle of the taller woman’s arms and moved to stand beside me. I wrapped one arm around her shoulders, and we watched Prinna fire off the last nine rounds with a bit more leisure than her last turn.

This time she aimed for the head, and she managed to get nine bullets into the paper with only five holes. It impressed Caleb and me, and Kaz looked better now that the gun was out of her hands.

“Would you like to try the revolvers, Sam?” Caleb asked.

“Uh, sure,” I said. “I’m not a fan of revolvers, but why not?”

“You paid for the time,” Caleb pointed out with a smirk. “And the ammo. Might as well test drive them.”

“Right,” I chuckled.

Caleb showed me how to load the revolver, and it seemed so impractical to have to put each round in individually.

“It’s so much slower than the others,” Prinna observed thoughtfully.

“Yeah,” Caleb agreed. “But you can get speed loaders to make it faster.”

“What’s that?” I wondered.

“It’s a clip that can hold the rounds in the right shape,” Caleb said, and he pointed at the slots in the cylinder. “Then you can pop all of them in at once. It makes it a lot faster.”

“Oh, cool,” I said. “So you can buy the ammo like that?”

“No,” Caleb chuckled. “You have to load the speed loader yourself. It’s the same amount of prep time, but you can do it beforehand.”

“Huh,” I huffed lightly.

“I’ve found that revolvers are a bit more love it or hate it,” Caleb said with a shrug. “They’re not for everyone. Ready?”

“Yeah,” I said.

I cocked the gun the way Caleb had shown me and fired.

I was surprised to learn the revolver was louder than the semi-auto pistol, and it had more recoil. The shock raced up my arms and through my elbows in a more uncomfortable way that any of the semi-auto guns had.

“Whoa,” I said.

“Fire the rest,” Caleb said.

I adjusted my stance just a bit and fired the remaining rounds one by one. The revolver was definitely slower than the semi-autos too just because I either had to cock the gun with each round or I had to put more effort into squeezing the trigger.

“What do you think?” Caleb asked.

I laid the cowboy-style gun down on the range table.

“It’s not for me,” I decided. “It’s louder, it’s got a harder kickback, and I don’t like how slow it is in comparison.”

“Valid, all very valid points.” Caleb nodded. “And at the end of the day, you want your daily personal carry to be something you’re really comfortable with in every aspect.”

“Exactly,” I agreed.

“So did any of these stand out above the crowd for you?” Caleb waved a hand over the four semi-auto pistols on the table.

“I think the Sig P365 is the right one for me.” I pursed my lips thoughtfully. “Yeah, it felt really good in my hands, and I like that caliber.”

“Nine millimeter is a great caliber,” Caleb agreed. “And a lot of guns take that caliber, so if you ever wanted to get a backup or others for competition or anything, you can get something in nine. That way you don’t have to mess around with a bunch of different ammo sizes.”

“Oh, that’s a really smart idea,” I said.

“Are you going to pick the Sig?” Caleb asked.

“Yeah, I think so,” I said.

“Cool, I think that’s a good choice,” Caleb said. “How about we go over all the parts again, and you can practice loading the magazine and operating the firearm to make sure you feel really comfortable with it before you leave today?”

“Yeah, that would be great,” I said with gratitude. “I’m not taking you away from other customers, though, right?”

“Not at all,” Caleb said with a reassuring smile. “It’s all part of the VIP package you paid for. No worries.”

“Oh, cool.” I nodded.

Caleb took the Sig back into his hands and popped the magazine out. Then he pulled the slide back to make sure the chamber was empty, too.

“It’s always a good idea to check the chamber,” Caleb explained. “Never assume your gun is safe until you’ve visually checked the chamber, the magazine, and the safety.”

“Right.” I nodded.

“Alright, the magazine release is here.” Caleb pointed at the small release button, and he handed it over to me. “The gun is safe, you just watched me check it, but it’s a good habit to get into to always check it yourself, too.”

“Okay.” I pressed the magazine release button and caught it with my other hand. Then I pulled the slide back and stared down into the chamber to make sure there wasn’t another round hiding in there. “It’s safe.”

“Good.” Caleb nodded, and he opened a box of nine millimeter ammo on the range table. “Go ahead and load the mag.”

I gingerly placed the Sig down on the table and inspected the magazine with a curious eye. As far as I was concerned, part of being safe with my gun was going to be knowing everything I could about it and its parts.

Then I picked up a round and pressed it into the magazine. Somewhere around the sixth round, it became harder to press them in.

“Oh, wow,” I said with a little grunt.

“You’ll get more and more resistance as you fill it up,” Caleb explained. “The spring inside the magazine compresses so it gets harder.”

“That makes sense,” I said as I forced the last round in.

“If you load enough magazines, you’ll build up a nice callus like this,” Caleb chuckled and held up his thumb for me to see.

“Damn,” I snorted.

“Part of the job.” Caleb shrugged. “We have a bit more time if you want to shoot a few more rounds before we check you out.”

“Yeah, that sounds good,” I said.

“Let me get a fresh target,” Caleb said. “Ah, shoot. We used the last one I brought out. Hang here for a second, and I’ll go get a few more.”

“Okay,” I said.

Caleb left the private booth, and I was left alone with my sexy women.

“They’re very loud,” Kaz said.

“Yeah,” I said. “There’s things you can buy to smother the sound a little bit. They’re called suppressors.”

“Should we get one?” Prinna asked.

“Not today,” I chuckled. “I looked into it, and it’s a royal pain in the ass that’ll take months just to get one. But I suspect this won’t be the only gun I ever buy, so maybe one day I’ll jump through all those hoops. I kind of really enjoy shooting, and there’s always unknown dangers in our adventures.”

I waggled my eyebrows at my ladies, and they giggled softly at me.

“That’s true,” Kaz said with a playful sigh.

“Are there other realms that use firearms?” I wondered.

“I had never heard of such a weapon until you suggested it,” Prinna said.

“I’m not aware of any other realms that use them, either,” Kaz said.

“Hmm,” I hummed thoughtfully as I considered the four realms we’d visited so far.

I wasn’t surprised that Kohvra, Ryvem, and Amirma didn’t have guns. They were quite far behind Earth technology in every respect, but I did wonder about Bioniin not having guns. Their technology was similar to the Victorian Era through the mid twentieth century, and I was pretty sure the earliest guns of Earth were invented way before that.

Maybe the people of Bioniin just had less violence in their culture than the people of Earth. I shrugged since it wasn’t exactly useful to consider why the other realms were the way they were.

What was important was being prepared for whatever might lay behind the other eight doors on the fourth floor of my inn. None of us could predict what we might face. Hell we might open one of them into a super advanced realm where robots had killed all organic lifeforms like something out of Terminator. Not that a few handguns would do much for us there, but there was a lot of middle ground between Bioniin and that possibility.

“Alrighty.” Caleb came back into the private booth. “I brought more targets, and another box of ammo for you.”

“Cool.” I gave him a half-smile.

“We also have smiths on staff,” Caleb said. “So if you want your sights adjusted or the strength of your trigger adjusted, we offer all those services.”

“Oh, that’s great to know,” I said. “I think I like them where they are, but if I ever need something adjusted, I’ll bring it here.”

“Yeah.” Caleb nodded. “I like to recommend to new users to keep the trigger pull hard. In my opinion, it helps prevent accidental discharges. Some more experienced shooters, and like, people who compete professionally, they like what’s called a hair trigger.”

“What is that?” Kaz asked in confusion.

“It just means the trigger has very little resistance,” Caleb explained with a smirk.

“That sounds useful for competitions,” I said with a slight grimace that said it wasn’t something I wanted.

At least not yet.

“Exactly,” Caleb laughed.

He put up a new target for me and sent it whizzing back to the end of the range.

“You should aim for the head this time,” Prinna said.

“That’s a good idea,” Caleb agreed. “It’s good to practice aiming at different targets so you don’t get stale.”

“Huh,” I breathed. “Okay.”

I raised the Sig and adjusted slightly to aim for the target silhouette’s head instead of its chest. It felt new and untested, and I could see what Caleb meant. I rolled my shoulders and adjusted my right foot an inch before I breathed out and took my first shot.

“Nice!” Caleb hissed with admiration.

The bullet punched through the target in the second biggest circle, and it was my best shot so far. I grinned for a second before I reminded myself not to be too cocky, and I prepared for another shot.

I breathed out and decided to do two in quick succession. Two more shots fired, and I grimaced at the impact rushing had on my aim. The second shot was close to the bullseye like the first, and then my third was well outside the biggest ring toward the very top edge of the target’s head.

“Eeesh,” I hissed.

“It takes practice to fire rapidly like that,” Caleb assured me. “Go again.”

Over the next thirty minutes, I practiced being able to take two shots in quick succession, and by the time I unloaded the last round of our range time, I was able to get both quick shots inside the biggest circle.

“Not too shabby,” Caleb said. “You’ve made good progress for a single range trip.”

“Thanks,” I said. “Your instruction was definitely helpful. I really appreciate it.”

“It’s my job.” Caleb gave me a thin-lipped smile like it was just part of every day for him. “So, did you want to purchase the Sig today?”

“I do.” I nodded. “And some ammo. And I want a holster for it, too.”

“Smart,” Caleb said in a quick burst of sound. “Yeah, let’s head out front, and I can help you pick one out.”

“Sounds great,” I said, and I glanced at the six guns on the range table. “Um… do we?”

“Don’t worry about them,” Caleb said as he picked up the Sig. “One of my co-workers will put those away after we leave the booth.”

“Cool,” I said.

“Come with me.” Caleb walked out from the private booth.

He nodded at another guy that wore the same shirt as him with the range’s logo on the front, and the other guy walked right into the private booth behind us. I decided I really liked this shop and range. The staff were very helpful, knowledgeable, and they worked together as a really efficient team. Not to mention the place was well maintained, clean, and everybody seemed to respect the range rules without issue.

Prinna, Kaz, and I followed Caleb back out into the shop, and we pulled our ear and eye protection off.

“Now, did you also want to buy your own ears and eyes?” Caleb asked.

Prinna’s hazel eyes went wide in shock as Kaz’s eyebrows furrowed with intrigue.

Which sorta made sense. I was one hundred percent certain both eyes and ears were regularly sold in the markets in Kohvra.

“Yes,” I said. “We’d like to buy ear and eye protection, too.”

Prinna and Kaz’s faces lit up with understanding, and my Enchanted lover’s face flushed a tiny bit as she smiled at me. I smirked at them in response as we followed Caleb over to the counter.

“Hey, Mark, hang onto this for me, would you?” Caleb asked the guy behind the counter. “We’re going to pick out a holster and some other stuff, and then he’s going to purchase it.”

“Sure, man,” Mark said, and he gave me a friendly nod. “I gotcha.”

“Now, Sam,” Caleb said to me. “What kind of holster do you want? Hip? Shoulder? Thigh? Do you want leather or synthetic fiber?”

“Um… shoulder…” I said slowly and with little certainty. “I think… what do you like?”

“I’m a hip guy personally,” Caleb said, and he patted his right hip. “I find that a shoulder or underarm holster obstructs my arm movement too much. And I generally prefer synthetic fibers because I think they’re more durable. You know? Leather you have to be a bit more careful with to get a really long life out of it. You can be rougher on synthetic holsters.”

“That makes sense,” I said. “Do you… have to oil them? My buddy has a leather jacket he likes to oil every two months.”

“I mean, you can,” Caleb said in a tone that told me he thought that was excessive. “You don’t have to at all, though. It makes it look nicer, and it’s probably a good idea for a jacket. But a holster is going to be more protected than a jacket. Especially if you’re carrying concealed, you’ll probably have it under a jacket or something.”

“Good point,” I said.

“So here’s a leather hip holster…” Caleb handed me one. “And here’s a synthetic one. They loop right into your belt, so it’s quick and easy.”

I inspected the leather holster. It definitely had more visual appeal than the synthetic, but I liked the utilitarian usefulness of the synthetic. The actual part that held the gun was a hard polymer plastic, and I felt like that would be more protective in more scenarios.

“I like the synthetic,” I decided.

“Okay, cool,” Caleb said, and he put the leather back on the shelf. “Now, here’s a shoulder option for you.”

I accepted the more complicated contraption, and I felt like I was looking at one of those mind puzzles that took way too long to figure out.

“Your arms go through here,” Caleb chuckles. “You slip into it like a jacket, or more accurately, a vest since there’s no sleeves. Since you’re right handed, you’d wear the pistol under your left arm.”

Caleb demonstrated reaching across his body with his right hand to pull an imaginary gun from an imaginary holster.

“Oh, I see,” I said, and I pulled the straps over my shoulders. “That makes sense.”

“Is it the same for a holster on the hip?” Kaz asked.

“No.” Caleb shook his head. “Hip holsters go on your dominant side because of the way they sit, unless you’re specifically using a cross-draw holster.”

The holster sat right below my left armpit, and my eyebrows furrowed as I tried to figure out if I was missing a step. The holster just sort of flapped against my side, and it didn’t feel nearly as secure as the hip holster would.

“Is there another strap or buckle or something?” Prinna asked as she saw my confusion.

“No, not on this model.” Caleb pressed his lips together. “That’s another thing I don’t really like about a shoulder holster. It just doesn’t feel as tight without an extra strap that attaches to the belt, you know? But I’ve sold out of all those styles pretty quickly. I’ve actually got a nice rig coming in in a few weeks… They sell out fast as well, but they’re extremely versatile. It’s a Shapeshifter set, so you’d have a core holster, and then a number of different carry options that it attaches to. Even one that mounts in your car.”

“Damn, that does sound nice,” I whistled.

“I should be getting plenty of those in by Halloween,” he replied. “Swing on by and take a look if you’ve got the chance. It might be more than you’re looking for, but it’s nice to have options.”

“I’ll do that,” I said. “I’ll go with the hip holster for now, though. This should serve my purposes just fine.”

“Good choice,” Caleb said. “And the ammo boxes are behind the counter.”

“Okay.” I nodded, and we followed him back up to the counter.

“Oh, did you want any holographic sights or lights or anything else?” Caleb asked.

“Not today,” I said.

Caleb nodded and walked around the counter. He patted Mark on the shoulder and thanked him for looking over my Sig while we shopped.

“Let’s get the paperwork started,” Caleb said.

There were a fair number of forms and one phone call Caleb had to make to confirm that my background check had been cleared. He was able to look up my completion of the safety course through their computer system, and he took a photocopy of my driver’s license. I decided on three magazines and five boxes of ammo, and Caleb stacked them on the counter.

I was relieved I’d taken care of that early on because it had been necessary for a surprising number of things.

“Alright, now it’s just the paying part,” Caleb said with a smile. “Let’s ring you up.”

“Great,” I said, and I turned to look at Kaz and Prinna while he scanned my selections. “I was thinking we could go grocery shopping on the way home.”

“Okay,” Prinna murmured casually, but her hazel eyes were filled with excitement at the idea.

“That’s a great idea,” Kaz agreed.

I smiled at the way they hid their eagerness. We’d mostly been living off takeout and delivery food, though we had one order of groceries delivered to the inn last week. Neither of them had been into a grocery store yet, but they’d gone bug-eyed when I’d tried to explain it to them.

“Alright…” Caleb drew my attention back to him. “Your total today is seven hundred and seventy dollars and forty-five cents. How did you want to pay?”

“Debit card,” I said as I pulled out my wallet.

“Great, give the system a second, and then you can insert your card right here.” Caleb tapped the card reader.

I finished paying, and Caleb packed the gun and magazines into the lockable case. Then Caleb pulled a variety pack of paper targets from somewhere under the counter.

“Alright, you’re all set.” Caleb smiled.

“Thank you,” I said with buried excitement.

“It was a pleasure to help you all today,” Caleb said.

“Thanks, you were really great,” I said, and I reached out to shake his hand.

“You guys have a great rest of your night,” Caleb said.

“We will, thanks again,” I said.

My ladies picked up a bag with two boxes of ammo each, and they seemed surprised at how heavy they were. Then we headed out of the shop to find it had stopped raining and the sun was trying to burn its way out from behind the clouds.

“Finally!” Kaz grumbled with exasperation.

“Just in time for it to set,” Prinna laughed.

“Ugh, I know.” Kaz pouted. “Well, at least I get a tiny bit of sunlight today.”

“Come on,” I laughed.

We loaded into the car, and I took a moment to slip my new holster through my belt. I tucked my Sig in it, and I sat on the plush white leather of my new car seat.

The gun pressed firmly against my side, and it took me a second to adjust it to a more comfortable position. I started the engine, and I took a moment to recalibrate my brain to the new level of fucking awesome I’d just reached today.

It felt like winning a super difficult achievement in a video game, and in my mind’s eye, I saw a little pop-up notification.

Achievement Unlocked: Badass!

“To the grocery store?” Prinna asked from the back seat.

“Let’s do it.” I grinned.

We decided to test out the sound system on the drive to the grocery store, and I was impressed by the bass and clarity of the sound. Kaz and Prinna still marveled at the way music poured out of the speakers like magic.

“It’s so wonderful!” Kaz laughed.

“I love how much variety there is here,” Prinna agreed. “Amirma lost music with the Consumption. The realm had been quiet for a long time.”

“Kohvra has music,” Kaz said with an annoyed roll of her violet eyes. “But it’s nothing like this. There is always only one instrument. Usually a lyre or lute, maybe, if you’re lucky there is a single drum to accompany it. But this… this sounds as though there were several musicians all playing together!”

“It truly is magical,” Prinna giggled.

I grinned and shook my head. I’d tried to explain how music was played and recorded, but neither of them could quite grasp the idea. They’d both pictured the bands being trapped in some sort of hibernation status like Han Solo in carbonite, and the idea had upset them quite a bit. I finally gave up and likened it to the musicians playing and the sounds coming through the system from far away.

It felt like a good compromise between the facts of the music industry and the horror of what they imagined.

We pulled into the Albertsons grocery store in downtown Arcton a little while later just as the sun slipped beyond the horizon. The street lamps came on, and the parking lot glistened slightly with the remaining rain from earlier. Bright red, orange, and yellow leaves were scattered everywhere, and I was pleased to see the place was pretty empty for this time of night.

“Oh, it’s so large,” Prinna breathed as she gazed out at the illuminated sign.

“Can they need so much space to sell food?” Kaz wondered.

“Wait until we get inside.” I smirked and parked the car in an empty area to protect my custom paint job.

“Hopefully the rain stays away long enough for us to get home,” Kaz said. “Do you think I should bring my hat inside just in case?”

“I think it’ll be fine,” I said after a look at the clouds. “I’ll bring an umbrella as backup, okay?”

“Thank you,” Kaz said in a bashful voice. “At least if we get rained on, we’ll be going home next.”

“That’s the spirit,” I said in a playfully teasing voice.

We walked toward the front doors, and Prinna and Kaz both whispered a soft thank you to the automatic doors. Then their eyes went as wide as the moon when it’s full as they got their first sight of the inside of a modern grocery store.

“Oh, gods,” Prinna breathed with her jaw on the floor.

“What?” Kaz squeaked with shock.


Chapter 4

I tried to see the grocery store like I was entering one for the very first time ever, and I realized it was a pretty amazing creation of modern society.

A single large building where a person could buy nearly every kind of food they might want. And there were so many other things besides food. Toilet paper, paper towels, shampoos, soaps, toothbrushes. Hell, a good grocery store would have school supplies and things like windshield washer fluid and lightbulbs.

“Oh!” Kaz gasped so sharply, an older couple leaving the store looked over at us with concern.

I followed my Enchanted lover’s gaze to the produce section, and I knew she must be in heaven. Kaz loved fruit, and there were so many on display it must have felt like a dream to her.

“Can we buy some of those?” Kaz whispered as she eye-fucked the oranges.

“We can buy whatever you two want,” I said as I pulled a cart from the rows near the door. “Come on.”

I pushed the cart forward and picked up a package of raspberries without asking because I knew they’d both love them.

“Oooh,” Prinna hissed with excitement. “What’s this?”

“That’s a lemon,” I said. “It’s tart and sour, but it’s really good on fish or if you squeeze some into a glass of water.”

“It’s so…” Prinna rolled the football-shaped citrus in her hands for a second. “Yellow.”

I snorted with sudden laughter. “Yes. It is.”

Prinna put it in the cart and walked over to the huge display of apples. There were at least six different varieties, and the white-blonde witch looked like she was trying to figure out what set them apart from one another.

“Are they very different?” she finally asked me.

“Um, well, the green ones are called Granny Smith,” I explained. “They’re really crisp and a bit tart. They’re my favorite. These are Gala apples, and they’re sweet. The Macintosh here are sort of middle ground. They’re like the apples the most people will like. Red delicious are tender, but I find they get too soft too fast. There’s almost nothing worse than a mushy apple…”

Prinna arched a wry eyebrow at me, and I chuckled.

“Okay, as far as food goes,” I corrected myself. “Mushy apples are pretty gross.”

“What are these?” Kaz asked from the other side of the display. “Blueberries? Green… berries?”

I chuckled as I saw the green and red grapes in bags before her.

“Those are grapes,” I explained. “I like red ones the best.”

“Can we get some?” “Kaz asked with hope in her eyes.

“Of course.” I grinned.

Our shopping trip quickly turned into a lesson on various Earthly produce, and by the time we exited the section, our cart was already a quarter full.

We’d picked apples, oranges, blueberries, strawberries, a lemon, carrots, broccoli, three brown potatoes, a dozen small red potatoes, a bunch of asparagus, one bell pepper in every color they came, and a quarter of watermelon which I was impressed they even had at this time of year. We also grabbed a bunch of bananas and a head of cabbage as we moved onto the first aisle. I didn’t know what we would do with the cabbage, but I couldn’t bring myself to disappoint my excitable ladies.

“Shit,” I laughed softly. “We might need a second cart.”

“Do you really think so?” Prinna asked.

“I don’t...” I started.

But before I could really answer, Kaz turned around and jogged back to the rows of carts at the entrance.

“Uh…” I watched with amazement as my Enchanted lover returned.

“I got one,” Kaz said with a bright and proud smile.

“Thanks,” I chuckled.

We moved on to the next aisle, and with each one, my ladies were astounded by the sheer variety of items in each category. In the bread aisle they picked a loaf of honey wheat, a package of English muffins, and a bag of mini everything bagels.

Then came crackers, and they each picked two different kinds to try. We picked three kinds of jelly and both crunchy and creamy peanut butter. The juice aisle nearly dropped them both to their knees, and I had to help them make decisions.

We ended up with a bottle of cranberry apple, a bottle of orange pineapple banana, and a jug of fruit punch.

“Does it hurt?” Prinna asked as she inspected the jug.

“Does what hurt?” I asked in a baffled tone, and then I realized what she meant.

“The punch of course,” Kaz said before I could respond.

“Right.” I smirked. “No, it’s not a punch like a hit. When a bunch of flavors are mixed together it’s called a punch, I don’t know why.”

“Strange,” Kaz mused.

“Come on,” I laughed.

The meat section turned into another difficult area, and Kaz and Prinna leaned on my recommendations for what to choose. I picked shaved steak with the promise I would make cheese steaks later. We also grabbed a pound of chicken tenderloins, and a package of pre-made Italian meatballs that looked really good. I selected a thin piece of salmon to go with the lemon Prinna had picked, and then we moved on.

It was so much fun going shopping with them both, and their curiosity and excitement was contagious. I’d always thought of food shopping as a boring chore that was simply a requirement of surviving, but their joy brought the thrill of it back for me.

I started to think of food as more of an adventure than I ever had, and I realized all the different things about Earth they still had to experience. It was so wonderful to be able to experience all this stuff for the first time through their eyes.

And while their excitement made the trip more enjoyable for me, I lent them a bit of level-headedness in their selections. It was obvious to me that, left to their own devices, Kaz and Prinna would have exited the store with a cart that looked like it had been filled by a six-year-old with their mom’s credit card.

They kept pulling chips, candies, snack cakes, and other junk food items, and I had no problem letting most of them pass the selection process. But I also made sure we had plenty of healthy foods and actual ingredients we could use to cook full meals with. I added a sack of flour, a bottle of olive oil, a box of butter, and several jars of spices that my women would have easily looked right past.

By the time we got to the frozen food section at the end of the store, one cart was completely full, and the second was almost loaded to the top, too.

“I guess we did need that second cart,” I chuckled.

“Oh, goodness,” Prinna breathed as we rounded the last aisle. “What is this?”

“Ice cream.” I grinned. “Like those milkshakes we had. Remember?”

“Oh, yes!” Kaz moaned just loud enough for a middle-aged man to turn and gawk at us.

It took him a second to get a hold of himself, and then he gave me an apologetic sort of look and quickly averted his eyes. I grinned at his reaction, and I couldn’t lie, I would have behaved the same way in his shoes.

“I’m worried we won’t have enough room in the fridge,” I said as I looked at our haul. “How about you each pick one novelty treat from this section here, and one half-gallon of ice cream from down there?”

“Okay,” Kaz said.

My Enchanted lover picked strawberry shortcake bars and a half-gallon of Moose Tracks ice cream, and my white-blonde witch picked a variety pack of Drumstick ice cream cones and a half-gallon of black raspberry ice cream.

“Good choices,” I said with appreciation, and I pointed at the strawberry shortcake bars. “I love those things.”

“What do we do now?” Kaz asked.

“We pay,” I said. “Hopefully there’s not a big line at the checkout, or whoever ends up behind us is gonna be pissed.”

“Why?” Prinna furrowed her eyebrows.

“Because we have a lot of stuff,” I said in an exaggerated voice. “Come on.”

“Will it all fit in the car?” Kaz asked with sudden concern.

“We’ll make it fit,” I chuckled.

When I steered the cart up to the register, the young girl’s eyes bulged. She looked like she was probably still in high school, and she quickly motioned for a coworker to come and help her.

“Whoa,” the older woman whose name tag identified her as the manager asked. “Having a party or something?”

“No,” I said with a friendly smile. “We’re just stocking up an empty fridge.”

“Holy shit,” the high school girl breathed, and she started to scan our items. “Um… do you, like, have bags?”

“Oh, no,” I said, and I realized there weren’t any plastic bags. “I need reusable ones, huh?”

“We have some for sale over here, hun,” the manager offered. “They’re ninety-nine cents apiece.”

“Okay, use as many as you need,” I said. “And add them to the total.”

“You got it,” the manager replied, and she grabbed an armload of the canvas totes.

I realized the order of groceries I’d had delivered last week had arrived on our doorstep in canvas totes, too. I hadn’t thought much about it at the time, but now I wondered if the shopper had added them to my order or if she’d sacrificed her own bags.

Another employee stopped as he passed by, and he started to help the manager bag everything.

It took a solid ten minutes to scan and bag all of our items, and the total was nearly as high as what I’d paid for my new pistol.

“Do you have a rewards card?” the high school girl asked.

“No,” I said, and I pulled my debit card from my wallet to pay.

“If you shop here often, you might want to sign up,” the manager said. “Every dollar you spend in-store earns you points that you can redeem for discounts on groceries or gas at our pumps.”

“Ah, cool,” I said.

“It’s a pretty good program,” the other bagger said, and he handed me a flier.

“Thanks,” I said. “I’ll consider it.”

“Here’s your receipt,” the high school girl said. “Thanks for shopping at Albertsons.”

“Thanks,” I said again.

“Do you need help out to your vehicle?” the manager asked.

“No, we’re okay.” I smiled. “Thanks.”

“Have a good night.” The manager nodded.

I pushed the first cart while Kaz took the second, and we headed out into the parking lot to find the rain had held off for us. We loaded all our groceries into the trunk, and we actually ran out of room. The overflow ended up in the backseat beside Prinna, and Kaz held the bread in her lap as I drove us home to the Multiverse Inn.

“We should add some lights,” Kaz said thoughtfully as I pulled into the dark driveway.

“That’s a good idea,” I said. “I’d love some nice porch lamps, and we could add some lamp posts out in the yard, too.”

“Will that be difficult?” Prinna asked.

“I don’t know,” I said honestly. “I’ll reach out to Eli next week when we’re stuck here again babysitting Doug’s guys.”

I turned the BMW around so the trunk faced toward the front door to make unloading groceries easier, and we set to work. Between the three of us loading our arms with as many bags as we could manage, it still took us five trips each to get all the totes into the kitchen.

The large chef’s prep table I’d bought was completely full of bags, and the gallon of milk and laundry detergent had ended up stacked on the floor beside a value pack of toilet paper and a six-pack of paper towels.

“Wow,” Kaz giggled. “It’s so much food.”

“I…” Prinna breathed, and her eyes shone with emotion. “It… There’s so much.”

I remembered how hard it was to obtain enough food to really survive in Amirma, and I realized this must be an insane amount of food for Prinna to see all at once.

“Come on,” I murmured. “Let’s put everything away so I can cook us some dinner.”

“What are you going to make?” Prinna asked.

“I’m going to make cheese steaks.” I waggled my eyebrows at my ladies. “Would you like to help me?”

“I know nothing about cooking,” Kaz said with an apologetic look.

“You know how to use a knife, don’t you?” I smirked as I loaded food into the huge fridge.

“Yes,” Kaz giggled. “Do you have something that needs cutting?”

“Yep,” I said with a little popping sound.

We hurried to put the rest of the food away, and then I set a large onion, a red bell pepper, and the red potatoes out on the prep table. I also pulled out two cutting boards, two of the new chef knives I’d bought, and a colander. I’d spent several thousand dollars equipping the kitchen with high-quality tools and cookware, and I was excited to really get to test drive them all tonight.

“Okay, who wants to do the potatoes?” I asked.

“What do they need?” Kaz asked.

“To be washed,” I explained.

“I will do this,” Prinna said.

“Here ya go,” I said, and I handed her the produce brush and colander.

Prinna placed the potatoes into the colander along with the brush, and she walked over to the ancient-looking sink.

I was really grateful the old cast-iron sink was still in working condition. It was such a cool feature to be able to keep in the old building. Kaz had spent an entire afternoon scrubbing the thing clean while Prinna and I had worked on cleaning the other areas of the large kitchen.

It was amazing how far the room had come from that first time I’d stepped foot in here. It was hardly recognizable. I’d considered having new countertops and cabinetry installed, and after careful consideration, I’d added it to the list for the contractors.

I definitely wanted to keep the vintage touches of the place while converting it into a nice place for my future chefs to be able to work. A lot of the original charm had been locked in the ancient stove, so I’d been brainstorming ways to decorate in a way that would still give that old-timey charm.

Now, as we worked in the room with only one chef table as a workable surface, I was certain it had been the right choice. Especially if we intended to be able to serve all our guests breakfast, lunch, and dinner eventually.

Shit.

We were going to need to hire a chef.

I shook my head to clear away thoughts about all the staff members I would eventually employ, and I quickly cut the ends off the onion to peel the outer layer away.

“The onion needs to be cut julienne style,” I told Kaz. “That means long, thin slices. Like this.”

I gave a short demonstration.

“I can do that,” Kaz said.

“Cool.” I smiled. “Keep your fingers away from the blade.”

“Yes, Sam.” Kaz smirked and rolled her violet eyes. “I have used blades before.”

“Okay,” I chuckled, and I walked over to check on Prinna.

And I nearly shit myself with laughter.

Prinna was washing the potatoes with the blue Dawn dish soap that sat on the edge of the sink. Large frothy bubbles flowed over the root vegetables and into the sink, and she offered me a very proud smile.

“What?” Prinna asked as her smile faded a bit. “Did I use the wrong soap?”

“No, no.” I shook my head. “This is my fault, I told you to wash them.”

“Am I doing it wrong?” Prinna asked, and she stared at the potato in her hand. “Do they need a different stroke?”

“No,” I chuckled softly. “They don’t need soap is all. I should have said rinse and scrub instead of wash. Wash implies soap, so it makes sense you would use soap.”

“Oh, no,” Prinna laughed apologetically. “Have I ruined them?”

“I don’t think so.” I smiled. “The soap shouldn’t hurt them at all, it’s just sort of unnecessary.”

“Shall I continue like this?” Prinna asked with uncertainty.

“You can just use warm water,” I said, and I kissed her on the cheek. “Make sure you rinse those really well, though.”

“Okay.” Prinna blushed as she smiled, and she went back to work.

I turned back to check on Kaz, and I was impressed at the speed with which she sliced the onion. Just as I stepped back to the table, she cut through the last bit of onion.

“Done!” Kaz grinned proudly.

“Wow, awesome,” I said with an appreciative smile. “Think you can do the bell pepper, too?”

“Julienne?” Kaz asked.

“Yeah,” I said. “And there’s a hard part in the middle with seeds all over it. Take that part out and set it aside. It’s not edible, and we don’t want the seeds or stem in the food. Okay?”

Kaz nodded as she inspected the sweet red pepper before making her first cut. She stood it upright and carefully sliced her chef’s knife clear through the whole thing right beside the stem, and seeds spilled all over the table.

“Oh!” Kaz gasped with surprise, and she giggled. “I’ll clean those up.

“Okay,” I chuckled. “I’ll start shredding the cheese and toasting the rolls.”

We worked in comfortable companionship for a while, and both Kaz and Prinna were fascinated by the cheese grater.

“What a violent torture device.” Kaz shuddered.

My burst of surprised laughter filled the room. “It’s for shredding the cheese.”

I pressed the block of mozzarella along the slicing holes, and the white cheese strips piled underneath in a heap of deliciousness.

“Oh!” Kaz breathed. “Fascinating.”

“I thought all cheese was yellow,” Prinna said as she brought the colander of clean potatoes to the table.

“No,” I said. “A lot are yellow, but just as many are white like this. There’s even something called bleu cheese.”

“Blue?” Kaz asked with interest.

“That sounds…” Prinna grimaced. “Wrong.”

“I’m not really a fan of it myself,” I laughed.

“What do I do with these potatoes now?” Prinna asked

“Want to try cutting them?” I asked. “They need to be cubed.”

“How do I cube them?” Prinna wondered.

I smirked as I lifted the second chef’s knife and showed Prinna how to cut them into little blocks.

“But what about these ones that are not flat on all edges?” Prinna asked as she lifted one of the edge pieces. “Should we throw them away?”

“No.” I grinned. They go in, too. They don’t need to be perfect, just roughly this size.”

“Okay,” Prinna said, and she set to work.

I finished shredding the block of cheese, and then I placed three hoagie rolls open-face in the toaster oven. It sat on a small rolling cart that was one of the few remnants of the old kitchen, and I knew again that new counters were required. I set the toaster oven to the settings I wanted. Then I went to season and pre-cook the potatoes in the microwave.

“How are the onions and peppers coming?” I asked.

“They are cut,” Kaz replied.

“Can you bring them to me, please?” I asked.

Kaz delivered the thin-sliced vegetables to me, and I smiled at how they were neatly piled in two orderly stacks.

“Thanks.” I smiled and dumped both piles into the cast-iron pan.

Kaz’s violet eyes went wide with surprise at how disorderly her neat work suddenly was, and I grinned like the devil.

“Hmm,” Kaz hummed as she narrowed her eyes at me. “Is there anything else I can do?”

“You can get plates and drinks ready,” I said in a lighthearted tone. “It will take a while to cook all this.”

“Okay.” Kaz kissed my cheek and sauntered away.

“What about the potatoes?” Prinna asked. “The machine has beeped.”

“Bring them here, please,” I said.

I’d already set another frying pan on the stove and dumped the seasoned potatoes into the hot pan.

I turned to focus on the cast-iron pan, and I poured about two tablespoons of olive oil on top of the onions and peppers. I waited until the onions were nice and transparent, and then I kicked the heat up a notch to caramelize them into perfection. Once they were finished, I scooped them out and dumped the shaved steak into the searing-hot pan. The potatoes cooked slower, and I kept turning them every so often to make sure they crisped evenly.

“It smells so good already,” Prinna said.

“Just wait until you taste it,” I said.

“So when does the cheese go in?” Kaz wondered.

“Last,” I said. “Cheese melts pretty fast, and then it would quickly burn. We just want it melted on top, so once the meat is cooked, I’ll add the veggies back in, stir it, and then pour the cheese on top.”

“All of it?” Kaz asked with wide eyes.

“All of it.” I grinned. “Would one of you hit the start button on the toaster oven, please?”

“I will,” Prinna said.

Once the steak was evenly cooked and just a bit browned around the edges, I lowered the heat to a simmer, mixed the onions and peppers in, and I sprinkled the cheese heavily over the delicious concoction. I gave the roasted potatoes one more toss in the pan, and I grinned at my timing. Everything was finishing up right at the same time for a delicious, albeit carb and dairy-heavy, dinner.

“Oooh,” Prinna cooed as she gazed over my shoulder.

“The toaster oven is done,” Kaz reported.

“Pop the rolls on the plates, please?” I asked. “This is just about finished.”

We came together at the prep table to compile our meals, and waves of steam poured up from our three plates.

“I highly recommend ranch dressing on the cheese steaks,” I said as I shook the bottle of Hidden Valley. “But barbeque sauce is really good on it, too.”

Both my ladies followed my lead and went with ranch dressing and a small puddle of ketchup for their potatoes. Then we each grabbed our plate and a glass of juice, and we walked out into the parlor to eat.

I waited and watched Kaz and Prinna as they had their first bites.

“Oh!” Prinna gasped and yanked the sandwich back from her mouth. A slight imprint of her teeth showed where she’d only bitten halfway through. “It’s hot!”

“Mmmm!” Kaz hummed with a full mouth. “Izz goooo.”

“Do you like it?” I laughed.

Kaz nodded enthusiastically as Prinna blew on hers to cool it down.

“Too hot?” Kaz asked after she swallowed.

“Just a little,” Prinna laughed, and she blew on it once more before taking a full bite. “Mmmmm.”

“Good?” I asked.

“Mmmm.” Prinna nodded and took another bite before the first was really gone.

I grinned and started to eat my dinner, too. As it turned out, Prinna loved the ketchup on her roasted potatoes, and Kaz preferred them without.

“We could also try them with mozzarella cheese melted on top,” I said during our meal. “Then they’re good with ranch dressing, too.”

“Is ranch dressing good on everything?” Kaz teased me.

“Not everything,” I laughed. “But a lot of stuff.”

“Sam?” Kaz asked in a hesitant voice a moment later.

“Yeah?” I asked.

“Do you think we might be able to get a dining table soon?” the Enchanted woman asked softly. “This has worked well for us, but I really enjoy sitting at a table when we go out to eat at restaurants.”

“You did say we would need some for the inn,” Prinna pointed out.

“Definitely,” I said. “I’ve spotted a furniture store in town. We can go pick something out soon. But I really want to check out a new door before we continue with all the inn stuff.”

“Me, too.” Kaz grinned. “Maybe we could do that once Doug’s company starts working?”

“That’s a good idea,” Prinna said. “Since we will be stuck here again supervising the humans.”

“Great idea,” I said. “We still need to finish clearing everything out of the dining room anyway before there will be room for tables.”

“Ah, yes,” Kaz sighed.

The large dining room had accidentally become a catch-all for things we weren’t sure what to do with yet or items we wanted to keep and decorate the inn with eventually. Maybe we could store some of those items in the basement.

“Huh,” I chuckled softly to myself.

“What is it?” Prinna wondered.

“I was just thinking about how we’ll get to see what’s in the attic once they start working,” I explained.

The place had no attic access, so we’d included it in our list of repairs and updates. I was incredibly curious to see if there was anything interesting up there, or if it was another portal to another realm maybe. A tiny and cautious part of me worried that it would be a portal to a dangerous realm, but that inner voice wasn’t big or loud enough to stop me from wanting to find out for sure.

“Is it possible there was access to the attic previously?” Prinna asked.

“I guess it is,” I said. “It might have been sealed up somewhere along the way, or maybe it was never there. I guess we’ll find out more once we can go in and see if there’s anything up there.”

We finished our meals, and I started to think about scooping some ice cream for dessert.

“Do you have room for more?” I asked. “Maybe for something sweet?”

“Mmm,” Kaz hummed.

Prinna giggled and blushed as she caught Kaz’s eyes.

“What?” I asked.

“It’s not something sweet to eat that Kaz desires,” Prinna explained, and her tan face flushed deeply with arousal.


Chapter 5

Heat rushed over my skin, and Kaz put the tip of her index finger between her front teeth as she gazed hungrily at me. I smirked back at Kaz as I hoisted myself up onto the antique sofa behind me.

“Mmmm,” Kaz hummed as she crawled across the floor. “That’s exactly where I want you.”

“Oh, yeah?” I teased, and I looked to Prinna for confirmation.

“Yes,” Prinna giggled.

I loved that Prinna could sense all the greatest desires in Kaz’s mind, body, and heart, and I secretly enjoyed that she couldn’t sense mine at all. It gave me an advantage to be able to keep things a little mysterious.

I stretched my arms out over the wooden back of the sofa and waited. Kaz arched a dark eyebrow at me, and she crawled up onto my lap.

“You’re a devil,” Kaz purred, and she took my face in both of her hands.

Her violet eyes burned with passion as she lowered her mouth to mine, and her lips were hot when she kissed me. In a flash, I wrapped my arms around her waist, and I hauled her closer to my chest.

I heard Prinna stand up and the rustle of clothing, and I pried one eye slightly open to see the white-blonde witch standing beside me in just her bra and panties. But even those were quickly removed and dropped on the floor with the rest of her clothing.

“Let me have a taste, Kaz,” Prinna hummed.

“Mmm,” Kaz whined softly as she pulled her lips away from mine.

Then she stood up and backed away. Prinna climbed onto my lap so fast it nearly gave me whiplash. I didn’t even have time to chuckle before her lips were on mine, and her fingers started pulling at the edges of my clothing.

“Uuuhh,” I groaned softly in the three seconds my mouth was free as Prinna yanked my shirt over my face.

“Take his pants off, Prin,” Kaz said.

My eyebrows raised, and I peeked an eye open to find the entirely naked form of the Enchanted beauty standing like an impatient boss with her arms crossed and her hip cocked out.

Fuck, it was so hot when she bossed my sweet little witch around.

Prinna released my lips at once and hurried to scoot off my lap. Her fingers tugged at my belt, but she came into an issue with the holster of my gun.

“Saaaammm,” Prinna giggled and whined all at once. “Help?”

I chuckled and moved to stand up. “Let me up.”

Prinna stood up, and I followed her as my hands pulled my pistol and holster from the length of my belt. I set it firmly on the random box we used as an end table, and Prinna’s hands were on mine again before I even straightened all the way up.

“Mmm,” she hummed in appreciation at the way my pants cooperated now. “That’s better.”

Prinna whipped my belt out of the rest of the loops on my pants with a light slapping sound, and she tossed it over her shoulder without a care in the world. Her nimble fingers made quick work of the button and zipper next, and in a matter of seconds, I was as naked as both of them.

Before I could enjoy the sight much at all, Kaz giggled and took me by the hand.

“Lay down.” She pushed me back down onto the sofa lengthwise.

I expected her to climb onto my lap once more and lean down to kiss me, but holy fuck was I mistaken.

The sexy, dark-haired beauty crawled over a lower part of my body, but it was my knees, not my hips. Then when she leaned forward, her lips went toward my lower head, and she sucked my dick deep into her mouth with a soft gasping sound.

“Ahh, fuck,” I moaned, and I leaned back onto the sofa.

“Ooooh,” Prinna sighed, and there was a giggle in the undercurrent of the sound. “She’s been wanting to do that all night.”

“Uuuhhh?” I couldn’t manage words, but I was able to put enough inflection into the sound to make it a question.

“Oh, yes,” Prinna purred. “I’ve been enjoying the sensation of her desires since we entered the grocery store.”

“Fuck,” I breathed.

Kaz’s mouth was hot as she worked her lips and tongue up and down on my shaft, but then Prinna added to the hurricane of desire slowly building in my gut. My white-blonde witch sidled over like a sultry, long-legged cat, and she carefully balanced herself over my face.

“Mmmm,” Prinna whined pleadingly as she looked down between her tits at me.

“Get that pussy over here,” I growled, and I looped my arms around her thighs to hold her in place.

Then all words were lost to the three of us as I slid my tongue through the salty-sweet folds of her pussy. My brain was torn between enjoying the sensations of Kaz’s mouth on me and focusing on my mouth on Prinna. It bounced back and forth like a fuzzy green ball at Wimbledon.

And the back and forth somehow made the whole situation hotter for me. It prevented me from any complacency, and I was constantly reminded of what was happening on both ends of my body.

Then Kaz went and changed it up again.

My cock was cold for a brief second after the heat of my Enchanted lover’s mouth disappeared. Before I could wonder where she’d gone, I felt her hands grip on my sides, and her thighs slid up the length of my upper legs to my hips.

“Uuuhhh,” I groaned into Prinna’s throbbing pussy.

“Aaaahhhh,” Prinna moaned in chorus.

Then Kaz took my dick in one of her hands and guided me into the slick heat of her body. She sank slowly onto my shaft, and I reveled in the tightness of her pussy.

“Oooohh, you feel sooooo goooood,” Kaz mewled as she ground her hips against me in tiny circles.

“Uuugggnnn,” I groaned in agreement.

I set my focus back to the task of pushing Prinna into ecstasy, and I let the enjoyment of Kaz’s body wash over me. She rode me in a slow and almost lazy rhythm that sent a billion tiny shivers through my veins. The pleasure coiled deep in the base of my spine like a cobra waiting to strike and send me to heaven.

All the while, I worked my tongue through Prinna’s folds and over her clit, and every time I slid the tip up and over the little bundle of nerves Prinna’s entire body tensed. I could have smacked myself for not realizing it sooner, and I quickly diverted all my mouth’s attention directly onto her clit.

“Ooohhh, yeeeeesssmmmm,” Prinna moaned.

Once I focused all my attention right where she wanted it, her pleasure spiked rapidly, and soon she was clawing her fingers through my shaggy hair. Her fingers curled into fists in the loose curls, and she tugged just enough to add a bit of pleasurable pain on my scalp.

“Uuuh,” I groaned.

“Ooooh!” Prinna cried out, and she pulled just a tiny bit more.

I flicked my tongue over her clit three more times, and she went soaring into pleasure.

“Aaahhh, yeeessss!” Kaz’s cry followed Prinna’s a second behind.

I’d been so focused on getting Prinna to orgasm, I hadn’t realized how close Kaz was. My two lovers cascaded into bliss at the same time, and my cock and chin were soaked with their juices.

I slid my tongue gently over Prinna’s clit while Kaz rocked back and forth on my pelvis. Prinna was the first to move, and she stood up before she folded in half to kiss me. She slid her tongue seductively over my bottom lip, and I knew she was tasting herself there.

“Mmm.” Prinna gave me one more peck before she climbed down onto the floor. “Oooh, Kaz’s desire is consuming her.”

“And what does she want?” I asked Prinna, and I turned to gaze at Kaz. “What do you want, baby?”

“I want your tongue on me.” Kaz’s eyes rolled with desire, and her hands caressed up over her full breasts.

“Then get over here and sit on my face,” I said with a huge grin.

“What is the Earth saying?” Kaz wrinkled her nose with humor. “‘You don’t have to ask me again?’”

“You don’t have to ask me twice,” I chuckled.

Kaz laughed deep in her throat as she positioned herself astride my head facing toward my feet. I felt Prinna slide onto my lap, and in a moment, she was consuming my length in her delicious heat.

“Aahhh,” I moaned as my cock was surrounded by the erotic pleasure of her pussy.

“Saaaammm,” Kaz whined softly, and she wiggled her ass right above my face.

“A thousand apologies, my lady,” I teased.

I looped my arms under her thighs and locked my hands around her hip bones. Then I slid the very tip of my tongue along the swollen slit of her sex, and she shivered in response.

Prinna started to rise off my cock until just the tip of me was nestled between her pussy lips, and then she dropped herself down. She let all of her weight be taken by gravity, and it made the downward thrust of her body wonderfully forceful.

Over and over again, Prinna dropped down on my cock, and she moaned with each impact of her body on mine. The whole time, I tried to slide my tongue around Kaz’s clit with some kind of rhythm.

Prinna’s fingers appeared around Kaz’s side, and my dark-haired lover leaned forward. I guessed they brought their mouths together in a passionate kiss, and the soft smacking sound of their lips confirmed it for me.

I closed my eyes to sink into the sensations all around me, and I imagined my two lovers with their tongues entwining. The knowledge that they were both reveling in as much pleasure as me only heightened the bliss of it all.

I let my tongue find its own way over Kaz’s swollen clit, and that turned out to be the right choice.

My Enchanted lover’s moans grew longer and deeper as the seconds passed, and Prinna seemed to love it, too. The way my white-blonde lover could feel all the desires that flowed through my dark-haired lover always intensified sex for Prinna. I suspected Kaz used that to torture Prinna by really focusing on her desires.

Kaz’s body started to tense, and I flicked the tip of my tongue faster over her clit. I was determined to shove her right into bliss in that second, and it only took a few more strokes of my tongue.

“Aaah, fuuuuck,” Kaz cried out.

Her fingers curled into my sides with so much force, I wondered if she might break the skin.

But at the same time, her pleasure was so intense, it sent Prinna quickly over the edge. Her knees clamped around my sides, and she shuddered with ecstasy.

“Saaaam!” Prinna cried out.

Her inner walls rippled around my cock, and it quickly wrecked through the last of my self-control. Her orgasm milked me for everything I had, and my eyes rolled back in my head as the electric pleasure sparked in a million tiny bits of glittering light.

“Uuuuhhhh,” I groaned through the intense waves of my release.

I wasn’t sure if it was on purpose or involuntary, but my hips rocked gently upwards as I coaxed Prinna and myself through our shared orgasms.

“Oops,” Kaz squeaked, and she quickly lifted herself off my face.

My violet-eyed lover looked down at me like she was worried she’d been suffocating me. She hadn’t been, but what a wonderful way to die that would be. Kaz giggled as she walked out of the room, and she returned a moment later with a handful of tissues for us.

“Here,” Kaz murmured.

“Thanks,” I sighed.

I took one to wipe myself off, and I handed three more to Prinna, whose thighs were dripping with our combined juices. We wiped ourselves off just enough to make our way up to our bathroom without leaving too much of a trail.

Kaz and Prinna were both giddy and silly with satisfied exhaustion as I turned on the water. We made out a fair bit in the shower in between scrubbing each other clean, and then we climbed into bed naked together.

“Mmmnight,” Kaz mumbled, and less than ten seconds later, she was sound asleep.

“She was tired,” Prinna giggled quietly.

“Me, too,” I sighed.

My jaw stretched in a wide yawn as Prinna settled herself at my side.

“Sleep is the best,” she murmured.

“Mmm,” I agreed. “It’s pretty fucking great. I was thinking we should get a really nice bed for our suite after it’s remodeled.”

Prinna’s only response was a delicate little snore, and I grinned as I settled back against my pillow. My entire body was relaxed, but I wasn’t as drop-into-sleep exhausted as my magical lovers.

I started to realize how much I’d missed the physical aspects of our adventures into the other realms. There was always a fair bit of walking, and that always included hauling around our stuff, too. It was good passive exercise, and I always slept better after a day of physical activity.

The last two weeks hadn’t consisted of much physical activity.

Except all the intense sex of course.

But we’d sort of become homebodies by circumstance, and I was eager to get back into the venturer lifestyle that had fallen into my hands along with the inn.

I fell asleep with a smile on my face and excitement in my mind. My dreams spun wild fantasies about what kind of world we might find through the door we picked in the morning. I dreamed about dragons and knights in shining armor, princesses in tall towers, magical animals that talked, and in the morning when I woke, it felt like I’d read a few too many Shrek fanfics.

“Good morning,” Kaz murmured.

Her long dark hair was mussed in the most adorable way, and it curled wildly around her face.

“Morning,” I said.

“How did you sleep?” Prinna asked from my other side.

“So well,” Kaz sighed, and she rolled back to stretch.

“Me, too,” I said. “Had some weird dreams, though.”

“Are we going through a new door today?” Prinna asked with an eager smile.

“Yes,” I chuckled. “Let’s have some breakfast, pack up, and we’ll try a new door.”

“Yay!” Kaz clapped her hands high above herself like an excited seal pup. Then she rolled off her back and into a standing position. “I have to brush this mess first.”

“Okay.” I smirked at the way Kaz tried to tame the wild mane with her palms.

We freshened up and dressed for the unknown of a new realm. I picked cargo pants in a medium brown that were decent for hot or cool weather. I tugged on a simple cotton t-shirt and a flannel over the top as an extra layer, and I finished it with my leather jacket.

With my pistol secured on my belt, I judged whether the leather jacket and flannel could both conceal the lump of the firearm from view. The leather did a better job, but the flannel shirt was long enough to conceal my gun, too. I nodded at my reflection and turned to see what my ladies had dressed in.

Kaz wore black leggings under a flowy skirt in a deep shade of purple. It usually fell a bit past her knees, but she’d done something to hike both sides up in a way that made the skirt’s hem a fun scalloped shape. She had a white top with buttons down the front, and she’d pulled on a cropped leather jacket. A small chunk of hair at either temple had been twisted and pulled back to keep it from her face, and the rest of the thick mass fell in waves down the middle of her back.

“How do I look?” Kaz asked.

“Gorgeous,” I said. “And ready for adventure. What shoes are you going to wear?”

“My boots,” she said, and she walked over to pick up the flat-soled leather booties.

They came up to the middle of her calves and laced up the front to give her ankles a bit of support. They were a supple brown color, and they completed her outfit perfectly.

Prinna stepped out of the bathroom, and she looked insanely beautiful in her tight pants and flowy blouse. The pants were a dark gray that almost looked painted on, and her top was the perfect shade of emerald to bring out the green in her hazel eyes. The sleeves poofed out around her elbows and then cinched tight around her wrists with a row of three tiny buttons. Instead of a jacket, Prinna picked a leather vest with great tailored lines. She buttoned it over the top of her green blouse and left the bottom edge to flap a bit looser around her hips.

“Boots…” Prinna said to herself as she looked around the room.

“That’s a good idea,” I said, and I grabbed mine, too.

Once we were all dressed, we headed downstairs, and I made us a few quick bacon, egg, and cheese sandwiches. We fueled up with some coffee, tea, and our breakfast and then went to pack my magically never-full rucksack for the journey ahead.

“I’m thinking we should do a variety of things,” I said thoughtfully. “Since we don’t know what we’re heading into here. We can bring a bit of everything until we learn more.”

“That’s a good approach.” Prinna nodded.

The rucksack was empty, and we loaded it up with some clothing items, a few daggers and short knives, a few art supplies, a small selection of hand tools, some hardy produce like apples and oranges, and some personal care items like brushes and combs.

The daggers had sold out in less than an hour when we’d made our return trip to Bioniin. The classy monocle-wearing gentlemen of the steampunk realm had preferred the more decorative styles. The ones with little carvings and bone or imitation ivory inlays went first and fastest. I’d already made another big order in preparation for more sales.

Kaz and Prinna secured their thigh holster knives in plain view for all to see, and I smirked at the sexy element of danger they added to my lovers’ appearances. I checked once more to make sure my gun was well concealed, and I added the extra magazines into the top of the rucksack.

I was curious to see if travel through the portals would damage the gun’s mechanisms at all. My digital scale worked after being taken to Bioniin and Ryvem without issue, but I had no way of knowing how other items might fare until I tested them.

And I definitely wanted to know sooner rather than later if firearms would be useless in other realms.

Just in case, I strapped my short sword to my belt as well, and for the first time in my life, I truly understood the old saying “armed to the teeth.” There were only two weapons on my person, but that was two items more than I’d ever really carried in my life before the Multiverse Inn had shifted my entire world upside down.

“Ready?” Prinna asked with a bright grin.

“I am,” I said, and I took a deep breath as I adjusted my venturer’s badge in place. “Let’s go upstairs.”

“Eeeeh!” Kaz squealed as she darted into the hall and up to the top floor of the inn.

Prinna and I chuckled as we followed her at a slightly slower pace. We hadn’t come up to the fourth floor much at all in the past couple of weeks, and I felt my heart start to beat a bit faster with excitement as we hit the landing.

“Should we do this one?” Kaz asked as she pointed at the third door down on the left and right. “Or this one?”

I scanned the two options. We’d been working our way down the hall in consecutive order, and we’d all silently agreed to continue that method. So this very simple and rough-looking wooden door, or the one that looked almost like stone would be our next choice.

“I like the wooden one,” Prinna said.

She gazed at the rough boards with a sort of daydreamy expression, and I wondered if she was feeling something Kaz and I couldn’t.

“Are you getting something from it?” I asked.

“Nooo…?” Prinna’s voice tilted up at the end with uncertainty. “I don’t think so. I just… like the look of it.”

“That’s good enough for me,” I chuckled.

“Ooooh!” Kaz’s entire body shook with anticipation. “We have a decision! Let’s go!”

“Alright,” I laughed as I pulled out the heavy keyring. “Calm down.”

I scanned through the keys until I found the right one. The four previous keys had almost matched their doors, but this one wasn’t as obvious. It had taken me three tries to find the right one the day we’d toured the building inspector through the inn.

It was a heavy brass thing with a large round bow, and it slid into the lock a little clunkily. I turned it without issue, though, and the click of the bolts sent a thrilling shiver down my spine.

“Here we go,” I said.

We stepped inside, and the room was exactly as I remembered it from the very brief look we’d had with the inspector.

Like all the other rooms on the inn’s top floor, there was a simple queen-sized bed. The rest of the furniture consisted of a wooden dresser that had clearly seen better days, an unframed painting of a beach scene over the plain headboard, and a small metal chest in the corner. The chest was black with brass hinges and corners, and it was the first place I looked in hopes of finding a map.

The chest was empty, however, and my eyebrows furrowed as I closed it again.

“Check the drawers.” I pointed at the scarred and dented dresser.

Kaz started on the left, and Prinna on the right, as they worked their way through the drawers.

“Ah!” Prinna gasped with victory. “I found something.”

I grinned and walked over to see what she had.

My white-blonde lover held a rolled-up piece of parchment in her hands, and she passed it to me. It was a dusty kind of tan color and entirely uneven around the edges. I unrolled it, and I was downright shocked at what I saw on the page.

The map was very simple and drawn in what looked like the ink from a fountain pen. Several splotches of ink had dripped on the parchment, and one was smudged across the bottom right corner. There was a simple island sketched roughly in the center of the page, and only a handful of labels were written in a very familiar handwriting.

It took me a second to place it, and then I realized it was Professor Wersnop’s handwriting that I’d stared at for an entire semester in college.

“Holy shit,” I breathed.

“What?” Kaz asked.

“It looks like an almost uninteresting place,” Prinna said.

“This handwriting.” I pointed at the label at the top that identified the realm, and the tiny notation that indicated the phonetic pronunciation of the realm’s name: Ebon. “The professor who left the inn to me… This is his handwriting.”

“Ooh, strange,” Kaz mused.

“Does that mean he made this map?” Prinna asked.

“It sure looks like it,” I said. “It definitely doesn’t have the production quality of the other maps we’ve found.”

I scanned the labels Wersnop had written in his slanting cursive.

Crocodile Lagoon, Thunder Cove, The Last Stop, and Crog’s Spot were the only labels on the entire map. A hastily slashed red X marked Crog’s Spot as where we would enter the realm.

Suddenly a burst of voices filled the room around us, and I knew we’d crossed into Ebon.

But the sounds were completely different than anything we’d experienced previously.

The voices were loud and filled with irritation, and a loud thump sounded like someone had been shoved against a wall. Then there was a sharp crash of shattered glass against a hard surface.

“Ah!” Kaz squeaked.


Chapter 6

Another, louder crash followed quickly behind it. More thumps of bodies against walls came, and several male voices combined to make a loud cacophony of shouts and curses.

“What is happening here?” Prinna asked with wide eyes.

“I’m not–” I started to answer.

But the sounds from downstairs that reminded me of a Hollywood movie brawl shifted gears so fast that my head spun. In an instant, the anger and violence became boisterous drunken laughter.

My entire face warped into a baffled expression just in time for a fiddle to start playing a rowdy jig.

“What?” I asked sharply.

“I’m so confused,” Kaz mumbled.

“Prinna, what are you getting?” I asked.

The white-blonde witch furrowed her eyebrows with confusion as she walked closed to the door. She paused next to it for a long moment and closed her eyes like she was listening.

“They desire a good time,” Prinna said in a baffled tone. “Many enjoyed the… fight I think.”

“They enjoyed the fight?” Kaz repeated in an utterly astonished tone.

“I believe they found it to be entertaining,” Prinna said with wonder in her voice and on her face.

“Should we go down?” Kaz asked me.

“Well, we have to at least leave the room to get back to Earth,” I said, and I listened again to the joyful voices that filled the room downstairs. “Let’s have a look. If we feel that it’s too dangerous to continue, we can come right back up and leave.”

“Okay,” Kaz murmured.

“I will keep my senses alert for trouble,” Prinna assured us.

“Good.” I smiled. “Thank you.”

I took a deep breath as I opened the door, and the rowdy voices became much louder. My ladies followed close behind me as I walked into the hallway.

The whole place seemed to be made from the same rough lumber as the door, and there were sword marks all over the walls like people repeatedly fought with blades in this exact spot.

The stairs were a short distance away, and I led my lovers down the uneven planks. They felt old and warped under my feet, so I walked slowly and held onto the railing that was just a narrow tree trunk anchored directly on the wall with loops of rough ship rope.

Another round of boisterous laughter greeted us as we came down the last step and into a taproom filled with bright sunlight.

The half-dozen tables, chairs, floors, and the long bar on the left side of the room were all made of the same rough wood that looked like it was splinter city. Three large-breasted women who were the very definition of wenches hurried around the room. They were covered in pockmarks, and their skin was leathery from far too much sun exposure. One with wild red hair and very poor lipstick smiled at me as she hurried past with six tankards of ale, and I saw she was missing at least half of her teeth.

The tables were crowded with the most piratey-looking people I’d ever seen in real life. I saw at least three peg legs, and two missing arms among the bearded men who all wore cutlasses and rapiers on their hips as they sank deeper into their cups. They all wore large, ragged, or elaborate hats, some of the tricorn style, in various shades of brown and gray, and about half the grimy-looking men wore black patches over one of their eyes. One man, who seemed to have fallen into a drunken stupor in the corner, actually had a fucking parrot perched on his left shoulder.

Holy fuck. We’d walked into a goddamn Pirates of the Caribbean film.

I clamped my teeth together to keep from outright gawking at the literal pirates before me, and I gestured for Kaz and Prinna to follow me to the bar.

Two more fat wenches bustled around behind the rough wooden bar as they raced to serve all the dirty-looking men in the taproom.

“Be right wit’cha dearies,” one with greasy blonde hair said in an almost comical accent.

“Yeah.” I nodded slightly.

She smiled saucily at me as she carried more drinks out to the men at the tables, and I saw that she too was missing several teeth.

I started to lean my elbows on the bar, but I pulled back when I realized it was far from clean. The surface was covered in something wet, and it looked mildly sticky, so I kept my arms at my sides instead.

“Ahoy, dears, name’s Phyllis,” the greasy blonde wench greeted. “What can I do fer ya?”

“Hello, Phyllis,” I said in a friendly tone. “We’re new to Ebon, and we were hoping you could give us a little insight to the island.”

“Sure, dears,” Phyllis said, and she leaned her hands on the bar. The movement pressed her huge tits forward, and I caught sight of several more pockmarks near the left side of her collarbone. “Ebon be a small island. Not ter much ‘appenin’ ‘ere, Imma ‘fraid. Hardly even a port town, ya see.”

My brain worked a bit faster than normal to translate her pirate speech, and I felt like I’d sunk into an old Hollywood film.

“Travelers dun come ter port often,” Phyllis continued, and she jammed her left pinky into her ear to pick something out and flick it away. “Not much gold ta be ‘ad ‘ere, ya see. We be a small place, but it’s ‘ome.”

My head tilted slightly with confusion. I started to wonder how people paid for things like all the drinks that were flowing like waterfalls behind us. Just then, a man who was blithering drunk stumbled up to the bar beside me. He grumbled something that might have been words and dropped five red stones on the bar.

“That’ll do’ya Herb,” Phyllis said in a dry tone.

I arched an eyebrow at the red stone for a second and wondered if they might be uncut rubies. Phyllis must have seen my confused look because she shrugged at me as she scooped them up.

“Ebon’s lousy with gems, ya see,” Phyllis explained.

My brain perked up like a dog who’d been offered a treat.

“We’ve not much need for ‘em,” Phyllis said. “But when them travelers do come, they like ‘em plenty. It’s become kinda a currency ‘round ‘ere.”

“Interesting,” I said.

“Yessir.” Phyllis nodded. “We make do. Us folks tried ta barter fer things, but that dinna work so good. Ya see, Bert wants some new shoes, and Renni needs a knife, but Renni ain’t got no shoes to give ’em.”

“I can see how that would be problematic,” I said.

Phyllis narrowed her eyes curiously at me. “Yeahmm, folks needed something we could use when travelers do come, so we got dem gems workin’ fer us now.”

“I don’t suppose there’s a market of any kind on the island?” I asked. “It’s quite small isn’t it?”

“Yeah.” Phyllis pushed her lips out and nodded. “Sometimes folk’ll gather nearby ta trade fer thins, though.”

“I think we’ll check it out,” I said. “Thanks for the information, Phyllis.”

“Sure thing,” Phyllis said. “If ya go outside an’ turn left, yer’ll get there.”

“Thank you,” I said again.

“Can I getcha anythin’ else, dearies?” She asked.

“No, thank you.” I smiled. “You’ve been very helpful.”

“Welp, come back if ya need anything more,” Phyllis said with a gap-toothed smile.

“Thank you,” Prinna said in a friendly tone.

We wove through the crowded tables toward the swinging double doors that led out into the bright daylight. The shift in light was blinding for a moment, and all I could tell about Ebon was from sound and smell.

The heady smell of salt air filled my nostrils, and I could hear crashing ocean waves very close by. Slowly, my eyes adjusted to the bright sunlight, and I saw a huge ocean of vivid blue spread before me.

Crog’s Spot sat close to a sandy beach where the clear sea lapped up in regular waves. Huge palm trees pushed up toward the sky among large boulders that bordered the edge of the sand. There was a walking path of packed dirt that led out from Crog’s Spot’s front doors, and it forked in both directions. Crab grass, small bushes, and tropical ferns grew up wild all over the place, and there were brightly colored wildflowers everywhere. They added tiny bursts of yellow, orange, and purple to the overwhelmingly blue and green landscape.

I turned around to have a look at the rough tavern we’d come out of, and there was a black flag waving in the wind. The flag was completely torn at the edges, and the tavern’s roof had been patched several times during its life.

The place looked as worn as the people inside, but it was almost charming. It made me think of a well-loved hoodie. There were small holes, the image might have faded into nothingness, but those were always the most comfortable items of clothing in my opinion.

“The market is this way?” Kaz asked as she pointed left.

“That’s what Phyllis said.” I nodded. “Let’s get a better look at the island.”

We started down the path and walked around the side of Crog’s Spot to find we could see most of the island from this spot.

Apparently Crog had placed his spot at the bottom of a small hill. The beaten dirt path sloped up slightly from one end of the island. More tropical trees and brush filled most of the narrow island’s land, but a few dozen wooden buildings popped up in little clumps all over the place.

We walked along the path for a while and enjoyed the feelings of a tropical vacation. We passed Crocodile Lagoon after a bit, and I scanned the water with curious eyes. I couldn’t remember if crocodiles or alligators were saltwater or freshwater creatures, but I also knew Earth entomology held no bearing on the members of Ebon’s animal kingdom.

I didn’t spot any animals living in the lapping waves along the shore, and we kept walking for a bit.

Then I could see a small gathering of people about a mile down the road from us, and we continued making our way there at a leisurely pace.

The squawks and songs of maybe a hundred different birds filled the air, and there were a lot of flying insects that buzzed around the wildflowers, too. A sharp howling sounded through a copse of tall trees nearby, and it was such a primal sound it sent a shiver through my brain.

“What was that?” Prinna asked with a shudder.

“I’m not sure,” I said.

Then a group of eight tan-furred monkeys swung from one tree to the next. They hooted and hollered as they passed over our heads, and my jaw nearly hit the dirt between my feet.

“What are those things?” Kaz’s voice trembled, and she clung to my arm.

“Monkeys, it looks like,” I said.

“Are they violent?” Prinna wondered in a more curious tone.

“I don’t know,” I scoffed lightly. I thought it was cute they expected I had more information about this place than they did. “Monkeys like that on Earth can be aggressive if you invade their space. Let’s leave them alone.”

We walked on, and I spotted some kind of large rodent scurrying through the brush. I only caught a quick glance, but it looked like a groundhog or something.

This island was rough and untamed, and there was something really appealing about that.

I gazed up toward the sky and realized the sun was much closer to the horizon than I’d thought it was. I could have sworn it was midday or maybe midafternoon when we’d arrived, but by the time we reached the edges of the tiny market, it was creeping toward sunset.

Maybe fifty people were mingling together in the small market, and most of them seemed to be trading and dealing directly from their pockets or leather bags slung over their shoulders. Three or four rickety wooden booths that reminded me of a child’s summer lemonade stand were set up as well, and there was a small crowd at each of them.

All the people here were dressed in similar pirate-style garb as the men in the tavern had been. There were tricorn and wide-brimmed hats, eye patches, and so many layers all over the place. Both the men and women wore flowy shirts with puffy sleeves, a lot of leather, and belts with swords.

A shriek sounded from somewhere nearby, and I turned to locate the sound.

I found a group of children running around a grassy field nearby. They were chasing some kind of leather ball around and kicking it like a soccer ball. It looked like boys and girls of every age between four and fifteen played together.

I realized I hadn’t seen many children in the other realms. It seemed logical to think they were kept safe at home in places like Kohvra and Ryvem. I wondered if the people of Amirma even had children after the Consumption had made life so difficult, and the youth of Bioniin probably spent a good chunk of their days learning either in schools or with private tutors.

I guessed the crowded little stands would have the best or maybe most diverse goods here, and I led Kaz and Prinna toward the nearest one.

“There appear to be no muses here,” Kaz said in quiet observation.

“I have a feeling this place is very different from the other realms we’ve seen,” I said softly.

The bearded brown-haired man behind the small booth was completing a sale with an older woman who carried a woven basket propped on her hip. She passed him a small handful of uncut sapphires and emeralds, and he gave her a steel pan.

“‘Ave a fine day,” the bearded man said.

“And ya, Jack.” The old woman nodded and shuffled away.

The bearded man turned to my ladies and me with a casual smile.

“Ahoy, strangers,” Jack said in a friendly greeting, and his steely-gray eyes landed on the venturer’s badge on my chest. “That a venturer’s badge, sir? I ain’t seen one of ‘em in ages.”

“Yes, sir,” I said. “We’ve just come to shore, and Phyllis at Crog’s Spot told us this was a good place for gathering.”

“Right she be,” Jack said with a nod. “Phyllis always be sendin’ folk my way. She’s a bit sweet on me, ya see.”

That felt adorable to me, and I suddenly hoped he was right and not just delusional about the huge-breasted wench.

“Would ye be interested in somethin’ particular?” Jack asked, and he started to gesture to the assortment of items on his booth. “There be compasses, wittlin’ knives, I’ve some parchment ’n charcoal… Some leather… sewin’ needles.”

I scanned over the items, and they all looked like incredibly useful items for this kind of island life. For a few seconds, I considered purchasing a compass. It could be a very useful tool for the kind of lifestyle I’d stumbled into.

I picked one up and inspected it to see if it worked the way I would have expected an Earth compass to. Instead of an N, E, S, and W on the compass face, there were one, two, three, and four little dots like the ones on gaming dice. The single dot seemed to behave as the indicator the way an Earth compass would point toward the north pole.

“In my realm, a compass points north,” I said in a casual tone. “Does this behave that way?”

“I’ve not ‘eard north in many years,” Jack said with wonder in his gray eyes. “I think it be the same as this.”

I realized I didn’t have any gems to pay with, but maybe Jack would be interested in trading for it. Then I remembered Phyllis had said there wasn’t much gold here, and I wondered if Jack would be very interested in a few gold coins.

“I have to apologize,” I said. “I’d like to buy this from you, but I’ve only just arrived. I do have gold solars, though…”

I let my voice trail off as Jack tried to control the excitement that rushed into him. It almost looked like he was going to start drooling, and I gave him a relaxed smile.

“That–” Jack stopped to clear his throat. “That be fine, venturer. F–five solars…”

His voice lingered in uncertainty for a moment like he wasn’t sure if it was a fair price or if he was underselling himself.

“Wonderful,” I said, and I quickly counted out six to ingratiate myself among the locals.

“Thank ya, sir,” Jack said in an almost awe-struck tone of voice, and he quickly bit one of the solars between the four teeth he had on the right side of his mouth. “If ya ‘ave any needs ‘ere, ya come ta me first.”

“Well, how about this?” I said, and I pulled my rucksack around to rest on my chest. I dug through it for a moment before I pulled out a crisp green apple and a nice dagger with a bone handle and leather sheath. “I have some things that might be desirable to the people here. Would you like to have first pick of my goods?”

“Whatcha ‘ave there, venturer?” Jack asked with a curious expression on his bearded face. “What be that green thing?”

“It’s a food from my realm,” I said with a salesman style smirk. “It’s called an apple. It’s crisp and juicy. I’ll let you have it for a sheet of that fine leather you have here.”

“Hmm…” Jack hummed thoughtfully for a moment.

His gray eyes flashed between the piece of leather that was only big enough to cover a small journal and the firm apple in my hand.

“Ye won me over with curiosity, venturer,” Jack said with a wry smile. “It’s a fair trade, me thinks.”

“Great.” I grinned, and I handed the apple to the pirate.

I gave Prinna a small nod, and she lifted the sheet of leather from the booth and rolled it up. She slipped it into the waistband of her pants while Jack sunk his remaining teeth into the apple.

That’s when I noticed a small crowd of onlookers had started to gather around us. Everyone whispered quietly like we were exposing the most insane state secrets of the United States government until the crunching sound of Jack’s bite. Then the area was silent, and everyone waited with bated breath for his reaction.

Jack’s eyes went wide first, and then the corners of his mouth turned up as he crunched through the bite of fruit.

“Mmm!” Jack hummed loudly, and he nodded his head.

The crowd erupted with curious murmurs and exclamations of interest. Suddenly, several voices were asking if I had more of those strange green balls for sale, and handfuls of uncut gems were being thrust in my direction.

“Back off!” Jack shouted. “The venturer and me be doin’ business!”

Jack apparently had some authority in this tiny excuse for a market because everyone quieted down, and they all took a few steps back. Several of them seemed to think the whole thing was too much trouble, and they went back to their individual deals.

“Venturer.” Jack’s eyes went from narrowing at the people to shining at me. “What did’ya call this thin’?”

“It’s an apple,” I said with a smirk. “Did you like it?”

“Might be the tastiest thin’ I ever did taste,” Jack said. “Do ya have more?”

“I have a few more in here,” I said. “I’d be willing to sell them all to you for…”

I glanced between Kaz and Prinna like their input affected my decision even though neither of them had any knowledge of the relative value of the uncut gems they used as currency here. But there was no reason the people of Ebon needed to know that.

Then I turned back to Jack and pursed my lips. “Six of the green gems, and four of the blue.”

“That all ya want?” Jack asked in a hushed voice. “Nah, sir, I insist on givin’ ye four reds, too.”

“Well, if you insist,” I said in the most humble voice I could muster. “Would you like to see the other items I have?”

“What’cha got there, venturer?” Jack asked, and he eyed my rucksack with curiosity.

I showed Jack a few more things I thought he might be interested in, and we completed three more deals. I ended up with quite the load of uncut gems.

They came in a wide range of sizes, the smallest was about the size of a pea, and the largest was closer to a shooter marble. It was easily an inch in diameter, and it was a bright emerald in its natural hexagonal shape. On closer inspection, I realized the gems had been cut into smaller pieces than the size they would have been dug up in, but none of them were faceted like expensive Earth jewelry. A lot of their shine was lost by the lack of polish, but they looked like high quality gems, nonetheless.

I idly wondered if my cash-for-gold guy knew much about gemstones as I rolled the large green stone that reminded me of a huge emerald in my hands. I could hardly fathom its weight or worth, but I knew a faceted emerald of much smaller size would fetch at least a few thousand dollars.

The cut, color, and clarity of the gem were all big factors in determining its value. I knew that, but I was pretty damn certain I was going to make a killing with the three or four handfuls of gems I now had in my coin purse alongside my gold solars.

“Thank ye, venturer,” Jack said with a sly grin. “May the winds be in yer favor.”

“Thanks,” I said.

Kaz, Prinna, and I wandered through the small gathering place more, and a few of the bolder pirates came right up to me to inquire about my goods. I started to notice the wide diversity of the people here.

There were people of all skin tones and ages. The youngest child I saw was probably a few months old, and he was bundled up tight against his mother’s back while two older children ran through the meeting place.

On the other end of the spectrum was an old woman who looked like she already had a foot in the grave. Her gray hair was so thin, I could see the sun spots all over her scalp. She appeared to have exactly one tooth left in her thin-lipped mouth, and she asked if there was a way to eat the apples without chewing them.

“I have something that might be more to your liking,” I said, and I pulled a ripe banana from my pack.

I’d intended it to be one of our snacks rather than something for sale, but the excitement in her cloudy eyes at the banana’s bright color made it completely worth it.

“What it be?” she asked.

“It’s called a banana in my realm,” I said with a smile.

“Is soft?” she asked with skepticism.

“It is,” I assured her. “It’s often a first food offered to babies.”

“Mmmm.” Her eyebrows rose up with excitement. “‘Ow much?”

I judged the old woman’s state, and I decided to give her a fair deal. But before I could offer a price, she pulled a handful of what looked like yellow topaz or some other crystals and light-blue turquoise from a pocket in her dress.

“Eh?” she grunted and held the whole handful out to me. “‘Ow much?”

“Five yellow,” I said.

“Mmm.” She nodded and handed me five of the largest topaz in her hand.

Then she snatched the banana from my hand and clamped her gums right around the fruit, peel and all.

“Oh!” I gasped with surprise. “You might want to pull the outer skin off first.”

“Oh,” the old woman said as she pulled the slightly mushed fruit from her thin lips.

She cackled with surprised delight as she peeled the outside of the banana away, and she tried again. Her eyes lit up with joy as she gummed the soft fruit. She nodded and offered me a toothless, banana-filled smile as she shuffled away to enjoy her treat.

We mingled around the small meeting place for a while longer, and I was surprised at how quickly night fell here. I wondered about the realm’s day length, orbit, and distance from its sun. I knew all those things would greatly impact the length of a day on any given planet.

The people were well equipped to handle the shift into darkness, though, and it didn’t have much impact on their socializing and dealing.

The owners of the small stands pulled out oil lanterns and lit them up. Someone ignited several open-flame torches that were on six-foot-tall stakes, and they were strategically positioned all around the area.

Everyone’s faces glowed with the bright, flickering light, and my ladies and I stepped back for a bit to just observe them all.

“This is a very interesting place,” Kaz murmured.

“The people are so rough,” Prinna whispered.

“They’re what we would call pirates on Earth,” I said, and I still couldn’t totally believe it. “Although I’m very curious how that works, given that we’re in the Grymm. I can’t tell if this is a planet or an individual realm, but I’ve been getting the impression that each place we visit isn’t necessarily a planet, like Earth is. So if this isn’t a planet… how the hell does sailing toward that horizon work?”

I squinted at the line where the dimming sky met the dark blue waters, but then I realized my women were both looking at me in complete confusion.

“Sorry,” I chuckled. “Just thinking out loud.”

“They seem to live together in harmony,” Kaz added with a shrug.

“Yes,” Prinna agreed. “I wonder what brought them to this place?”

“I don’t know,” I said. “But they’re doing their best to just carve out lives for themselves.”

“Are these stones valuable on Earth?” Kaz asked.

“Oh, yeah,” I chuckled. “They may be more valuable than gold solars, in fact.”

“Really?” Prinna asked with amazement in her hazel eyes.

“Yeah, some of them,” I said. “I don’t know a whole lot about gemstones, but I know they’re really desirable. Especially big ones like these.”

“Will Big John want to buy them?” Prinna asked.

“I’m not sure,” I said, and I thought for a moment. “I might not offer them to him, though.”

“What?” Kaz asked with surprise. “Why?”

“Portfolio diversity,” I said, and they felt like marketing buzzwords in my mouth. “What I mean is, it’s smart to spread my wealth around. That will keep suspicion down on where I’ve gotten all these gold coins from, and it will allow for more stability in our income.”

“If you say so,” Prinna said in a tone that suggested she didn’t understand but she did trust me.

“We can look into it more when we go home,” I said with a smile.

I was about to suggest we do just that, when my eyes scanned through the market area. A pair of bright blue eyes in a soft-featured face caught my attention. The woman was beautiful, with long brown hair in elaborate braids, and a wealth of cleavage on display.

The friendly smile that started to come across my face was instantly wiped away as a man’s dirty hand locked around the beautiful woman’s mouth and nose.

Her blue eyes went wide with fear, but there was an ocean of rage mixed in the depths as well. My heart started to pound, and my brain screamed with the need for action.

I started to take a step in her direction, but she was hauled backward by the dirty man’s hands. Then she was just gone.

“Shit,” I hissed.


Chapter 7

My right foot moved a single step before a man about my age darted after the blue-eyed woman. He had brown hair pulled back in a low ponytail at the nape of his neck, and he wore leather breeches and a white cotton shirt. He reached for a sword on his hip as he tried to follow the captured woman.

“Izzie!” he screamed with as much panic and anger as the woman’s eyes had held. “Someone, help!”

A burly man with a gold tooth in his ugly scowling face stepped in front of the brown-haired man like a brick wall. The younger man slammed right into the gold-toothed guy’s hairy chest. The brute threw a solid, concussion-inducing punch at the young man’s jaw, and the sound made me grimace with sympathetic pain.

“Shit!” I cursed louder.

I couldn’t decide what to do as I watched the beast of a man hurl the smaller man seven feet through the air and into a large stack of wooden barrels.

All kinds of commotion and shouts sounded as the wooden barrels crashed down all over the place. Several people were knocked over in the chaos, and the brown-haired man scrambled back to his feet.

The bare-chested pirate had disappeared in the chaos, and I hurried forward to help the brown-haired man up. Kaz and Prinna hurried behind me, and I realized the crowd was angry.

“Take yer brawl somewhere else, Pete,” one voice said with irritation.

“Ya gon’ pay fer this damage?” another man asked as he started to right the barrels.

“Leave the scrounge fer the ants,” an old woman said, and she spat on the ground at the brown-haired man’s feet.

“What the hell is wrong with you people?” I gasped mostly to myself. Then I raised my voice. “A woman was taken! Isn’t someone going to do something? Where are the authorities?”

“There ain’t no authorities,” the brown-haired man said in a much more mild accent than the others of Ebon, and his blue eyes started to clear. “There’s no one who can help.”

There was fiery rage in his eyes that told me he wasn’t about to give up.

“Does no one care?” I asked.

I turned around to see everyone had returned to their deals and socializing as if nothing had happened. The barrel man scowled angrily at us, but that was all the attention anyone paid. It was as if they didn’t even remember that a woman had just been abducted.

“No one.” The brown-haired man shook his head.

Shit. This place was way more dangerous than it first appeared. Not only could people just get abducted in plain sight, but nobody gave a shit about it.

I looked back at the man, and I realized his entire body was thrumming with rage. His hands were knotted into tight fists at his side, and he spit on the ground like his mouth was filling up with venom from the anger inside him.

“There are no authorities here?” Kaz asked. “Police? Constables? Soldiers?”

“What?” the man scoffed. “Of course not. You never been to Ebon before?”

“No, we haven’t,” I answered. “I’m Sam. What’s your name?”

“Pete,” he replied.

I assumed Pete must have been Izzie’s lover based on how passionate he was about her abduction. I knew I’d be just as furious if someone had done something to Kaz or Prinna. The amount of pure, blind rage that would have taken over me made my heart clench.

“That’s so fucked that no one will help,” I grumbled, and I was still thinking about the hypothetical of my lovers being in danger. “Someone should help.”

“You will aid me,” Pete said more than asked, and he looked between Kaz, Prinna, and me for a moment. “Will ye aid me?”

My mouth opened in a silent attempt to refuse. My gut told me not to get myself, or my lovers, involved in this guy’s business or trouble. His woman was his responsibility, and I had no idea who the fuck those assholes were or what they were capable of.

“Sam,” Kaz whispered in a soft voice.

I looked between my two lovers, and I could see they wanted to help Pete just as much as he wanted our help.

“Yer a venturer,” Pete pointed out. “Who better to aid me?”

I scanned him up and down, and I realized he wasn’t armed with only a sword. A dagger was sheathed inside the cuff of his knee-high boots, and there was a flint-lock pistol on his other hip.

Holy shit, this place had guns.

I narrowed my eyes at the pistol. “You any good with that?”

Everything might hang on whether Pete was a decent shot or not.

His brown eyebrows furrowed with irritated confusion for a moment, like he couldn’t understand what that had to do with anything. Then he pulled the pistol from his belt, and pulled the cocking mechanism back.

“See the bottle on top of that post over there?” Pete asked, and he pointed his gun away from the crowd.

“Yes–” I said, but my word was quickly cut off by the shockingly loud sound of the flintlock gun being fired.

“Hey!” someone in the crowd shouted.

“What’s this noise ‘bout!” someone else screamed.

“Shut yer noise, Pete!” another voice yelled.

Several more angry and irritated shouts sounded, but I was so focused on the shattered glass bottle that I hardly registered their words. The bottle had been a good twenty-five yards away, and I’d hardly gotten a glimpse of its green glass in the moonlight before it was shattered into a hundred pieces. The sound of the lead ball slamming into the glass was unmistakable, though, and I realized Pete had hardly aimed at all before making a perfect shot.

Well, maybe rescuing his lover wouldn’t be an absolute instant suicide mission after all.

“Please,” Pete said, and I heard a hint of desperation buried under his anger. “My sister’s all I got.”

Sister.

Holy shit, she was his sister? Well, that was a surprise.

“Your sister?” I asked.

Pete nodded, and I looked at Kaz and Prinna as they both grabbed onto my hands. Their violet and hazel eyes pleaded with me.

“We can help,” Kaz insisted, and I could hear the subtlest shift in her voice.

Her magical charm didn’t work on me, the three of us knew that, but I understood she wasn’t trying to hypnotize me. She was trying to remind me of how she could help.

“We want to help,” Prinna added with extra emphasis on the second word.

They were right, Kaz and Prinna’s powers could be the tipping point that meant Izzie would come home safe instead of whatever horrible fate might await her in her current captor’s hands.

I hadn’t been able to turn away from Kaz when she’d been in danger, and it had taken me purchasing another person to rescue my Enchanted lover. That had gone against everything my conscience had told me, but this. This would, at most, be self-defense, or rather defense of the defenseless. I could hardly argue the moral ramifications of saving someone in danger.

“I know where they’re takin’ her,” Pete said in a convincing tone. “Will ye aid me? I can pay ya.”

And with that, I decided it was at least worth hearing the man out. I had no idea how much he might know about this place or these people. Maybe he had a solid plan already, and he simply needed a few extra hands.

There was no harm in listening to what he had to say. It wasn’t a commitment, and I reminded myself we could walk away at any time.

But somewhere deep inside my gut, I knew I wasn’t going to walk away lightly. Not when someone’s life was in danger. Not when I couldn’t shake the fear and anger in her beautiful blue eyes from my mind.

Pete’s blue eyes scanned the crowd with a suspicion that told me he still wasn’t comfortable in our current environment. Which I could definitely understand. No one gave a shit about his abducted sister.

“Is there somewhere we can go and talk?” I asked. “I think the people here are rather annoyed with you.”

“Fuck ‘em,” Pete growled. “We can go to my cottage. Follow me.”

Pete stalked out of the gathering area and onto the path we’d taken from Crog’s Spot to get here. He led us further along the island away from the tavern, and the path nearly disappeared in the darkness.

“Can you see where we’re going?” Kaz asked.

I shook my head and motioned for them to let Pete get a bit further ahead of us, and then I looked at Prinna.

“What’s your read on him?” I asked.

“He’s desperate to save his sister,” Prinna murmured. “There is a lot of rage in him, and a desire for bloodshed, but none of it is directed to us. There is hope directed at us. He wants us to help him.”

“Are we going to help him?” Kaz asked.

“We’re going to learn what he knows first,” I said. “We’re going to see if he has a plan, and we’re going to see what we’d be going up against. Once we know all of that, we can make a decision on whether we can help or not.”

“Sam,” Kaz sighed. “You know we can help him.”

“I know.” I gave her a wry smirk in the darkness. “But I don’t know if it’s the smart choice yet.”

Kaz and Prinna nodded, and we hurried our pace just a bit to catch up with Pete on the path. He didn’t seem to notice our private exchange, or if he had, he didn’t seem to be bothered by it.

“Just ‘round the next corner,” Pete said, and he pointed toward a curve in the path.

We passed around a copse of tall palm trees that hung with vines, and then we came right to a small stone cottage. It was probably thirty feet by forty feet with a thatched roof and a rough wooden door in the middle. A small stone chimney stuck out from one side, so at least we knew Pete had heat and the ability to cook inside his home.

“Welcome to my humble abode,” Pete said with dry humor in his voice as he opened the door.

We stepped inside the dark cottage that was lit by only the moonlight that pooled through a window on the opposite wall from the open fireplace. Pete hurried inside behind us and picked up an oil lantern.

I scanned the room, and I blinked against the harsh light of the lantern.

“Sorry ‘bout that,” Pete said, and he turned the flame down until it cast a gentle glow through the small one-room cottage.

The cottage had two narrow beds with well-worn blankets and a single pillow each. A rough wooden table sat under the open window with three chairs, and an assortment of chipped pottery and dented tin cups and plates filled a few shelves on the walls. A wooden crate acted as a bench seat near the fireplace where a large black soup pot hung over the dead ashes of a previous fire.

The place was small and didn’t have luxuries, but it was tidy and neat. Someone put care into keeping this a home, and it showed.

“Would ya like something to eat?” Pete asked.

“That’s kind of you,” Prinna said.

Pete gestured for us to sit at the small table, and he moved around the cold fireplace. He opened a few jars and a small trunk before he walked over and picked three tin plates from the shelf above one bed. Then he presented three plates of hard bread and some kind of salted meat to us.

“Thank you,” I said.

I picked up the meat and guessed it might be like jerky, but I was horribly wrong. It tasted like I’d licked the inside of a salt shaker, and I coughed at the intensity of it.

“It’s not very good,” Pete admitted. “But it’ll fuel ya.”

“You said you know where your sister is being taken?” I prompted.

“They’ll be movin’ her to his stronghold by morning,” Pete said, and the words seemed to reignite his fury. “We must move fast if we’re to save her.”

“Where is she now, though?” I asked.

“Captain Crick’s manor,” Pete said, and the weight in his tone made it sound like Captain Crick should be a well-known adversary.

“Captain Crick is the man who took her?” I asked. “That big hairy-chested man?”

“No,” Pete said with pure disbelief all over his face. “You don’t know Captain Crick?”

“This is our first time in Ebon,” I said. “Give us the short version, would you?”

“Captain Crick is the most powerful man in all of Ebon,” Pete said. “Those men were his low-level lackeys. He hardly ever leaves his land. He ain’t got need to leave, not when he’s got four dozen men working for him.”

“Four dozen?” I asked, and I started to think this was a bad idea.

“Last I counted.” Pete nodded. “But half of them are at sea, so we’d only be facin’ maybe twenty.”

I nodded and tried to keep my eyeballs from popping right out of my skull.

Holy shit. Twenty.

“They patrol…” Pete’s voice faded, and he looked around the cottage for a moment. Then he started to assemble several small items on the table between us. “Wait.”

“Okay…” I hummed patiently.

“Okay, this is the manor,” Pete said, and he identified the building, the grounds, and a few other small landmarks like a shed and chicken roost by using the various household items to try and create a map. “They’ll probably have Izzie here.”

“In the chicken roost?” Kaz’s voice was baffled.

“No.” Pete pointed at a tin cup. “That’s the chicken roost.”

“Wait, I’m confused.” Prinna shook her head.

“Hang on,” I said as I reached into my rucksack and pulled out a sheet of paper and a pencil. “Here, can you draw the map instead?”

“Kraken’s beard,” Pete said in an astonished voice. “You have paper?”

“Yes,” I said, and I narrowed my eyes at his amazement and his exclamation. “It’s quite plentiful in our realm.”

“Paper is of the highest luxury in Ebon,” Pete explained. “Ye’d get a fortune for a few pieces.”

“Really?” Kaz asked. “But… the map?”

“You have a map?” Pete nearly shouted his question. “Of Ebon?”

“Is that… rare?” I asked.

“‘Tis.” Pete nodded.

Then he set to work drawing out a rudimentary map of Ebon. It was similar to Professor Wersnop’s rendering of the island, but Pete didn’t write any labels on it. Instead he drew shapes that were enough to identify the various landmarks.

“Perhaps when this is done, ye’ll tell me how you got a map,” Pete said.

“Perhaps.” I smirked.

“So, here is the manor,” Pete pointed at the map. “They’ll probably have Izzie here, in this storage shed. If we don’t get her by morning, they’ll put her on a ship and take her to Crick’s stronghold. Then she’ll be lost to us forever. There’s no coming back from there.”

“Is Crick’s stronghold on another island?” Kaz asked.

“‘Tis.” Pete nodded. “His ship is here off the coast.”

Pete pointed to the southwest corner of the island. Apparently that whole part of the island beyond Thunder Cove was Captain Crick’s territory. A spark of inspiration came over me, and I pulled my parchment map from the rucksack.

“So this whole area is Captain Crick’s?” I asked, and I indicated the western most part of Ebon.

“Shiiiit,” Pete breathed as he stared at the map like it was an open chest of pirate treasure. “Ya do have a map!”

“It was given to me by an old friend,” I said as a way of explanation. “He drew it himself.”

“He could write?” Pete asked with interest.

“Um, yes,” I said as an eyebrow arched up. “Is that a rare skill here?”

“Mmm.” Pete nodded. “It ain’t a common skill.”

I quickly read off the few labels Wersnop had put on the map, and I marked a square roughly where Pete had indicated Captain Crick’s manor to be. I sketched a simple ship shape and labeled Crick’s ship, too. Then the marketplace was added in, and I drew the rough shape of the footpaths through the jungle as well.

Pete helped us identify a few more locations on the island, and I wrote in the names and drew in little houses and docks where he indicated. He also indicated that the land rose sharply to the west of Thunder Cove’s sandy beach area into tall cliffs.

“The fall from the top is far enough to crush a man,” Pete explained. “It’s part o’ why Crick took the territory for ‘imself.”

“It’s a tactical advantage for sure,” I said.

“How do they get down to their ship?” Kaz asked.

“They’ve got stairs built on the cliff walls here,” Pete said, and he pointed at the map again. “They’re rickety as hell, and they been known to burn ‘em down before to keep folk from followin’.”

“Holy shit,” I said. “Okay, so we don’t want to push them into fleeing. But technically, we could burn them down ourselves to keep them from leaving before we’ve got a thorough ambush in place.”

Pete frowned at this logical point. “Aye… but we’re gettin’ a good ambush in place right now ain’t we? And I’m certainly not riggin’ ropes and the like for jimmyin’ down after we’ve burned our damn escape out.”

“Fair enough,” I muttered. “You said Crick’s people would be patrolling the grounds?”

“Yuh hmm,” Pete hummed. “Izzie and I’ve staked out the spot before. He sends ‘em out in teams of two and three.”

“You’ve staked out the spot out before?” I asked. “Why?”

“Most everybody on the island has,” Pete said in a casual tone. “Crick’s a real shit bastard. We all just figured there’d be a time we’d have ta get in there.”

“Looks like that was wise,” Prinna sighed.

“Groups of two and three are ideal,” Kaz said, and her tone spoke volumes to Prinna and me that Pete wouldn’t be able to follow.

I nodded and understood that she felt most comfortable with charming small groups.

“Ideal would be my sister not being abducted at all,” Pete grumbled.

He sighed heavily and raked his fingers through his hair. The action disrupted the tidy ponytail at the nape of his neck. Pete pulled the black strip of leather that held his hair back and combed through his hair with his fingers before he tied it back once more.

“This must be very hard for you,” Prinna said in a comforting tone.

I knew she must be feeling all of Pete’s desires and intentions.

“Sorry…” Pete said, and he straightened his shoulders. “It’s not yer fault, and I’m real grateful for yer help.”

“Hmm,” Prinna hummed with sudden interest.

I caught her gaze and arched a questioning eyebrow at the white-blonde witch. She gave me a pointed look like she wanted to communicate something new she was reading off Pete, and I sort of shrugged at her.

“Speak freely,” I said with a little casual gesture of invitation. “It’s your choice.”

“What’s happening?” Pete asked, and she stared between the three of us.

“I have… skills,” Prinna said slowly. “I can magically sense the intentions and desires of others.”

“Truly?” Pete asked with amazement. “You can feel my anger then?”

“Yes, it is intense,” Prinna said. “But none of it is directed at us.”

“Incredible,” Pete breathed.

“But you caught something new just then, didn’t you?” I asked.

“There’s been something lingering I couldn’t name.” Prinna nodded. “But now I can identify it.”

“What is it?” Kaz asked.

“Bravery,” Prinna answered, and she turned to Pete. “You have no fear inside you in facing this Captain Crick.”

“I ain’t afraid of death,” Pete said simply. “I am afraid of what would happen to my sister if we don’t go get her, and I understand if ya don’t wanna come with me. She’s my responsibility, I’ll do this alone if I have ta.”

Prinna’s hazel eyes bored into mine, and I could almost feel the intensity of Pete’s honesty through her. If we were stealthy enough, and with the magical powers my ladies added to our bag of tricks, we could get this done.

“We’re not going to make you do it alone,” I said.

Kaz and Prinna grinned brightly at me, and I could tell they were very pleased by my declaration.

“Prinna can act like radar and scan the area for enemies before they ever spot us,” I said.

“What is radar?” the three of them spoke in weird unison.

“It’s not important,” I chuckled. “All I mean to say is that no one is going to sneak up on us or catch us off guard with Prinna around. And Kaz’s skills will be incredibly useful, too.”

“What are your skills?” Pete asked my Enchanted lover.

“Should I demonstrate?” Kaz asked the room in general.

I shrugged in response to let her know it was up to her, but Prinna giggled.

“Chickens are quite funny,” Prinna said.

“Chickens?” Pete asked with absolute confusion.

“Pete…” Kaz said in that charming, hypnotic, and magical voice of hers.

Pete’s blue eyes grew a bit hazy as he was instantly pulled under Kaz’s influence.

“Yes?” Pete asked slowly.

“Squawk like a chicken for me?” Kaz said in her seductive Enchanted voice. “Just give me a little bawk bawk.”

Without hesitation, Pete started to bawk and squawk like a chicken, and I was pretty impressed at the accuracy of the sound. If I closed my eyes, I would have believed a real fowl was pecking around at the ground under our feet.

“Thank you, Pete,” Kaz said, and the magic slipped out of her voice.

“Baaw– what!” Pete returned to himself in the middle of another cluck, and his eyes were wide with shock. “That’s wild!”

“And incredibly useful,” I pointed out with a smirk. “Don’t you think?”

“Can you only make people behave like chickens?” Pete asked.

“I have never found something I could not charm a person to do,” Kaz said, and she gave me a sly little look.

Her magic didn’t work on me, but that was an entirely separate fact.

“That will make this easy!” Pete laughed with newfound confidence. “What a skill! Poseidon be damned.”

“How much time do we have until morning?” I asked.

This realm seemed to have very short days, and I only hoped the nights weren’t as quick to pass or we might be rapidly running out of time.

“We should have six hours more of darkness,” Pete said. “Perhaps seven. But you make a good point. We should prepare and go very soon.”

“Okay,” I said with a nod, and I stood up with my hand on my short sword.

“I have a spare pistol you may borrow.” Pete eyed my visible weapon.

“I have a pistol, actually,” I said, and I patted the concealed lump on my hip. “I’m not as good of a shot as you, though.”

“Would ya like some pointers?” Pete offered in a casual tone. “Ya’d want to warm up anyway before going in.”

“Um, sure,” I said. “Is there somewhere we can shoot?”

“Come on,” Pete said, and he picked up the oil lantern.

The friendly pirate led us outside and around the back of the cottage to a small clearing of packed earth. A single segment of split-rail fencing stood about twenty yards beyond the cottage, and several glass bottles were lined up along the top and bottom rails. My eyes adjusted to the darkness, and I realized there were the broken bottoms of more bottles on the rails, too.

It also occurred to me that practicing in the darkness of night was a good idea. I’d only ever shot in the bright fluorescent lights of indoor shooting ranges, and I knew the darkness was going to greatly affect my ability and confidence.

“Lemma put up some new targets,” Pete said as he hurried over to the fence.

He quickly set up twenty new and mostly intact bottles, and then he jogged back over to us. I reached inside my jacket and pulled my semi-auto pistol from its holster.

I was glad Pete had offered a few pointers, not just because I could use them from someone so skilled with a gun, but also because I still didn’t know for certain if my gun would work here.

There was no way to tell what traveling through a multi-realm portal could do to things like this, and I was relieved I would be able to test it. I had no idea how I might have asked otherwise.

“Shiiiiit,” Pete breathed, and the expression on his face showed exactly how impressed he was. “That’s a pistol?”

“Yes,” I said with a slight smirk. “It’s different than yours, would you like me to show you?”

“Please.” Pete nodded emphatically.

He gestured for me to pick a target, and he stepped back. Kaz scurried behind me several paces and clamped her hands tightly over her ears. Prinna, on the other hand, stood only a step behind me.

“You should cover your ears, too,” I told her. “Enough exposure to a sound this loud can permanently damage your hearing. Cover your ears when you can, and I’ll pick up some hearing protection soon.”

“I’ve already gone mostly deaf in this ear,” Pete said in an almost boastful tone as he pointed at his left. “Keep yer hearin’ if ya can.”

“Okay,” Prinna said softly, and she reached up to place her palms over her ears.

“At yer leisure,” Pete told me.

I picked a green bottle that was a bit easier to see in the darkness as my first target. I took a breath, shifted my feet into a good stance, raised my arms, and took aim.

A sudden sharp knife of doubt stabbed through my chest, and I worried the gun wouldn’t do anything when I fired. There was only one way to know, though.

Caleb’s words of advice cycled through my mind quickly, and I kept both eyes open and on the target. I focused on my breath enough to time my shot with my next exhale, and I squeezed the trigger.

The shot was painfully loud without hearing protection. The ringing discomfort in my eardrums, and I opened my mouth wide like I could pop my ears back to normal.

I breathed a sigh of relief that the gun worked, though I couldn’t help but notice I’d completely missed my target. I couldn’t tell where my bullet had impacted, but it wasn’t on the green bottle.

“Ugh,” I grumbled softly.

Pete stared at me with wide eyes and his mouth hanging open for a long moment. He gazed at the Sig in my hands like he wanted to snatch it from me and run off with the new treasure. He cleared his throat and seemed to gain control of himself.

“That is a remarkable weapon, Sam,” Pete said. “It is a weapon truly worthy of a venturer.”

“Thanks,” I chuckled.

“I saw ye kept both eyes open,” Pete said, and his tone was still a bit awed as he gestured at my gun. “That’s good, and you breathed well. Remember, you won’t always have enough time to set yourself up like that. You should practice firing from the hip.”

“Firing from the hip?” I repeated his words with confusion. “What does that mean?”

“Do you want him to hold the gun there?” Prinna asked, and she pointed near my holster.

“No,” Pete said with a grin. “It means you should practice the action of pulling your gun and bringing it right up to aiming position.”

Pete turned around to face the targets, and gave us the fastest look to let us know he was about to fire. Then he grabbed his flintlock pistol from his hip, raised it, cocked the hammer with his other hand, and fired all in less than two seconds.

To my immense shock and admiration, the glass bottle directly in front of Pete shattered.

“See what I mean?” Pete asked. “When someone’s coming at ya, ya ain’t got time to ready yerself. Ya need to be ready to kill that fast.”

“Okay.” I nodded. “I see what you’re saying. Let me try again.”

“And keep yer shoulders down,” Pete added, and he mimicked his shoulders creeping all the way up to his ears.

“Right,” I said.

I fought every instinct in my body that told me to brace my feet and steady my breath, and I just fucking went for it. I raised my arm from my side and fired without thinking too hard about it.

And my bullet slammed into the bottom rail of the fence, way below the green bottle I’d been targeting.

“Eeeh.” I grimaced at the significant deterioration of my success.

“Not bad for a first go,” Pete said in a reassuring tone. “You were too soon. Wait a beat longer.”

“You’ve got this, Sam!” Kaz called from about ten feet behind me.

“Thanks,” I chuckled at how far away she was standing.

I shook my shoulders out a little bit to try and relax, and I reminded myself not to fire too early.

Then I went again.

The bullet whizzed past the fence and slammed into the dirt well behind it.

“Better,” Pete said. “Again.”

I went again, and again, and again. I fired the entire magazine and by the last one, I nicked the edge of the green bottle. It didn’t shatter from my bullet, but it did topple off the fence.

“Good.” Pete nodded. “Ya improve fast, friend.”

“Thanks,” I said. “Your advice was helpful. Do we have time for a few more?”

“Eh,” Pete droned slightly, and his expression told me we should get going.

“Right,” I said. “Let’s go save your sister, then.”


Chapter 8

Pete bounced around the inside of his cottage like an insane pinball as he collected items and strapped things to his belt. He pulled on a leather jacket that hung down to the back of his knees, and it really completed his overall pirate look.

He sat down at the table and dropped his armful of items on the rough surface.

“Allow me to reload,” Pete said in a coldly focused voice. “Then we will venture out.”

“Yeah, of course,” I said, and I decided it would be a good time for me to reload my extra magazines, too.

I sat down across from Pete and pulled out a box of nine millimeter ammo and the two empty magazines from my rucksack. I pushed a full mag into my pistol and popped it back onto my hip. Then, with forceful precision like Caleb had shown me, I loaded twenty more rounds into two magazines. I wished I could legally purchase the twelve-round magazines, but I knew so long as I lived in Oregon, it would only pose a threat to my legal standing.

I supposed I could purchase some out of state, chance bringing them in, and then stash them inside the rooms of the fourth floor in the hopes that no one from the Oregon or United States governments would ever have reason to look around inside.

But that just felt like asking for trouble.

No, it was safer and almost as effective to just have a large quantity of ten-rounds magazines.

I popped the last round into the second mag, and I tucked them into my back pockets for easy access. Then I glanced up at Pete’s handiwork.

He was actively ramming a lead ball into the barrel of his flintlock pistol, and I had to guess he’d already put in the black powder and whatever other things a gun like that needed to work.

It seemed almost criminal that I could load twenty rounds in less time than it took him to load one, and I smirked at the way he would react if I gave him a gun like mine.

“Ready?” Pete asked.

“I’m ready,” I said. “You?”

“Yar,” Pete said in the most pirate response I could have imagined. “What about yer ladies? Are ye armed?”

“We have knives,” Prinna assured him.

“Our magic is our greatest weapon, though,” Kaz said with a smirk.

“And defense,” Prinna added.

I smiled at that.

It was true, Prinna’s magic was much more defensive while Kaz’s could be used either way. She often wielded it in an offensive way, though.

“But still…” Pete tapped a finger on his chin for a moment as he scanned the cottage interior.

He walked over to one of the narrow beds, crouched down, and pulled out a low, wide trunk. When he opened it, my mouth dropped. The trunk was filled with at least fifteen long, bladed weapons. There were swords and daggers alike, and even some much smaller knives that could be used as tools rather than lethal weapons.

“I don’t much like long swords,” Prinna said hesitantly. “They feel overwhelming…”

Pete nodded as he picked carefully through the sheathed items, and he pulled out something that looked like a rapier. It was about a third shorter than I thought it should be, but it had the distinctive thin blade of a rapier.

“This was custom forged for a friend of my father’s many years ago,” Pete said, and he passed the rapier to Prinna.

“It’s so short,” I said.

“It was forged for a rather petite woman.” Pete smirked. “She was very particular in what she liked. I thought Prinna may like it.”

“Oh, it’s so light,” Prinna said in an awed voice.

She pulled the thin blade from the sheath and gave it a test swing.

“What do ya think?” Pete asked.

“It’s very comfortable,” Prinna said. “Thank you.”

“What about you, Kaz?” Pete asked. “Do you have a preference?”

“I don’t think so?” Kaz replied in an uncertain tone. “I definitely don’t want something heavier than I can hold. Maybe something for two hands?”

“Hmm.” Pete went back to the trunk, and he pulled out two options.

The first was a pair of matched daggers that were sheathed in supple black leather, and a meanly curved blade that gave me vague Gladiator vibes.

“This may be a good option,” Pete said as he handed the blade to Kaz.

I couldn’t think of the name of the blade, but it had a wider part around a third of the way from the tip before it narrowed near the hilt.

“My father told me it was called a kopis,” Pete said.

“Did your father travel a lot?” I wondered.

“He did.” Pete grinned. “Perhaps after we rescue Izzie, she can help me tell you his tales.”

“I like this a lot,” Kaz said with wonder in her violet eyes.

She held the kopis out in front of her, and it made her look like a pirate queen worthy of this entire island.

“That’s hot,” I said in a low voice.

Kaz blushed pink across her cheeks, and she tucked the blade back into the sheath. Both my lovers secured their borrowed blades at their waists, and Pete nodded at the three of us.

“Let’s go.” He nodded concisely and headed outside.

The path was dark in front of us, but there wasn’t a single cloud in the sky to block the half-full moon above us. We walked in tense silence for thirty minutes, and my eyes adjusted surprisingly well to the limited light.

Every tiny sound sent my heart pounding in my chest the further we walked, and even the distant howls of the monkeys set me on edge.

We were walking straight into a pirate captain’s lair to rescue a woman I’d never met from his lackeys. It felt a little bit insane, but I reminded myself of all the weapons we had at our disposal.

Prinna’s right hand rested gently on my right shoulder so she could silently signal to me when there were people nearby, and Kaz walked behind me on the other side. Between the two of them, I knew no one would easily be able to sneak up on me or get to me before I could have a chance to defend myself.

The way had been nothing but jungle and open fields since we’d left the cottage, and it seemed that anything that remotely resembled a town was on the eastern side of the island. That was beneficial to us, though, because it meant we wouldn’t accidentally stumble onto other people along the way.

And it prevented any insane jump scares to my already heightened nervous system.

The trek had brought us further uphill the entire way, and I started to imagine the sheer cliff faces Pete had told us lined the western coast of Ebon. Captain Crick had really taken the most strategic place on the island for himself and said fuck everyone else.

I already despised this asshole.

Finally, we rounded a corner of jungle trees, and the captain’s manor house came into view about a hundred yards away.

It wasn’t much like I’d imagined when Pete called it a manor, but it was the biggest building we’d seen since coming into this realm. It was maybe half the size of the Multiverse Inn, and only a small portion of one side rose up to a third story. The main part of the building was only two stories high, and the whole thing looked in more desperate need of repair than my inn had at first glance.

Rough boards had been nailed across most of the windows, and I could see a glint of moonlight on the large shards of broken glass behind them. There was a large hole big enough for a person to climb through in one corner of the roof over the three-story area of the building. The front of the manor was consumed by climbing vines, and they’d strangled the life out of at least three palm trees in the front yard.

A run-down and rotting fence ran the perimeter of the property, and its condition was so poor, it wasn’t going to pose a single bit of obstacle for us. In fact, Pete led us further around the outside of the fence until we came around the far side of the building. Only then did he step carefully over a fallen rail, and he dashed forward into a large line of overgrown bushes.

I brought Pete’s crudely drawn map into my mind’s eye, and I knew we’d be heading further around the back side to the storage shed where Izzie was most likely to be locked up.

Suddenly, Prinna’s hand clamped around my shoulder, and I reached out to signal Pete with a tap on the shoulder as I stopped dead in my tracks.

His booted feet stopped as suddenly as mine had, and Kaz sucked in a tiny breath as her feet halted, too.

Prinna’s hand slid past my shoulder, and she held up two fingers to indicate that there were two people ahead. Then she pointed toward the bushes about ten feet in front of us.

I gave the same signal to Pete.

He gave a sharp nod, and then we heard the lazy footsteps of two men on the other side of the bushes.

Pete held up a single finger, and he ducked low before he looped around the far side of our bushes. I gestured for Kaz and Prinna to ready themselves, and I pulled my short sword as silently as possible from its sheath.

A slight glint of moonlight on steel caught the corner of my eye, and I knew both of my magical lovers had drawn their blades as well.

“... gon’ get me a big-tiddied whore after this,” one of the pirate guards said.

I grimaced at the bluntness of his words, and the foul smell of rotting teeth that preceded the two men.

“Bonnie’s good an’ tasty,” the other guard replied.

“I never ‘ad ‘er afore,” the first guard said. “Maybe is time ta try somfin new!”

The two men started to guffaw, and they quickly slapped each other in their large guts to try and lessen the sound.

“Shh!” the first man hissed. “We be on guard duty.”

“Cap’n wouldn’a like it if he caught us talkin’ whores,” the second agreed.

By now, the two men’s ugly, bearded faces were well in view, and the only reason they hadn’t spotted us yet was because they were distracted by their conversation.

A tiny chirp sound that meant Pete was about to attack came through the night, and my entire body clenched with action.

Pete launched himself forward, and his cutlass pierced right into the second man’s back. He wrapped his hand tightly over the pirate’s mouth to muffle the inevitable scream.

At the same instant Pete attacked, I darted forward to attack the first man. My short sword had less reach than Pete’s cutlass, but I still managed to catch the man off guard.

“Wha!” he gasped with shock as my blade slashed a large wound into the left side of his ribcage.

It wasn’t a finishing injury, but he hissed with pain and clutched at his side with one hand as he groped for his sword with the other.

Pete’s target’s body had disappeared during the time it took me to attack, and my brain tried to recall if I’d heard it hit the ground or not.

I shoved the question aside and prepared to finish my opponent.

But before I could move again, and before the pirate could grip the handle of his blade, the point of Pete’s cutlass emerged from the left side of his neck. A large gash had been cut through the flesh, ligament, and tendons that held the big-bellied man’s head to the rest of his body.

Blood sprayed out, and the pirate’s eyes rolled back in his head as he quickly bled out all over the overgrown grass. A fair amount of red splattered across my front, and not for the first time, I was glad I’d bought myself this leather jacket. It cleaned easier than other traditional fabrics.

The half-decapitated pirate slid to the ground as the last of his life gurgled out of his throat.

“Ugh,” Prinna groaned very softly.

I locked eyes with Pete and whispered. “The other?”

“Dead.” Pete pointed at the other corpse on the ground.

He and I both glanced at Prinna, and she nodded that we were clear for the moment. Then Pete started to drag the dead bodies beneath the bushes in an effort to conceal our actions here. I hurried to help him, but I knew we were now officially on a ticking clock.

There was a finite amount of time before one of two options happened. Either their bodies would be discovered, or their absence would be noticed. And we needed to have Izzie and be the fuck away from here before either of those things happened.

“Hurry,” Pete mouthed, like he had exactly the same train of thought as me.

He moved quickly to the next set of overgrown bushes, and we hurried to make our way across the grounds. The brown-haired brother moved like this wasn’t his first stealth mission, and I got the impression he knew what he was doing.

His feet moved so quietly it made me tense with every one of my footsteps. I felt painfully aware of every single pebble, clump of hard dirt, and potential stick I might step on. It even felt like I was breathing too fucking loudly, and I found myself trying to hold my breath in an effort to be quieter.

Which was completely counterproductive because eventually my brain needed oxygen, and I would release a louder than normal breath to suck in fresh air. I allocated part of my focus on maintaining a steady and constant supply of air to my body in even and soft breaths.

Prinna placed her hand back on my shoulder, and we followed behind Pete as he moved through the grounds like a cat stalking its prey.

A moment later, Prinna’s hand gripped on my shoulder again, and she leaned in to whisper.

“One,” she barely made a sound. “Asleep.”

I nodded and passed the intel on to Pete. I wondered if we would simply stalk past the sleeping guard.

Then the tiniest snap of a twig underfoot echoed softly through the brush. It couldn’t have traveled far, but it was enough to rouse the pirate slumped against the trunk of a palm tree.

“Eh…” he grumbled, and his eyes opened.

My heart skipped the next three beats before pounding back to life like a bass drum.

His bleary eyes started to clear, but Kaz slipped forward without hesitation. She laid one hand on his slumped shoulder, and his eyes were pulled into hers like light into a black hole.

“Hello, handsome,” Kaz purred in her magically charming voice. “Go back to sleep, sweet thing. There’s no reason to wake up before morning.”

“Uuhh.” The pirate made a sound somewhere between a sigh and a grumble, and he promptly closed his eyes once more.

A soft snore escaped him as he slipped into an even deeper sleep.

Pete stared at Kaz with wide eyes, and he gave her a little awed nod before he continued to lead us through the grounds.

We came upon one more pair of patrolling pirates before the storage shed came into view.

Just like the previous two instances, Prinna alerted me to their presence, and I passed the information to Pete.

This time, the two pirates weren’t chatting. They were strolling silently and with much greater focus than the first two we’d cut down.

They had dark skin that helped them blend into the night, and their eyes darted around with intense focus. Pete led the charge once more, but this time I moved alongside him.

We waited until the two pirates circled around a pile of old rotting wood that looked like it had once been a wheelbarrow. Then Pete pointed to the left and motioned that he was going right.

The two pirates walked further away from us as Pete and I stalked quickly around the rotting wheelbarrow. He aimed his cutlass like he was going to loop it around to the front of his target’s neck and slit his throat before the guy knew what was happening.

Since I was on the left, and the two pirates were walking side by side, I didn’t have the same amount of clearance to get my blade around with my right hand. In a rush, I decided to cut in and up from the guy’s right side. Even if I didn’t catch his lungs from my attack, it would be enough to get in a second killing blow.

And then we were moving.

I lost track of Pete’s actions as my brain zeroed in on my target.

My blade rose up like an animal striking at its prey, and I felt the resistance of flesh, muscles, and then bone under the point of my sword.

“Aaaahh!” my target gasped with pain, and his body instinctively tried to arch away from my blade.

But all that did was remove the rib that had halted my blade’s advance, and I was able to slice clear through his body. I felt the sudden ease of my strike’s movement as the point of my blade exited the front of his body, and I pulled my sword back out and up to cut through the muscles of his back and shoulder on the way out.

“Aaaahhh,” the pirate groaned in agony as he dropped to his knees.

“Finish him,” Pete hissed as he lowered his opponent’s dead body to the ground.

The pirate tried to roll over to look at me, but I pressed a boot on his back between his shoulders. Without allowing myself the time to think about it, I rammed my blade straight down into the nape of his neck.

There was a sickening squelch sound followed quickly by a crunch, and I refused to think about the anatomical cause of such noises.

Blood poured out from the wound, and his body trembled for two more seconds before the last bit of air eased out of his lungs. I shivered at the sight of the dead bodies, but Pete was already moving to hide them.

My brain kicked me into action, and I grabbed the feet of the body Pete held under the arms. There was blood everywhere, and I wondered how he was ever going to get it out of his white shirt.

Then again, he was a pirate living in a pirate realm. Maybe blood on a shirt was like a badge of honor.

Pete guided me toward another overgrown set of hedges, and we quickly dumped both bodies on the other side. Then he grabbed several fallen palm fronds and draped them casually over the top of the bodies.

It was impressive how artfully camouflaged the effect was, and I wondered what other hidden skills Pete had.

Pete caught my attention with a sharp wave, and he pointed toward the storage shed. It was now about thirty yards away, and there was a single man on guard duty. He had his back pressed against the door while his eyes wandered unevenly across the grounds.

He didn’t seem to have noticed us beyond all the overgrowth so far, but we were going to have to do something about him before we could get inside.

Pete pulled his pistol and started to aim for the man’s head, but I reached up to stop him. My hand laid on his forearm, and he snarled silently before he looked at me.

“Kaz.” I mouthed without sound.

Pete’s eyebrows lowered as his eyes went wide, and the expression was one of angry disbelief. He clearly didn’t think Kaz could handle this guy without getting one of us hurt, but I knew a single lead ball from his gun would have everyone running right at us.

Not to mention the heavy keyring on the guy’s belt loop. We had to assume Izzie was not only locked inside the shed, but that she was probably in chains of some kind, too. If he killed the guard we’d hardly have time to free her from all those locks.

I gave Pete a firm look before I turned to nod at Kaz.

“Be safe.” I mouthed silently to her.

She nodded, took a deep breath, and duck-walked as close to the guard as she could manage before there weren’t any more bushes to conceal herself.

She was only about ten yards from him at that point, and she rose up to her full height.

“What?” the pirate asked with confusion. “Ye canna be ‘ere–”

Kaz hurried forward while the pirate spoke, and I could almost see the magical influence rolling off her like waves of steam. She pressed a single finger to the pirate’s chapped lips.

“Ssshhh,” Kaz purred, and the extra quality of her magic rippled in my ears like a mirage in the desert. “Be quiet, or they’ll hear us.”

Her voice was so quiet that I had to strain my ears to hear her, and her tone implied they were having some kind of romantic rendezvous. The pirate’s entire body relaxed as he sank into the depths of her violet eyes.

“Please, can I have those keys?” Kaz asked.

I couldn’t hear the charmed pirate’s response, but he nodded dumbly and fumbled for the keys at his belt. After the third try, his fingers finally removed the ring, and he handed them over to Kaz.

“Now,” Kaz purred again, and she touched his chest with her hand. “Why don’t you go and have a long walk along the sandy beach. There’s no need to return tonight. You go enjoy yourself.”

The pirate nodded dumbly again, and he started to wander away from the shed. He remained in the depths of Kaz’s charm as he stumbled past us.

“Walk on the beach…” he mumbled as he disappeared into the night.

Kaz stood at the shed door with a smug grin on her face, and she dangled the keys in the air.

Pete took off running like a bat out of hell. It took me a fifth of a second to react before I darted after him, and I was shocked at how quiet he was even at that speed. He skidded to an abrupt halt at Kaz’s side, and he stared at the keys in her hand like they were the Holy Grail.

A flickering light came from under the roughly constructed door, and there was a heavy iron lock under the door handle.

Kaz found the right key quickly, and my heart clenched with nerves as she turned the bolt. My eyes rolled with relief when it moved silently, and she opened the door.

A single oil lantern illuminated the small shed’s interior. The floor was covered in dirty straw, and the blue-eyed woman I’d seen taken from the gathering place was chained up in the corner.

A brown rag was tied around her head as a gag, and her teeth were clamped into the material. It reminded me of the way a wolf would chew its own foot off to free itself from a hunter’s trap. Her arms were wrenched behind her back at an uncomfortable angle, and I could almost feel the ache in her shoulders from just looking at her. The awkward position of her arms forced her ample breasts forward, but I forced my eyes away from the wealth of cleavage on display above her maroon leather corset. Her long legs were bent at the knees, and her breeches had been ripped in several places. The skin on display in the holes was tan from the sun, and it made me think those rips weren’t new. A heavy chain was locked around the outside of her knee-high leather boots at her ankles, but despite her imprisonment, her blue eyes were burning with rage.

“Iz,” Pete sighed with relief as he knelt down beside her.

Kaz hurried forward with the keys in her hand, and she started to unlock the chains around her ankles and arms. Pete pulled the gag away from her mouth, and she spit on the ground beside her.

“It took you long enough!” Izzie growled at her brother. “Unchain me so I can go and kill those motherfu–”

“Okay!” Pete said as he shoved the gag back into her mouth.

I grimaced at that, but it was the right choice. Izzie clearly wasn’t in control of her anger right now, and the last thing we needed was for her screaming to bring a horde of pissed-off pirates down on our heads.

Prinna had positioned herself at the door as a lookout, and she gave me a quick signal that we were still clear. I knew it wouldn’t last, though.

We needed to get the fuck out of here.

“Done,” Kaz said as she unlocked the last set of chains.

“Good,” I said in a sharp whisper. “Let’s get out of here.”

Izzie growled through her gag, and she tried to say something I assumed was a protest to leaving. The words were completely muffled as she tried to reach up to remove the gag.

“No ya don’t,” Pete said.

He locked one arm around her entire torso and hauled her up and over his shoulder like a sack of potatoes. Izzie’s arms were completely locked between her body and her brother’s shoulder, and the gag remained in place.

“Let’s go.” Pete scowled at the door.

I hurried to open it once Prinna nodded that we were good to go.

Pete took the lead, and he moved impressively fast with his sister on his shoulder. She’d appeared taller than Kaz in the brief moment it took Pete to throw her over his shoulder, and she didn’t have the same slender figure of my white-blonde witch, either. I guessed she was probably between a hundred and forty and a hundred and fifty pounds, but Pete moved like she weighed nothing at all.

I raced behind Pete as he led us into the deep coverage of the strip of jungle that ran between the lowered brush on Captain Crick’s grounds and where I knew the cliffside was. The crashing sound of ocean waves felt close by but also far beneath us, and I wondered how far of a drop it was to the sea below.

Pete wove stealthily between the strip of thick jungle and popped out on the other side.

We’d come out right beside the cliff, and I saw for myself the ocean was at least seventy-five feet below us. My calves tingled with a rush of vertigo, and I forced my eyes to lock on Pete’s back as we silently escaped the pirate captain’s land.

Prinna and Kaz moved almost silently behind me, and I glanced back to make sure they were both still with us. Their expressions were tired, but they kept pushing themselves without complaint.

I breathed a sigh of relief and looked forward once more.

That’s when Izzie’s burning blue gaze caught me. She stared out into the darkness with fury in her eyes, like she could hardly contain how pissed she was over this whole charade.

We curved further northeast around the strip of jungle that was the only thing between us and Izzie’s captors.

I couldn’t take my eyes off her face as we hurried away. Even in her burning rage, she was beautiful.

Her hair was a lovely medium brown that I guessed might have golden tones in midday sunlight. Her nose turned up at the end in the cutest way that seemed in direct competition with the anger locked between her eyebrows. I realized her cheekbones had the same sharp height as her brother’s, and their eyes were the same vivid shade of blue.

She must have felt me staring at her because Izzie turned her angry eyes on me. Her rage was palpable, but it melted away in a second. Her eyebrows softened, and she gazed at me with curiosity instead.

Izzie’s blue eyes scanned down my body, and the sudden sharp arch in her eyebrow told me she’d spotted my venturer’s badge. Her eyes darted back up to meet mine again, and I gave her a casual smirk to let her know I’d seen her reaction.

The ground shifted beneath my feet, and I realized we’d come to the end of one of the dirt paths that ran around the island. It was two small lines of dirt with a strip of calf-high grass growing in the middle as if the path only existed because enough feet fell in the same place to keep the plant life from rooting here.

It took us a bit longer to make it back to the part of the island that started to look familiar. We passed The Last Stop Pub, and it sounded like a huge party was going on inside. Even with the wooden door closed, we could hear the boisterous laughter of the people inside. A few glass bottles were shattered as we hurried past, but neither Izzie nor Pete paid it any attention.

After that, we headed straight for their cottage along the northern coast of the island.

Pete kicked the door open, promptly dumped his sister on one of the narrow beds, and hurried to grab a bottle of amber liquor from near the fireplace.

Now that her limbs were free, Izzie ripped the gag from her mouth and stormed across the house to her brother.

“Dammit, Pete!” Izzie cursed loudly.

“It’s good to see you, too, Iz,” Pete scowled and took a long swig directly from the bottle.

Izzie returned his scowl and grabbed the bottle from his hands. She took an even longer pull of the amber liquid, and then she scrunched her entire face up against the burn.

“Aaah!” Izzie hissed. “Fuck.”

I cleared my throat because I had no idea what we should do now. Izzie was safe, but I didn’t really want to leave just yet. I was so curious about both of them.

“Want a drink?” Izzie asked, and she wiped her long sleeve over her mouth.

“Yes, please.” Kaz walked right across the room and took the bottle from the sexy brunette.

My Enchanted lover tipped the bottle to her mouth and drank.

“Shit!” Kaz hissed. “Is it supposed to burn?”

“What’s the point if it doesn’t burn?” Izzie retorted. “Who are you people anyway?”

“My name’s Sam,” I said, and I gestured at my two women. “This is Kaz and Prinna.”

My Enchanted lover handed the bottle back to the blue-eyed woman.

“They’re the people that just helped me save yer ass,” Pete answered as he took the liquor from her. “Ya should tell ‘em thanks.”

Izzie looked at us as if for the first time, and all the anger that had filled her before seemed nowhere in sight.

“Thank you,” Izzie said without a hint of lingering anger.

Pete took another long swig as he walked a bit crookedly to one of the beds. He knelt down slowly like he wasn’t quite certain of his balance, and he pulled a small trunk out from underneath it. He pulled something out of the trunk and walked over to me with his hands cupped together like there was a small animal between his fingers he didn’t want to lose or hurt.

He gestured for me to take what he held, and then he dropped so many gems in my hands that several slipped out onto the floor. They were all at least the size of grapes, and one was even as big as a jawbreaker.

Every one of my thoughts suddenly sounded like a telephone busy signal.


Chapter 9

“I’m sorry I can’t offer you more for payment,” Pete said.

“I– uh…” I cleared my throat. “No, this is totally fine. Don’t worry about it.”

“Here,” Kaz held her hands open so I could pass her the gems. “Put them in the rucksack.”

“Yes,” Prinna agreed, and she held her hands up, too.

I dropped as many gems into Kaz’s hands as she could hold. Then I put the other half in Prinna’s fingers, and I stooped down to pick up the ones I’d dropped. There was always room in my rucksack, but my usual coin purse was already pretty full from our deals at the unofficial marketplace this afternoon.

I sifted through my items for a moment before I decided on a leather satchel that was intended for sale. It would serve as a good container for the gems for the time being, though, and I saw nothing but dollar signs as my ladies dropped the rainbow of stones into the bag.

“Give me that,” Izzie said.

I looked up in time to see her snatch the liquor bottle back from her brother. She walked over and offered it to the three of us.

It suddenly struck me how insane this all was. We’d just liberated a prisoner from the meanest pirate’s private home, and these two wanted to get drunk?

“Um, is that a good idea right now?” I asked. “Won’t those guys be coming after us? Should we even stay here? I mean, I can take you guys somewhere else…”

“Anybody else want a drink?” Izzie said as if I hadn’t said anything.

“Crick won’t do anything this close to sunrise,” Pete said easily, and he reached for the bottle. “Gimme that.”

“Um… what?” I felt utterly confused.

“He never does anything during the day,” Izzie said as if that explained it.

“Never has,” Pete said. “Never will.”

He spoke as if they’d known Crick a very long time.

“So what?” I asked. “You’re just going to get drunk and wait for him to come tomorrow night?”

“We’re safer ‘ere than anywhere else,” Pete said. “Ground’s boobytrapped.”

“Boobytrapped!” I felt like I was in a fucking movie parody.

“Yeah,” Izzie said. “Father rigged the whole place. Everybody knows about it. Keeps us safe while we’re here.”

“Well, shit,” I sighed.

That was pretty ingenious. Even if it had only been a ruse to prevent people from trying, if it worked, it worked.

“Good thing we never took ‘em down,” Pete snorted. “I think today’s evidence proves that was the right choice. Not that it kept you from gettin’ kidnapped… Again!”

“Again?” I glanced at Izzie.

She rolled her eyes before she noticed me looking at her, and once she caught my gaze, she shrugged a bit.

“The first time doesn’t count,” Izzie protested.

“Does, too,” Pete objected.

“Wait, why doesn’t the first time count?” Kaz asked.

“I kicked him in the testicles.” Izzie grinned proudly. “He vomited all over the path before he blacked out. The job was over before it even began.”

“Ya didn’t do so good this time,” Pete pointed out.

“Ugh,” Izzie growled and crossed her arms in anger.

“Besides, we’ve got you three ‘ere to strengthen our numbers,” Pete pointed out. “We’re ‘bout as safe as can be tonight.”

That was true, and it made me feel important. If Prinna kept her sense a little tuned to the world around us, she could alert us to anybody coming near. Kaz could charm them away, and if that didn’t work there was still me and my Sig to get through before they got to Pete or Izzie.

“I would like a drink,” Prinna said.

Izzie handed her the bottle, and my witch lover took a tentative sip.

“Oooh!” Prinna hissed, but she smiled at the amber liquid. “Oh, that’s nice.”

“You like it?” Kaz asked with skepticism.

“Mmmhmm.” Prinna nodded and took another sip. “Whooo.”

“Don’t overdo it,” I cautioned her, and I reached for the bottle. “And keep a watch for anybody who might approach.

“I am.” Prinna nodded.

I sniffed the bottle, and all I could smell was the intense scent of alcohol. I guessed it was either rum or whiskey by the color, and a quick sip confirmed it was rum.

“Huh,” I chuckled to myself. “Figures.”

“What?” Izzie asked.

“Nothing.” I shook my head and handed it back to her. “I guess we should get going…”

“No, please stay for a while,” Pete said.

He was looking more relaxed than I’d seen him so far. His high cheekbones were starting to flush with the effects of the liquor, and he grinned at us.

“My brother likes to be hospitable,” Izzie said, and she gave her brother a loving and rueful smile. “Especially if he feels indebted to someone.”

My first impression of the pair was that Pete was the overprotective older brother and that Izzie resented him for it. But maybe that was wrong. She looked at him with genuine affection, and now that her temper had cooled, she didn’t seem to have any lingering grudge against him.

“Well, there’s no debt here,” I assured them. “I’m happy we could help, and you paid me very fairly with the gems.”

“Can we stay, though?” Prinna asked in a soft voice.

“Yes, can we?” Kaz asked. “It might be fun to spend some time with people. We hardly ever socialize outside business.”

“That’s true,” I said with a growing grin. “Do you miss the social stuff of being a muse?”

“Some,” Kaz admitted with a blush. “It’s been nice to have some quiet time with just us, but I like talking with people and getting to know others.”

“You’re an extrovert,” I said simply.

All four of my companions looked at me with confusion.

“An extra what?” Kaz asked.

“Extrovert,” I repeated with a chuckle. “It means you like to be around people and socialize. Yes, we can hang out for a while.”

“Great!” Pete declared loudly. “Iz, let’s bring out the good stuff!”

“Are you sure?” Izzie asked.

“Yes!” Pete pointed a finger in the air like a giant exclamation point. “What better reason to drink Father’s rum than the successful rescue of my little sister?”

Izzie rolled her eyes and went over to a corner of the house. She rummaged around for a moment before she returned with a smaller bottle than the one we’d been sharing. It was topped with wax like a bottle of Crown Royal, and the rum inside was a beautiful reddish amber color.

“Thanks, Father,” Izzie murmured, and she tore through the wax with her teeth.

My eyes bulged as I watched her rip into the alcohol. Izzie never half-assed anything apparently.

“Where is your father?” Kaz asked in a conversational tone.

“Dead,” Izzie said simply.

“He was a pirate captain,” Pete said as he finished off the first bottle of rum. “And a venturer like yerself.”

“Really?” I asked.

My interest was suddenly full-blown, and I walked over and sat down at their table.

“He worked his way up from a lowly swab boy,” Pete said in an almost reminiscent tone. “All the way ta captain.”

“Remember the story he would tell us about his trip to Ryvem?” Izzie asked.

“That was always my favorite!” Pete laughed.

“Ryvem?” I asked with acute interest. “We were there recently.”

“Have you ever been?” Kaz asked the brother and sister.

“No,” Izzie sighed. “We’ve never been off this island.”

“We were born right here in this cottage,” Pete added. “The both of us.”

“Our mother died shortly after I was born,” Izzie said, and it sounded like she still held guilt because of it.

“Our father raised us by ‘imself,” Pete said.

“You two can sit on my bed if you want,” the blue-eyed woman said to my lovers, and she finally took a quick sip of the good rum she’d pulled from their special stash.

“Thanks,” Kaz said.

My women sat down on the other bed, and Izzie came over to sit at the table with me. She passed the bottle of quality rum over, and I took a long swig.

“Oh, that’s so smooth,” I said, and I stared at the bottle for a moment.

“Father claimed he bought it from a place that had contraptions powered by hot air,” Pete said. His tone suggested he didn’t quite believe it, and he was starting to sound rather drunk. “Where people wore long dresses and high collars all the time!”

“He called it Buh… By something?” Izzie said.

“Bioniin?” Kaz asked with amazement.

“That’s it!” Pete nearly shouted.

“Sssh!” Izzie hushed him sharply.

I took another swig of the fine rum and passed it over to Prinna. My white-blonde witch had a long drink and offered it to Kaz next.

“No, thanks,” Kaz said with a shake of her head.

“You don’t like it?” Izzie asked as she took the bottle back from Prinna.

“Not really,” Kaz said with an apologetic look. “It hurts.”

“You just have to get past that part,” Izzie laughed and took another long sip.

She didn’t seem to be showing any signs of intoxication despite her brother looking like he’d fail a roadside sobriety test in about half a second.

“Did your father travel to other realms often?” Prinna asked.

“All the time,” Izzie said with a nod.

“He was away more than he was home,” Pete said.

“That must have been hard,” Kaz murmured.

“Not really,” Pete replied. “We was used to it. He always brought good supplies back wit ‘im.”

Pete’s language was becoming less polished with every moment, and I was becoming more and more grateful for the apparent boobytraps around their cottage. I decided to slow my own pace to make sure I was on guard even if he wasn’t.

“He used to have the most amazing adventures,” Izzie said. “I remember one story, it was always my favorite.”

Izzie offered me the rum bottle again, and I took another sip. I was feeling the alcohol, but it wasn’t much stronger than anything I could buy from the local liquor store in Oregon. There was a warm buzz throughout my body, but I still felt entirely in control of myself. I decided to pace myself and set a good example for Prinna.

As far as I knew she’d never had liquor like this before, and I really didn’t want her giving herself a hangover for the morning.

“Father had sailed to another realm for some big trade deal,” Izzie started. “He had a whole crew with him, and they were loaded to capacity with the materials from his previous trip.”

“What kind of materials?” I wondered.

“All sortsa shit,” Pete slurred.

“I’m not sure I remember accurately,” Izzie said. “I think there was lumber, stone, and I know he had a lot of tools with him. But that’s not the interesting part.”

“Okay,” I chuckled.

Izzie spoke about her father like I’d imagine any daughter would have. She practically glowed with admiration for the man, and I could see she’d really looked up to him.

“Anyway,” Izzie continued. “He went on the trip to complete the deal, and when he returned he was injured.”

“Lost ‘is leg that trip,” Pete clarified.

My mouth fell open in surprise, and Prinna nearly dropped the rum bottle I’d been passing to her.

“Yes!” Izzie nodded. “I know! So he came back with his leg half gone, and a claw this big!”

Izzie held her hands about eight inches apart from each other to illustrate the claw’s size.

“What!” Kaz gasped loudly.

“He said it was from some kind of lizard!” Izzie explained with excitement. “He said it was as large as this cottage, and it ate two of his crew!”

That’s when I started to feel a bit skeptical about the blue-eyed woman’s stories. I knew how often parents might exaggerate their tales for their kids, and a lizard the size of a house seemed just a bit too outrageous for me to believe without evidence.

Pete backed up the story, though, and insisted it was true. He claimed they still had the claw somewhere inside the cottage.

“It’s probably in one of those trunks under your bed.” Izzie rolled her eyes.

Together, Izzie and Pete retold a handful of stories about their venturer pirate captain of a father and his exploits throughout the realms. According to them, he’d fought in a few wars and defeated more than a few beasts along the way. They claimed he’d accumulated so much wealth he’d bought himself a grand new ship.

“He’d planned to rebuild the manor house,” Izzie said with a somber look in her eyes.

“What, Captain Crick’s manor?” I asked.

“Yes,” Izzie said. “Father had purchased the land and old manor not long before his final trip, but when he died, it was lost to us.”

“Cap’n Crick took it,” Pete said. “There was nothin’ we could do.”

“How horrible,” Kaz sighed.

I frowned. “There wasn’t a deed or a will or anything?”

“A will for what?” Izzie asked with confusion.

“I mean legal paperwork,” I explained. “Something that proved he’d bought the property?”

“You really ain’t ever been ta Ebon before.” Pete shook his head slowly at me. “Nobody can read ‘ere.”

“So it was just lost to you?” Prinna asked.

“Yeah,” Izzie confirmed. “The ship, too. That was lost at sea, though, it wasn’t stolen from us.”

“Is that how he died?” I asked. “Was there a storm or something?”

“We don’t know for sure,” Izzie said. “No one ever returned. We held out hope for a long time, but it’s been seven years since then.”

“If ‘e was still out there,” Pete sighed and reached for the quality rum bottle, “E’da come back by now.”

Izzie nodded, and there was quiet grief in her blue eyes. She took the bottle from her brother and had another drink.

“Your father sounds amazing,” Prinna said as she accepted the rum from Izzie.

“He was,” Izzie agreed. “He used to tell us about crossing The Boundless, those were always the most thrilling parts of his journeys.”

“What’s The Boundless?” I asked.

“The space between realms?” Izzie said in an uncertain tone. “Do you call it something else in your realm?”

It felt like five gallons of ice water had been sloshed through the inside of my skull, and I was pulled in like a moth to the flame.

“I’ve never heard it called anything,” I said.

It was a truthful statement even if it wasn’t the complete truth.

I’d never heard anything about how venturers or anyone traveled between realms. In fact, I’d never even heard about another venturer in as much detail as this before. I’d kind of envisioned something between my inn’s fourth floor rooms and the circular stone portal in Stargate.

“Father always called it The Boundless.” Izzie shrugged. “Maybe because it has no end or beginning?”

“How did he describe it?” I asked in as casual a voice as I could muster.

Izzie looked almost stumped by that for a second before she came up with an answer.

“Dark,” she said. “Father said it was as though the sun and moon and stars had been swallowed by the great Kraken beast. There was no light other than the lanterns they brought, and even those were quickly swallowed by The Boundless.”

“I always wanted to be a venturer like Father,” Pete interrupted.

Izzie sighed like she’d heard this from her brother a thousand times already. She lifted the rum bottle to her lips and took a long pull.

“It was my dream.” Pete waved a hand in front of himself like he could paint the dream into reality. “To have a ship of my own and travel The Boundless to all the realms. The Grymm was to be my oyster. Whatever that meant.”

“Your oyster?” Prinna asked with a baffled expression.

“That’s a phrase from my realm,” I chuckled.

“What does it mean?” Izzie asked with excitement. “Father always used to say it, but I never understood it.”

“I’m honestly not sure where it came from,” I said with a grin. “I think it means that you could have a lot of options or opportunities.”

I thought about the saying for a moment, and I wondered if it originated from the fact that some oysters would be found with pearls inside them while others would be empty.

“Hmmm,” I hummed.

“What?” Kaz asked.

“Well,” I said, and I explained what an oyster and pearl were. “Maybe the phrase means that if you’re lucky, you’ll find something really special.”

“That would make sense for the way Father used it,” Izzie said.

“So why did you never become a venturer, Pete?” Prinna asked.

“Father died,” Pete said in a toneless voice as if that explained everything.

“Did that make your dream less desirable?” Kaz asked.

“No.” Prinna shook her head softly. “You still desire to be a venturer.”

Izzie looked at her curiously, probably because Prinna had said this with such certainty, but I didn’t have time to explain her power at the moment.

“Izzie was still a youngin’ when he died,” Pete explained, and his eyelids were closing unevenly now. “Someone ‘ad to look after ‘er. That responsibility fell on me.”

Pete’s face screwed up a little like he knew there was something wrong about the way he’d said it, but he just shook his head.

I could only imagine the strain and stress Pete must have felt all those years of having to look out for his sister on his own. It must have been such a relief to have Kaz, Prinna, and me there to help him out, even if only for one night. I figured he’d earned a night of indulgence, and I decided we would hang out for a while to allow him the safety to unwind.

“So I put my dreams ‘side to keep ‘er safe.” Pete shrugged.

“I was six and ten,” Izzie retorted. “I would have been just fine on my own. And as for tonight, I was well on my way of escaping by myself! You just arrived before I had the chance to enact my plan.”

“Right!” Pete chortled. “I completely believe ya.”

“You know I can open anything,” Izzie said defensively. “I just hadn’t gotten to it yet. I was working on it!”

“What?” I asked. “Like, you can pick locks or something?”

“It’s my gift,” Izzie said in an offhand sort of way like I should know what that meant. “I’ve never met something I couldn’t open.”

Kaz, Prinna, and I must have had confusion written in big block letters across our foreheads or something because Izzie and Pete looked between the three of us like we were complete idiots.

“Ya know,” Pete prompted. “Like Kaz’s weird mind control thin’?”

“Oh, that’s a useful gift,” Izzie said, and she looked at Prinna. “What’s your gift?”

“Do you mean magic?” Prinna asked.

Izzie pursed her lips thoughtfully. “I guess you could call it that.”

My mind started turning, and I thought of all the ways magical lockpicking could be useful. But wait, she’d said opening things, not lockpicking specifically. Did that mean she could open anything she wanted? What about sealed-off doors, or things that weren’t even meant to open?

Holy shit, what a cool fucking magic to have.

“It never shoulda happened at all, Iz,” Pete said, and it sounded like he was metabolizing his drinks a bit better now. “It shouldn’ta happened then or today. You need to stop walkin’ ‘round all pretty and shit. Rub some mud on yer face or somethin’. Help me out ‘ere.”

“Ugh,” Izzie groaned, and her blue eyes rolled so hard I worried they might pop right out of their sockets and across the floor.

“It wouldn’t matter if I was covered in a million scars and pockmarks,” Izzie said with irritation. “Every pirate in this godforsaken place knows how impressive our bloodline is. They’ll never let me live my life in peace.”

That caught my attention. “What do you mean by that?”

“Our father was just the latest in a long line of powerful captains,” Izzie explained. “But none of that should be your responsibility, Pete.”

Pete snorted an ugly sound of disagreement out of his nose, and he pulled a length of salted meat from his pocket.

“Right.” He scowled.

“I’m serious,” Izzie insisted. “You never should have put your dreams away to take care of me. I’m not a child, and you’re not my parent.”

“Like I could just leave ya ‘ere.” This time, Pete rolled his eyes.

They had an interesting relationship, these two. The longer I spent in their company, the more clear it became that they loved each other deeply. But I was starting to think they desperately wanted to detangle their lives from one another.

Pete clearly still harbored dreams about running off on his adventures, and Izzie obviously wanted independence and to stop feeling like a burden to her brother. It was a fascinating dynamic, and I hoped they found a balance they could both be happy with.

Then my brain steered me back to Izzie’s comments about gifts, and I couldn’t stop myself from wondering if they were the exception or the norm in Ebon. Were the people here all witches or something?

“Hang on a second. Back up,” I said, and I cycled my hands like I could physically rewind the entire room. “Does everyone in Ebon have these gifts?”

“Yes,” Izzie answered like she was confused by my confusion. “Don’t you have a gift… or a magic, Sam?”

“No, I don’t,” I said with a little shake of my head.

“I have a theory actually,” Kaz said. “Though I have no evidence to support it.”

“What’s that?” I asked.

“I was wondering if your immunity to our magic is your magic…” Kaz spoke slowly like she was still trying to figure it out.

“Huh,” Prinna grunted softly with interest. “That’s a curious theory.”

“Wait,” Pete said with more focus than he’d had since his fourth shot of rum. “Their gifts ain’t work on ya?”

“No.” I smirked and shook my head. “We don’t know why. They work on other people from my realm.”

“That poses a new question.” Izzie gave me a weird look. “You’re not all from the same realm?”

“No,” Prinna giggled, and her cheeks were flushed from the liquor. “We are from all different realms.”

“A mighty venturrrrer indeed…” Pete dragged the word out in his drunken state. “Women from all ‘round…”

Izzie rolled her eyes at her brother once more, and I wondered how long before he passed out for the night.

“Does Pete have a gift, too?” Kaz asked.

As the only one who was a hundred percent sober, she was keeping better track of the details of our conversation than me.

“Oh, good question,” I praised my violet-eyed beauty with a tipsy smile.

“Stealth!” Pete announced with pride.

“What does that even mean?” Prinna snickered.

“Oh, shit,” I breathed with realization.

I’d wondered how Pete’s feet seemed entirely silent during our entire mission to rescue Izzie. No wonder he was so fucking good at sneaking into Captain Crick’s manor grounds.

I smirked as I thought about how he’d almost blown our cover by firing his gun, but I figured I could chalk that up to being so close to our goal. He and Izzie both seemed like they had a hot temper right under the surface. It also seemed to me that his stealth was contained within the movements of his body and nothing to do with his decision making skills.

“You’re magically stealthy,” I said, and I nodded with appreciation. “That’s really fucking useful.”

“It’s kept me outta trouble more than once,” Pete said. “Izzie’s gift is great, too, though.”

“You said you use a lockpick?” Kaz wondered. “Would your gift let you pick a lock without a tool?”

“No,” Izzie laughed. “It’s not that powerful. I still need a little know-how, but the gift increases my learned skills and helps me get past trickier locks.”

“Huh, neat,” I said.

It reminded me of a stat boost in a video game. Izzie had plus three to lock picking.

We passed the rum around again, and Pete started looking deep in his cups again. Prinna was pretty pink in the cheeks too, and I made the choice to stop passing the bottle to her. She was a slender woman, and as far as I knew, she’d never consumed alcohol before. There was no way she wasn’t a lightweight, and I was already impressed with her ability to hold her liquor.

Izzie jumped into another story about their father’s adventures, and this time she retold what he’d experienced in The Boundless.

“Beasts and monsters come from The Boundless,” Izzie said.

“Creatures live in it?” Kaz asked with shock.

“They don’t just live there,” Izzie said. “They’re born from the dark.”

“What kind of monsters?” I asked with a disgusted kind of look.

“Father never saw ‘em,” Pete said.

“He said he was lucky,” Izzie explained. “He said that was his gift. Abundant luck. He used to mimic the sounds of the beasts for me.”

My eyes bulged slightly at the idea of mimicking horrific beastly noises to a small girl as a bedtime story. I decided every one of these stories needed to be taken with about a pound of salt. There had to be exaggerations built into them.

Then Izzie sucked in a deep breath, cupped her hands around her mouth and released a blood-curdling, skin-crawling screech that was nothing like I’d ever heard before. She made the call once more before she dissolved into a fit of giggles.

“I loved practicing those calls with him,” Izzie said.

“What a terrifying sound!” Kaz squeaked. “That would have given me nightmares as a child.”

“I loved them.” Izzie grinned.

Most people would have thought that was an insane thing to say or think, but all I saw was a young woman who missed her father. She had special memories of him, and that was endearing to say the least.

Prinna giggled wildly out of nowhere, and we all turned to look at her. Pete looked fascinated, and Izzie looked curious. I gazed at my white-blonde witch with concern, though. She was clearly drunk, and we hadn’t eaten a good dinner tonight.

I needed to get her home, and fill her belly with some food, water, and Tylenol. Then she needed a good night’s sleep, and if she was lucky she wouldn’t have a nasty hangover in the morning.

“Well, I’m really glad we were able to help you out, Pete,” I said, and I started to stand up. “I think we should be heading home.”

“I s’pose it’s a long journey,” Pete said, and he tipped his hand in a casual wave. “Really ‘precciate yer help. Come and visit again.”

“Sure, thanks,” I said, and I looked at his far less inebriated sister. “Are you two alright? Do you need anything else before we go?”

“No, we’re good,” Izzie said. “Thanks for the rescue.”

“You’re welcome,” I said.

Izzie scowled with determination. “Now all that’s left to do is go and kill those bastards.”


Chapter 10

“Ugh.” Pete dropped his hand right on his forehead with exasperation.

“What?” I nearly shouted. “That’s insane. We just rescued you from them!”

“Good luck, Sam,” Pete chuckled under his breath.

I glanced over at him, and he already looked completely resigned to Izzie’s outrageous declaration and plan. Then I turned to look at Izzie again, and she was radiating with rage.

Apparently it hadn’t faded away at all, she’d just pushed it aside long enough to socialize with us. Now she was so pissed there might as well have been steam pouring from her ears and flames shooting out of her eyeballs.

Izzie looked ready to burn down the entire fucking island, and her teeth ground together as she stared at me. It was like she was daring me to try and stop her.

“Wha…” I looked back at Pete again.

He just shook his head at me like it was a waste of time and energy to try and talk his sister down. Pete sighed heavily, and I could tell he was going to go along with Izzie’s plan no matter what. It was probably just an attempt to keep her from getting herself killed more than a desire to actually kill Captain Crick or his men.

“Those bastards should suffer,” Pete agreed. “They’ve insulted me an’ my family.”

“They insulted me,” Izzie added with fury in her voice. “They put their filthy hands on me, and chained me up like a fucking dog.”

“They need repercussions.” Pete nodded. “Especially now that they succeeded once in gettin’ ya. They won’t stop now.”

“No, they won’t,” Izzie agreed. “They’ll never back down unless we put them down.”

I felt utter exasperation at the situation. We’d just risked our lives breaking Izzie out of that place and rescuing her from being taken away by those men to somewhere she likely never would have left again, and less than a few hours later, she wanted to run right back in?

What the fuck was she thinking?

I sighed and looked at Kaz and Prinna. I expected them to be as shocked and baffled by it all as me, but their violet and hazel eyes were filled with compassionate pleading.

“What?” I hissed under my breath at my two lovers.

“We can help them,” Kaz insisted.

“Exactly,” Prinna agreed. “It’s obvious they’re doing this whether we help them or not, and the likelihood of success is far greater with our help.”

“Besides,” Kaz pointed out. “If it had been Prinna or me who’d been taken, wouldn’t you want to go and burn their whole manor to ashes?”

“I–” My protest died before I could even finish forming it.

Kaz was one hundred percent correct. There’s no way I would have let those men get another day in this realm, or any other, if they’d chained Kaz or Prinna up like animals in that dirty shed.

Not to mention, the five of us going in armed to the teeth, with the intention to kill everyone, seemed much more straightforward than a stealth rescue mission. We could make all the fucking noise we wanted with as many guns as I could buy, and it wouldn’t matter at all who heard.

My face relaxed slightly as I considered everything.

Earth guns worked here. We knew that for a fact, and I could arm Pete, Izzie, Prinna, and myself. Kaz had her own weapons and defenses that had been tested and proven by this point.

Not to mention, Pete was a fucking sharpshooter like nothing I’d ever seen.

I sighed and looked at Izzie again.

Her arms were crossed over her full breasts like a defiant teenager, and her brown eyebrows were scrunched so closely together they formed one long angry line. She was practically oozing with venomous hatred, and I could see just how stubborn she was.

I looked at Pete. “She’ll go even if she has to do it alone, won’t she?”

“Yeah,” Pete chuckled. “She will.”

“What would we be up against?” I asked. “The remaining men we discussed who weren’t killed tonight?”

“Yeah,” Pete said. “Plus the cap’n, too. He won’t go down without a fight, and he won’t flee.”

“He’d rather die in a losing battle than look like a coward,” Izzie said. “Which would work to our advantage.”

I quickly tallied up how many men the brother and sister would face, and I knew it was a fucking suicide mission if they went alone. But with the addition of my lovers’ magic and a nice cache of semi-auto weapons from Earth. Well, that would make it an almost reasonable mission.

“You can’t go without help.” I frowned. “We’ll help you, but we need to go home for supplies and weapons.”

“Weapons?” Pete’s eyebrows rose with cautious excitement like a little kid who’d overheard his parents discussing a trip to Disney World. “Like that pistol you have? More of ‘em?”

“Exactly,” I said. “I only have one right now, but if you give me time, I can arm all of us. That would turn the tables significantly in our favor.”

“You want us to wait?” Izzie scoffed. “No. I’ll go there right now and burn the entire manor to the fucking ground.”

“Iz,” Pete sighed. “They’re trying ta help us stay alive and get what ya want.”

“Doesn’t it make more sense to wait?” Kaz said in a friendly tone. “If you burn the manor to the ground, you can’t get it back.”

“That’s true.” Prinna nodded. “Didn’t you say your father had bought it? Would you really want to burn it into ash if there’s a real possibility you could have it back and live there?”

“Or sell it to someone else?” Kaz countered.

“Yes,” Prinna agreed. “Plus, the risk would be too great if you go now. You’re both tired, and affected by the rum. We can help you get your revenge and so much more.”

“Eeerrr,” Izzie growled under her breath for a moment, but then she threw up her hands. “Fine! We’ll wait.”

“Aahh,” Pete sighed with relief, and he came over to shake my hand. “Thank ya, venturer. I’ll do my best ta keep ‘er from doin’ anythin’ stupid, but, please, hurry back.”

“We will,” I assured him, and I did some quick mental math. Then I tacked on an extra two days for unforeseen circumstances. “It will take us at least five days to sort everything out.”

The four of us turned to stare Izzie down, and I’d never felt so involved in peer pressure before. At least this was for a good reason.

“Ugh, fine,” Izzie relented with an exasperated sigh. “We’ll wait five days be–”

“Six.” Pete frowned at his little sister. “Ya know time’s different in other realms.”

“Fine!” Izzie shouted. “We’ll wait six days, but if you’re not back by then, I’m going in alone. And all the beasts of the sea won’t be able to stop me.”

“I understand,” I said, and I swallowed the laugh that tried to bubble out of my chest. “Six days, we’ll be back before that. I promise.”

Kaz, Prinna, and I scooped up our items from where we’d placed them while we’d hung out with the pirates. My magical women removed their borrowed swords from their hips and left them on the table.

Pete gave them a curious look, but he didn’t say anything as we said our goodbyes.

The sky was just starting to lighten on the horizon, and I estimated it would be morning before much longer. Prinna’s footsteps were pretty uneven still, and I could see she was fighting to stay awake. We walked tiredly down the path back to Crog’s Spot, and I was amazed to see the place was still packed with rowdy pirates.

Apparently these men didn’t end their drinking nights until they were all passed out on the floor, and about half of them were.

My lovers and I stepped over more than a few blacked-out men on our way through the tavern, and Phyllis hardly even took notice of us as we went upstairs. She was far too busy carrying six tankards of ale.

As we climbed the stairs, I wondered if ale was the usual choice for lack of options or because they just preferred it. Immediately I started to wonder how many pints of rum I could reasonably pack in my rucksack before the clinking would be too obnoxious.

Looks like I was probably going to be making a trip to the liquor store, too, and I almost snorted. It would look really fucking strange if I was spotted buying a dozen pints of rum and then several hand guns and rifles immediately after.

Best to make those purchases on two separate trips, or maybe even to spread out the rum purchases over a few occasions.

“What’s so funny?” Prinna asked as we stepped into the room that would take us home.

“I was just thinking I could buy a lot of rum and probably sell it here for a whole bucketload of gems,” I explained.

“There’s rum on Earth?” Prinna asked with delight.

“Yeah,” I chuckled. “And it’s not the only kind of alcohol.”

“Do they all burn?” Kaz wondered.

The door clicked shut behind us, and the sound of rowdy pirate voices faded a moment later.

“Usually.” I grinned at my violet-eyed lover. “But a lot of people like to mix them in with other drinks. Like juice or soda. That helps mask the burn a lot. If you want, we can get some things for you to try.”

“Another time,” Kaz murmured as she walked over to me. “For now, I was wanting a taste of something a bit different.”

She stroked one finger down the middle of my chest, and it sent a shiver through my body.

“Give him some extra attention for me, will you, Kaz?” Prinna said.

She’d already kicked off her boots before we walked out into the hallway.

“Are you okay?” I asked my intoxicated lover.

“I’m fine,” Prinna assured me. “That wasn’t the first alcohol I’ve had in my life, but it was the first I’ve had in quite some time.”

Prinna held tight to the railing as we walked down to the third floor, and she headed straight for our bedroom.

“I need to go to sleep and not wake up for several hours,” Prinna said in a lighthearted tone, and she winked at us. “You two go have fun.”

My white-blonde witch stepped into our bedroom and promptly closed the door between us. Kaz and I looked at each other and started to laugh. I dropped my rucksack on the floor outside our room, and I pulled the Enchanted woman into my arms and shushed her softly.

“We should go downstairs so we don’t keep her awake,” I said.

“Okay,” Kaz giggled. “Do you think she’ll be alright?”

“Yeah,” I said as I led Kaz toward the stairs. “She just needs to sleep it off. That’s the only downside to drinking. You have to know your limit. I think Prinna rediscovered hers tonight.”

“Poor thing,” Kaz giggled in a way that told me she wasn’t upset at all about getting me all to herself. “But lucky me.”

“Lucky me!” I countered.

By the time we hit the second floor landing, I’d pulled Kaz against my chest and planted my lips over hers. She tasted like salt air and excitement.

Kaz moaned softly as she opened her mouth to the exploration of my tongue, and her fingers found their way up into my hair. We stumbled across the landing, and I felt blindly for the railing and the top step before I broke the kiss.

“Wait,” I laughed. “Let’s get down the stairs and then pick this back up.”

“Good idea,” Kaz giggled.

We hurried down the stairs until we were in the parlor and on level ground. Then I hauled Kaz into my arms, and she surprised me by jumping into my arms. She wrapped her legs around my hips and clung to me like a sexy spider monkey.

“Mmm,” I hummed.

I wrapped one arm securely under her ass to support her weight, and I caressed up her side with my other hand.

Kaz started to strip my clothes off my body, but she encountered a lot of obstacles from the tangled arrangement of our limbs.

“Hang on,” I chuckled, and I lowered her onto the sofa. “Hungry girl.”

I shrugged out of my jacket and yanked my shirt off. Kaz’s violet eyes roamed freely over my bare chest, and she started to strip naked. It didn’t take very long for us to have nothing left between us, and Kaz looped her arms around the back of my neck. I lowered my mouth to hers and swallowed the low moan that escaped her lips.

Kaz settled back against the sofa, and she tried to pull me down on top of her. I wanted something different, though, so I scooped my hands under her perfect ass.

“Wha–” Kaz gasped with surprise at my next move.

I quickly flipped her over so her ass was in the air, and I grabbed her by the hips. My cock was already throbbing with need for her sweet body, and I slid it through the wetness between her thighs.

“Ooooh,” Kaz moaned. “Saaaammm.”

“Fuuuck,” I sighed in response as heat coursed through my body.

I teased her clit with the head of my cock while my free hand wandered over her spine and sides. Goosebumps rose up all over her shoulders and ass, and she shuddered with growing desire.

I reached around to cup the heavy weight of her tits in my right hand, and I brushed the rough pad of my thumb over the peak. Her nipple tightened into a hard bud from my strokes, and I couldn’t stop the smug grin on my face.

“Aaah, that feels so good,” Kaz moaned.

I gave her clit another long stroke with my shaft, and I started to guide my cock inside her. Suddenly, she rolled over and placed her hands on my shoulders.

“Uh, uh.” Kaz shook her head. “You don’t get to have all the fun.”

“Okay…?” I chuckled and arched an eyebrow at her.

Kaz pushed on my shoulders until I was sitting on the sofa. Then she guided my knees apart and positioned herself right between them. She gazed up at me with passion in her violet eyes as her hands teased up and down my thighs.

“Uuuhh,” I moaned.

I shifted on the sofa, and the motion pushed my cock closer to her face. It hadn’t been my intention, but Kaz gasped playfully like I’d broken some rule.

“Oh!” Kaz giggled. “So naughty. You must wait for my touch.”

“Oh, really?” I grinned.

This game seemed like good fun, and I sank back into the sofa’s cushions.

“Don’t move,” Kaz instructed.

“I’ll be good,” I said. “I promise.”

“Good.” Kaz smiled and stood back up.

She walked around in a small circle like her only goal was to show off her tits and ass to me, and I thoroughly enjoyed every second of it. Her skin was like beautiful porcelain, and I wanted to shade her from the sun to keep it smooth and fair forever.

After one trip around the small space in the parlor, Kaz strutted toward me like a lioness, and she sank right down onto her knees. This time, when her hands caressed over my thighs, I locked my muscles in place. My inner voice begged and pleaded for her sweet mouth on my cock, and she smiled like she could tell exactly what I was thinking.

Kaz licked her lips seductively and kept her eyes locked on mine as she leaned slowly forward.

“Ah,” I gasped softly in anticipation.

Kaz pressed a single chaste kiss to the tip of my dick, and then she grinned up at me for two very long seconds.

“Uuuurrrrhhh,” I groaned in frustration.

That was apparently what Kaz had been waiting for because she opened her lips and wrapped them around my cock. She didn’t stop moving forward until the tip of her nose touched my lower abdomen, and I felt myself bump against the back of her throat.

“Fuck,” I whispered.

Pleasure ripped through me from the heat of her mouth and the sight of my cock lost in her mouth. It was always a thrilling and erotic image, and I would never get tired of it.

Kaz breathed through her nose as she bobbed her head up and down on my lap.

I reached up and laced my fingers through her long dark waves, and she moaned in response. Her fingers curled around the tops of my thighs, and she scooted just a bit closer to me.

I leaned my head back to enjoy the physical sensations of the Enchanted woman’s hot mouth on my shaft. The slippery wet strokes of her tongue pushed my arousal higher with every movement, and soon I couldn’t contain my moans of pleasure.

“Uuuhhh.” My eyes rolled in my head. “That feels so fucking good.”

“Mmmm,” Kaz hummed around the girth of my dick in her mouth.

The ecstasy rose steadily until I couldn’t wait any longer, and I fisted my hand firmly in Kaz’s hair. I tugged gently until she released my cock from her mouth with a soft popping sound. Her mouth hung open with surprise as she gazed at me, and I almost exploded from the sight.

“Get your ass up here,” I growled, and I patted my lap with my other hand.

“Mmmm.” Kaz pulled her bottom lip between her teeth.

She stood up at the pace of a snail, and she leaned so close to me I could smell the scent of her hair. Kaz put one hand on my shoulder, and moved her opposite knee up beside me.

The sofa cushion gave under her weight, and I moved my hands up to wrap around her waist. Her other hand came up to rest on my other shoulder, and then her other knee was beside me, too.

“You’re so hot,” I murmured, and I reached up to push her long hair away from her face.

“Mmm, you’re the sexiest man I’ve ever known,” Kaz purred as she sank down on my lap.

She paused long enough to angle her hips and catch my cock with her pussy lips before she slid all the way down on my length.

“Fuuuuck,” I moaned as her sweet tunnel stretched around my cock.

“Uuuuuhhhhh,” Kaz whined, and her head dropped onto my shoulder.

She was still in my lap for a moment like the sensation of being filled by me was too much to bear in the best way imaginable. Then she lifted her head and shook her hair over her shoulders.

“You fill me so well,” Kaz mewled.

I slid one hand behind her neck and gently pulled her face down so I could taste her again. The second our lips connected, she started to rock back and forth in my lap.

Electricity shot through my nervous system, and I gasped at the intensity of it. It coalesced deep in the base of my spine, and it felt like a delightful buzzing of heat.

Kaz ground herself on my lap without any sense or rhythm, and I waited patiently while she enjoyed herself. After a few minutes, I couldn’t take it anymore.

I locked my hands under her ass and lifted her up to the tip of my dick. Then I braced my feet on the floor and thrust up into her pussy at a slow and forceful pace. With my head back against the sofa, I anchored myself and fucked her until we were both hot and gasping for air.

My hand wandered desperately all over her silky smooth skin, and I brought her closer to me.

“Sam,” Kaz pleaded, and she caught my lips in a searing kiss.

She pushed her hands into my hair, and her fingernails scraped lightly over my scalp. The movement sent shivers down my spine, and my hips kicked more unevenly upward.

My self-control was slipping away rapidly, and I wasn’t nearly done fucking Kaz yet. Without second-guessing my decision, I locked my arms around her, and I pushed myself to my feet. I took four long strides across the room and pressed Kaz firmly against the wall.

“Aaah!” Kaz moaned with surprise and pleasure. “Saaammm.”

I braced my feet on the floor and trapped Kaz between my chest and the wall. She was just as caged in on either side by my arms, and I thrust up into her pussy at a demanding pace.

“Yeeessss, oooohhh,” Kaz moaned.

I supported her body with my left arm under her ass, and I moved my right hand up to cover her lips in a light gesture. She easily could have turned her face away, and I was sure we both understood the gesture was much more for the illusion of control than anything else.

“Mmm.” The sound that escaped Kaz’s throat was tiny and filled with passion.

I moved my hand away and captured her mouth in another scorching kiss. She kissed me back with a hunger that amazed me. It sent fire through my body and the pleasure pooled at the base of my spine.

My jaw clenched as I explored her mouth with my tongue, and I clamped an iron fist around my passions.

I moved my right hand down her chest, and I pinched her nipple tightly between my fingers.

“Aaah!” Kaz gasped as she turned her face away from me. “Fuck!”

“Do you like that?” I growled in her ear, and I nipped at the tender skin under her ear as I pinched her nipple again.

“Yes!” Kas squeaked. “Pleeeaaassseee?”

Her plea was so desperate that I couldn’t deny her, and I cupped her breast with my palm. I angled my wrist so I could squeeze her tight nipple between my thumb and index finger, and I fucked her as deep as I could go.

Kaz teetered near the summit of her pleasure, and I knew exactly what would shove her over the edge. I caressed down her side with my hand and pushed it down between us. It was easy to find her swollen clit, and I didn’t waste any time in rubbing it in tight little circles.

“Uuuuuhhhh,” Kaz groaned deep in her throat like a wild animal.

The sound ripped through my chest and set my brain on fire. It was such an intense sensory input, I almost dropped her right on the floor. I clutched Kaz closer to me with my left arm, and I thrust hard into her dripping pussy.

One of the old floorboards under my feet started to creak with the ferocity of my movements, but I hardly noticed it at all.

Every nerve in my body suddenly turned into flames as Kaz raked her fingers across my scalp, and I felt my control slipping through my fingers like water through a hammock.

“Kaz,” I groaned, and I locked my lips around the tender curve of her neck.

“Saaaam!” Kaz shuddered in my arms. “Yeeeesss, riiiight there. Riiiii– oooohh!”

Kaz flew over the edge and into the sweet oblivion of her release. Her inner walls trembled and tightened around my cock, and it was my undoing.

Lightning scorched through my veins as every atom in my body exploded with ecstasy. My toes grasped at the wood floor as my orgasm raced through me, and my heart pounded in my eardrums.

“Uuuuhh, Saaaammm,” Kaz moaned as she came back down to Earth.

It took several long seconds for me to be able to open my eyes, and even when I did, it still felt like there were bright sparks of light floating all around me. The slight ache in my left arm from holding Kaz against the wall slowly started to register in my mind, and I eased her back down to the floor.

“No, don’t…” Kaz mumbled, and her knees gave under her weight.

“Shit,” I chuckled softly, and I caught her in my arms. “Can you stand up?”

“Yes,” Kaz giggled, and she sounded slightly drunk despite having only one small sip of rum hours ago. “I think so.”

“Are you sure?” I grinned at the tired grin on her face.

“Yeah, I’m okay,” Kaz said, and she stood up on her own feet. “That was soooo intense. It was in my entire body.”

“Isn’t it usually?” I laughed.

“It felt…” Kaz giggled and blushed. “I don’t know, it felt more.”

“Good more?” I asked.

“Yeeesss,” Kaz said in a deep voice of appreciation.

“Good.” I smirked.

I stepped back and made sure she really was stable on her feet before I walked over and scooped up all our discarded clothes. Then I held out my hand for her.

Kaz smiled in a haze of exhaustion and satisfaction, and we headed upstairs to go to bed.

It took twice as long as normal to climb the three flights of stairs, and I idly wondered what time it was here. It had been dawn in Ebon when we’d gone back to Crog’s Spot, but it looked closer to midnight outside the windows of my inn.

Prinna was sleeping deeply and peacefully on her side of the bed when we got upstairs, and I dumped all our clothes into the laundry pile. I checked my phone as Kaz went into the bathroom, and I was only a tiny bit surprised to see it wasn’t even midnight yet.

“Eleven forty-five?” I whispered to myself.

The days on Ebon were shorter than the ones on Earth. At least that’s what made the most sense. I knew there was the chance we’d been gone for close to two earth days. Space and time were weird fucking things, and I still was pretty sure the other realms were alien planets. I’d understood enough from Interstellar to get that time dilation was a thing.

Kaz returned from the bathroom, gave me a tired and lopsided smile, and climbed under the covers. She was asleep in less than a minute, and I settled myself back against the pillows.

The curious questions about Ebon’s days compared to Earth’s weren’t enough to fight against my own exhaustion, and I was asleep shortly after.

I woke up in the morning on my stomach with my face smushed into the pillow. I could feel the presence of sleep lines on my face and arms. It had been a very hard night of sleep, and I was fully refreshed.

“Mmmm,” I moaned as I stretched.

I’d forgotten how deeply I slept with a little alcohol in my system. Based on the sunlight at the window it was probably midmorning, and I reached over to check my phone.

“Nine-ten,” I murmured to myself. “Not too bad.”

I rolled over to see Kaz and Prinna were still asleep, so I climbed out of bed and got dressed. My plan was to make breakfast and bring it up for them, and I snuck out of the room so I wouldn’t wake either of my magical lovers.

As I started breakfast prep, I scanned the kitchen and tried to imagine ways to reinfuse the old charm of the inn into this primarily functional space. I decided we could use vintage tiles for the backsplash, and the color of paint we picked would add to the whole aesthetic as well. Then we could really drive the point home with the right crown molding.

I assembled three bacon, egg, and cheese sandwiches on English muffins and three cups of our preferred caffeine on a large tray, and by the time I left the kitchen the smell of fried pork filled the entire first floor. A smile tugged at my lips as I imagined the place filled with little old couples and the odd assortment of ghost hunters.

Just half a year ago, I’d been so certain of what my life looked like five years in the future, but now it was completely different. Now I was going to use my architecture degree to make my own property into the best version of itself. The place would be popular, and I chuckled at the idea that the magical artifacts we could collect and display would probably set off all the ghost hunters’ equipment.

“Oh, yeah,” I chuckled as I climbed the stairs. “People are gonna love this place.”

I’d left our bedroom door unlatched, and I nudged it open with my elbow.

Kaz and Prinna were starting to rouse in the bed, and Kaz rolled over and saw me first. Her long dark waves were rumpled adorably around her face, and her eyes lit up when she saw what I carried in my hands.

“Breakfast?” Kaz perked up on the bed.

“Yeah,” I said. “I figured we could eat and then go out to the gun shop. I made a promise to Pete and Izzie, and I don’t intend to go back on it.”

“You’re a man of integrity, Sam Woods,” Prinna mumbled as she rubbed her hands over her face.

I set the tray on the foot of the bed and walked over to kiss Prinna’s forehead.

“Hey, you,” I murmured. “How are you feeling this morning?”

“There is a slight ache in my head,” Prinna said. “But I am not experiencing the sickness of too much drink.”

“On Earth we call it a hangover,” I said, and I sat on the foot of the bed.

“What a strange thing to call it,” Prinna said.

“What does it feel like?” Kaz asked.

“Hell,” I said without hesitation.

Prinna nodded in agreement as she picked up her mug of tea. We ate our breakfast slowly and quietly, and I could see the caffeine reach my lovers’ blood streams.

Kaz perked up faster, but Prinna’s eyes cleared up. By the time our plates were empty, they both looked ready to get out of bed and start our day.

I looked out the window, and my jaw dropped. “Holy shit.”

“What?” Kaz asked, and her tone deflated. “Is it raining again?”

“No,” I chuckled. “It’s snowing.”


Chapter 11

“Snow!” Kaz nearly shouted.

“Not hard,” I said.

I assumed she would hate the snow as much as she hated rain, but a huge grin lit up her entire face. She nearly jumped out of the bed and raced to look out the window with me.

“Eeee!” Kaz squealed.

“What!” Shocked laughter burst from my chest. “You like snow?”

“I love snow!” Kaz grabbed my arms and leaned up as close to my face as her short self could reach. “Isn’t it beautiful!”

“Um…” Prinna hummed from her spot on the bed. “What’s snow?”

My eyes went wide with double shock. I’d grown up in Arizona, but even I knew what snow was. I wondered if snow had gone the way of the Dodo in Amirma the same as so many other things due to the Consumption.

“Come see,” I said, and I stepped back from the window to make space for Prinna.

My white-blonde witch walked across the room, and her surprise was palpable.

“It’s so white!” Prinna gasped.

“It’s beautiful,” Kaz sighed dreamily.

“Yeah,” I chuckled. “But it’s cold!”

“I know,” Kaz grumbled playfully. “I hate that part of it, but it’s so pretty.”

“You are…” I shook my head. “So confusing.”

“What?” Kaz giggled. “I can’t like snow?”

“No, you can!” I laughed. “I just didn’t expect you to is all.”

“Well I’m just full of surprises,” Kaz said, and she stuck her tongue out at me. “You’ve never seen snow before, Prin?”

“No,” Prinna said. “What is it? Is it dangerous? Is it an enchantment?”

“It’s weather,” I explained. “When the air gets cold enough, water in the clouds freeze into tiny crystals, and they fall as snowflakes, instead of rain.”

“That’s rain?” Prinna asked, even more shocked than before.

“Well, sort of…” I said.

“Can we go outside in it?” Prinna asked.

“Yeah, of course,” I chuckled. “I’ve never driven in snow before, but there’s not a lot of it.”

The snow was just barely covering the ground in a thin layer of white, and it wasn’t sticking to the road at all. I felt comfortable enough driving on that, and a little bit of flurries wasn’t going to stop me from getting back to Ebon on time.

“We should dress warm,” I said. “And boots. Wear boots.”

“I’m way ahead of you!” Kaz giggled as she raced around the room.

Prinna and I shared an affectionate smile, and we all got dressed for the day. I bundled up in flannel-lined jeans, a long-sleeved thermal shirt, a simple black sweater, and two pairs of socks. I might not have spent much time in the snow, but I’d watched enough movies to know your toes always got cold.

Prinna pulled on a pair of black leggings and followed them in dark wash jeans. Then she layered three shirts together and topped it with a fuzzy purple sweater that didn’t look super warm. I started to say something, but Prinna pulled a heavier jacket over the top, and she finished the look with a thick scarf around her slender neck.

Kaz put on as many layers as Prinna and myself combined. She went for two pairs of leggings before putting on a pair of relaxed fit jeans. She put on one tank top, one short sleeve shirt, a long sleeve shirt, a heavy sweater, and then put on a cropped jacket over the top of it all. Then she added a scarf around her neck, and a navy-blue beanie over her hair.

“Got enough layers?” I teased.

“Yes thank you,” Kaz said with a smug smirk. “I’ve never had enough clothing to stay warm in the snow before, but not this time!”

“I’m still trying to process the fact that Kohvra has snow,” I chuckled.

“It won’t snow for at least three more moons,” Kaz said. “Or… months? Is that the right word?”

“Yeah.” I smiled. “Does it snow a lot there?”

“It’s about like this,” Kaz said with a wave toward the window. “Is this a lot?”

“Not even close,” I said. “There are places on Earth where, in one storm, you can get enough snow that it would be above your head.”

“What!” Kaz and Prinna both shouted together.

“Is that even possible?” Prinna asked.

“Is this one of those places?” Kaz asked.

“I don’t think so,” I laughed. “That’s a lot of snow, like a fucking lot.”

I pocketed my keys, cell phone, and wallet, and we started to head downstairs. I paused in the parlor long enough to grab all the paperwork from my first gun purchase.

“How much snow will we get here?” Kaz asked.

“I don’t know for sure,” I admitted. “Maybe a foot or two at a time? And that will happen maybe three or four times before spring? We can look it up later.”

“Did it snow in Ari-zone-ia?” Prinna wondered.

“No,” I chortled. “At least not in the part of Arizona where I lived. There are mountains there, and the mountains get snow, and the northern part of the state…”

Kaz and Prinna looked at me with confusion, and I realized I was sort of rambling.

“Let’s just say this…” I reached for the door handle to open it for my ladies. “I’m not much more familiar with living in snow than Prinna is.”

A sharp wind blew right as I opened the door, and it made my cheeks hurt.

“Oh, shit,” I hissed.

“Nooo,” Kaz whined. “It’s a sharp snow!”

“That’s very unpleasant!” Prinna said as she tried to pull her face into the protection of her shoulders.

“Let’s get in the car,” I said.

We hurried across the gravel driveway and hopped into the car. The interior was cold enough, I could see our breath coming in little puffs of warm air. I started the engine and flipped all the switches to get the hot air moving.

“I don’t think I like the snow.” Prinna scowled.

“It’s much more enjoyable when there isn’t wind like that,” Kaz said.

The car started to warm up, and Prinna leaned close to the heater vent. I smiled as I pulled out of the driveway, and like I’d predicted, the road wasn’t slick or snowy at all. I wondered if the snow would even still be here by the end of the day, or if it would all melt before then.

My magical women asked me a few more questions about Arizona’s climate while I drove, and they were fascinated by how diverse the landscape was.

“Most people just think of Arizona as a desert,” I said as I pulled into the gun shop’s parking lot. “But there’s a lot more going on than that.”

“But it was desert where you lived?” Kaz asked.

“Yeah. Phoenix is hot and dry,” I said.

The wind was just as sharp here, and we hurried into the shelter of the shop.

“Fuck,” I hissed, and I rubbed my hands together.

A brutal shiver raced through Kaz, and Prinna raised a cynical eyebrow at the Enchanted woman.

“But you still like this better than the rain,” Prinna said in a toneless voice.

“It’s much better without the wind.” Kaz pouted. “But at least we aren’t wet.”

“Good point,” I chuckled, and I led my ladies toward the counter.

“Good morning,” a range employee greeted us. “My name’s Jay, what can I do for you today?”

“Hi,” I said. “I’m looking to purchase a few pistols, and maybe a long rifle.”

“Okay,” Jay said. “I can help you with that. You looking to do some hunting this winter?”

“Yes,” I said casually. “Some hunting, but also want something for a little self-defense as well.”

“What are you planning on hunting?” Jay asked. “Big deer? Small deer…?”

I thought for a moment. What animal was most similar to killing pirates?

“Uh, small deer,” I said.

“Alright, well, then you’ve got a couple options here,” Jaw said. “I’d recommend either a .223 Remington bolt-action or an AR-15. I can pull both of them out for you to check out.”

“That’d be great,” I said.

He pulled a rifle from the rack behind the counter, checked it, and showed my ladies and I that it was empty and safe.

“This is my personal favorite for just fun target shooting,” Jay said. “It’s a Ruger American Predator. That’s a bolt-action .223 Remington. It’s a pretty lightweight rifle, and there’s very little recoil, which is nice if you’re going to be firing all day long. It’s great for long-distance shooting, very accurate, and holds ten cartridges in the mag, too. So, the same as what’s allowed in the state for an AR-15 as well. But I wouldn’t strictly recommend it for self-defense since you’ve gotta pull the bolt back each time to reload.”

“That’s a good point,” I said.

“Check it out,” Jay said, and he passed me the rifle. “It’s a solid choice.”

He was right, the bolt-action wasn’t very heavy at all. I tucked it into my shoulder, raised it away from Jay and my ladies, and looked down the sights. It felt good there, but I wondered if it would be too inconvenient, given the need to pull the bolt back with every reload.

“If you’re not into the bolt-action…” Jay led as he must have read the indecision on my face.

He went back to the rack and scanned the rifles once more. He pulled something from the shelf that looked like I was preparing to go to war, and I wasn’t sure if I needed that much gun.

“This is a Springfield AR-15,” Jay said. “It’s also .223, and it’ll put a hurt on any deer you come across. A little less accurate at long-distance than the bolt-action, but a lot more convenient for self-defense purposes.”

I forced my eyebrows to stay where they were as I took the AR-15 from Jay. I didn’t even know they were legal to buy in this state anymore, but I guess they were. I could see why people who had no idea about guns would look at this one and think it was more dangerous than others.

“The best thing about ARs is how versatile they are,” Jay said. “You can really customize them to suit your exact needs just by buying the right parts.”

“Oh, that’s cool,” I said. “.223, you said?”

“Yeah.” Jay nodded. “It’s technically a twenty-two caliber.”

“What?” I asked. “How?”

“The caliber is the diameter of the bullet,” Jay explained, and he pulled two boxes of ammo from under the counter. He pulled out a small round that looked like it couldn’t kill anything bigger than a chicken and another round that was twice the length. “Okay, so your round has four parts. The bullet, that’s the lead part that goes into your target. The casing, that’s this brassy part that holds everything together. The powder which makes it go boom, and the primer which ignites the boom. That make sense?”

“Yes.” I nodded.

“The caliber is decided by the diameter of the bullet itself.” Jay held up the two bullets side by side, and I could see they were nearly the same width. “I mean, they’re not exactly the same, but close enough. The two-two-three has a much bigger casing because it has more powder inside. Then this bottleneck shape of the casing amplifies the force of it all, too. That makes it more powerful. Got it?”

“Okay,” I said. “Yeah, I think I get it.”

“There’s a lot that goes into all of it,” Jay said. “But that’s sort of the gist. And like I said, both the bolt-action and this AR-15 use the same ammo, but the AR-15 is gonna give you better ease of use.”

That would definitely suit me better, given the circumstances.

“Okay, I think the AR would be best,” I said.

“Sweet, good choice,” Jay said. “You said you wanted to get a pistol, too?”

“Yeah,” I said. “I’ve got a little pocket money, so I figured why not?”

“Cool, cool,” Jay said. “I totally get that. Did you want to get something new?”

“Actually,” I said. “I was thinking about getting two more of the Sig P365.”

“You want duplicates?” Jay asked. “I mean, you can buy whatever you want, but I’d suggest getting new stuff so you have options.”

“I get that,” I said, and I gestured at my ladies. “They want to learn to shoot, and I thought it would be easiest if we all had the same thing.”

“Oh, yeah, good point.” Jay nodded. “Then you can share mags and ammo. That’s always good, god forbid you get into a bad spot. Home invasions are not the time to be fumbling for the right tools.”

“Exactly.” I smiled. “I want us to be able to defend ourselves easily in the worst-case scenarios.”

“Right-o,” Jay said, and he walked over to the display cases that housed the pistols. “Oooh, sorry, dude. We’ve only got one more Sig P365 in stock.”

“Aw, okay,” I said.

Jay helped me check out several more handguns, and I decided on the Glock G21 with a threaded barrel because it was the only handgun they had three of in stock.

“Glock is a good brand,” Jay said with a lopsided smile. “Do you want more ammo today, too?”

“Yes,” I said. “Can I get a thousand rounds of pistol and five hundred for the rifle, please?”

“Yeah, sure,” Jay said. “It’s good to make sure you have all the things you need. The worst time to realize you don’t have enough ammo is when you need that ammo.”

“Exactly.” I said, and I grabbed a few pairs of earbud-style hearing protection from a little display on the counter. “These, too.”

“Alright,” Jay said. “Before I ring you up for everything, we’ll have to do your background check.”

“Again?” I asked, and I racked my brain to see if I remembered that part of it all. “I just did that last week.”

“Yeah, every time you buy a gun,” Jay said. “Like, even if you wanted to buy these all on separate credit cards, we’d have to run a background check for every transaction.”

“What?” I asked with surprise.

That seemed really redundant. I’d just completed a background check last week, I didn’t understand why that wasn’t good enough. But before I could ask that question, Kaz placed her hands on the glass counter.

“Jay,” Kaz said in her charming voice.

His eyes immediately turned hazy, and his mouth went slack.

“Hi,” Jay mumbled dumbly.

I didn’t have to ask Kaz what she was doing. It was already obvious to me that she was going to charm him into skipping the background check part.

She magically influenced him to speeding up the process, and I marveled at how fucking insanely cool that was. It would have been dangerous as all hell in the wrong hands, but I was the good guy here.

Captain Crick and his men had abducted Izzie, and I was sure she hadn’t been the first person they’d violated by capture, murder, or worse. Besides, I wasn’t even going to use these guns on Earth, so what weight did the laws of the United States hold over me in this situation?

I was doing all the right things. I’d passed a background check, I’d never even so much as gotten a speeding ticket before.

“Here’s our paperwork,” Kaz murmured in that slippery tone of hers.

I handed Jay the extra copies of my previous background checks just so he’d have something to file away. Hopefully that would keep him from getting in trouble, and I promised myself I would wait for the background check if I ever had to buy more guns.

But still, my heart raced inside my chest as Jay scanned the paperwork, and I waited to see if Kaz’s magic would overpower his training.

“Looks good to me,” Jay said.

I smothered the sigh of relief through my nose, and I forced my shoulders to relax.

“Oh, before you total up,” I said. “I want thigh holsters for the Glocks.”

“Sure,” Jay said with excitement, and this time I could almost see the dollar signs in his eyes. “Hang on.”

He hurried over to a shelf, selected a few things off the racks, and came back.

“I like…” I scanned the holsters and picked three. “These ones.”

“Excellent choices.” Jay wasn’t even trying to hide his smile now.

I shook my head at the thrill he must have felt. We’d come in as a potential sale, and now we were buying four pistols, a rifle, magazines, holsters, and a buttload of ammo.

Jay was probably going to celebrate when we left.

He tallied up our cost, and I didn’t even bat an eye at the five-digit total on the card reader’s LED screen. I inserted my card, punched in my pin, and smiled casually when the word APPROVED flashed on the screen.

Jay packed my new guns away in their cases, stacked the other items into several paper shopping bags, and slid everything across the counter for us.

“Thanks,” I said as I picked up the AR-15’s long case.

“No, dude,” Jay laughed. “Thank you. We work on commission, and this sale is really great for me.”

“Happy to help.” I smirked.

Kaz and Prinna helped me carry everything out to the car, and we were all relieved to find the sharp wind had finally abated. We loaded everything into the trunk and hopped inside to go back home.

“Oh, my goodness!” Prinna grinned as we pulled out of the parking lot.

“That was so exciting!” Kaz giggled.

“You know the background check is fast, right?” I laughed.

“What?” Kaz asked. “How fast?”

“I don’t know,” I chuckled. “Like thirty minutes?”

Kaz laughed loudly and covered her face with her hands. “Really?”

“Yeah!” I chortled. “That was super sexy, though.”

“It’s good to know it’s a possibility, though,” Prinna pointed out.

“That’s true!” I grinned. “I hope we never encounter a situation where we need a gun so urgently we can’t wait thirty minutes, but it’s good to know we can.”

“Prinna, did you like the new guns I picked?” I asked.

“I think they’re well suited for what we face,” Prinna said in a diplomatic voice.

“Yeah, but did you like the Glock?” I asked again, and I gave her a smile.

“I did…” Prinna narrowed her eyes at me.

“Good.” I smirked. “Because one is for you.”

Prinna gasped with excited surprise. “Really?”

“You want one, right?” I chuckled.

“I’d like to practice with it more,” Prinna said. “But yes, I want one.”

“Then it’s yours,” I said. “You can pick the Glock or Sig. Whichever you want. Then we can offer the others to Pete and Izzie.”

“To keep?” Kaz asked.

“At least to use for the shit with Captain Crick,” I said. “Maybe we could make a deal for them if they want to buy the guns.”

“That seems fair,” Prinna said.

We headed back to the inn, and Kaz and Prinna helped me carry our new goodies inside. We went up into our bedroom, and I realized my AR-15 was not going to fit in the safe I’d bought.

“Hmm,” I hummed.

I decided I should probably buy another, larger safe, and I mentally added it to my list of things to do. That could wait for now though, and instead, my ladies and I sat around together for a while. We went over the safe operation of all our firearms.

“I think I can load the magazines,” Kaz offered. “I don’t like to fire the guns, but I don’t mind being around them. The least I can do is help make them ready for use.”

“That would be great,” I said. “Thank you.”

Kaz and I went over which magazines went with which guns and which ammo. Then she proceeded to load every single magazine we had, and she even practiced putting them into the guns. As soon as the guns were loaded, she became visibly more nervous with them, but I was proud as hell at how far she’d come.

“Maybe one day you’ll be comfortable enough to carry a gun,” I said.

“Eeeh.” Kaz grimaced with uncertainty. “Maybe. I much prefer a sword, though.”

“It’s totally up to you,” I said. “I never want to push you into something that makes you uncomfortable. If you don’t ever want to fire a gun again, I won’t make you.”

We lounged around our room for a while and the topic of Bioniin came up somehow.

“It’s amazing that Pete and Izzie’s father traveled to Bioniin,” Kaz said.

“It is,” I agreed. “I can’t imagine a pirate walking around that city. I bet he stuck out like a sore thumb.”

As soon as the words were out of my mouth, I anticipated the confused expressions that rose up on Kaz and Prinna’s face. They both looked at me with the same befuddlement as any time I used a common American saying.

“I don’t know,” I laughed.

“Earth has very strange sayings,” Prinna mumbled.

“I can look that one up,” I offered and pulled my phone from my pocket. “Let’s see what Google says.”

I tapped the question into the search engine and hit search.

“It says, ‘everyone notices them because they’re not the same as the people around them,’” I read. “Huh, well, I used it right at least.”

“I still do not understand,” Prinna laughed. “Why would a sore thumb stick out?”

She held up her hand, and it looked like she was judging the length of her fingers in comparison to her thumb.

“Ooooh,” I laughed as I realized she was taking the idea of sticking out literally. “When somebody sticks out it just means they don’t blend in with the people around them.”

“Hmm,” Prinna hummed.

“But what about the thumb being sore causes this?” Kaz asked.

“I don’t know!” I laughed deep in my belly. “Earth has so many weird fucking sayings.”

“It sure does,” Prinna breathed.

“Do you think Greggin knew Pete and Izzie’s father?” Kaz wondered after a moment.

“Maybe,” I chuckled. “I bet somebody knew him, maybe the other long-term merchants at the market.”

“Ugh,” Kaz sighed. “I miss the warmth of Bioniin’s springtime.”

“We could go visit, you know,” I said with a smirk.

“Do we have time for a trip there?” Kaz asked, and her violet eyes lit up with hope.

“Yeah, why not?” I smiled. “The biggest thing we had to do before going back to Ebon was get the guns. We’ve done that now.”

“We could spend the rest of today in Bioniin,” Prinna said. “Then we could go back to Ebon tomorrow.”

“We sure could,” I agreed.

I would love to warm up in the beautiful springtime of Bioniin, but I couldn’t lie to myself. I’d love a chance to see Lady Astrea again. She interested me in so many ways, and I wanted to see how far they’d progressed on the auto-varrin, too.

“Do you want to?” I asked, and I looked between Kaz and Prinna.

“Yes, please,” Kaz said in an adorably soft voice.

“I’d like that,” Prinna agreed.

“We should change our clothes, then,” I said. “We’d sweat our asses off in all these layers there.”

“Yes, please!” Kaz repeated with more excitement.

I chuckled as my ladies stripped off most of their layers. Kaz traded her triple bottom layers for a flowy skirt in a bright floral print. She left her tank top and short sleeve shirt on and pulled her hair back into a high ponytail.

Prinna stripped her pants and leggings off and then pulled the pants back on by themselves. She tossed all her previous tops into the laundry and selected a sage-green top with puffy little sleeves and a cute ruffle around the bottom. After she pulled a comb quickly through her hair, she nodded at me and smiled.

It had only taken me a matter of moments to swap my own clothes for a lighter shirt and loose pair of pants.

“Ready?” I grinned at my beautiful women.

They truly looked incredible no matter what they wore, but I liked it best when warm weather gave them some room to show skin.

“Let’s get out of this frigid landscape,” Prinna giggled.

“Mmm, sunshine!” Kaz sighed, and she cupped her hands together near her heart.

“I wanna grab a few things,” I said.

I sorted through my rucksack and pulled out some things I knew wouldn’t be useful in Bioniin. Instead, I put in some of the tools and raw materials the people there, especially the inventors in Master Javreen’s family, liked best. It wouldn’t burden me to bring them, and maybe I could make a sale while I was there.

I made sure my extra handguns were locked in the safe alongside the majority of the gems. I left a handful of the bright stones in my rucksack, and I closed the AR-15 up in its case. Then I stood there awkwardly for a second as I tried to decide the best place to put it.

The case locked, and the inn’s front door was locked, but I wanted it more secure than that. I decided to bring it into the room to Ebon and leave it in there for now. The doors locked, so that would put three layers of protection against the very low odds of a break-in.

“Come on,” I said, and I took the case with me as we went into the hallway.

“Are you bringing that with us?” Kaz asked.

Prinna looked at me with her eyebrows furrowed tightly.

“No, I’m going to leave it in the room,” I said, and I quickly unlocked the door to Ebon. “Hold this.”

Prinna and Kaz both moved to keep the door open with their bodies, and they watched as I tucked the AR-15’s locked case under the dusty bed.

“We should get a security system,” I said.

“What is that?” Kaz asked.

I quickly explained what it was as we closed the Ebon door behind ourselves, and we walked over to the brassy door to Bioniin.

“Is that necessary?” Prinna wondered.

“It’s one of those things…” I opened the door. “Better to have it and not need it than to need it and not have it.”

“Now that is an Earth saying I can understand,” Kaz laughed.

“It’s one of the better ones,” I chuckled. “I’m thinking we’ll do a tier system, though, so there’s basic security for the communal areas where guests will be, but then an additional layer of security for our private spaces…”

“I like the sound of that.” Prinna smiled at me.

We stood in the Bioniin room for a moment before the sound of polished and polite conversation filtered through the door to us.

“Welcome back,” I said.

“Spring.” Kaz grinned.

We shared an eager smile as we headed into the hallway of the Twin Crest Inn. Warm sunlight filled the dining room, and about a dozen men in the polished decorative collars, flowing robes, and gentlemanly suits of this world sat at the tables. They spoke in the refined, lightly Irish accent I’d come to expect of this steam-punk Victorian-era realm.

“Venturer!” a friendly voice called from the bar.

I turned to see Raiko smiling at us from behind his well-oiled mustache and monocle. His bow tie looked especially crisp today, and he waved us over with one hand while he poured a drink with the other.

“Hello, Raiko,” I said. “How’s business?”

“Strong, as per usual, Master Woods,” Raiko replied. “It’s another beautiful day in Bioniin.”

“Wonderful,” Kaz said in a delighted voice. “We were hoping as much.”

“Then you’re in luck, madame.” Raiko grinned.

I smiled at Raiko and started to walk away from the bar, but he stopped me before I’d taken a single step.

“Hold on, Master Woods,” Raiko said, and he reached under the bar for something. “I’ve a message for you.”


Chapter 12

“A message for me?” I asked with disbelief. “From who?”

“Here you are, sir,” Raiko said.

He passed a small cream-colored envelope across the bar to me. There was something written in swooping, sloping, cursive letters, and it only took me a second to realize it was my name.

“What?” I breathed as I tore the envelope open.

It was a fairly short message, but the strange writing of this realm made it difficult to read. Their language was so similar to written English, but there were a few letters that didn’t quite make sense. It reminded me of trying to read Old English.

It looked like it should be easy for my brain to read, but my mind stumbled and tripped over parts every few words.

I scanned to the bottom and saw it was signed by Lady Astrea Javreen herself. That sparked my interest, and I returned to making sense of the words.

“Who’s it from, Sam?” Kaz asked.

“Lady Astrea,” I said as I finally started to decipher the message. “She’s requested my assistance in acquiring another tool for their project.”

“How odd,” Prinna mused.

“Raiko, how long have you had this?” I asked the innkeeper.

“Only about four days,” Raiko replied, and he seemed unconcerned at first. Then his usual calm expression turned to one of uncertainty. “Lady Astrea has been by twice since then to inquire if you’d come and received the letter yet.”

“Twice?” I asked, and my heart jumped into my throat. “Twice in four days? Was she scared?”

Raiko shrugged slightly. “She didn’t appear so, sir. She seemed flustered perhaps.”

My worry didn’t abate at that, and I read through the message again. What if she’d spoken in hidden language in case someone else intercepted the message? I looked for suspicious wording, or something like a code within her writing, but I couldn’t find anything out of the ordinary.

Still, I couldn’t shake the worry that something was wrong, or that a member of her family might be in danger. I knew the other wealthy families in Bioniin had long-standing rivalries with the Javreen family. What if someone had finally decided to go too far?

“Shit,” I hissed under my breath before I looked up at Raiko in as calm an expression as I could manage. “Thank you, Raiko.”

“My pleasure, sir,” Raiko replied, and he returned to tending to his patrons.

“Come on,” I said to Kaz and Prinna, and I could hear the touch of urgency in my voice.

My ladies followed me quietly out onto Proper Street, and they waited until the Twin Crest Inn was well behind us before they spoke.

“What’s wrong, Sam?” Kaz asked.

“I can see that you’re worried even without my magic,” Prinna said.

“I don’t know,” I admitted, but my feet didn’t slow down. “It’s weird isn’t it? Lady Astrea left the note four days ago and checked back twice already? What if something’s wrong? What if something happened to her family?”

“Oh, I didn’t think of that,” Prinna said.

“Do you think something could really be wrong?” Kaz asked.

“I don’t know,” I sighed. “It just worried me. I reread the message again to see if she’d tried to send a secret coded message within the message, but I couldn’t see anything.”

We hurried past the Astin Library, down the end of Proper Street, and turned toward the Javreen Familial Estate. All I knew was I wouldn’t feel better until I saw for myself that everything was alright.

“Hmm,” Kaz hummed thoughtfully.

“What is it?” Prinna asked.

“It’s interesting,” Kaz said. “People all across the realms seem to need Sam to save the day.”

“Huh,” Prinna grunted softly, and her eyes were bright with curiosity. “That’s true. Pete and Izzie, while they would surely invade Captain Crick’s manor without us, their chances of success are much greater with Sam’s help.”

“And now Lady Astrea,” Kaz continued. “Even if all is well, she still requires Sam’s assistance to complete her auto-varrin.”

“Can no one get along without the help of our venturer?” Prinna asked in a lighthearted tone.

The humor in her tone broke through some of the tension in my mind, and I chuckled at the truth behind their bantering. It was pretty fucking awesome to be able to help people so much. It was definitely super weird, but I couldn’t lie, I liked being needed.

My feet never slowed, though, and by the time we reached the front gate of the Javreen Familial Estate, my heart was thumping steadily, and I was breathing harder than normal. I could feel a slight sheen of sweat on my forehead from speed-walking in the mid-seventy degree heat.

A security guard in a tailored black suit stood on duty behind the wrought-iron gates. I smiled as I walked right up to the gates, and he glared suspiciously at me.

“Hello,” I said in a casual tone. “My name is Sam Woods, I’m a friend of Master Javreen’s. I’ve received a request to visit by Lady Astrea–”

“No.” The man scowled.

“I, I’m sorry?” I was baffled by his immediate and cold response. “If you could please tell Master Javreen that I’m here. Or Lady Cassapi or Lady Astrea. They know me, as well–”

“No.” The man leaned forward and bared his teeth at me. “There will be no visitors.”

My mouth opened and closed twice, and I debated on if I should show this man the envelope from Lady Astrea. None of this interaction eased my nerves about the safety of the family I’d befriended here. If anything, it only made me more worried about them, but would revealing the letter from Lady Astrea endanger her more?

Shit. What should I do?

“Stand down, Ander,” a familiar voice said in a relaxed tone. “I will vouch for them.”

My body relaxed as Cyril walked up from behind the cold security guard. He nodded at me with a warm smile on his face, and he stepped up close beside Ander. We all stood there for a long few seconds, before Cyril sighed and rolled his eyes.

“Ander, open the bloody gate,” Cyril growled quietly.

The interaction made me wonder even more if there was something dangerous going on here. Cyril’s friendly presence had brought me relief, but the intense look in his eyes made me start to worry once more.

Ander narrowed his brown eyes at me, but after one more second, he moved to open the gate. As soon as there was enough of an opening for me to fit through, I walked in. I half expected Ander to close the gate on me, but he dutifully waited until the three of us were inside before he closed the iron gates again.

The iron lock clicked loudly into place, and it sent a shiver down my spine. I tried to shake off the tension in my body, but it just wouldn’t go away. I was pretty sure I needed to see the members of the Javreen family before the worry in my bones would go away.

Cyril smiled and gestured for us to walk with him. Ander returned to his statue-like stance on guard duty at the gates, and I worked to match my pace to Cyril’s much more relaxed one.

“To what do we owe this unexpected pleasure, Master Sam?” Cyril asked.

“We came to the city for leisure,” I explained. “But Raiko at the Twin Crest Inn gave me this.”

I held the envelope out to Cyril, and he raised his eyebrows with interest as he took it.

“Is something wrong?” I asked. “Has something happened to Lady Astrea, or Greggin? Is everyone okay?”

“Hmm,” Cyril hummed as she read the letter. Then he turned it over and looked on the back for more, but it was blank. He tugged the envelope wider open and peered inside like he was looking for something else. “Was this all you received?”

“Yes,” I said.

For some reason, Cyril’s calm demeanor didn’t help me at all. I just wanted an answer at this point.

“Is everyone okay, Cyril?” Prinna asked, and she looked at me like she could feel all the stress in my mind.

“Yes, Madame Prinna,” Cyril said. “Everyone is fine. I am not certain why you are so concerned, Master Sam. This is a very cordial message and request for your services as a venturer. Why did it worry you so?”

“Everyone’s okay,” I repeated once more to get it into my brain.

“Yes, sir,” Cyril confirmed.

I forced a deep breath and my heart finally started to slow to a regular rhythm. Then I was forced to examine the real question.

Why had I been so worried?

Well, shit. I guess I was more invested in the well-being of this family than I’d thought. A smug voice in my own mind told me that wasn’t even all of it. I’d been worried about Lady Astrea.

“Sam?” Cyril asked again. “Are you well?”

“Yes,” I said, and I shook the questions about why I was so invested in Lady Astrea’s well-being out of my head. “Raiko said Lady Astrea had been by the inn twice since she’d brought the message to see if I’d picked it up yet.”

“Yes,” Cyril said like he already knew that.

“You knew?” I asked.

“Well, it would be improper for Lady Astrea to stroll about the city unaccompanied.” Cyril shrugged. “Especially in the dining room of the inn where men go to imbibe and unwind. I was with her all three times she went into the Twin Crest Inn.”

“Of course you were,” I chuckled with relief. “Well, I’m here now, is Lady Astrea available?”

“I believe she is working in the laboratory,” Cyril said.

“Sam!” Greggin Javreen’s voice called suddenly from across the well-manicured lawns. “Is that you? Prinna, Kaz! Welcome!”

Greggin strolled casually across the grounds of his estate with as much dignity and delight as he always seemed to have. I chuckled as I remembered his peasant-style disguise when he’d gone undercover to help us stop the counterfeiter Mooresy. He’d looked outrageous in the commoner clothing, and he’d even taken the time to shave his distinctive mustache off his face.

The graying mustache had grown back into its full and bushy state since the last time we’d seen one another, and he wore the silky cream-colored robes I’d become used to seeing him in during our initial days together.

Cyril, Kaz, Prinna, and I veered away from the laboratory, and we met up with Master Javreen in the middle of the finely cut grass.

“I did not know you intended to visit,” Greggin said with a wide grin. “It’s lovely to see you, my friends.”

“It’s good to see you, too,” I said, and it was a genuine sentiment.

Seeing Greggin looking well, peaceful, and cheerful to see us washed away the last of my concerns. If there had been something sinister going on here, I suspected it would have played on Greggin’s face. To really make sure, I glanced at Prinna, and she wore a pleasant and relaxed smile as well.

There really wasn’t any reason to worry, and that brought me great relief and uncomfortable questions. I knew deep down, I’d been worried about Lady Astrea because I’d come to care for her.

She was a brilliant mind and a kind soul, and I couldn’t bear the idea of someone trying to hurt her. I breathed and tried to push the feeling of responsibility for her safety away.

I wondered if maybe that was a symptom of saving the day as a venturer. Would I come to care for and worry about all the people I saved? Fuck, I hoped not. This was intense.

“I was about to enjoy my midday meal,” Greggin said. “Please, allow me to have luncheon moved to the patio, and we can enjoy it together.”

“Um, sure,” I said. “We have some time.”

“Wonderful,” Greggin said, and he looked at Cyril. “Have luncheon brough to the patio.”

“Yes, sir.” Cyril bowed and strode off to follow his employer’s instructions.

“So, have you had any thrilling new adventures since last we spoke?” Greggin gestured for us to walk with him to the patio.

“You could say that,” I chuckled.

Kaz, Prinna, and I gave Greggin a slightly watered-down version of our rescue mission alongside Pete on the pirate island of Ebon. About two minutes into our story, Cyril and a host of maids came outside with several trays of food. Cyril positioned himself nearby while we ate the delicious lunch spread Master Javreen’s cooks had prepared, and he seemed to be as enthralled in the story as his employer.

Greggin gasped in all the right parts of the story, and listened intently the entire time right up to the point where I revealed Izzie’s intentions to burn Captain Crick’s manor to the ground.

“Outrageous!” Greggin gasped. “Does the madame intend to do so alone?”

“She would if it came to it,” I said with a roll of my eyes. “We got her to agree to wait a few days, so I could gather some, uh, supplies.”

“And did you return to assist?” Greggin asked.

“Not yet,” I chuckled at his eager expression. “We have three more days to finalize our supplies before they’re expecting us.”

“And then you will aid her and her brother in their mission?” Greggin asked.

He looked like a twelve-year-old kid watching to see if the Avengers would win against Thanos and save the universe, and I started to understand just how exciting my life was from an outside perspective.

“That’s the plan,” I said.

“And I suppose this pirate captain,” Greggin said. “Crick, was it?”

“Yes, sir.” Kaz nodded.

“I suppose he quite deserves such a fate?” Greggin’s smile faded only slightly.

“He’s a villain, sir,” Prinna confirmed. “He has stolen land and property that was not his and killed or captured countless people.”

I nodded and thought about the pure rage in Izzie’s eyes when we’d first walked into that little storage shed to find her chained on the floor.

“Ebon has no laws, either,” I added. “It’s a place of total anarchy.”

“Ghastly!” Greggin gasped. “How can society function without law?”

“Would you even call it society?” Prinna wondered out loud as she gazed at Kaz and me.

“I honestly don’t know.” I smirked. “Ebon is a small island with maybe a few hundred or so people on it. No one even batted an eye when Izzie was abducted from the market.”

Greggin bristled like a startled chicken, and his mustache twitched excitedly as he pondered the idea of a lawless place like that.

“What a horrid place,” Greggin said with a scowl, but then his expression changed into one of excitement. “Did you find it very exciting?”

I laughed at the shift in his tone as Greggin waited patiently for my answer.

“All the realms we’ve seen are very exciting,” I answered. “But I know what you mean. Something about the complete lack of order is sort of exciting. The idea that we could go there and do literally anything we wanted…”

I let out a short whistle of amazement. It reminded me a bit of those movies, The Purge but in a less homicidal way. I didn’t have any intention of going and killing people in Ebon just for the thrill of it, but knowing I could exact justice on Captain Crick without having to face the long arm of the law was really fucking cool.

“Simply thrilling,” Greggin said, and he leaned back in his chair. “In my younger years, I dreamed of what a venturer’s life may be like. That and what it would be like to possess the powers of the sorcen folk.”

“The sorcen folk?” I asked. “Who’s that?”

“Oh, didn’t I explain the last time you visited?” Greggin asked. “It’s the original name for the bonded servants of our households.”

“Ooooh.” I nodded.

“The sorcen folk?” Kaz repeated the name like she was tasting it. “Curious.”

“Not as direct as the Enchanted,” Greggin chuckled. “Is it, Madame Kaz?”

“I suppose not.” Kaz grinned.

“What an exciting life you live, Sam.” Greggin shook his head with amazement.

“It sure is,” I chuckled.

“Have you gathered the necessary supplies?” Greggin asked. “Is there anything I could provide?”

“No, we’ve got it covered, thanks.” I smiled. “Though we were curious… Pete and Izzie’s father was a venturer who traveled here to Bioniin on occasion. We were wondering if you ever heard of him?”

“A pirate venturer from the realm of Ebon?” Greggin smoothed the edges of his bushy mustache for a moment as he thought. “I can’t say I’d had the pleasure. Though Bioniin is only one city in this realm.”

“Mmm.” I nodded.

“Bioniin is the name of the realm, though, isn’t it?” Kaz wondered with a confused look in her eyes.

“It is, my dear.” Greggin nodded. “Both this realm and this city share the name. There are other cities in the realm, however.”

“That makes sense,” I said as I thought about New York City and New York state.

I wondered if we’d ever have the chance or desire to explore further outside of Bioniin’s city limits in the future, but Greggin changed the subject before I could think about it much more.

“Were you stopping by simply for a social call?” Greggin asked. “You are, of course, always welcome on my estate.”

“We received a message from Lady Astrea, actually,” I said.

“Indeed?” Greggin asked, and his eyebrows rose up to his receding hairline. “What did she say?”

“She said you need assistance in acquiring another tool for your auto-varrin,” I said.

“Hmm,” Greggin hummed. “I wasn’t aware we required more equipment, but she has been mostly holed away in the laboratory day and night for weeks now. I believe she is very close to completing the project.”

“How wonderful,” Kaz said with a smile.

“Yes,” Greggin agreed. “Shall we walk over and ask her directly what she may need? I have no desire to inhibit my daughter’s progress on the project.”

“Sure,” I said, and I pushed my chair back from the table. “Lunch was delicious, by the way, thank you.”

“You are welcome, quite literally, anytime,” Greggin said as he stood up. “And I’ll make sure to pass your compliments on to my cook. She does love the feedback. Come.”

Greggin gestured for us to follow him off the patio, and we strolled through the manicured grass toward the large laboratory in the backyard of his massive estate. The large and simple building was exactly as I remembered it with plain glass windows and steel doors at either end.

Cyril tactfully adjusted his pace to arrive at the doors before us, and the loud clanging of tools on metal and shouts of workers within welcomed us as he opened the doors. I recognized many of the faces of Javreen’s workers, and many of them offered distracted smiles and nods to our little group as we walked through the noisy workspace.

“No, it needs to be tighter, Lillette,” Lady Astrea’s voice said in a commanding tone. “If this comes loose, the entire mechanism is endangered.”

“Yes, Lady Astrea,” the neon yellow-haired assistant replied.

The older magical woman knelt down where Lady Astrea pointed and worked to tighten the bolt even further.

“Yes.” Lady Astrea nodded. “Good.”

“Darling!” Greggin called when it looked like the two women had paused.

“Not now, Papa,” Lady Astrea called back without turning to look at us. “I’m very busy at the moment.”

Her curly auburn hair was pulled back into a secure bun that kept it safe from all the dangerous machinery around her. She wore a man’s white work shirt tucked into her trousers, and her leather apron was tied tightly around her waist.

She was bent over in the middle of the auto-varrin’s empty engine compartment, and I could see the large steam-powered engine sitting on the floor several feet behind the vehicle.

“Astrea, sweetest,” Greggin tried again.

I swallowed hard as I realized my eyes had landed squarely on the shape of Lady Astrea’s backside, and I forced myself to look up just in time for her to turn around.

“Oh, hell,” Astrea breathed as her freckled face went even paler than normal.

A second later a furious blush crept up from the undone top button of her shirt, and her face almost turned as red as her hair. Whatever tool she’d held in her hands had dropped through the engine’s compartment to the floor, and the loud clanking sound of it hitting several parts on the way down echoed sharply throughout the entire laboratory.

“H-h-hello,” Lady Astrea stuttered, and she cleared her throat.

“Hi,” I said, and I couldn’t help but wonder at her reaction.

Hadn’t she wanted to see me? Why did she look so outstandingly embarrassed to see me.

Fuck. Had she noticed me staring at her?

She stood there and stared at me in dumbfounded shock for a moment more.

“I got your message,” I prompted, but she continued to stare blankly at me. “About needing another tool to complete the project?”

“Truly, Lady Astrea?” Lillette asked in an exasperated tone. “I told you, we can use the–”

That seemed to knock Lady Astrea out of her shock at seeing me standing in the laboratory in front of her because she cleared her throat. The sharp sound drowned out the last of Lillette’s sentence.

“Thank you, Lillette,” Lady Astrea said. “Yes, Master Woods, I am in need of your services once more.”

“Well, I’m happy to help however I can,” I said, and I glanced between Lady Astrea and her assistant.

Lillette rolled her eyes like a frustrated parent, and I wondered what was going on. Lady Astrea climbed out of the middle of the auto-varrin’s engine compartment as gracefully as she could, and she walked over to stand near me.

“I was hoping you could help me with this,” Lady Astrea said, and she seemed quite flustered still.

Raiko’s comment about how Lady Astrea had seemed to him when she’d stopped in came back to me, and I watched her a bit more carefully as she continued.

“You see, there is a series of connections between the auto-varrin’s wheels and the engine compartment,” Astrea explained. “They allow the wheel mechanism to control the direction of the wheels, this enables the operator to direct the auto-varrin in whichever direction they so choose to move.”

“Right.” I nodded and smiled as I realized she was explaining what a steering wheel did for me. “And you’re having an issue somewhere in there?”

“Y-y-yes,” Astrea said, and she blushed again.

I cleared my throat to smother a chuckle, and a movement behind Lady Astrea caught my eye. Lillette was standing near the workbench turned halfway away from us, and she was muttering something under her breath. She seemed irritated by something, and she picked up what looked like a pair of wire cutters. The neon yellow-haired worker waggled them slightly behind Lady Astrea’s back before she tucked them away into a tool box.

“You see, one of the connectors is too long,” Lady Astrea said, and there was a tone of discomfort in her voice that caught my interest. “It is inhibiting proper connection, and it’s getting in the way of other items within the compartment.”

“That does sound like a problem,” I said, and I tried to hide my growing mirth at the situation.

I could already tell where this was going. Astrea needed wire cutters, and Lillette had just returned a pair to the tool box. So I had missed something big here, Astrea had requested my assistance to acquire a tool she literally had six feet away from her right at that very moment.

“Darling…” Greggin began in a tone that made me think he understood exactly what I did. Then he shook his head and smiled. “Never mind. Continue.”

Lady Astrea avoided looking at her father as her blush deepened, and I noticed the way she knotted her fingers together. It reminded me of every school presentation I’d ever had to make. Public speaking was never something I enjoyed, especially when it was forced for a grade. The very idea of having to stand up in front of my class to talk made my pits damp with stress sweat.

Astrea babbled for another few minutes about the difficulty this was causing, and how she didn’t know if she could even complete the project without such a tool. She briefly described the composition of the wires she needed to cut, and I heard enough to understand they were made of the same copper-like material as so many other things in this realm. I wondered what they were coated in since I hadn’t seen anything plastic in Bioniin, and I figured they were probably insulated with fabric like old electrical wires in the United States.

I really only half listened so I would know when she was done talking.

Meanwhile, I was trying to figure out why she would go to such lengths to get me here. Her message had made me think it was an urgent issue. Hell, I’d thought she or her family had been in danger.

At the same time I wondered at her motives, I had to admit, I was excited to come see her. There had been a burst of eagerness in my heart when I’d seen her name on the message. Maybe I’d accurately interpreted it as concern and let my mind get ahead of myself.

I studied the feelings in my chest and mind, and I discovered a bit of that buzzing excitement of doing something I enjoyed.

Even though Astrea was rambling in circles, I was thoroughly enjoying listening to it.

She stopped talking suddenly and looked up at me through those little circular glasses with puppy dog eyes.

“Can you help me?” she asked in a sweet voice.

“Yes, I believe I can,” I said in earnest, and I shifted my rucksack around. “In fact, I think I have what you need right here in my bag.”


Chapter 13

“Ah, what luck,” Greggin said with a cheerful grin on his face.

“Oh.” Astrea seemed to deflate like a balloon, but she quickly recovered. She plastered a polite smile on her freckled face. “Thank you.”

My joy at her adorable bashfulness disappeared at the crestfallen look on her face, and I almost wished I didn’t have what she needed.

“Let me look,” I said.

I pulled my rucksack around and pretended to dig deep for the tool Astrea claimed she couldn’t complete the project without. At the same time, I debated whether I should give her the wire cutters or make like I didn’t have them after all.

“We could work on something else…” Astrea said after a long moment. “I suppose we could arrange for you to acquire this tool, and we would simply have to continue on with the project while we wait.”

I smiled at her polite offer to be patient, and I paused long enough to look at her. Astrea’s blue eyes were filled with hope and what looked like longing, and I got the distinct feeling that neither emotion was for the wire cutters. And in that second, I decided I wasn’t going to find the wire cutters at all.

I formed a small frown between my eyebrows as I shoved the wire cutters deeper down into the rucksack.

“Ehh,” I sighed with what I hoped sounded like frustration.

“Lady Astrea,” Lillette interjected in a voice filled with exasperation. “You know we have nothing else to complete on the auto-varrin. I beg your pardon, but for the good of our timeline, I feel the need that I must remind you…”

My eyes didn’t move away from Lady Astrea’s eyes as her assistant spoke, and her freckled face turned pale with unleashed embarrassment. I could almost feel the horror in her heart as her assistant dared to reveal the truth to everyone in the room.

I couldn’t let Lady Astrea go through that, and I locked my hand around the wire cutters.

“Wait!” I interrupted Lillette before she could finish. “Here they are. They were way at the bottom.”

“Really?” Astrea’s shoulders relaxed with relief, and she tilted her head to the side with wonder in her eyes.

“Yeah,” I said with a warm smile, and I pulled them out. “These should work for what you need.”

Astrea smiled as I handed the wire cutters to her. “Thank you.”

“And if those don’t work for you,” I said, “I can find what will.”

Astrea blushed deeply, and she tucked the wire cutters into the pocket of her apron.

“Th-th-that won’t be necessary,” Astrea said as she looked away. “I’m certain these will work.”

“Well, I’m always happy to help with that sort of thing,” I said.

“Is what Lillette said true, dear?” Greggin asked.

He walked over to look into the auto-varrin’s engine compartment. With his hands folded politely behind his back, he leaned forward and peered into the vehicle’s front end.

Astrea blushed hard again, and her mouth silently opened and closed a few times before she managed to say anything.

“W-what, Papa?” Astrea asked, and she pushed her circular glasses up her nose. “What did she say?”

“That you’re very close to completing the project?” Greggin straightened up and looked at his daughter with a casual smile.

I got the feeling that he hadn’t noticed the interaction that had occurred between his daughter and myself under what we’d said out loud. He looked completely oblivious to the way Astrea looked like she wanted to sink into the shadows to hide away from everyone.

But what she did next impressed me.

Lady Astrea swallowed hard, straightened her shoulders, and turned to answer her father in a voice that barely shook.

“Yes, Papa,” Astrea said. “We’re nearly finished with the construction. I estimate it will only be another week before we can begin the final phase of testing to ensure the quality of the completed project.”

“That’s wonderful news,” Greggin said, and he walked over to hug his daughter. “Well done. You have really shown your skills with this one.”

“Thank you, Papa,” Astrea said, and she seemed to grow more comfortable with each passing moment.

“How long will testing take?” Kaz asked.

I’d been so enthralled in my conversation with Astrea, I’d hardly noticed how quiet Kaz and Prinna had been throughout it. I turned to look at both of them, and it was plain on their faces that they hadn’t missed the subtext of my exchange with the bespectacled woman.

I was in for some teasing later.

I sighed and gave my magical lovers a sly smirk.

“Perhaps a month,” Astrea answered Kaz’s question. “I want to ensure everything is perfect before we bring the auto-varrin to market.”

“Yes, of course.” Greggin nodded in agreement. “It would reflect very poorly on all of us if the device failed during its initial demonstration. Besides, I must still make arrangements for enough space at the markets to display the auto-varrin properly. Not to mention transportation of the vehicle.”

“I agree,” Astrea said. “We’ll want it in place before the first viewers come. I was thinking we could build a sort of cart to transport it to the market.”

“Why not bring the market here instead?” Prinna asked in an offhand tone.

“What?” Astrea asked with confusion. “I’m not sure I understand.”

“Instead of bringing the auto-varrin all the way across the city,” Prinna explained. “Why not invite the public to come to a special unveiling of your newest invention here at the Javreen estate?”

“You wouldn’t have to transport it then,” I said with a nod. “You’d have complete control over the environment around your demonstration.”

“Hmmm.” Greggin stroked his mustache. “That’s not a bad idea, actually. And it would even give us an opportunity to display the beauty of our home. I’m not a vain man, but I would love to see the jealous look in Master Grinliin’s eyes when he beheld our perfectly maintained grounds.”

“Not to mention the happy state of our workers,” Astrea added with a smug look in her blue eyes.

“Mm, yes, that as well,” Greggin mused. “We shall consider it. Thank you for the inspiration, Sam.”

“It was Prinna’s idea, I believe,” I said.

“Ah, yes, of course!” Greggin lowered his head. “My apologies, Madame Prinna. Your idea was most helpful, and I do believe we shall use it.”

“I’m glad I could help,” Prinna said in a friendly tone.

“I do require one agreement from the three of you, however,” Greggin said, and he narrowed his eyes at us.

“What’s that?” I asked with skepticism.

“Your attendance of course!” Greggin laughed. “This project never would have been possible to complete without your assistance. Speaking of which, Cyril, go and fetch Master Woods’ payment for this new tool.”

“Yes, sir,” Cyril said.

Astrea’s fierce blush returned with a vengeance. The look was so endearing, I couldn’t accept a speck of gold in exchange. The adorable way she’d fumbled all over herself just for a reason to have me standing here was payment enough, and I decided I wouldn’t accept gold for this. I wasn’t hurting for the gold by any means, and Greggin Javreen had already given me more gold than I felt I’d earned.

“No.” I shook my head firmly. “Consider it a gift.”

“But–” Greggin started.

“I insist,” I chuckled. “Call it an act of our friendship if it makes you feel better, and if you need to pay me more, then you can hire me again in the future.”

“Hmmm…” Greggin glared at me with humor in his eyes for a long moment before he looked at Astrea. “What do you think, dear?”

“I think it would be horribly rude to deny a gift of friendship, Papa,” Astrea said with a soft smile.

“Very well,” Greggin relented. He raised his chin with an astute look, and then a huge grin spread across his face. “Friendship it is.”

“Good.” I grinned.

“I suppose your pirate adventures bring in a fair amount of gold as well,” Greggin said, and he bounced his eyebrows suggestively at me. “Mmm?”

“Not as much as you might think,” I laughed. “Ebon is rich with gems, though.”

“Gems?” Greggin’s interest was instant. “Truly?”

“Yes,” I said. “Big ones, and they’re not faceted yet.”

I searched through my rucksack again, and I pulled one of the gumball-sized sapphires out to show Greggin.

“Gods above,” Greggin breathed in the most shocked voice I’d ever heard from the man. “That is exquisite.”

“Yeah, it’s pretty big,” I said.

“It’s not just large, Sam,” Greggin insisted, and he held out his hand for the gem. “It’s beautiful. This is one of the clearest sapphires I have ever seen. There are hardly any inclusions at all.”

I’d heard the term inclusion before, and I deduced from Greggin’s statement that they devalued a gem. The fact that the sapphire had almost none was apparently a very good thing.

“Is that good?” Kaz wondered.

“Oh, yes, madame,” Greggin said. “Inclusions are imperfections in the stone’s makeup. One this fine would fetch a few thousand gold solars here.”

That familiar buzz of shock inside my mind echoed inside my skull as I worked to convert that into US dollars. I had no idea how rare or valuable gems like this were in Bioniin compared to their role in American economies, but maybe I’d be better off selling them in Bioniin and then trading the gold for cash.

“That’s very useful information to have,” I said.

I decided I’d need to locate a gem appraiser to give me more information about their value in the US, but for now, I tucked the sapphire back into my rucksack with flashing dollar signs at the edges of my vision.

“If you ever desire to sell them I have many friends who would be interested buyers,” Greggin said.

“And would you be one of those interested buyers, Papa?” Astrea said in an affectionately teasing tone.

“You know how your mother loves sapphires,” Greggin chuckled.

“I’ll definitely keep that in mind,” I said with a smirk. “And I’ll bring a selection the next time we return to Bioniin. I’ll make sure to let you have the first opportunity.”

“That would be most appreciated,” Greggin said. “I suppose you must be getting back to your pirates now?”

“We should get back, yeah,” I said.

“Pirates?” Astrea asked with as much curiosity as a child overhearing plans for a new family vacation.

“I’ll tell you and your mother all about it over dinner,” Greggin promised. “Master Sam, Madame Kaz, and Madame Prinna surely have much to do.”

“We sure do,” I said with an exaggerated look. “Not just in Ebon, but in our realm, too.”

“Indeed?” Greggin mused with soft interest.

“I don’t recall if I told you, but I own an inn,” I said. “It’s been in desperate need of repairs, and we’re well in the middle of it all.”

“How exciting!” Greggin said. “And wise. Spreading your business among more than one avenue, that’s quite a smart decision.”

“Thanks,” I chuckled. “We’re excited about it, but it’s kept us really busy.”

“I’m certain it has,” Greggin said. “We won’t keep you for another moment, then.”

“Thank you, Sam,” Astrea said in a shaky voice.

“I’m glad I could help,” I said.

“The auto-varrin looks very nice,” Kaz added.

“Yes, we’re excited to see its debut,” Prinna agreed.

“We can’t wait to share the day with you all,” Greggin said. “Shall I accompany you to the gates?”

“That’d be great,” I said. “Thanks.”

“I must stay and return to work,” Astrea said, and there was a touch of sadness in her voice. “It’s always lovely to see you.”

Astrea blushed again, and stuttered a few incoherent syllables before she scrunched her face up. Then she practically dove inside the auto-varrin’s engine compartment.

“Madame?” Lillette asked as she peered into the compartment.

“The connectors, please, Lillette,” Astrea said in a tiny voice, and she stuck one hand into the air for the part she’d requested.

Lillette smiled adoringly at her employer and shook her head softly.

I couldn’t help but smile at Lady Astrea’s endearing behavior as Greggin led us out of the laboratory. He chatted casually with Kaz and Prinna while my mind went in circles over the interaction over and over again.

Lady Astrea had been so self-possessed the first time I’d met her. Sure, she was demure and soft-spoken, but she’d been confident and hadn’t tripped over herself like the times we’d spoken since then. It reminded me of the first time I’d entered the dating scene in middle school.

A girl in my class who I’d hardly noticed before cornered me at the end of a Friday afternoon to awkwardly ask if I wanted to get ice cream with her family the next day. She’d blushed and stuttered and hardly been able to make eye contact with me. I’d already had plans with my family for that Saturday and had to decline the invitation. That girl never spoke to me again, and a year later, her family moved away.

Lady Astrea obviously had some sort of crush on me, and I realized that made me feel really good. She was a brilliant inventor, and to have someone so intelligent find me desirable in addition to Kaz and Prinna loving me the way they did was a pretty big ego boost.

I didn’t expect anything would ever come of it considering Lady Astrea’s place in Bioniin’s society and the firm beliefs her mother had about whom she should marry, but it felt good nonetheless.

I chalked it all up to a girlish crush that, due to circumstances outside either of our control, would never come to anything. I breathed deeply and tuned into the conversation between my magical lovers and Master Javreen.

“How exciting it must be to decorate such a large building,” Greggin said, and I assumed he meant my inn. “My darling Cassapi would happily lend her artful eye if ever you needed an outside opinion.”

“That’s very kind, Master Javreen.” Prinna smiled.

“Oh, do call me Greggin,” the mustachioed man said. “We are good friends now, there’s no reason for such formalities between us.”

“Very well, Greggin,” Prinna said.

“Thank you for your hospitality,” Kaz said as we reached the gate.

“It is always a pleasure to host you,” Greggin said, and he gave Ander a glare. “Next time my friends come to the gate when you are on duty, you are to let them in without delay, or I will have your job. Is that clear?”

“Yes, sir,” Ander said without hesitation.

“Mmm.” Greggin grumbled under his breath and gave his guard another long look before he turned to me. “He’s new. I do apologize for his impertinence.”

“It’s no trouble,” I said. “He was just doing his job.”

“Well…” Greggin breathed, and he nodded at the three of us. “Safe travels. Sam. Kaz. Prinna. Do come back and see us soon, and we can arrange the debut of our auto-varrin.”

“We look forward to it,” Kaz said.

“We’ll see you soon,” I said. “And give Lady Cassapi our best.”

“Certainly.” Greggin nodded. “She’ll be sorry to have missed you.”

I nodded and smiled as Ander opened the gates for us, and my ladies and I walked away from Master Javreen’s estate.

Both Kaz and Prinna were quiet as we walked away from the gates, but their smiles were wide. I waited for the inevitable comments about Lady Astrea, and I didn’t have to wait long.

Prinna and Kaz looked at each other with me between them, and they both started to laugh like teenage girls.

“Oh, she is simply smitten isn’t she?” Kaz giggled as we turned onto Proper Street.

“Entirely!” Prinna agreed.

“Ugh,” I chuckled softly and rolled my eyes. “It doesn’t matter, nothing will ever come of it.”

“Why not?” Kaz asked with a playful pout. “She’s very beautiful.”

“And she’s brilliant,” Prinna pointed out.

“And clever!” Kaz added.

“And all around lovely,” Prinna went on.

“And the heiress of a powerful family who expects her to marry a man of equal status to her,” I cut in before they could list every one of Astrea’s pleasant qualities. “It doesn’t matter what I think. Lady Cassapi would never allow that sort of relationship.”

“Hmm…” Kaz hummed thoughtfully.

“I suppose,” Prinna conceded.

I shook my head as I realized they were effectively matchmaking when I was already in a committed relationship with both of them.

“And what?” I scoffed with disbelief. “You both want to add someone else into this… this relationship we have?”

“If that’s what you wanted.” Kaz shrugged.

“Mmm.” Prinna nodded in agreement.

My face must have been a mask of total shock because they looked at me like they couldn’t figure out why the hell I would ever ask a question like that.

“Now I’m confused,” Prinna said.

“Yes,” Kaz said. “Why would it matter what we thought about you wanting another woman in your life?”

My right eye twitched slightly with confusion, and I struggled to put my thoughts into words as we walked into the Twin Crest Inn.

“Everything well, Master Woods?” Raiko called from behind the bar.

“Yes, thanks,” I answered absentmindedly.

Kaz, Prinna, and I walked up the stairs and toward the room that would lead us home. The entire time, I tried to figure out how to articulate the idea of monogamy. Apparently it wasn’t the norm in other realms.

Once we were safely back in my inn on Earth, I tried to explain.

“So…” I started. “On Earth, especially in the United States, people typically enter into committed relationships with just one other person.”

“I don’t understand,” Kaz said.

We walked out into the hallway, I locked the door behind us, and we headed downstairs to our bedroom.

“The fact that I’m with both of you is not normal for this realm,” I said bluntly. “Most women here would be… upset by the idea in fact.”

“How strange.” Prinna’s eyebrows furrowed. “You are limited to one mate for your whole life?”

“No, not necessarily,” I said. “Just one at a time usually. Unless both parties agree on a really casual situation. But this thing we have isn’t casual. I love you both.”

“That’s not how it is in Kohvra,” Kaz said simply. “Especially for men. They choose to have as many partners as they wish. Women are allowed the same, though often men have more.”

“Yes.” Prinna nodded. “It’s similar in Amirma. There would be a primary partner for many, but there was never a limit I was aware of.”

“Sam…” Kaz hummed, and she touched my face gently with a loving hand. “Regardless of what Lady Astrea would want, I would never tell you whom you may have in your life.”

“Nor what role they may play in your life,” Prinna added. “Neither would I.”

“Wow,” I breathed as my whole life shifted off-kilter.

I wondered about the other side of it though, and I realized I wasn’t sure if I was comfortable allowing them the same freedom.

“I’m perfectly content with only you,” Kaz said, and she blushed softly. “Quite happy in fact.”

“Mmm.” Prinna nodded. “Me, too. I couldn’t imagine being with anyone else. Perhaps this feeling is why so many on Earth prefer this single companion thing.”

“Yes, I couldn’t imagine being with anyone else,” Kaz agreed.

Well, that decided that potential issue without me even having to say anything.

“I’m happy you’re happy,” I said, still a bit amazed at everything.

“I’m happy,” Kaz assured me.

“I’m happy, too,” Prinna giggled. “But I’m also hungry. Is it dinnertime?”

“Why not?” I laughed. “We’re all free adults. We can have dinner whenever the fuck we want.”

We unloaded our things in their appropriate places in our bedroom and changed into more comfortable clothes for lounging around the inn. Then we went downstairs to the kitchen, and we decided to throw together some quesadillas with the chicken thawing in the fridge.

“Will you dice up some peppers and onions, please?” I asked Kaz.

“Of course.” My Enchanted lover smiled.

“What can I do?” Prinna asked.

“Shred this cheese?” I handed her a block of Colby-jack.

“Okay!” Prinna chirped excitedly.

We worked together in the kitchen to assemble a delicious dinner, and I popped the quesadillas into the hot oven to toast.

“Are we planning to return to Ebon tomorrow?” Kaz asked.

“Yeah,” I said. “We’ve got everything we wanted to get for the mission, and I don’t want to test Izzie’s patience.”

“That’s probably smart,” Prinna sighed. “I don’t get the impression that she would wait for safety’s sake.”

“Neither do I,” I chuckled. “I was kind of surprised she agreed to wait the six days.”

“So was I,” Kaz laughed.

“I wouldn’t want to leave Pete high and dry, either,” I chuckled. “I bet he’s the only thing stopping her from charging head first into that place with some Molotov cocktails.”

“To what?” Prinna asked with confusion. “To bribe the pirates with good drink?”

“No!” I burst into laughter at the mental picture that question brought up. “A Molotov cocktail is not something to drink.”

I explained the idea of a flammable liquid turned into a fire bomb, and Kaz and Prinna’s eyes went wide.

“Oh, no!” Kaz gasped. “I thought the rum burned!”

“That sounds awful!” Prinna laughed.

The kitchen was filled with our laughter and then the sound of the kitchen timer joined in. I tried to get control of my laughter as I pulled on the oven mitts, and I pulled the wire rack from the oven.

“Oh, that smells delightful,” Kaz said.

I grinned as I set the hot rack on top of the oven, and I nudged the door closed with my foot.

“Bring over your plates,” I said over my shoulder.

Kaz and Prinna hurried over with three plates, and I scooped our food out. I offered them sour cream and salsa, and they decided to try both. Once our dinner was ready, we moved out to the parlor and settled ourselves for our meal.

“We really need a dining room,” I said.

“Should we wait until the room’s renovations are complete?” Prinna asked as she picked up her quesadilla.

“Probably,” I chuckled. “We can start window shopping for furniture, though. By which I mean browsing to see what we like so when the time is right, we’re ready to make the decision.”

“Thank you for explaining that,” Kaz giggled.

“I’ve started to anticipate when something I say will confuse you,” I laughed.

“That’s helpful!” Prinna grinned.

Over dinner the three of us talked about our pleasant day in Bioniin and what we anticipated for our return journey to Ebon. Prinna and Kaz both agreed that the mission to infiltrate Captain Crick’s manor would be dangerous, but that our team of five was well equipped and prepared to get it done.

“Should we bring Molotov cocktails?” Prinna wondered.

“Probably not,” I chuckled. “Pete and Izzie might want to keep the manor house, remember?”

“Oh, yes,” Prinna said.

“I’m not sure they will,” Kaz mused.

“What? Why not?” I wondered.

“I suspect Izzie will finally try to motivate Pete to attain his dreams of becoming a venturer,” Kaz said.

“But what would Izzie do?” Prinna asked.

“Perhaps she would stay in their cottage.” Kaz shrugged. “That manor house is far too large for one person, I think, and I get the impression she wouldn’t want to stay there anyway after what Captain Crick has done.”

“That’s a good point,” I said. “She might want to burn the place down just to spite Crick even after he’s dead. We can propose the idea to them and see what they want to do.”

“Good idea,” Prinna said, and she tucked her shoulder-length hair behind her ear.

“We’re sort of just backup for this whole thing,” I said. “This is their mission.”

We agreed on that and cleaned up our plates from dinner before we headed upstairs. I decided I wanted a good hot shower before bed, and both my lovers joined me under the steaming water. We ended up sharing a long session of sensual touches and lingering kisses until the water started to run cold, and then we jumped out.

“Fuck!” Kaz laughed. “That got cold very suddenly.”

“We must have used all the hot water,” I said with a smirk.

“Now I’m freezing!” Prinna squeaked. “Kaz, is this what rain feels like for you?”

“Yes!” Kaz nearly shouted with vindication. “Exactly! I need warm jammies!”

“I love that word,” Prinna giggled.

I recalled the first time I’d used the word jammies with my magical lovers. Kaz had thought it was some kind of injury like a stubbed toe, and Prinna guessed it was something to eat. I could understand both assumptions, and I knew there was some kind of jellied cookie in the UK that was called Jammie Dodgers.

They’d both adopted the term for sleepwear after that, and it always made me smile.

“I want to cuddle!” Kaz said once she’d pulled on a warm pair of flannel pajamas.

“Yes, please,” Prinna said, and she yawned softly. “I think we should get a good night’s rest before we charge back to the land of pirates.”

“Good idea.” I climbed into the bed and opened my arms wide for them to snuggle up with me. “I expect it’s going to be a tiring adventure. We don’t want to be tired.”

We settled comfortably into the bedsheets, and we were quiet for a few moments. I thought we were slipping into sleep without more conversation, but then Kaz spoke.

“Was the water as blue as I remember it?” my violet-eyed lover murmured.

“In Ebon?” I asked.

“Yes,” Kaz said. “I was just thinking about it, and I remember thinking it was soooo blue. Was it really that blue?”

“It was,” Prinna hummed. “I’ve never seen water that blue.”

“It was pretty amazing,” I sighed. “There’s places like that here, too.”

“In Oregon?” Kaz turned to look at me.

“No,” I said. “But in the southern states. Florida maybe. And in some other countries. There’s a place called the Caribbean…”

I chuckled at myself. There were so many places in the world with crisp clear blue-green ocean views like in Ebon, and I picked possibly the most piratey location in our world.

“Will you tell us about it?” Prinna asked in a sleepy voice.

“Sure,” I said.

In a soft and relaxing voice, I lulled Kaz and Prinna to sleep by describing what I knew about the random tropical places in the world. I spoke about the peaceful sounds, soft ocean breezes, and the slow pace of island life.

After a few minutes, Kaz started to snore softly, and then Prinna’s breathing deepened with sleep. I kept talking for another minute or so to help them slip into the deep restful sleep that we all needed, and then I relaxed back and closed my eyes.

I dreamed of pirate ships captained by Ted Hamilton and manned by a crew who broke out randomly in song. The morning sun woke me up, and for a moment, I felt like I’d come out of a fever dream. Then I realized it had been a real movie I’d seen dozens of times in my childhood. The movie’s title escaped me, but I knew it had Kristy McNichol in it.

Before I could think more on it, Kaz rolled over and smiled at me.

“Good morning, beautiful,” I said, and I leaned down to give her a kiss. “How did you sleep?”

“Very well,” Kaz yawned. “How did you sleep?”

“Hard,” I said. “I dreamed about singing pirates, though.”

“Odd,” Kaz chuckled.

“I knew an old witch once,” Prinna said before her words stalled in a long, full-body stretch. “Ugh, she said that dreams were a window into the soul.”

“Hmm,” I breathed. “The people who study that sort of thing on Earth think it’s the brain’s way of processing the events of the day.”

“That sounds like different ways to say the same thing,” Kaz pointed out as she climbed out of bed.

“Yeah, it does,” I chuckled.

“Enough dream talk.” Prinna grinned. “Let’s get our stuff and go see some real pirates!”

“Sounds good to me!” Kaz giggled. “I want to dress the part this time!”

“You sort of did last time,” I laughed. “Somehow you always manage to dress impeccably for whatever situation we wind up in.”

“Well, that’s nice to know,” Kaz said. “I never thought I had much sense of style. I just sort of wear what I like.”

“That is style, Kaz,” Prinna said with a smirk. “It’s your style.”

My ladies giggled, and we started to get dressed for our adventure into pirate territory.

Kaz pulled on a pair of leggings with fun diamond-shaped cutouts that showed off a fair bit of pale skin and allowed for her to feel any nice breezes. She topped it with a cropped blouse that had puffy sleeves to her elbows, and then she buckled a wide belt around the tiniest part of her waist. It had little gold eyelets and fake lacing at the front that gave it the appearance of a corset. She pulled her calf-high boots on and disappeared into the bathroom.

Prinna decided on a pair of black denim shorts that reached to the middle of her thighs, and she layered an olive-green flowy skirt over the top. I was a bit confused for a second because the knee-length skirt completely hid the shorts underneath. Then Prinna added a thick leather belt with a big silver buckle over the top and she tucked the front of her skirt into the top of the belt to create a feminine draped effect. She picked a thick-strapped tank top that had fun lacing all up the front and a lot of structure. It was such a dark shade of green it nearly looked black, and she finished the look with her calf-high boots.

I debated between a pair of lightweight cargo pants and a pair of thicker jeans for a moment before I decided the extra protection of the denim was probably a good idea. I threw on a black t-shirt and strapped my gun and sword holsters around my hips. My leather jacket finished the look, and then I shoved my feet into my good boots.

Prinna and I finished about the same time, and a second later, Kaz came out of the bathroom. She’d spent about five minutes twisting her long dark hair into a pair of French braids that merged into one long plait at the bottom.

“Ready?” Kaz asked.

“Let’s grab some breakfast first,” I said.

We headed downstairs, and I threw together some scrambled eggs loaded with ham, yellow pepper, and an absurd amount of cheese. It was easy, fast, and filling, and it took us longer to finish our coffee and tea than our food.

With our bellies full, we returned to our room to arm ourselves. I opened the cardboard box of blades I’d bought for selling at various markets and waved at it.

“Pick what you like,” I said.

Kaz and Prinna’s eyes lit up with interest, and they moved over to check out their options. It looked easy for Kaz to make a choice, and she held a long hunting knife that had a twelve-inch blade and wooden handle. It had arrived from the knife company with a leather sheath, and Kaz grabbed a simple leather belt to fix it to her hips.

“Perfect.” Kaz grinned.

Prinna finally picked a shorter dagger with a serrated back. It was the kind of hunting knife used for field stripping a kill, but it would be great for killing pirates, too. Prinna buckled its thigh holster around her right leg and tightened it until it was secure.

“Did you want a pistol, too?” I asked my white-blonde witch.

“May I?” Prinna’s hazel eyes lit up.

“Yeah.” I smirked. “That’s why I bought extras.”

She decided on using the second Sig P365, and I helped her secure its holster on her other thigh. Then I looked at Kaz just to see if she’d changed her mind about carrying a gun.

“No.” Kaz shook her head firmly.

“Okay,” I said, and I quickly made sure my rucksack had what we needed.

I traded out some sellable items for some water and food instead, and I threw in a bit of paper and a few charcoal pencils with the intention of giving them to Pete and Izzie. I suspected there would be quite the wealth of gemstones stashed away in Captain Crick’s manor, and I figured the brother and sister might want to spend some right away.

We climbed the last flight of stairs to the fourth floor, and I unlocked the door to Ebon. Kaz and Prinna gave me nervously excited smiles as I let the door close behind us, and I walked over to scoop the AR-15 out from under the bed. I opened the case to make sure it was still inside, and the rifle was exactly how I’d left it.

I nodded to myself as I closed the case, and my body recognized that the noise of the bar should have faded in by then. I closed the rifle back into its case and stood up as I tilted my head to the side, and I strained to hear any sounds from below.

The soft clinking of glasses and the sound of two or three voices reached my ears.

“Why’s it so quiet?” I muttered.


Chapter 14

The unusual calm from the pirate tavern put me on edge, and I looked at Prinna for more insight.

“I sense a few people downstairs,” Prinna said, and she walked over to the door. “Maybe five people? They desire sleep.”

“What time is it?” Kaz wondered.

I glanced out the window for an answer to that question, and we all saw that the light of the sun was just starting to come past the horizon. I guessed it would be rising above the water in the next few minutes.

“Huh,” I chuckled. “Time is really skewed here compared to Earth.”

“Do you think it’s been six days?” Prinna asked in a tense voice.

“Only one way to find out,” I said. “Come on.”

We walked out of the room with all our things, and as we descended the stairs, I realized the sounds we could hear from upstairs were those of the bar wenches cleaning up after a lengthy night of drinking.

Phyllis walked through the room with a shallow wooden crate, and she added more glasses and tankards into it as she moved between the tables. She stopped at one where two men were passed out on the table, and she kicked one of the men.

“Time ta get out!” Phyllis yelled. “Go ‘ome!”

The two men stirred enough to be shoved out the door, and I wondered how far they would get before they passed out again.

“Ah, venturer,” Phyllis smiled her gap-toothed grin at me. “Mornin’.”

“Good morning,” I said, and I glanced around the room. “Long night?”

“No more’n usual, I say,” Phyllis sighed. “Bar’s closed now, though. Ye’d gotta come back later if ya’s wantin’ a drink.”

“We’re on our way out,” I said.

“Eh.” Phyllis nodded and looked like all she wanted was to crawl into her bed and sleep for a week.

She carried on about her work, and the other two wenches didn’t speak other than to communicate the tasks of cleaning the bar. Kaz, Prinna, and I headed outside into the early morning light.

“What a beautiful sight,” Kaz murmured.

The sun was just starting to rise above the ocean’s surface, and it was casting long shadows all around us. The sky in the opposite direction was still that sleepy gray-blue of dawn, and I gestured for my ladies to walk with me. We found a nice spot on the beach under a palm tree, and I parked my butt in the cool sand.

“Let’s enjoy the sunrise,” I said. “I doubt Pete and Izzie are awake yet.”

“What about the six days?” Prinna wondered. “Shouldn’t we hurry to get to them?”

“It’s either the sixth day or it’s not,” I said with a shrug. “I don’t think our days are off that much, though. I bet it’s the third day since we saw them.”

“It is a beautiful view,” Kaz mused as she settled into the sand beside me.

We watched the sun rise, and I realized it moved a lot faster than any sunrise I’d ever seen on Earth. I had no idea how long it took Earth’s sun to rise, but I knew it was only a few minutes from first light to the point it was above the horizon. Ebon’s sun seemed to rise in just about sixty seconds, and I could see its movement in real time.

“Wow,” I breathed.

“What?” Prinna asked.

“The sun rises way faster here than on Earth,” I said.

“It’s faster than in Kohvra, too,” Kaz murmured.

“What about in Amirma?” I asked Prinna.

“Yes, it’s faster,” Prinna agreed after a moment. “Curious.”

“Mmm,” I hummed in agreement.

I wondered what astrophysicists like Carl Sagan or Michio Kaku would think of these other realms. They’d probably shit themselves to get the chance to come and study these places.

We sat quietly for a bit while my ladies enjoyed the beautiful view, and I felt carried by the awe and wonder of the universe. Or was it the multiverse? I had no idea, and I didn’t think I’d ever get real answers, but it was extraordinary. It felt like staring at life the way a young child must, except I had the knowledge and comprehension of an adult to be able to understand what should be and what could be.

It was baffling.

“Is that Izzie?” Kaz asked, and she pointed at a figure on the beach.

Sure enough, the brunette woman’s full figure stalked easily across the sandy beach toward us. Her feet were bare in the shifting sand, and she held her leather boots in one hand. Her skirts were tucked up into her belt in a similar way as what Prinna had done this morning, and the tails of her white shirt had been tugged loose by the ocean breeze. She waved at us as she made her way over, and the breeze pulled her shirt up to show a long straight scar across the lower left side of her stomach.

It worried me that she was out here walking around in the open when just days ago she’d been captured by Crick’s men. Maybe it was the very early hour that made it safe for her, or maybe she was just that pig-headed that she wouldn’t let something bad rule every decision she made.

If that was the case, it was kind of admirable to me.

“What are you three doing sitting on the beach?” Izzie asked as she approached us.

“Enjoying the sunrise,” Kaz said casually. “Good morning.”

“Mornin’,” Izzie grumbled, and she furrowed her brown eyebrows at us. “When did you return?”

“Just a little bit ago,” I said. “I didn’t realize it was so early here, so we figured we would wait a bit before we came to find you.”

“But why?” Izzie was clearly confused.

“Um.” I shrugged. “It’s sort of common courtesy to wait until a certain time of day to begin business in my realm. It’s seen as rude to just show up at someone’s front door at the crack of dawn.”

“Hmm.” Izzie leaned into her hip. “Well, I suppose that’s polite.”

“People don’t behave this way here?” Prinna wondered.

“Politely?” Izzie scoffed. “They know no such thing.”

“How is business arranged, then?” Prinna asked.

“Business is conducted whenever one party desires,” Izzie explained. “Sure, the bar closes at sunup, but that’s just because the wenches need time to clean and prepare for the next cycle of drunkards.”

“Do they get to sleep?” Kaz asked with shock.

“Yes, they work in turns from what I understand,” Izzie said, and she shook her head. “That’s not important. I’m glad you’re back. I half expected to never see you lot again.”

“I hope we are not late,” Kaz added. “How many days has it been?”

“This is the third morning since we last met,” Izzie said. “I didn’t expect you so soon.”

“Then we’re early,” Prinna said with a smirk.

“Yes, I suppose you are,” Izzie sighed. “Pete will be so smug.”

I stood up and brushed the sand from my butt and legs.

“Why would he be smug?” I asked.

“He insisted you would return before the sixth day,” Izzie said with a roll of her eyes. “He was sure I was wrong.”

“What did you think?” I asked with humor.

“I thought you would return in a month,” Izzie said without even a hint of shame. “If at all.”

“Well,” I sighed as I swallowed the instinctual argument that rose in my throat. “We’re here, and we’re ready to help you with your mission.”

“Hmm.” Izzie narrowed her eyes at me like she was seeing me for the first time. “Perhaps I underestimated you.”

“Perhaps,” I murmured in a lightly challenging tone, and I gave her a cocky smirk.

Izzie crossed her arms over her chest, and her breasts were so large she was forced to position her arms below them to have the full effect of irritation. The stance pushed her tits higher up and lengthened the valley of her cleavage by another inch.

“Did you gather all the supplies you were so sure we needed?” she asked.

“I did,” I said.

An air of defiance radiated off Izzie’s entire body, and I couldn’t help but rise to the challenge. I let my eyes do something my good sense of manners never would have let me, and they raked down her face to the shape of her chest. I’d intended the stare to meet her level of sizzling confrontation, but all it did was send unexpected desire rushing through me.

I dragged my eyes back up to her blue gaze, and there was a spark of understanding in the depths like she knew exactly what had just happened inside my head.

“Come on,” Izzie said in a casual tone, and her entire body relaxed. “Pete’s probably still sleeping, but he’ll want to know of your arrival straightaway.”

The sexy pirate paused to pull her boots on, and she tugged at the leather until they rested just under her knees. Then she turned away and started walking without checking to make sure we followed her.

I arched an eyebrow at the fascinating woman, and I couldn’t deny the fact that her challenging nature was incredibly alluring. Whether it was intentional or not, Izzie presented a challenge I wanted to rise to.

My best friend, Kevin, loved jigsaw puzzles because of the challenge they gave his brain, and I’d never really understood the draw of trying to fit together a thousand tiny bits of cardboard to make a picture I could just see on the box. But now, I felt like I was starting to get it.

Prinna, Kaz, and I followed Izzie down the footpath, and the calls of birds greeted us through every bit of the jungle we passed. About halfway to Pete and Izzie’s cottage, a large gray bird with long legs soared over our heads. It reminded me of a crane, and it had long blue feathers on the outer edges of its wings.

We didn’t encounter a single other human along the way, and I wondered what time the people of Ebon typically began their day. I also couldn’t help but feel curious as to why Izzie had been walking along the beach alone this morning.

Kaz and Prinna both gave me curious looks like they wanted to know what was up with the tense moment between Izzie and me. I just shrugged at my magical lovers as we followed Izzie to her cottage. Kaz and Prinna chuckled quietly and started to whisper between themselves, and I smiled crookedly at their gossiping.

We arrived at Pete and Izzie’s cottage a short time later, and the sun was steadily warming the day. The droning and chirping sounds of thousands of insects filled the air and my ears, and Izzie pushed the door open without hesitation.

“Oh, good,” she said as she walked into the little cottage. “You’re awake.”

“Yes, dear sister,” Pete said in a sarcastic tone, and then his dark expression brightened when he saw me. “Sam, yer back!”

“I told you we would be,” I chuckled. “Didn’t I?”

Pete had been sharpening his sword at the table when we came in, and he set the blade and his tools down to stand up and greet me. He shook my hand firmly and smiled.

“I’m real glad ya followed through, mate,” Pete said in a hushed tone that wasn’t all that quiet. Then he jerked his head at his sister. “This one ain’t been too patient.”

“I haven’t stormed the manor,” Izzie said with a glare at her brother. “What more do you want from me?”

“A bit less seethin’, if yer offerin’,” Pete joked.

“That’s asking for too much,” Izzie said, but there was a spark of humor in her eyes.

“Did ya get all those supplies ya said we needed?” Pete asked, and he eyed the rifle case in my hand.

“We did.” I grinned. “Would you like to see?”

“Mmm.” Pete’s eyes were wide as he nodded. “Is that a sword in there?”

“No,” I chuckled and walked over to lay the AR-15 case on the narrow bed. “It’s a gun.”

“What?” Pete asked with disbelief.

I laughed as I opened the case, and I lifted the lid. Pete and Izzie both crowded up beside me to get a better look inside the case, and I grinned from ear to ear as I looked at their amazed expressions.

“That’s a gun?” Pete looked skeptical. “Why’s it so long?”

“Accuracy,” I said. “Power. Protection, too, I guess. The farther you are from your target, the safer you are, right?”

“How far?” Izzie asked.

“A few hundred yards at least,” I said with a shrug of my shoulders. “I’m not sure exactly. But plenty far enough to kill a man from a great distance.”

“What is a yard?” Izzie asked. “A ship yard?”

“No!” I laughed, and I held my hands up to show the approximate distance. “That’s about a yard. It’s a measurement from my realm.”

“Odd.” Izzie pursed her lips with doubt. “So how does this thing work?”

“Can I fire it?” Pete asked with as much enthusiasm as a golden retriever offered a ride in the car.

“Sure,” I said. “We won’t draw too much attention with the noise, will we?”

“No one cares what we do, Sam,” Izzie said. “I was abducted in the middle of a crowd of people, and no one gave a damn, remember?”

“Good point,” I sighed. “Yeah, let’s do some target practice, then. Prinna needs to get comfortable, too.”

“Yay.” My white-blonde witch eagerly clapped her hands together.

“Let’s go outside,” Pete said, and he grabbed his sword and sharpening stone from the table.

We headed outside and followed Pete out to the back of the house to his shooting range. Several bottles were lined up along the fence, and now that it was daylight, I could see well beyond.

There was a long grassy field of wildflowers and other small plants that extended from behind their house all the way to the bright blue of the ocean’s edge. There weren’t any other houses in sight, and I nodded to myself at that information. We were here to kill people, sure, but the right people who’d done a lot of heinous things. I wasn’t trying to kill some unlucky folks just passing by at the wrong time.

“Is this the only gun you brought with you?” Izzie asked.

“No,” I said. “I brought a pistol for each of you to use if you want, and I brought some bladed weapons, too. I know you have plenty of options in your stash, but I figured more was better than not enough.”

“Mmm.” Izzie nodded slowly like she was impressed by my statement and preparedness. “Options are good.”

“Yeah, I thought so.” I smirked.

“Enough talkin’,” Pete said. “I wanna try that thing.”

“Right,” I chuckled. “Go set up some targets for us, would you?”

“Aye aye,” Pete said, and he jogged off to set more bottles onto the fence.

I looked around to find something to function as a range table, and I decided to use a large log that stood up on end. The rifle case was way too long to balance on the log, so I placed it on the ground right next to it instead. Then I propped my rucksack on top of the log and reached inside.

“You seem to carry a lot in that bag,” Izzie said in a curious tone.

“I have a skill for packing things,” I teased.

Izzie gave me a very confused look and tried to lean closer to get a better look inside.

“It’s enhanced by magic,” I explained.

“That makes more sense,” Izzie laughed. “Father had a chest like that. It was lost along with him and his ship.”

“Ah, that’s too bad,” Kaz said. “It’s such a useful object.”

“Pete and I used to play inside it when we were little,” Izzie said in a wistful voice.

“Yeah,” Pete said as he jogged back. “‘Til we got stuck in it. Then Father never let us do it again.”

“You got stuck?” Prinna asked with concern for their child selves.

“How long were you in there?” Kaz asked with less concern and more fascination.

I tried to picture Pete and Izzie as kids climbing inside a wooden trunk, and all I could imagine was that scene in Harry Potter and the Goblet of Fire when Mad-Eye Moody was discovered imprisoned by Barty Crouch Jr. inside his multi-level trunk.

“Father found us before dark,” Izzie laughed. “And we weren’t stuck so much as we climbed too far down and couldn’t reach back out.”

I shook my head at the insanity of such things being a commonplace issue for the children of a venturer pirate captain. My mind spun around what other dangerous magical artifacts their father might have brought home. Honestly, they were lucky they didn’t end up missing a few limbs with the kinds of magic items I’d encountered in various markets.

“Enough talkin’.” Pete clapped his hands together. “I wanna shoot.”

“Okay,” I chuckled. “You want to start with the big one?”

“Yeah, I wanna start with the big ‘un,” Pete scoffed.

I grinned and pulled the AR-15 from the case. I took a few minutes to show Pete all the important parts to operate the rifle, and I explained about the number of rounds he’d have.

“More than one?” Pete asked.

“Ten in a magazine,” I said. “And then when those are gone you just pop another magazine in.”

“That’s insanity,” Pete muttered, and he gazed at the AR-15 with shock. “My pistol holds one, and it takes a long time to reload it. I’ve always trusted in my sword. My pistol’s always been a last-resort weapon.”

“Not with this one,” I said.

I explained what the gun shop employee had told me about tucking the stock into my shoulder as I passed the rifle to Pete.

“Truly?” Pete looked at me with skepticism. “That’s very odd.”

I shrugged. “I know it’s probably different than what you’re used to, but this is a very different kind of gun.”

“Aye, good point,” Pete said.

He took a strong stance and faced toward the lines of glass bottles on the fence. That’s when I noticed he’d set several more bottles up further out beyond the fence. There were some logs positioned like small tables in the field and each of them had at least one bottle on top. Several of the wider logs had two or three bottles on top.

“You set up more targets,” I said. “Good thinking.”

“Figured we’d need ‘em,” Pete said. “Can I go now?”

“Hang on a second,” I said, and I dug into my bag for a second before I pulled out the small ear protection. I handed a package to each of my companions. “Here, these will protect your hearing.”

“Hmm,” Izzie hummed as she took the little foam plugs.

“Ain’t much point,” Pete said.

“Oh, just put them in, Pete,” Izzie grumbled.

Kaz and Prinna grinned at the bickering siblings, and I realized Pete and Izzie were the only siblings among us. My magical lovers and I were all only children, and it looked like Kaz and Prinna were enjoying the teasing relationship the pirate pair had. We all pressed the little foam plugs into our ears, and the buzz of insects was completely blocked from my hearing. I could still hear the songs of nearby birds, but it was significantly muffled.

Pete looked at me and said something, but I didn’t catch it the first time.

“What?” I asked, and my voice sounded like it was more inside my own head than normal.

“Can I shoot now?” Pete asked loud enough for me to hear him.

“Yeah, go ahead,” I answered. “You’ve got eleven rounds. Ten in the magazine, and one in the chamber.”

“Eleven, got it,” Pete said.

Pete grinned as he took a strong stance, and he tucked the butt of the rifle against his shoulder. He shifted the muzzle a few inches left and right like he was getting the feel for the AR-15’s sights. Then Pete zeroed in on his target and fired.

The report was loud, and it sent a flock of birds flying into the air nearby. Kaz flinched slightly at the noise, and I knew my ears would have been ringing aggressively without the earplugs.

“By the kraken,” Pete breathed with an enormous grin on his face. “That’s incredible.”

“Did you hit your target, Brother?” Izzie asked.

Pete scowled at her. “Not yet.”

He lined up for another shot, and he was ready a lot faster this time. His second bullet hit its target, and the green bottle about sixty yards down range shattered into bits.

Pete gave his sister a smug look before he shifted down the line and rapidly took out nine of the remaining ten bottles. He came back and shot the one he’d missed after the last in the line was shattered.

“Not bad,” I said.

Silently, I was filled with awe at his accuracy and speed. He’d probably be a world champion shooter on Earth, and sure as fuck, he’d keep our backs safe during the invasion of Captain Crick’s manor.

“What did ya think, Sam?” Pete asked.

“I think you should be our range shooter.” I smirked. “That was really impressive, especially considering you’ve never used a gun like that before.”

“It’s fun,” Pete grinned.

“I’m glad you like it,” I said, and I turned to Izzie. “Do you want to try the pistol I brought?”

“Sure,” Izzie said. “I’m not as good of a shot as my brother, but I’m sure I can kill a man in close enough range.”

“Worse comes to worst, you can always beat a man over the head with it,” I mused.

“Oh, yes,” Izzie said. “I did that once.”

My eyes bulged with surprise at her easy statement, and I walked over to pull one of the Glocks from my rucksack.

“This one will be a lot quieter,” I explained. “It won’t be silent by any means, but it won’t feel like a cannonball in your ears like that one.”

“Oh, good,” Izzie said. “I’d like to keep my hearing.”

“What!” Pete shouted, and then a smile spread across his face. “Just kiddin’. Ya know it’s just one ear that’s dead, Iz.”

“One more than I want,” Izzie retorted.

“Right,” I mused. “So this is called a Glock…”

I gave Izzie the rundown on the pistol’s operation and safety features. I showed her all the parts she would need to be able to use the gun including how to reload it.

“It won’t go as far as the one Pete’s using,” I said.

“Yes, I understand that,” Izzie said, but there wasn’t any irritation in her voice.

“Alright, go ahead when you’re ready then.” I gestured toward the bottles.

“Get ‘em, Iz,” Pete said.

Izzie’s eyebrows lowered together with determination, and she raised the Glock to shoulder height. She seemed to follow similar steps as what her brother did, and I wondered if it was a habit they’d learned from their dad.

I had no idea if she’d ever fired a gun before or how good of a shot she might be, so I watched with intense curiosity.

Izzie rolled her shoulders back and took a deep breath. Then she took aim and fired her first semi-auto round.

The earplugs made the Glock a bit quieter at least. It was a much more pleasant experience than the aggressive noise of the AR-15.

One side of the brown bottle that had been Izzie’s target shattered away from the rest of it. The base and neck of the bottle were still mostly intact, but I could see a few long cracks in the glass. She must have clipped it right at the edge.

“Nice shot,” Prinna said.

“Thanks,” Izzie replied.

“Again?” I asked. “You’ve got ten more in there.”

Izzie nodded and emptied her magazine at a slower rate than her brother had. Like she’d said, she wasn’t quite as skilled a shot as Pete, but she obliterated six out of the remaining ten bottles and clipped three more at the neck or side. She didn’t completely miss a single shot, and I was very impressed.

“You’re a good shot,” I proclaimed as she lowered the Glock to her side.

“It’s not my first time shooting,” Izzie said. “I’ve always preferred bladed weapons, though.”

“Me, too,” Kaz said, and she grinned at Izzie.

“You said you brought some swords with you?” Izzie asked with an interested look in her blue eyes.

“I did,” I said. “Would you like to check them out?”

Izzie rolled her eyes lightly. “Obviously.”

“Right,” I chuckled to myself as I took the Glock back from her.

I walked back to my rucksack and dug inside for a moment. I found the right holster to go with the semi-auto pistol, loaded a fresh magazine inside, and tucked it into the holster. Then I pulled out several of the sheathed blades I’d packed for our trip to Ebon, and I laid them out on top of the AR-15 case.

“Here.” I handed the holstered Glock to Izzie.

“Oh, that’s… convenient,” Izzie said in a skeptical voice. “No, sorry, how is this useful?”

“Oh!” I laughed as I understood her confusion. “You strap it to your thigh, similar to how I have mine on my hip.”

I pulled my leather jacket aside to show them my holstered pistol, and Izzie nodded.

“That makes a lot more sense,” Izzie said.

“Cool,” I said, and I waved at the array of knives, daggers, and swords. “Any of these interest you?”

“Hmm…” Izzie crouched down to have a closer look.

She picked up one of the hunting knives first, pulled it from its sheath, and ran the pad of her thumb across the blade’s edge. She frowned at the sharpness of the blade before she tested another one. With each of the four knives and dagger she tested, her frown deepened.

“Sam,” Izzie grumbled. “These are hardly sharp enough to kill. I don’t think I could cut an apple with them.”

“I know,” I said. “In my realm, blades come in what’s known as ‘store sharp’ to protect stupid customers from hurting themselves.”

“We can sharpen what’cha like, Iz,” Pete said.

He stood a few feet away with the AR-15’s barrel propped against his shoulder and the butt in his palm. The pirate looked natural and very comfortable with the modern firearm in his hands.

“Pete’s right,” I agreed.

Izzie nodded and looked at the weapons once more. After another minute of silent debate, she selected a standard size cutlass with a deep curve in the blade in a leather sheath.

The blue-eyed woman stood up as she pulled the blade from its sheath. She handed the sheath to me and walked a few paces away for some space before she began swinging it with more precision than I’d ever seen.

“Holy shit,” I whispered in awe.


Chapter 15

Izzie swung the cutlass around her body at several imaginary opponents with the grace of a swan and the ferociousness of a mountain lion protecting her cubs. She pivoted on the balls of her feet like a professionally trained ballerina and slashed at the empty air with a speed that was almost alarming.

“Wow,” Prinna whispered beside me.

“Yeah,” Pete chuckled. “She’s good.”

I nodded silently as I watched Izzie move. It was nearly hypnotic, and I wondered if she had two magical gifts.

It would have been obvious even to Helen Keller that Izzie had extensive training with a sword. Either she’d had a very good teacher, or she’d learned the hard way through real-life experience.

It took a minute for the amazement to allow other thoughts to filter into my mind, and then I realized she was using her off hand in a defensive way. She moved her left hand like she was grabbing at the sleeves or collars of her imaginary enemies.

I thought it would probably be easy for her to incorporate a second shorter blade into her fighting style.

Izzie finished her practice session with a long sweeping stroke diagonally across her body, and she nodded at the weapon.

“This is beautiful,” she assessed.

“You like it?” I asked, and I could still hear some amazement in my voice.

“It’s very well balanced,” Izzie said. “The handle is comfortable and the length is good. It desperately needs to be sharpened, but we can fix that.”

“It feels like we’re gonna owe ya, Sam,” Pete joked with a wry grin.

“Only if you want to keep the weapons,” I retorted.

“‘Spose we could figure it out later?” Pete asked.

“Yeah, of course,” I chuckled.

While Pete and I had spoken, Izzie had put the cutlass back down and picked up a pair of very thick butterfly swords. I couldn’t have put into words why I’d added them into the rucksack other than they looked fucking cool.

The blades were about a foot long and nearly three inches at their widest. They had large leather wrapped handles and were identical to each other.

Izzie’s face was calm and unreadable as she sliced through the air with the dual-wielded swords, and to my surprise, she was just as skilled with them as she had been with the cutlass.

She moved in a more artful way with the pair of shorter weapons, and it was unexpectedly sexy to watch. Izzie spun, slashed, and dodged invisible targets in a way that sent the loose tails of her shirt flying up. A firm expression of focus took hold of her soft-edged features and gave her an almost hardened look that was beautiful the way a marble statue is beautiful.

She was graceful and fierce, and it was a huge turn-on for me. I cleared my throat and forced myself to stop staring at her.

“Aaahhh!” Izzie let out a sharp sound that was quickly followed by gleeful laughter. “I can’t wait to slit that bastard’s filthy throat.”

I reeled at the hairpin turn of her mood.

Izzie grinned like a demon, and I could almost taste her thirst for Captain Crick’s blood.

“Soon, dear sister,” Pete said.

“I love that sound,” Izzie said as she grinned at Pete. “That gurgling choking sound as the blood spills from their throats. It’s the best sound in the world.”

“Holy fuck,” Kaz breathed.

“You said it,” I murmured back.

Izzie was dripping with a desire for vengeance, but I was relieved to see she was cold and focused. The red-hot, seething rage she’d been filled with the night we rescued her had been tampered by a few days of forced patience.

That was good. Going into something like this fired up and impulsive was a good way to get a person killed. Calm and icy was what we needed now.

“So did you want to use the gun or the swords?” I asked.

“I prefer blades,” Izzie answered. “Guns are useful, they have their moments and jobs, but they’re far too removed for the kind of justice that bastard has earned.”

“True,” Pete agreed.

Izzie shook her head slowly and ran her finger along the back edge of the blade where it wasn’t sharp.

“No…” she purred. “I will revel in the feel of Crick’s flesh under my blade.”

Holy shit.

I definitely didn’t want to ever be on Izzie’s bad side, and I wondered what the hell had happened to make Captain Crick want to kidnap her in the first place. Pete and Izzie had alluded to the fact that he’d known their father a long time ago, and I wondered about the history there. Then the fact that Pete had felt so confident that Crick wouldn’t do anything in the daylight. I got the impression they knew each other more than they were telling me.

I guess I couldn’t blame Izzie for her bloodthirst. The guy had literally stolen her away from her life and chained her up like a rabid dog in the garden shed. If somebody had done that to me, I’d probably want to kill them, too.

“I can understand that kind of hunger for justice,” Kaz said, and there was a dark look in her violet eyes.

I nodded and realized she probably had fantasized about putting a blade to Mairo’s throat on at least a few occasions. She’d been held as a slave for more time than I’d ever wanted to know. I honestly didn’t understand how she’d had the restraint to work for him without trying to secretly poison his food. Though it wasn’t like she’d had many options until I came along and bought her.

“It seems a very personal kind of vengeance you’re seeking,” Prinna observed.

“There’s a long history here,” Izzie sighed. “I’ve been hoping for a good enough reason to kill that fuck for years. Now, he’s finally given me one.”

“What’s the story there?” I asked. “Is it just because the island is so small that you two have so much history with Crick?”

“Yes,” Izzie said, but she pointedly avoided making eye contact with me. “Are you hungry? Maybe we should go inside and have something to eat.”

“Great idea, Iz,” Pete said, and he passed the AR-15 back to me. “I could eat a whole shark ‘bout now.”

“Shark?” Prinna asked with alarm.

“We’re fresh out,” Izzie said. “You ate the last of the shark jerky yesterday.”

Izzie and Pete squabbled about the last of the shark jerky while I secured the AR-15 in its case.

“I hear it’s quite tender,” Kaz told Prinna with a shrug.

“It’s a common thing to eat?” Prinna’s hazel eyes were as round as dinner plates.

“Mairo used to buy it whenever a traveler had it,” Kaz said. “He never let me try it, though.”

“Ugh.” Prinna shuddered.

“I’m not sure if I would want to try it, either,” I said as I took a moment to pack the rest of my things into the rucksack. “I’m not super big on seafood, though.”

“Oh, I’ve always wanted to try it,” Kaz said. “Mairo used to boast about how delicious it was. He claimed it tasted like the critterpillars but better.”

“Ah!” Prinna squeaked with disgust. “Critterpillars are foul!”

“What the fuck is a critterpillar?” I asked.

“You don’t like them?” Kaz stared with an expression of disbelief. “They’re so tasty! And all those legs? Mmm!”

“Legs?” I asked with alarm. “So this is a bug of some kind?”

“Oh, yes.” Kaz smiled as she walked into the cottage, and she held her hands about a foot apart. “They can feed a whole family.”

“What the fuck!” I gasped at the sheer size she indicated. “They’re that big?”

“If you’re lucky,” Kaz giggled. “There isn’t food like that on Ea– in our realm?”

“Um, not in our part of it at least,” I said. “There are some places where the people eat insects, but they’re small.”

I demonstrated the approximate size of those candied crickets I’d seen on travel YouTube channels, and Kaz looked even more perplexed.

“That’s not enough for a meal.” She frowned.

“No, it’s more of a treat, I think,” I said.

“I told ya I ‘ad some!” Pete cheered in celebration as he held up a small bundle of wrapped linen.

“You stashed it!” Izzie said in an accusatory tone. “Pete!”

“Well, I knew ya’d eat it all if I didn’t.” Pete frowned.

“I’ve always wanted to try shark,” Kaz lamented. “Is it as good as I’ve heard?”

“Wanna try it?” Pete asked, and he unfolded the linen.

“Yes, please.” Kaz nodded.

The shark jerky didn’t look anything like I expected. It was a shade of orange-brown that reminded me of wet adobe clay that had been so abundant where I’d grown up. It had a rough texture and had been ripped into little squares. It took a second, but then the distinctly fishy smell wafted over to me.

My nose wrinkled, and I reached up to scratch my face in an effort to not insult our new friends.

Pete selected a smaller piece and handed it to Kaz. She promptly sniffed it and smiled like it was the finest dessert from a five-star luxury hotel restaurant. Prinna’s mouth fell open as we watched for Kaz’s reaction.

My Enchanted lover popped the whole two-inch square between her lips and started to chew. Her eyes brightened first, and the corners of lips turned up in a closed smile.

“Mmmm!” Kaz hummed and nodded. “It does taste even better than critterpillars!”

“Anybody else wanna try?” Pete offered.

“Ugh,” Izzie grumbled. “What about me?”

“Nooooo.” Pete drew the single syllable out four times its necessary length. “Guests first, right?”

Izzie rolled her eyes, but there was no malice in her voice or expression.

“Um, no thank you,” Prinna shook her head firmly.

“I’ll try a piece,” I said.

Pete smiled and handed me a piece, and Kaz silently requested another by hesitantly reaching toward the small pile.

“Here,” Pete chuckled and offered Kaz another piece of the jerky.

“Thank you,” Kaz said, and she quickly devoured the strange meat.

I gave my piece a tentative sniff, and sure enough it smelled like fish. I couldn’t even decide what kind of fish it smelled like. It was just like a whole ocean of fish condensed down into a single concoction.

I shrugged, popped the jerky into my mouth, and started to chew.

It was shockingly tender, and it had a consistency almost like broiled steak.

“Wow,” I said out of the corner of my mouth.

“Isn’t it so good?” Kaz asked.

“I’m pretty shocked to say this but yes,” I laughed and finished the piece.

“I told you!” Kaz giggled with victory.

I ran my tongue around my teeth and discovered there was an unmistakable fishy aftertaste, but I was pleased to learn it didn’t linger.

“That’s really good,” I said.

“Now can I have some?” Izzie asked in an exasperated tone.

“Of course, sister,” Pete said in a playfully mocking voice.

Izzie picked the largest piece of jerky still in the linen bundle. Pete gave her a wounded look, and Izzie responded with an innocent smile.

We settled into seated positions around the cottage and enjoyed the rest of the shark jerky. By the time we were done, I was starting to feel the rising tension of our mission that laid ahead.

We’d hardly discussed it at all other than to mention it would happen, but I didn’t know when or how. Questions started to pile up in my head, and I decided to voice my concerns.

“So when are we going to do this thing?” I asked.

It was like I’d dumped a fog of darkness into the cottage, and everyone’s lighthearted moods faded into seriousness.

“After dark,” Pete said.

“For the cover?” I assumed.

“Yeah.” Pete nodded. “We might also get lucky, and some of his men will be out.”

“We should assume they will all be there,” Izzie countered.

“The last time we were here you said some of his crew were out at sea,” I said. “Is that still right? Are we still looking at the same numbers?”

“Should be, yeah,” Pete said. “That ship’s not back at the docks yet.”

“Does that mean Crick has no way to leave the island?” Prinna asked.

“Nah.” Pete shook his head. “His personal ship’s still anchored off shore.”

“He has two?” Kaz asked.

“Yeah,” Izzie said. “His personal ship and his crew-manned ship.”

“Okay,” I said, and I shifted into a more specific gear. “We went over the grounds last time, but we’ll have to go inside the manor this time. What do you know about the layout?”

“Uh, yeah…” Pete looked around like he was trying to remember where he’d put something important. “Where…?”

“Do you want some paper?” I asked.

“You have more?” Pete asked.

“I thought you might like to have some to keep,” I said as I pulled the drawing supplies from my rucksack. “I have plenty, so these are for you.”

“Paper!” Izzie gasped.

“I told you!” Pete sighed with exasperation.

Izzie sighed in return, and she leaned back against the wall where she sat on her narrow bed. I couldn’t help but grin at her affectionate impatience with her brother, and I found my eyes wandering over her.

She sat with one leg tucked under her and the other knee bent in front of her chest. Her right arm draped over that knee, and her left rested comfortably beside her. After a few seconds, she reached up to twist the end of one of her many braids between the fingers of her right hand. The movement was so gentle and feminine, it caught me completely off guard.

My eyes felt glued to the pads of her fingertips, and I found myself wondering if her hands had developed the signature calluses of a hard life filled with work. That wondering quickly led down a road of imaging the feel of her hands on my arms, my chest, and every other part of my body.

Heat rose up the back of my neck, and my heart started to beat harder in my chest. In the next second, I realized Izzie’s bright blue eyes were roaming over my chest, and a shock of embarrassed panic shot through my brain like a bucket of electrified ice water.

Suddenly, her eyes were locked with mine, and I could almost see the lust in me reflected back in their blue irises. Her high cheekbones flushed, and her lips parted in a silent gasp.

Time seemed to grind to a halt as Izzie and I got lost in the depths of each other’s gazes. After what felt like an hour or two, but was probably no more than a second, the corners of her lips turned up in the tiniest of grins.

“Sam,” Pete’s insistent voice struck through the fog in my brain.

I blinked dumbly and turned to look at him.

“What?” I asked in a voice that was thick with desire, and I cleared my throat. “Sorry, what did you say?”

“I was sayin’ Crick’s private rooms are ‘ere,” Pete explained with an arched eyebrow as he pointed at his crudely sketched map.

“Right, right,” I said, and I leaned forward to get a better look.

The brown-haired man had drawn a basic floor plan that couldn’t possibly be to scale. However, it did seem useful as it laid out the path we’d have to take through the manor to get to where Captain Crick was most likely to be when we arrived.

“If we move quietly we might be able to get to him before he even knows we’re there,” I said.

“That’s the goal,” Pete agreed. “We should try to use our swords for as long as we can.”

“That’ll keep our cover,” I said.

“Exactly.” Pete nodded, and he pointed at another room. “If Crick’s not in his rooms, he’ll probably be ‘ere.”

“So…” Kaz hummed in a contemplative tone. “We enter the house, kill as many of his men as we need to to get to Captain Crick, and then–”

“I get my revenge,” Izzie interrupted. “Crick’s mine, no matter what happens. No one else touches him.”

Izzie gave an icy-cold stare around the room, and she made sure to make eye contact with each of us.

“Got it?” Izzie was dead serious.

“Yes,” Kaz said while Prinna nodded.

Pete gestured vaguely to agree to the terms.

“Understood,” I said.

“Good.” Izzie nodded and relaxed back against the wall once more.

We went over the numbers and route once more. The plan was for Prinna to guide us through the house if the need to avoid any large groups of pirates arose. If we encountered groups we could handle in pieces, Kaz was to charm one or two of them while the others were dealt with. Pete, Izzie, and I were on killing duty.

The sibling pair were without a doubt our best fighters, and I felt comfortable enough to be able to hold my own. The goal was to protect Kaz and Prinna so they could use their magic to our greatest advantage.

It was a solidly organized plan that incorporated all of our various skills, and knowing how many men we were going up against, I felt confident in it. As long as we stayed focused and worked together, it should go off without a hitch.

“We wondered what you wanted to do about the manor itself?” Kaz asked, and her voice drew me back into the conversation.

“What do you mean?” Izzie asked.

“Well, your initial plan was to burn the entire building to ash,” Prinna reminded the blue-eyed pirate. “Is that still what you want?”

“Oh, right…” Izzie’s face scrunched up in contemplation.

“Technically, the land is s’posed to be ours,” Pete pointed out.

“I know,” Izzie sighed. “But do we even want it anymore? I honestly don’t know if I even want to stay here after this.”

“We could bring you somewhere else,” I offered. “Help you travel to another realm when we’re done.”

Izzie and Pete looked at each other and shared a silent conversation for a long moment. Pete’s mouth turned down in a childlike pout, and his eyes pleaded with his sister.

“I want the boat,” Pete said.

“Like that surprises me,” Izzie said with affectionate sarcasm.

“Well, that way we could travel together,” Pete said. “We could leave this place behind.”

“You could become a venturer like you always dreamed,” Izzie added.

“Aahhh,” Pete sighed wistfully.

“So…” I looked between the siblings. “Did you want to burn it down or no?”

“I guess not,” Izzie sighed.

“Definitely not right away,” Pete insisted.

“At least not whilst we’re inside,” Prinna laughed.

“Or afore we get the gold and gems out,” Pete chuckled.

I swallowed hard. “Gold and gems?”

“Crick’s pretty fucking smug about his collection,” Izzie said with contempt.

“He’s rumored to have a room bigger than this house.” Pete raised his arms to encompass the cottage’s four walls. “All filled with trunks of treasure.”

“Whoa,” I breathed as I tried to fend off the urge to hoard every last stone and disc of gold the way a dragon would.

“You can take whatever you want from there,” Izzie said. “All I desire is my revenge.”

“I just want the boat,” Pete sighed, and then he smirked. “Well… Maybe a few handfuls of gold fer good measure…”

“Hang on.” I raised my hands to pause the conversation and shook my head. “You’re saying there’s multiple trunks supposedly filled with treasure, and you only want a handful?”

“Treasure and gold is far less appealing to me than Crick’s blood in a pool at my feet,” Izzie said in an icy tone.

“I just want the ship,” Pete laughed and shrugged.

I turned to look at my magical lovers, and they wore similar expressions of surprise and amazement on their faces. Kaz and Prinna’s eyes were wide, and I could almost see all the questions and squeals of excitement jumbling around inside their minds.

I gave them a subtle little nod to indicate that all that treasure could do everything they were probably thinking. We could finish all the renovations on the inn, purchase all the furniture and decor we could ever want, repave the driveway, build a huge deck or pool, and still have enough money to never have to work again for the rest of our lives. And that was all on top of the millions I already had in my bank account.

That amount of treasure would make me Jeff Bezos or Elon Musk level rich.

“Um, okay,” I said.

“It’s the least we can do,” Pete said. “Ye’ve helped us in a way I can’t really describe. I’m no wordsmith, but this is important to my sister, and she’s important ta me.”

“It should be enough payment,” Izzie said, and for the first time looked almost uncertain. “Right?”

“Yes,” I assured her. “The amount you’re talking about would be an assload more than enough as far as I’m concerned.”

“What in the devil is an assload?” Izzie asked with a startled expression.

“It’s just a phrase from my realm,” I chuckled. “It’s a fun way to say a lot.”

“Odd,” Izzie murmured.

“Our realm is full of strange and humorous expressions like that,” Kaz giggled.

“Curious,” Izzie said.

“That’s the kinda stuff we could learn with Crick’s ship,” Pete said. “Travel to other realms an’ all.”

“I don’t know that I’d want to travel forever,” Izzie admitted. “I think I’d rather find one place to call home.”

“We could help you with that,” I said.

“Murder first,” Izzie said as a gleeful smile spread across her face.

“Right,” I laughed. “Murder first.”

I shook my head at the fucking weirdness of that reality, and I reminded myself this was a lawless land and the legalities I’d grown up with had no bearing here. As far as moral parameters, Crick certainly had it coming.

Our conversation shifted as we wasted away the rest of the daylight hours together, and I provided some fruit, nuts, and deli meats and cheese to snack on. Somehow we got around to the topic of their father, and my women and I learned more about the pirate captain who’d raised Pete and Izzie nearly on his own.

“Father did his best to teach us to speak properly,” Izzie explained. “Pete sank into poorer habits after he died.”

“It just sorta happened,” Pete said with a shrug. “I ain’t mean to do it.”

“Father would slap you for saying ‘ain’t’ if he were here,” Izzie scoffed. “He hated that word.”

“Why was he so adamant about teaching you to speak that way?” Prinna wondered.

“He said only the people here speak the way we do,” Izzie explained. “He’d planned to eventually work us into his crew, if that was what we chose, and he wanted us to be able to travel without making a mockery of ourselves.”

“I was meant ta go on the next journey with him,” Pete sighed.

“Oh, that must have been so hard for you,” Kaz murmured. “Not just to lose your father, but to be so close to your dream just to have it snatched away.”

“Like I said,” Pete muttered. “I just want that ship.”

“It’s yours,” I said, and I lightened my tone. “I wouldn’t even know how to sail a ship anyway.”

“We’d never be able to get it home, either,” Prinna laughed.

“How in the devil do you three travel across The Boundless?” Izzie looked entirely confused.

“What do you mean?” I asked.

“Father said a ship was the only way to traverse The Boundless,” Izzie explained. “If you don’t know how to sail, how the hell are you getting from one realm to the next?”

Holy shit. What the fuck was The Boundless even like? Was it just some gigantic ocean between realms? Or was it closer to the ships that sailed right through empty space like in Treasure Planet? I only had more questions now.

“Maybe I’ll show you if we get through tonight.” I tried to make my tone light and confident.

“My question was more how do ya travel so fast?” Pete asked. “When ya said ye’d be back in six days, I didn’t believe ya. Then ya came back in just three. How’d ya do it?”

“We don’t travel by ship,” Kaz answered.

Izzie and Pete looked confused, and the blue-eyed woman shook her eyes.

“You’re very strange people,” Izzie said.

“Father always said the people were most odd,” Pete chuckled.

Izzie and Pete quickly launched into several stories about their father’s travels and they all sounded as intense and fantastical as the ones they’d told during our first night together. I didn’t believe them as far as I could throw Big John, but they spoke with earnest belief in every word.

Finally, after one outrageous tale, I laughed.

“He really embellished those stories for you, didn’t he?” I raked my hand through my hair.

“What?” Izzie’s eyebrows furrowed. “Of course not.”

“There ain’t no need,” Pete said.

“Every story is true,” Izzie added with a nod.

“Wow,” I murmured. I still didn’t fully believe that, but I could tell it wasn’t worth arguing about. “That’s incredible.”

I had no desire to tarnish the memory of their father or insult them by trying to debate about whether the stories were factual or not. I’d seen plenty of wild shit in the realms so far, and I’d only been traveling for less than two months. There was no telling what kind of shit a man could run into during a lifetime of venturing.

Regardless, though, I still felt fairly skeptical about the realm of twenty-foot-tall beetle-men they spoke of. That just sounded too insane, even for what I’d seen with my own eyes.

The afternoon and evening passed in a friendly and casual manner. Pete and Izzie showed us how to sharpen our blades to a level that could slice a human hair without even trying. I showed them how to unload and reload their guns a few times until they felt confident in the actions.

We rested our bodies, fed our bellies, and stayed hydrated with the food and water I’d brought. I told everyone a small bit about my own childhood after some curiosity from Pete and Izzie. They were all amazed by my explanation of public schools in the United States.

“So all the children just sit in a room together to learn?” Izzie was baffled. “That sounds like the worst way to learn something.”

“Right?” Pete laughed. “Kids gotta learn by doin’.”

“I thought so as well,” Kaz murmured.

I shrugged. “I don’t know, it’s just how it is. I mean some families do what’s called homeschooling where the parents are responsible for teaching their kids, but most families can’t afford not to work to earn money.”

“Your realm is very confusing,” Izzie decided.

“I’ve lived there for a couple weeks now, and I still find it very odd at times,” Prinna agreed.

“Oh, right,” Izzie said. “You’re all from different realms, aren’t you?”

“That’s right.” Kaz smiled.

“Another venturer, bringin’ folks together from all over the Grymm,” Pete chuckled.

Before much longer, the cottage sank into darkness, and I glanced outside to see the sun sinking below the horizon.

“Sunset,” Pete noted.

A hush fell over the cottage, and we all just sat silently for a long moment. Izzie was the first to move, and once she stood up, the rest of us followed. I debated on whether to leave my rucksack at the house or not, and after a moment, I decided it didn’t make sense to leave it behind. It held all our extra weapons and ammo, and it would allow me to haul all the gold and gems I could possibly want out of the manor after our victory.

Pete, Izzie, Kaz, and Prinna armed themselves with the weapons I’d provided, and the pirate siblings secured their usual blades and guns in place as well. Izzie took a long thin strip of leather and tied all her braids into one bundle with it. Pete slung the AR-15 on his shoulder, and he tucked several extra magazines into the pockets of his coat.

I secured my Sig and one of the extra Glocks to my belt and made sure my short sword was in place as well as my venturer’s badge. I’d started to feel like it was bringing me a bit of good luck in all our travels, and I couldn’t imagine losing it. It had constantly opened doors for me, and I didn’t just mean the literal doors of the inn. Everywhere we went, when people noticed the jade-green badge, their attitudes toward me immediately shifted.

It took us a few minutes to ready ourselves, and then we stood staring at one another in the middle of the cottage.

“Everybody ready?” I asked.

“Hell yes.” Pete smirked.

“I was ready days ago,” Izzie said.

Kaz and Prinna nodded silently at me, and I gave them a reassuring smile in return.

“Alright,” I breathed deeply. “Let’s do this shit.”


Chapter 16

The path was dark before us as we followed Pete west toward Captain Crick’s manor. We moved as quietly as humanly possible, but the night around us was far from silent.

The sounds of the island’s insects seemed to have quadrupled in volume since the daytime, and we could hear the ruckus noise of more than one rowdy gathering in the distance. Boisterous laughter accompanied by the occasional thump of a falling body or crack of broken glass pierced the night. This whole place sounded like a pirate pub brawl gone wild.

Most of the noise of people faded behind us as we hiked further away from Pete and Izzie’s cottage, but another group grew louder. We discovered The Last Stop Pub was crowded with pirates deep in their drink, and we skirted through the brush to avoid drawing too much attention to ourselves.

“Fucker!” a rough voice shouted as we passed the lantern-lit tavern.

A second later, a fat man was tossed out the front door by three younger guys. His enormous weight landed with a brutal thump on the dirt path, and a cloud of dust wafted up around him.

“Pricks,” the fat man grumbled.

He drunkenly pushed himself to his feet and dusted himself off. Then he started to weave off-balance down the path in the opposite direction of us. He made it about thirty feet before he toppled over again.

“He’s blacked out,” Prinna whispered to me.

“He’ll sleep it off there ‘til mornin’,” Pete said.

I nodded, and we continued on our way. My heart rapidly picked up speed inside my chest until I could hear the pounding rhythm of my pulse in my ears. About a hundred yards from where I knew we’d cross into Crick’s land, we paused and pressed the foam plugs into our ears. The drone of insects was immediately dampened into an almost imperceptible buzz in the back of my skull, and our whispered conversation didn’t make it past the hearing protection.

“Stay together,” Pete whispered the words, but no sound made it into my ears.

We all nodded in agreement, took steadying breaths, and pulled our preferred bladed weapons from their sheaths.

With the AR-15 slung across his back, Pete led us around to the northeast side of Crick’s land, and Prinna positioned herself right behind him so she could signal the approach of any enemies.

It was silent and heart-pounding for several minutes, but we didn’t encounter anyone until we reached the dilapidated fence that ran the perimeter of the property.

I watched Prinna’s hand reach up and tensely tap on Pete’s shoulder.

His footsteps halted immediately, and he looked over his shoulder at the white-blonde witch.

Prinna held up two fingers to indicate the number of guards, and then she angled her index finger in the right direction. Two seconds later, I heard the sound of two male voices chatting belligerently with one another. I slipped an ear plug partly out for a second to eavesdrop a little more easily.

“… gon’ be a long’in again,” one voice said.

“Yep,” the other agreed. “Crick’s done lost ‘is shit.”

“Naw,” the first replied. “Davey and Pin ‘ad them throats slit. We ain’t got no clue what happened to Cotton that night, neither. An’ we still dunno how they got the best’a Jim an’ Fig.”

“No way’ll they come back ‘ere,” the second voice retorted. “Them’d be idjits to try and do more. Crick’ll get ‘em soon ‘nuff.”

“There hada be more ‘an just them two,” the first man insisted. “No way’d lil’ Petey get that whore out by ‘imself.”

They were discussing our break-in three nights past. There was no doubt about it in my mind.

During the two men’s conversation, we hid behind a large patch of overgrown bushes, and I was eternally grateful Crick didn’t seem to give a shit about his landscaping maintenance.

The two pirates walked closer, and we finally got a look at them. One was tall and thin with a bald head and scraggly beard. The other was significantly shorter and rounder with greasy floppy hair and about a day of stubble on his weak chin. They wore filthy shirts with poorly-sewn patches on them, and their leather pants and boots looked like they were on their last inches of life.

The men passed us, and I looked to Pete to see what our move would be.

Before the blue-eyed pirate could give any instruction, Izzie leaped out of the bushes and onto the tall man’s back like a fucking spider monkey.

Between one beat of my heart and the next, Izzie ripped through the tall man’s throat with one of her butterfly swords. A half-second later, she stretched her right arm out and slashed through the short man’s neck as her first kill dropped to the ground. The momentum of her perch’s fall to the grass intensified her second attack, and she nearly decapitated the short fat man.

They were both dead in a matter of seconds, and I was pretty sure the tall man hadn’t even had the time to know what had happened to him.

If there was a heaven or hell, he would probably arrive in a state of pure confusion and shock.

I was plenty shocked at the speed with which Izzie ended their lives, too, and my mouth hung open like a goldfish gasping for air.

Kaz and Prinna wore similarly shocked expressions as the three of us looked at Pete. He just sort of shrugged with a bit of brotherly pride in his eyes before he gestured for us to hide the bodies.

Pete and I grabbed hold of the fatter man’s body while the three women shared the weight of the tall lanky pirate. We hauled them out behind the bushes we’d hidden behind and shoved them as far under the low branches as possible.

I took a step back to judge our handiwork, and it looked pretty decent. In the dark of the night, any guards or passersby would have to look in just the right spot from nearby to see either of the dead bodies.

Izzie jerked her head to say we should keep moving, and I could see just how tightly her teeth were clenched. The muscles in the corner of her jaw flexed with silent, cold rage. She was fierce and silent like a great white shark, and it was the most surprisingly sexy thing I’d ever seen.

Izzie took the lead, but Pete made sure to walk just a step behind her. Prinna followed the pair so she could quickly alert them to more guards with as much time as possible. Then Kaz walked stealthily beside me at the rear of our group.

We wove between the overgrowth and rotting wooden structures that I assumed had once been sheds, chicken coops, or other common farm structures. About thirty yards further into the property, Prinna reached out and touched both siblings’ shoulders.

Their feet stopped like they’d been locked in by super magnets, and Prinna silently indicated the location and number of men ahead. Her single finger said there was only one this time, and Kaz smirked eagerly.

My Enchanted lover stepped forward and silently communicated that she would handle this pirate. Pete looked excited to watch her work, but Izzie had a wrinkle of worry between her eyebrows.

I nodded confidently at Izzie to assure her Kaz had it well under control, and then I motioned for Prinna to watch her back.

Prinna gave me a look that said, “Of fucking course I will.”

I grinned at my witchy lover and turned to watch Kaz saunter out into the open. We all strained to peer over, around, or through the bushes we’d taken cover behind, and I caught sight of the solo guard.

He was an average-sized man with a beard that hung all the way to the middle of his chest. He had a patch over his left eye and whistled softly as he strolled through the calf-high grass.

Kaz moved forward, and I could see the exact instant his one eye landed on her gorgeous face. I quickly pulled one earplug out so I could hear their hushed conversation.

“Why, ahoy there, missy,” the long-bearded pirate said in a voice that made my skin crawl. “Whatcha doin’ out ‘ere all–”

“Good evening,” Kaz interrupted in that slippery, magical voice of hers.

She walked right up and stopped just a foot away from him, and the man’s jaw hung open. He barely blinked, and Kaz had him completely ensnared.

“How are you tonight, good sir?” Kaz asked.

“Better now,” the pirate said.

“Would you do a little something for me?” Kaz asked softly. “Please?”

“A-anythin’ fer ya,” the man answered.

“Go down to the water,” Kaz purred, and she pointed toward where I knew there was a sharp cliff that dropped down to the ocean below. “Have a little swim. Get yourself all tired, and enjoy a nap. You work too hard and deserve to treat yourself.”

“Aye,” the bearded man moaned with exhaustion.

“Go on, sweetie,” Kaz said in that musical voice. “Enjoy your evening.”

“Mmm.” He nodded slowly, and his path veered sharply toward the cliff face.

My eyes went wide with shock as I realized Kaz had just charmed that man into walking off the edge and into the ocean below. Even if he didn’t die immediately from the impact on the rocks, he would probably drown from exhaustion before he could swim back to the beach.

As soon as Kaz was certain he was following her path toward the sea, she turned around and scurried back to join us in the bushes. A huge, smug grin took up half of her beautiful face, and I couldn’t help but smile at the adorable way she’d just murdered that guy.

What the fuck was anything anymore?

Shit, my life had changed so dramatically in such a short time, but I didn’t have a second to spare on those thoughts.

Prinna quickly signaled that two more men were approaching, and my body tensed with anticipation. My white-blonde lover motioned for us to hold completely still, and the pair of dark-skinned pirates walked past us without noticing.

I was just starting to wonder if we were going to let them just pass us by when Pete and Izzie moved in familiar unison. They each seemed to agree on who would take whom without speaking a single word or even any kind of hand gesture that I could see.

And suddenly, their swords were around the two dark-skinned pirates’ throats, and the only sound that came from them was a tiny squeak. Then there was a spurt of blood, and they slowly lowered the two bodies to the ground.

It was alarming how quickly we’d racked up a significant body count, and we weren’t even inside the manor yet.

My heart just kept hammering in my chest, but my hands were steady as I held my short sword in a defensive position.

Pete nodded at an uneven stack of logs beside what looked like a fallen tree. The large trunk was rotting into nothing rapidly at this point in its decay process, and we shoved one of the bodies under the hollowed-out log. The other body was quickly hidden under a huge pile of dried sticks and branches. It looked like someone had been ordered to tidy up the mess of the fallen tree into a pile, but then nothing more was ever done with it.

Once the dead pirates’ bodies were sufficiently hidden from view, we moved on once more. Now the manor was only about eighty feet away, and I almost wanted to make a mad dash toward the front door. Sense and commitment to my companions kept my feet moving at a cautious pace, and we wove our way close to the door in a roundabout way.

When the five of us were about twenty feet away from what had once been a small front porch, Prinna stopped us. We paused on the half-rotten floorboards that were all that remained of the former structure and gave Prinna our eyes.

The white-blonde witch closed her eyes for a moment and raised her right hand. Slowly, one at a time, she raised four fingers to indicate the number of men inside the first room.

“Desire?” I silently mouthed.

Prinna tilted her head like she was listening, but I knew she was searching with her magical senses rather than her physical ones. A disgusted snarl curled her beautiful lips into an unpleasant shape, and her face paled under her tan. She squinted with an obvious look of hatred in her hazel eyes, and then she waved for us to move back to a further spot.

I assumed she needed to speak to us, so I gestured for everyone to follow her.

Izzie stared at the door with bloodthirsty longing, and for three long seconds, I feared she would bust inside anyway. She was the most headstrong woman I’d ever met, and I could see why Pete felt like he needed to keep such close tabs on her to keep her safe.

She was lethal with a blade, but that hot head of hers seemed to get her into trouble. Thankfully, she huffed through her upturned nose and followed us off the front porch.

We huddled under the long tendrils of a weeping willow tree that badly needed trimming, and Prinna explained.

“Four men,” she whispered. “They’re lounging and desire a… good time.”

Prinna looked like she wanted to vomit, and I thought I knew exactly what she meant.

“Whores?” Pete asked with a little nod.

“Yes.” Prinna grimaced.

“That could work for us,” Kaz whispered.

There was a look of inspiration in her violet eyes, and she stared at Prinna and Izzie. The blue-eyed woman was the first to catch on, and a second later the witch seemed to understand, too.

Pete looked at me with the same complete confusion I felt, but a moment later, I figured it out, too. Kaz wanted to use those horrible men’s lust to our advantage.

“Do you think that’s the best course?” I asked.

“It will distract them long enough for me to get them,” Kaz insisted. “Then you two come in, and we finish the job together.”

“Ooooh,” Pete breathed with delayed realization. “That’s brilliant.”

“Let’s do it,” Izzie said.

“I’m in,” Prinna said.

They all looked at me as the only one undecided. I had concerns, of course, but I trusted Kaz and Prinna. Pete and Izzie were fierce assassins if nothing else, and if it came down to it, we could pull our guns and get them all.

“How many more are in the house?” I asked Prinna.

“Let me look,” she said, and she closed her eyes for a long moment. “Two more upstairs together. A third somewhere on the far end of the manor, and two others in the back.”

“The one by ‘imself is probably Crick,” Pete said.

“He seems… confident,” Prinna murmured. “Unbothered.”

“Yeah, that’s him alright.” Izzie rolled her eyes.

“Okay, so four in the first room,” I recounted. “Then two more pairs of two, plus Crick himself.”

Between Pete, Izzie, Prinna, and myself, we had way more than enough rounds loaded in our respective pistols already to take out that many men twice over even if we missed almost half our shots. Those were pretty good odds, especially considering Pete and Izzie were both really good shots.

“Okay,” I agreed. “Let’s go with Kaz’s plan.”

All three ladies smirked with excitement, and they took a collective moment to make themselves look a bit more slutty. I hated to use that word to describe any of them, even Izzie, who I’d only known a very short time, but it was the most accurate. It was also the facts of their intentions.

They needed to look a bit more like whores for hire to not immediately raise the suspicion of Crick’s men.

“What do we say when we go in?” Prinna asked as she pushed her breasts higher toward her collar.

“Tell ‘em Crick hired ya,” Pete answered.

“Yeah, they’ll believe that,” Izzie agreed.

“That won’t be suspicious?” I asked.

“Not if I hang back to give you time to charm them,” Izzie said.

“And it ain’t the first time he’s done it,” Pete said with a bit of displeasure in his voice.

I grimaced a bit at the notion, too. Any man who had to pay for sex was less of a man in my eyes.

“Ready?” Izzie asked.

Kaz and Prinna nodded, and the three women led us back up to the dilapidated porch. Pete switched his sword to his left hand and pulled the Glock from his belt.

His choice surprised me, but I decided to do the same. It was time for heavy fire. At the same time, the three ladies tucked their blades into their sheaths to lower their initial threat factors, and Izzie went to open the door.

“Give me time to charm them,” Kaz said.

I nodded, and Izzie opened the door for my lovers.

We all paused for a half second on the front porch as four male voices reached us. Their voices were gruff, and they all spoke with the intense lack of pronunciation as the rest of the hardened pirates on the island.

“Gimme that bott’l,” one man chortled.

“Kiss me arse, Ray,” another replied.

The conversation and ruckus laughter came to a quick stop as the three women walked in the front door. Izzie went last, and it looked like she lingered further back than Kaz and Prinna to keep herself more hidden.

“What we got ‘ere, boys?” one man said, and the tone of his voice sounded like an unwelcome touch.

“A gift mayhap?” another responded.

“Aye,” a third man chuckled in a gross way. “Look like the Cap’n wanna reward our hard work.”

“That’s right,” Izzie said in a cloying voice.

Pete and I ground our teeth as we waited for Kaz to ensnare the four men, and we had to keep ourselves just out of sight. The wait was killing me. Finally, after what felt like an hour, she began.

“Hello, boys,” Kaz spoke in that musically magical voice of hers.

“Uuuhhh,” a soft drone was the only reply.

“Have a seat,” Kaz purred.

I gave another suspicious glance around the yard behind us. There was a tingle in the back of my mind that I was being watched, but I couldn’t see anybody anywhere. I reminded myself that most of Crick’s crew were out on his second ship, and that’s why there seemed to be so few men here.

Then I nodded to Pete that we should follow now, and he stormed into the manor without making a single sound. I followed his footsteps carefully, but my boot caused a noisy creak to squeal from the old floorboards.

He really did have magical stealth if his feet were silent in the exact spot mine made noise.

We walked into the manor to find quite a scene.

The large room looked like it was in the middle of a home renovation. Most of the plaster walls were torn down or had simply crumbled with age, and the studs and support beams underneath were visible on every wall. The large picture window had a few shards of glass left, but most of it was covered by boards haphazardly nailed into place. A large sofa that looked like it had once been a fine red velvet sat in the middle of the room. There were large tears in the cushions, and the stuffing stuck out like a dog’s over-loved toy. Two matching armchairs that were so filthy they were nearly black anchored either side of the sofa, and a low wooden crate acted as a coffee table in the middle.

The pirates were just as filthy and unkempt as the room itself. Two sat on the sofa and the other two filled the armchairs with their large forms.

The three closest to us had glazed-over looks in their eyes as they gazed at Kaz, but the fourth didn’t seem quite as ensnared as his companions. His brown eyes were locked on Kaz, but he wasn’t as dopey-looking as the targets of her charm usually were.

“Go,” I hissed to Pete.

“Now just stay there, boys,” Kaz murmured. “No need to get up on our occasion.”

Izzie walked closer to stand behind the sofa between the two men there, while Pete walked to the dumbfounded pirate in the armchair. I started to shift closer to the other armchair where the man who didn’t seem quite as deep in Kaz’s charms sat.

“Goodbye,” Izzie hissed.

At the same time she spoke, she pierced the pair of her matching butterfly blades straight down into the two pirates’ collarbones at a lethal angle. I knew enough about human anatomy to know they either would die of rapid blood loss, or they would drown in their own blood as it poured into their severed esophaguses.

A half second later, Pete launched around to the front of his target, and he wasted no time in slicing his sword straight into the man’s heart.

My target was furthest away, so it took me another second to get there, and the tiny delay mixed with the sight of his buddies getting fucking murdered in front of him seemed to shake him slightly out of Kaz’s influence.

“Sit down,” Kaz instructed him in her slippery tone.

His eyebrows furrowed as he tried to push himself to his feet, but I bolted the last two feet toward him. Without really thinking about it, I struck.

The point of my short sword skewered into his chest a bit off my intended mark. I felt the abrupt wall of bone from one of his ribs, and the pain must have knocked him the rest of the way into lucidity.

“Aaah!” he yelled.

“Shit,” Pete hissed somewhere behind me.

As quick as lightning, I pulled my sword free from the pirate’s chest, and I stabbed directly into the base of his throat. My blade sunk clear through the softer tissue of his windpipe, and it sliced between the vertebrae in his neck. Fear at the noise that had escaped his mouth made me throw all my force behind the attack, and my sword sank clear into his throat until the hilt touched his skin, and I nearly toppled onto his lap.

“Fuck,” I gasped as I caught myself.

The pirate’s eyes went wide with horror as his mouth gaped with shock and an instinctual need to suck air back into his body. I could imagine the blood filling his lungs, and then it spilled up out of his open mouth.

A horrible sound somewhere between a cough and a gasp spewed from his mouth, and with it came a spray of bright red blood. The little droplets splattered all over me, and I felt them flick across my face.

The sensation made my stomach turn, and I suddenly realized this wasn’t even my first kill. I’d killed two men the other night, and I hadn’t really thought about it at all. Now it suddenly felt insane to me, but there wasn’t time to dwell on that now.

“Ready!” Pete hissed.

His voice pulled me out of my shocked thoughts and the question of was this insane or so fucking cool, and I heard the sound of at least two pairs of feet coming down a set of stairs somewhere nearby.

“Ray?” a voice called. “Ya ’right?”

The five of us shared an intense look as we stayed utterly silent, and a second later, the feet started to move again.

“Ray?” the voice called more insistently.

But we were already moving to intercept the newcomers. Pete and Izzie shifted to stand on either side of the doorway that led up to the stairs, and they pressed their backs against the wall with their swords at the ready.

Prinna hid behind Izzie, and I rushed around the room to stand beside Pete. Meanwhile, Kaz lingered a bit more in the open. I knew she was preparing to ensnare one or both of the men, but I still didn’t like her being so in the open.

“Fuck, Ray!” the man growled as he appeared in the doorway, and his eyes scanned the murder scene before him.

He didn’t get another word in before Izzie popped out from the side of the doorway, and she efficiently slashed both of her butterfly blades in the shape of a huge X across his chest and throat.

Blood sprayed out in every direction. Izzie was painted with the liquid, and she grinned maliciously as the man dropped to the floor like a marionette whose strings had been cut.

“What the fuck!” the second man shouted. “Intruders! In–”

Pete launched out and nearly chopped the man’s whole head off before he could sound the alarm again. His face flopped backward from the momentum of Pete’s attack, and his big-bellied body fell backwards like a tree.

But as soon as we took the pair down, another set of feet pounded across the floor above us.

“Shit,” I hissed. “More incoming!”

Without a single word to any of us, Izzie threw herself through the doorway and bolted up the stairs two at a time. Pete growled quickly as he set off after her, and I only hesitated a second before I followed behind them. Kaz and Prinna climbed the steps after me, and by the time the three of us reached the landing at the top, Izzie was already in bladed combat with another pirate.

She had one butterfly blade in her hand as she fended off the tall man’s attacks, and I tried to figure out where her other sword had gone. It only took me two seconds to find it.

It was embedded in the chest of another pirate who was dead on the floor halfway down the hall. He looked familiar, and I realized it was the pirate who’d snatched her up in the market the first time I’d laid eyes on her.

My eyes flashed back to Izzie now as she ducked under the overpowered swing of her opponent’s cutlass. He was the only pirate we’d come across so far who was armed and ready to fight. I started to pull my Sig from its holster, but Pete laid a hand on my arm and shook his head slightly.

“It’s her fight,” Pete muttered.

I ground my teeth together, and I laid my hand on the butt of my gun anyway. But I respected Pete enough to leave it in the holster still. He gave me a tiny look before we turned back to watch Izzie fight.

She faced off with the pirate again, and he stood a good head taller than any of us. His chest was broad, but he looked like he wasn’t in the best shape. His bottom jaw was slack, and he breathed roughly from his mouth as he fought with the blue-eyed woman.

“Aah!” Izzie growled as she tried to maneuver under his arms for a killing strike.

The overweight pirate stumbled backward just a second too late to avoid Izzie’s strike completely, and her blade sliced through the outermost layer of skin on the upper left side of his chest. He sucked in a sharp breath, and the dirty fabric of his shirt hung open as blood slowly streamed from the three-inch-long surface cut.

Izzie didn’t pause or hesitate, though, and she threw herself after him as he tried to back down the hall. The floorboards were uneven, and the heel of his boot caught at one board that stuck up a good inch into the air.

“Aah!” he gasped as he lost his balance, and he tumbled backward.

Izzie pounced on him like a tiger onto her prey, and she sank her remaining butterfly blade directly into the gap just below the center of his sternum. She sank the blade in all the way and then yanked the handle toward her to cut into his innards at a sharp angle. For good measure, Izzie rotated the sword a full turn, and all I could imagine was how his organs now looked like the stuff that came out of an industrial meat grinder.

His final breath wheezed from his chest before she’d even completed the action, and Izzie remained perched on his corpse for another two seconds. From my position on the top step, I could see the satisfied smirk on her face. I almost wondered if that man had been Crick himself, but I knew there was no way she would have killed the captain that quickly.

Izzie pulled her blade from the man’s chest and wiped it across his blood-soaked shirt as his internal organs bulged out from the gaping wound she’d created. It wasn’t quite wide enough for much to make its way from the inside to the outside, but something squishy, pink, and covered in blood spilled out nonetheless. Then Izzie stood up and turned over her shoulder to look right at Prinna.

“One left?” Izzie asked in a deathly quiet voice.

“Um,” Prinna breathed and took a second to check.

When my white-blonde lover opened her eyes again, she nodded, held up one finger, and pointed at a door at the end of the hall.

I was amazed at how generally easy this had all been so far, and I kept waiting for more pirates to pour out of the other rooms and ambush us. I just reminded myself that we were smart, we’d done this the right way, and Pete and Izzie were both insanely good fighters. We’d come over prepared for the worst-case scenario, and apparently we had a little luck on our side as well.

Izzie took a deep breath and headed straight for the door Prinna had pointed out. She ripped her thrown butterfly blade from the dead pirate’s chest on her way by. Pete hurried to follow, and he took a wide step around the gutted pirate. My heart lurched as I moved to join them, and I turned back to check on Kaz and Prinna as we all headed down the blood-slick floorboards of the hall.

Kaz grimaced at the two dead pirates as we passed, and Prinna pointedly avoided looking at them at all. We all stopped just behind Izzie where she’d waited at the closed door.

Prinna’s eyebrows furrowed with confusion, and at the same instant that Izzie started to open the door, my white-blonde witch gasped,

“Stop,” Prinna hissed, but it was too late.


Chapter 17

Izzie opened the door, and in front of us stood Captain Crick and four more men we had no idea about. I didn’t even have time to wonder how and why Prinna had been unable to locate them as everyone exploded into movement around me. There would be time to ask those questions later, assuming we survived.

Kaz and Prinna threw themselves back and away from the door as Crick’s four men started to charge.

But Pete reacted faster, and he moved with such speed, it was like someone had given him super speed. He whipped the Glock from his holster and fired two shots before I even had my Sig in my hand.

The first of Pete’s bullets punched square in the middle of one man’s forehead, and he was dead before he hit the ground. The second found its home in another pirate’s cheek. The hole ripped through the soft flesh of the man’s face, and he howled with pain as he covered the bloody wound with one hand.

I pulled my Sig in those fateful seconds between the door opening and Pete’s target’s body hitting the ground. I wanted to fire at Crick himself, but Izzie’s adamant words echoed in my mind.

“Ugh,” I groaned as I shifted and aimed at the pirate who was stalking toward me.

I fired as he bolted forward like he was going to charge right through me body and soul. The bullet pierced into the space just below his left clavicle. It stalled his footsteps enough for me to adjust my aim, and I squeezed the trigger again. This time, my bullet found its mark right in his left eye.

The man crumpled to the floor, and in a matter of seconds, Pete and I had carved Crick’s numbers from five down to two.

During the brief array of gunfire, Izzie and Crick stood there and glared at one another. The fourth of his guards hadn’t made any effort to move, and the dark-skinned man just stood with his arms crossed over his chest. He was positioned to Crick’s left as if he was just there for the intimidation factor.

I took the chance to get my first real look at Captain Crick.

He was a tall man with a fit physique, especially compared to the tubby and overweight men on his crew. He had a beard that was trimmed neatly at about an inch in length, and a long straight nose. His hair must have once been brown, but now it was much more gray than anything else, and the amount of sun scarring and wrinkles on his face made me guess he was at least fifty.

“Eliza,” Crick purred in a voice that made my skin crawl. “I knew you’d come to me if I was patient enough.”

“Fuck you.” Izzie spat on the ground.

“Oh, come now,” Crick laughed like we hadn’t just killed a bunch of his men. “We can still make this pleasant. All you need to do is fall in line where you belong.”

“How many times I gotta tell you?” Pete growled. “She ain’t yer property, Crick.”

“Stubborn boy,” Crick scoffed, and he flicked a finger.

The silent man beside him opened his mouth and let out a loud yelping sound like some kind of exotic bird. The piercing sound was quickly followed by the pounding of footsteps from downstairs.

“Shit!” Pete hissed.

He turned around and yanked the AR-15 from his back. He hurried halfway back down the hall where he could see the bottom of the stairs, and he tucked the rifle into his shoulder.

“Incoming!” Pete shouted. “Gimme cover!”

“I’m on it!” Prinna shouted, and she hurried over to join Pete.

“How many?” I shouted.

“Thirty?” Pete called back. “Maybe more!”

Crick laughed maniacally like he’d already won, but he had no idea what kind of firepower we had.

In a matter of seconds, I heard the first of their shots. I knew Pete could give us a fair bit of time, and Prinna could hold off the men each time Pete had to reload. But they’d need more ammo.

I ripped the rucksack from my back and practically threw it at Kaz. She knew exactly what I had in mind, and she rushed over to our defenders with all the extra magazines in hand.

Then I turned back to look at Crick’s face. His laughter had faded quickly as the sound of such rapid gunfire filled the manor. Now, his face was an expression somewhere between shock and interest.

“What in the nine seas is that?” Crick bellowed.

“Your downfall, Crick,” Izzie shot back. “You should have learned to leave me the hell alone years ago!”

“And what are you going to do about it now?” Crick scoffed.

The dark-skinned man beside him flexed his bulky arms and cracked his knuckles in an ominous way that shattered the last of my will power. I moved to shoot from the hip like Pete had taught me.

I raised my arm, aimed, and fired all in the blink of an eye, and I was already bettering my aim and moving to fire again before I registered if the first bullet made its target.

By the time I’d fired a third shot, the first one’s hit registered in my mind. The first of my three bullets had pierced into the black man’s chest right above his heart. The second was further up near the base of his throat, and the third sank into the highest part of his forehead as his dead body sank to the ground.

Now Crick was starting to sweat, and finally his bravado seemed to be slipping away. I was pretty confused as to why he’d just stood there the entire time while his men were cut down like dandelions before his eyes.

But I learned his secret as Izzie moved to confront him.

Before Izzie took a second step toward Crick, he reached out one hand, and a cutlass flew across the room into his open palm.

“What the shit!” I hissed and instinctively ducked down.

I watched with amazement and horror as Crick caught Izzie’s attack with his shockingly acquired blade. Crick blocked her strikes one after another, and they started to move round the room as they fought.

I raised my gun to aim at Crick’s head, but Izzie must have seen me from the corner of her eyes.

“Sam!” she shouted with cold rage in her voice.

“Fuck,” I hissed through clenched teeth.

I kept my gun at the ready, but I did as she’d demanded. Crick was hers to kill, but if he was close to killing her, I wouldn’t let it happen.

The consistent sounds of gunfire continued from Pete and Prinna’s firearms, but Kaz shuffled up beside me.

“They good?” I hollered.

“They’re keeping everyone out,” Kaz reported as she raised her voice above the din. “The men down there figured out pretty quickly how deadly Pete’s aim is. They’re testing different things to use as shields, but nothing’s worked yet.”

“Good.” I nodded.

“Izzie’s fighting Crick?” Kaz gasped.

“Yeah.” I scowled. “If it turns in his favor, I’m stepping in.”

“Okay good!” Kaz hurried back to Pete and Prinna.

I assumed she shared the information with the others because a sharp growl of irritation sounded from behind me. I smirked at Pete’s reaction, but my eyes were glued to Izzie.

Her rage was tempered into a lethal edge, and she moved with precision and focus. Crick had been cocky in the beginning, and I wondered how little he thought of Izzie. But as their battle went on, his expression became more and more worried.

My ears ached from the excessive fire of the AR-15, and I shifted my weight onto one knee while I kept a close watch on Izzie.

Suddenly, I saw something new in Izzie’s stance and face, and I realized she was holding back. Holy shit, she was toying with him. I smothered a chuckle as she pretended to struggle to push his sword back, and I knew she had to be enjoying this.

My attention was pulled away from the duel in front of me by a strange sound I couldn’t quite place. I turned back and saw Pete and Prinna firing away at the men downstairs while Kaz worked to keep their ammo coming.

My eyebrows furrowed as I tried to replay the sound in my mind. It had been a creaking noise like a floorboard or a door hinge.

“Shit!” I hissed as movement in the corner of my eye sent my alarm bells ringing.

Three men stormed out of a bedroom just seven steps down the hall right between me and the heavy artillery at the top of the stairs. The three men stomped toward me with lethal grins on their faces, and I caught just a glimpse of an open window in the room behind them.

They must have scaled the side of the house to sneak up on us, and it had nearly worked.

I raised my Sig and fired at the first man without even thinking about it. I nailed him right through his left eye, and he dropped to the floor like a sack of potatoes. The death of the first man only worked to enrage the other two, and they started to run at me.

Adrenaline pumped through me, and everything seemed to slow down.

I fired three more shots at the remaining two men as I backed up as far as I could without putting myself in between Izzie and Crick. Two of my bullets went right into the chest of the third guy who was so tall and skinny he looked like a telephone pole.

“Aaaahhhhooo!” he screamed in pain and dropped to the floor.

The last man slowed down, but he didn’t stop coming for me.

He swung his cutlass at me, and I ducked out of the way just in time. I felt the slight pull of something in my hair, and a small flurry of dark brown curls floated down around me. He must have sliced through some of my hair as I ducked out of the way.

There was no time to worry about the damage to my good looks at the moment, though, and I pointed my gun up at the pirate’s belly. I knew I only had one or two shots left, and I cursed myself for not keeping better count of them.

My heart nearly stopped as I took an extra millisecond to aim, and I fired my gun.

The bullet flew up into the pirate’s side as he tried to strike at me again. The round tore through the muscles in his right side about as close to his bicep as possible.

“Fuuuuucck!” he growled in pain, and he swung out one heavy foot at my face.

I dropped backward onto the floor as he tried to lift his sword again. My bullet had ripped through the muscles that made it possible to lift and swing his arm, and his sword only came up a few inches before he screamed and reached for the blade with his left hand.

While he took a brief assessment of his injuries, I yanked a fresh magazine from my pocket as I let the nearly empty one drop from my pistol, and I shoved ten more rounds into my gun.

Just as he managed to get his sword into his left hand, I raised my gun and fired three shots as rapidly as the gun would allow.

All three bullets sank directly into the chest of the man standing over me, and his eyes went wide with shock.

A second later, blood spurted out from between his lips, and he keeled over sideways. His large body hit the wall with so much force that his head slammed into the hard corner of the door jamb. More blood trickled down the side of his head as he slid to the floor.

It took me a few moments for my logical self to catch up with the survivalist lizard brain part of myself. Then I realized I could still hear the tall skinny pirate moving around over there.

I gave Izzie a quick assessment to make sure she was still managing the situation. She blocked and defended herself against Crick’s swings, so I hurried over to stand above the lanky fucker.

“What’ya gonna do ta me?” the skinny asshole asked around a mouthful of blood.

“Put you out of everyone’s misery,” I answered.

I aimed and quickly executed him with one bullet right between the eyes, and then I hurried back to my place as Izzie’s only direct backup.

Izzie shoved Crick away and took two steps back in a purposeful move that gave her a solid footing away from the old area rug on the floor.

“What, dear Eliza?” Crick mocked as his confidence had a resurgence. “Rethinking my offer?”

Izzie bared her teeth at the pirate captain.

“Ever since you were a child, I knew you were meant to be mine,” Crick lamented. “So beautiful, you were mine to breed. But that attitude, that defiance. It’s unbecoming.”

Izzie stayed stonily silent, and I started to figure out a lot more about the history between these two. Crick had been lusting after Izzie since she was a child? Fucking disgusting, no wonder she had such a burning hatred for this man.

The knowledge helped me stay in my place to allow the blue-eyed woman her vengeance.

“Your father never understood the potential you had,” Crick said in a gross mockery of sadness. “I’d have paid him handsomely for you. So sad it took his death to finally get him out of my way.”

“You sabotaged his ship, didn’t you?” Izzie asked.

“What else was I to do, Eliza?” Crick shrugged lazily. “You always should have been mine, and if he’d gotten the fuck out of my way years ago, you could have already bore me a dozen sons by now. I could have raised you to be the obedient and silent wife you should have been!”

Crick was starting to lose it, but Izzie was calmer than I could even imagine. The soft features of her face seemed to harden like stone with her resolve, and she went on the attack again.

But this time, she didn’t hold back.

Izzie slashed with both of her butterfly swords. She ducked under Crick’s shocked attempt to defend himself, rammed her right leg out, and kicked his bare feet out from underneath him. His sword hand slammed into the edge of a small wooden table, and his blade skittered across the floor.

“Uh!” Crick shouted with shock as he fell back onto his ass.

I threw myself forward and scooped up the blade before he even had a chance to think about grabbing for it.

Crick tried to sit up, but Izzie pushed him back down with one foot on the middle of his chest. She aimed the razor-sharp point of her blade at the place under Crick’s jaw where his heart pounded with fear.

“Eliza,” Crick pleaded in a friendly tone.

“It’s Izzie,” the blue-eyed woman growled.

“I-Izzie, please,” Crick begged now. “I’ll give you whatever you want. Gold, gems, the manor? I know your father bought it for you.”

“Anything I want?” Izzie asked like she was actually considering his offer.

“Anything,” Crick assured her, and there was a spark of hope in his eyes.

I stepped a bit closer so I wouldn’t miss a single thing about Izzie’s revenge or his death.

“I want to watch the life drain from your eyes,” Izzie whispered like the grim reaper himself. “I want to bleed you like a stuck pig and walk away with my freedom.”

“I– but, Eliza! Please!” Crick shouted now.

But his voice was cut off as Izzie pressed the point of her blade so slowly into the tender flesh under his jaw.

Crick squeaked with terror as he tried to cringe away from the blade, but he was trapped on the floor. His eyes went wide and filled with tears as Izzie’s blade punctured his skin, and bright red blood started to ooze out from around the steel.

“Aah, uh,” Crick gasped for breath.

Izzie smiled cruelly as she pulled the blade back out of his throat.

Hope flared in Crick’s eyes, but it was quickly dashed as she slammed her other butterfly sword into his right shoulder. Crick screamed as he was pinned to the floor like an exotic beetle pinned on display.

Then Izzie had her fun, and she poked and sliced small cuts all over his chest and face until he was a bloody, writhing mess of fear.

The sudden acrid smell of urine reached my nose, and I realized Crick had pissed himself. The surge of “fuck yes” that exploded in my chest reminded me of the first time I’d ever watched Hostel, and at the end, when that piece of shit finally got what he deserved. All I could feel was explosive vindication for Izzie.

Crick openly wept now as he pleaded for his life, but the effort was wasted on us both.

Izzie finally leaned down close over his bearded face and lowered her voice so I could barely hear it with my ear plugs in.

“I was never yours,” Izzie growled. “And now no one will ever fear you again.”

Then she slowly drew her sword through his windpipe, both carotid arteries, and all the ligaments and tendons in his throat. His eyes bulged, and his nostrils flared with agony for several long seconds as she carefully severed him from this life.

All I could think of was the point in a big production theater when the epic climax of the play happens, and the whole audience rises in a standing ovation. It was so outside of reality that I could hardly believe I was witnessing it right in front of me.

Izzie’s passion and desire for vengeance radiated off her like there was a spotlight shining down. It was like her aura glowed with righteousness, and I wanted to stand and cheer for her.

She watched him intently as the last of his life pooled under his mutilated body, and the last spark of light finally faded from his eyes. His jaw fell open in one final silent plea.

Crick was dead.

Izzie stayed motionless for another long moment, and somewhere in the middle, I realized the manor was silent. There was no more gunfire coming from the hallway, and panic for the safety of my Enchanted and witch lovers speared through my chest.

I ripped the earplugs from my ears, and I heard the three voices of our companions in the hallway. Prinna had been quietly giving Pete and Kaz the play by play of Izzie’s final battle with Crick.

Relief swamped through me. We’d done it.

Then I noticed there were thick tears rolling down Izzie’s cheeks and dropping down onto Crick’s unmoving chest.

“Izzie?” I asked in a soft voice.

She didn’t move, and I wondered if she couldn’t hear me over her earplugs.

“Izzie?” I asked a bit louder, and I reached out and touched her.

She nearly jumped a mile as she turned to look at me with shining eyes and tear-streaked cheeks.

“You did it,” I said, and I stroked her arm in what I hoped was a comforting gesture.

“I know,” Izzie said in a toneless voice.

I would have killed for Prinna’s powers in that moment just to know what the blue-eyed beauty was thinking. Thankfully, she seemed to come back to herself as she stared into my eyes.

“He’s dead.” A slow, tearful smile spread across her face. “I did it.”

“You did.” I grinned. “You were fucking amazing. I’ve never seen anything like that.”

“He’s dead!” Izzie laughed like she couldn’t quite believe it. Then she gasped and stood up. “Pete?”

“Out here, Iz!” Pete’s voice called from the hallway.

“Uuugh,” Izzie groaned with relief, and she sagged against me so suddenly I had to drop my sword to catch her.

“Whoa,” I murmured as I held her in my arms. “Are you okay? Are you hurt?”

“No,” Izzie said, and then she smiled at me. “I’m not hurt. I’m just sort of dizzy. I’ve been holding onto this hatred my entire life. Since before I could remember, that piece of trash has been trying to force me into marrying him.”

“That’s fucking disgusting,” I said, and my arms tightened around her like I could protect her from the past.

“My father never allowed it,” Izzie continued. “He kicked Crick off his crew for it actually.”

“Crick was part of your father’s crew?” I asked with even more shock.

“Yeah, first mate,” Izzie said. “They’d been friends a long time. Pete told me Father used to make excuses for Crick’s behavior, but then when he turned his focus on me…”

Izzie shook her head with disgust.

“He couldn’t tolerate that,” Izzie said.

“No wonder you despised him so much,” I said.

A light knock came from the doorframe, and my arms dropped away from her luscious body as I spotted Pete standing there.

“You did it,” Pete said in a rush of breath.

“She was incredible,” I said.

“She always has been.” Pete smiled lovingly at his little sister.

He walked over and pulled her into his arms, and Izzie rested her tear-streaked face on her brother’s shoulder.

“Pete was incredible, too,” Kaz said with a huge grin. “And Prinna! They killed at least two dozen men!”

“Holy shit!” I laughed. “Really?”

“I think it was more than that actually,” Prinna said in an amazed voice. “They just kept coming.”

“But we weren’t lettin’ ‘em through,” Pete insisted as he stepped back.

He kept one arm draped over Izzie’s shoulders, and she kept staring at me like I’d done something amazing, too. I guess I’d done a pretty important job in bringing the firepower that gave her brother the ability to buy her enough time to enjoy her slow kill.

It was a team effort, that was for sure. None of us could have done it without the others, and a thousand angry pirates couldn’t have ripped the smile from my face. There was something thrilling about killing people who fucking deserved it, but I was pretty sure I’d had my fill for some time.

“Who were all those men?” I asked.

“The crew from Crick’s second ship,” Pete answered. “They docked outta sight and came to shore on a bunch of dinghies.”

“They taunted us quite ferociously,” Prinna explained. “But really they were just trying to distract us from our focus. They kept using various objects in an effort to block the shots from the rifle, but nothing worked.”

“Good,” I chuckled. “It was the right choice to bring it then.”

We all grinned at each other, and after a second, logic wafted its way through the celebratory elation in my mind. I turned to Prinna with a sudden sharp worry.

“There’s no one left, right?” I asked.

“No,” Prinna assured me. “It’s just us.”

“You sure this time?” I asked. “Any idea why you couldn’t sense those four guys in here with Crick?”

“I don’t know…” Prinna shook her head.

“Maybe this had something to do with it,” Kaz said.

We turned to see what my Enchanted lover was talking about. She had leaned over one of the bodies of Crick’s men, and she held a ruby-red amulet up from his neck.

“What?” Prinna hissed to herself.

“What is it?” I asked.

“A dampener,” Prinna said. “It suppresses magic like mine. That’s why I couldn’t see the four other men in here. Crick must not have been wearing one.”

“But look,” Izzie said as she tugged a similar jeweled necklace from around Crick’s throat. “He’s got one, too.”

Prinna walked over to inspect the gem around Crick’s neck, and after a moment, she shook her head.

“This one’s fake,” Prinna said with a wild grin.

“Whoa,” I breathed.

“Not that any of it mattered much,” Pete said with an almost nervous chuckle. “We killed ‘em all anyway.”

“Are these useful?” I asked as I inspected another one of the large blood-red amulets.

“We should keep them, yes,” Prinna said. “We will either find a use for them, or we could potentially sell them.”

“Cool.” I smirked.

We collected all four of the genuine dampening amulets and left the fake one around Crick’s throat.

“Can we go raid the treasure room now?” Kaz asked.

“I want my ship!” Pete pouted playfully.

“I’ve gotten what I came for,” Izzie laughed. “But I wouldn’t mind a few handfuls of gold.”

“Let’s go find it then.” I grinned.

We walked away from Crick’s body without another backwards glance, and I wondered what would happen. Maybe Izzie and Pete would come back and burn down the manor later on, or maybe all these bodies would just lay here and rot until the whole building caved in around them.

All I knew for sure was I didn’t want to say goodbye to Izzie.

My footsteps slowed as we moved down the hallway, and one by one, we checked each room. But they were all either empty or contained some assortment of worthless items. One room seemed to have become the dumping ground for broken furniture. Another two rooms were some kind of barracks for Crick’s men, with dozens of simple hammocks hung in a double-decker orientation.

We were starting to lose hope that the rumors about Crick’s treasure trove were true when Izzie spotted a hidden door on the other side of the staircase. The way the stairs reached the second floor made it difficult and unnatural to reach the door which must have been part of what protected it from unwanted eyes.

“Do you think…?” Kaz murmured.

“Only one way to find out,” Prinna said.

“Sam, you go first,” Izzie said.

“Yeah,” Kaz agreed instantly.

Prinna nodded and smiled, and Pete gestured vaguely to indicate he thought that was the right choice, too.

“Okay,” I said.

I had to turn my body sideways to squeeze past the bit of railing that framed one edge of the top of the staircase, and I grimaced as I looked down to the main floor below.

Dozens of bodies were piled up at the base of the stairs. There were obvious bullet holes in their heads, chests, and necks, and the floor looked like they’d filmed that elevator scene in The Shining down there. This place was going to fucking reek like the back alley dumpster behind a bad sushi restaurant in August in a matter of days if no one did anything about it.

I reached for the door handle and discovered it was locked.

“Yeah,” I scoffed at myself as I turned back to wedge my way back to the main part of the hallway. “It’s locked.”

“Not a problem.” Izzie grinned as she motioned for me to get out of the way.

We swapped spots, and the blue-eyed woman placed her left palm flat on the door as she grabbed hold of the handle with the other. Excitement bubbled in my chest as I waited to see her magical opening abilities.

“Watch this,” Pete said with a sly grin.

Izzie jiggled the doorknob, and I fought the urge to laugh. She looked like a middle-aged man who was certain the door just needed the right touch before he would give up and declare it was locked like no one else had already said it.

But the door opened a second later without any more fuss. Izzie turned back to look at us with a smug look, and she opened the door just a crack.

“Holy hell!” Izzie gasped as she peered inside.

“What?” Kaz asked in a demanding tone.

“What’s inside?” Prinna asked with barely contained glee.

“Come and see,” Izzie said, and she walked into the room.

We hurried to follow her, and we all ended up crowded together just inside the door.

But the room full of treasure was only part of what shocked me.

I looked at the inside of the door and saw that there were six different fucking locks on it. But somehow, Izzie had managed to open all six at the same time?

There were three deadbolt-style locks and five others that I didn’t even know what kind of locks they were. She hadn’t just picked the locks, she’d fucking opened the whole-ass door.

I started to think she didn’t fully understand the true scope of her magical abilities, and I wondered what other things she could open if she put her mind to it.

Light streamed in from the oil lanterns that still burned in the hallway and downstairs, and combined with the moonlight that streamed through the window, it was enough for us to see. The room was maybe twenty by fifteen feet, and everything beyond the little section that allowed the door to operate was filled with objects.

About eight large wooden trunks sat against the walls in various spots, and several wooden buckets or crates filled almost every other inch of floor space. Several of the trunks had been left open due to the fact that they were so loaded with goods they could no longer close. Piles of gold solars, small bricks of gold, and what looked like gold coins in other sizes filled every open trunk, crate, and bucket.

More bits of gold littered the floor, and there was an antique round table in the middle of the room piled high with gemstones. It was hard to tell among the scattered chaos, but it looked like every color of the rainbow was represented there. Many of them were even cut and faceted already. There were also random pieces of jewelry everywhere I looked. Pearl necklaces, gold and silver chains with huge gems dangling from them, gold cuff bracelets with tiny flower designs made of brightly colored gems, and even several crowns were among the bountiful treasure trove.

Izzie scooted further into the room by nudging piles of gold coins that looked like drifts of sand where the waves met the shore.

The clinking sound of metal skittering across the floor seemed to shove us all out of our collective shock.

“By all the magic in the Grymm,” Prinna breathed. “I’ve never seen so much gold.”

“Maybe I’d oughta have a bit more ’an a handful, mm?” Pete chuckled in awe.

“Take as much as you can carry, brother,” Izzie said with a huge grin.

“I think we could all do that, and there’d still be more left over!” Kaz giggled.

“Did ya ever think there was this much here, Iz?” Pete asked.

“No.” Izzie shook her head.

My companions started to move through the room, and after a long moment of hesitation, they started to pick up bits of treasure. I was still locked in shock as I tried to acclimate to the fucking bank vault of Scrooge McDuck himself.

Kaz scooped up random handfuls of whatever was on the table and started to stuff it into her pockets like a kid on a candy store shopping spree. Prinna picked up several pieces of jewelry and began to pile them on her person. In a matter of seconds, she had at least a dozen necklaces, three bracelets, and a gold and diamond crown balanced on her white-blonde hair.

“Beautiful!” Kaz giggled at my witchy lover. “I want a crown, too.”

Izzie went for a combination of items, but she was more selective about which jewelry pieces she picked up than Prinna. She slid a gold ring with a huge square-cut emerald onto her middle finger and took a moment to admire it. She smiled brightly and proceeded to scoop fistfuls of gold into the pockets of her skirt.

“Sam!” Prinna grabbed onto both of my shoulders and gave me a little shake. “What are you doing?”

“You can carry more than any of us,” Kaz pointed out.

“Yeah,” I breathed as the sheer excitement finally worked through the cloud of shock. “Yeah, I can.”

I pulled the rucksack off my shoulders, opened it and handed several tote bags and satchels out to my companions.

“Yes!” Pete hissed as he took the bag I offered him.

I grinned, and we all started to just shove mountains of gold and jewels into our bags. It didn’t take long for them to all be filled, and Kaz and Prinna both handed their bags back to me to put into the rucksack.

Izzie’s eye nearly flew right out of her face when I pulled another set of empty sacks out to be filled.

“More?” Izzie gasped.

“Why not?” I laughed. “It’s not like Crick needs it anymore.”

“We should spread some to the folks on the island,” Izzie said. “Crick’s been hoarding all the wealth for years.”

“My sister,” Pete said in an exaggerated tone. “The savior of all of Ebon.”

“You know I’m right,” Izzie smirked.

“So long as no one gets my ship!” Pete countered.

“I wouldn’t dream of it!” Izzie clutched at her sides with laughter.

I used every single empty bag I had inside my rucksack and filled them all to bursting with gold, gems, and jewelry. Then I slid them all inside my never-full rucksack in the most orderly orientation I could manage. We spent probably forty-five minutes clearing out as much treasure as we possibly could, and I promised to help Pete bring his fair share back to the cottage until he could get himself a crew to sail his new ship.

We left a good smattering of treasure in the room in case anyone else decided to show up here. Between the jewelry we’d placed onto our bodies and the dragon’s hoard we’d crammed into my rucksack, we had more treasure than we would ever possibly need.

Then we walked through the rest of the house to make sure we didn’t leave anything of interest or value behind. Izzie found a small sketchbook that had once been her father’s, and she teared up as she tucked it into her belt for safekeeping, and Pete pulled a wide-brimmed hat with a large ostrich feather in the band off a rack in one of the bedrooms.

He put it on and held out his arms for our opinions.

“Now that’s a pirate captain’s hat,” I chuckled. “It suits you.”

“I quite like it,” Kaz said.

“Me, too.” Pete grinned. Then his face fell, and he pulled the hat off with a sad look. “Ah, I can’t.”

“And why the hell not?” Izzie demanded with her hands on the swell of her hips.

“Oh, Izzie,” Pete sighed. “I can’t just go off an’ live my dreams an’ leave you ‘ere. An’ I know you’d never wanna come with me to sea.”

Kaz, Prinna, and I must have all shared the same look of confusion because Izzie looked at us and explained.

“I get violently ill at sea,” she said, and she turned to look at her brother. “I don’t need you looking after me, Pete.”

“Ha!” Pete scoffed loudly.

“You’ve always wanted this!” Izzie argued passionately. “Your dreams have been put on hold far too long already. Don’t let them die on my account. I’m plenty capable of looking out for myself, and now that Crick’s dead, and I have all this gold to fund my life, there’s no reason to worry about me. You’ve always wanted this, and you’ll never get another chance to have your own ship like this again.”

Pete stared longingly at the hat in his hands and everything it represented.

“You still face the greatest threat, Iz,” Pete sighed.

“And what’s that?” Izzie rolled her eyes.

“Yerself,” Pete replied in a dry tone. “Someone’s gotta keep ya from chargin’ headfirst into yer own death, you foolhardy girl.”

Pete and Izzie stared at each other, both certain about their side of the issue.

Izzie was prepared to handle herself and to stop being a hindrance to her brother’s dreams.

Pete struggled to relinquish the sense of responsibility he had for his sister’s well-being and snatch up his chance at the dream he’d always had.

Prinna tugged on my sleeve gently, and I turned to see she clearly had something she wanted to tell me. I leaned in close, and Prinna put her mouth by my ear.

“Izzie is brutally honest,” Prinna whispered. “She has no interest in hurting anyone now that she’s had her revenge. She’s no threat to us.”

Kaz hummed in agreement, and she raised her eyebrows like she knew something I didn’t.

“Her lockpicking skills could be awfully handy,” Kaz pointed out. “Not to mention her skills with a blade. She’s the kind of lethal you want on your side.”

“True,” I chuckled.

“You already offered to bring her wherever she wanted to go,” Prinna added. “Why not invite her to come with us for a while?”

Kaz smiled and nodded emphatically. Pete and Izzie must have noticed our quiet exchange because they looked at the three of us with curiosity all over their faces.

“What?” Pete asked point-blank.

“We were just thinking,” I said. “Why don’t you come with us, Izzie?”

Pete burst into laughter, and he almost doubled over with the intensity of it.

“That’s perfect!” Pete laughed with pure humor. “I get the ship, and ya get the venturer’s life! Ha!”

“We can show her some of the other realms,” Kaz suggested to Pete. “Keep her level-headed for you.”

“Maybe you’d even want to stay with us,” Prinna said in a friendly tone. “We have quite the pleasant home and plenty of adventures to keep us entertained.”

“And I could help you in your travels,” Izzie mused. “I’m quite the fighter, in case you hadn’t noticed.”

“Oh, trust me,” I chuckled. “I noticed.”

“I certainly wouldn’t mind saying goodbye to this rum-soaked island.” Izzie rolled her eyes, and then she looked at Kaz and Prinna with a friendly smile. “And I quite like the lot of you. You seem to be very good company.”

“We do have a lot of fun.” Prinna grinned.

“I think I’m well past due for some fun,” Izzie laughed, and she looked at me with a bright light in her blue eyes.

“Iz,” Pete sighed, and he reached out to take his sister’s hands. “Are ya sure ‘bout this? It’s whatcha want?”

“All I can remember wanting for the longest time was to cut the life right out of Crick,” Izzie said. “I’ve done that, and now it’s your turn to get what you want. I’ll go with Sam, and figure out a new thing to want.”

A huge smile spread slowly across Pete’s face, and he pulled Izzie into a tight hug. Then pulled apart a moment later, and that smile was somehow even bigger on Pete’s face as he carefully placed the feathered captain’s hat on his head.

“Captain Pete?” Kaz asked.

“Captain Barret,” Pete corrected with a smirk.

“I think the sun is coming up,” Izzie said. “Why don’t we go have a look at your ship, Captain Barret?”

Together, the five of us walked down the stairs, and we climbed over the shockingly large pile of dead pirates in the room downstairs.

“Ugh,” Kaz grumbled as I helped her over an especially fat man.

“Took four shots to kill that one,” Pete chuckled.

“Should we do something about these bodies?” I asked as we picked our way to the front door.

“No,” Izzie said. “They’ll either rot right where they fell, or someone else will come to claim the manor. In which case it’ll be up to them to deal with the mess.”

“Eesh.” I grimaced at the prospect of trying to claim the manor only to discover dozens of rotting corpses.

The sun was starting to brighten the skies to the east as we walked outside, and we made our way across the grounds toward the cliff in search of Pete’s new ship. The ocean was calm this morning as the sun rose, and the sky turned gray.

A wooden set of stairs appeared as we walked closer to the cliff, and I remembered Pete had mentioned them previously. We walked over to them, and they reminded me of something a group of ten-year-old boys would have constructed in their spare time on the weekends. It looked held together with rope and prayer, and I definitely didn’t want to climb down them.

“There she is,” Pete sighed.

The ship was huge, with three masts and even more sails bundled up tight. A huge chain hung down from a porthole on the stern that must have been the anchor. The ship had clearly been a higher priority for Crick than the manor house because it was in impeccable condition.

The decks looked like they might shine in midday sunlight, and there wasn’t a single bit of rotting wood anywhere in sight.

“She’s beautiful,” Kaz breathed.

“And she’s all yours, Brother,” Izzie said with a loving smile. “There’s your dream.”

“I gotta tell the boys,” Pete said in a shocked voice like he’d just realized all the work ahead of him. “I gotta tell ‘em right now before someone else comes ta claim ‘er!”

“Let’s go, then!” Izzie laughed.

Pete launched into a fast pace toward the more populated parts of the island. Izzie, Kaz, Prinna, and I looked at one another and laughed before we took off after him. He barely slowed down until we reached their cottage once more.

“Izzie, I’ve gotta go,” Pete said as he rushed around the small house. “Take whatever’s yours, I trust ya, and…”

Pete stopped suddenly, and he turned back to smile at his sister.

“Come back and visit sometime?” Pete asked.

“I’ll try,” Izzie murmured. “Be a good captain, like father would have wanted.”

“I’ll do my damndest,” Pete said in a sincere tone. “I’m gonna miss ya, sis.”

“I’ll miss you, too,” Izzie said. “Try not to worry about me, okay?”

“I might just be too busy to spare ya any worry, Iz,” Pete chuckled. “In fact, I gotta go and get the boys. They’re gonna be so fucking excited ‘bout this.”

“Live your dream.” Izzie smiled.

Pete smiled at Izzie and turned to say his goodbyes to my lovers and me.

“Thank ya for all ya did,” Pete said, and his voice was thick with emotion.

“It was our pleasure,” I said, and I patted my rucksack that was loaded with pirate treasure. “You’ll be a good captain, and we’ll keep Izzie safe for you.”

“Ugh, Sam,” Izzie grumbled lightly at me.

I gave her a sly look to let her know I had no intention of controlling her too much, and my comment was only to reassure her brother that she’d be okay without him. Izzie laughed behind her hand.

Pete gave his sister one more long hug before he walked out of the cottage to track down his friends and crew for his new life.

We were all quiet for a moment as we waited for Izzie’s reaction, but she just stared after Pete until I cleared my throat. Then Izzie turned to look at me with an expression of boundless hope for the future that now lay at her feet.

“Now what?” she asked.

“Well, pack up your stuff, I guess,” I chuckled and gestured around the cottage. “Bring whatever you want, and then I’ll show you how we travel through the realms.”

Izzie’s blue eyes lit up like fireworks on the Fourth of July.


Chapter 18

Izzie grew more and more skeptical and confused as we walked toward Crog’s Spot. When we passed through the taproom with a friendly wave to Phyllis, Izzie looked like it was everything she could do to contain her irritation, but she waited until we were upstairs outside the door that would lead back to my inn.

I suddenly realized I’d been awake for a whole day of Ebon time, but it felt more like a long Earth day. I guess it had been maybe fifteen or sixteen hours since we’d left the Multiverse Inn, and I was curious to see how accurate my internal clock was.

I suddenly missed my old watch just for the sake of being able to know what time it was no matter where I was. I’d fallen into the habit of using my cell phone for that, but I never even considered bringing it with me. I didn’t want the screen to get smashed during one of our adventures, and it wasn’t like I could make a long distance call from Ebon or Bioniin anyway.

It was time to treat myself to a new timepiece, I decided. Hell, maybe several considering how much fucking money and wealth I had strapped to my back now.

I opened the door that led us home, and Kaz, Prinna, and I walked in with tired smiles on our faces. Izzie, on the other hand, looked pissed at this point.

She stomped across the room, threw her arms across her chest, and glared at us.

“What the hell is this?” Izzie demanded.

“Well, I told you I didn’t know anything about The Boundless, right?” I chuckled.

“More or less.” Izzie rolled her eyes, and she threw her hands into the air with exasperation. “You never explained how you travel at all. If you want to rest for the day before we go, I understand, but I thought we were leaving this hellhole of an island now!”

“No, we’re leaving.” I grinned, and I paused to listen. The clinking sounds of glass and metal cups as Phyllis and the other wenches prepped the bar for a new day had faded away to nothing. “In fact, we’ve gone.”

“What?” Izzie asked as all her irritation melted like a popsicle in the middle of an Arizona summer. “What do you mean we’ve gone?”

“Listen.” I gave the door a pointed look.

Everybody grew quiet as we let Izzie listen for the sounds that should have come from below us. I didn’t even indicate the window that had zero sunlight coming through. It was probably around eleven at night here on Earth.

“What?” Izzie breathed as she walked over and pressed her ear to the door. “Where have they gone?”

“Nowhere.” I couldn’t help myself. “Phyllis and the others are right where we left them.”

“It’s us who’ve moved,” Kaz said as she tried to contain her delight.

“I don’t understand…” Izzie shook her head. “We haven’t gone anywhere. Have you all lost your minds?”

“You’re going to have to show her, Sam,” Prinna said with a rueful smile. “I didn’t believe it either until I saw it for myself.”

“Are you ready?” I asked.

Izzie narrowed her eyes at me, nodded, and slowly walked across the room to stand beside the door with me.

“Welcome to Earth,” I said as I opened the door to my inn.

Izzie gasped so hard I worried she might choke on herself. “What!”

“Check it out,” I said.

Izzie walked into the hallway and stared at the walls of my inn like they were very vivid hallucinations. She even reached out with one hand and touched it like she expected it to just disappear. First it was only Izzie’s fingers on the wall, then she placed her palms flat, then her forearms, and finally pressed her whole body against the wall like a big hug.

“Of all the nine seas!” Izzie’s voice was filled with amazement. “It’s real!”

“Of course it is.” Prinna smiled. Then the friendly expression on her face changed suddenly.

I furrowed my eyebrows at my white-blonde witch, but she just smiled at me as she forcibly took the rucksack from my shoulders. She slung it onto her back, and she grabbed Kaz by the wrist.

“Come on, Kaz,” Prinna said. “Let’s go hang out downstairs and let Sam give Izzie the tour.”

I shot Prinna a curious look, and she blushed slightly as she smothered a giggle. That told me enough of what she’d sensed from Izzie to understand why Prinna was going to make Kaz and herself scarce.

“Enjoy,” Kaz said in a playfully teasing tone.

My two lovers walked down the hall, hurried down the stairs, and it sounded like they made it to the bottom of the landing before their giggling started.

Heat crept up the back of my neck as I figured it all out, and I looked at Izzie with new eyes. She was fucking gorgeous and insanely impressive in a deadly sort of way, there was no denying that. But I hadn’t really allowed myself to look at her as more than someone trying to get a job done.

I guess I hadn’t wanted to get my hopes up or something, but as she stood there and smiled at me, I realized there had been more than a few looks in my direction and unsolicited touches.

“Um, do you want the tour?” I asked, suddenly nervous.

“Sure,” Izzie said. “What is this place?”

“It’s an inn,” I explained. “This realm is called Earth. It’s huge, and we live in a region called Oregon.”

I started to walk toward the stairs, but Izzie stayed where she was and studied all the different doors on the fourth floor.

“Are these more rooms?” she asked.

“Yeah,” I said. “They all lead to other realms. It’s how we travel through the Grymm.”

“That’s insane,” Izzie said. “You don’t have to cross The Boundless? You don’t have to face all those dangers?”

“No?” I chuckled and shrugged. “I’ve never seen The Boundless. To be honest with you, I’d never even heard its name until you told me.”

“Wow.” Izzie shook her head in disbelief. “My father always spoke about The Boundless with such respect. He said it was the most dangerous thing in all the realms, and that only the most skilled and bravest of venturers could cross it.”

I wondered if she thought less of me. It felt like cheating to be able to travel through the inn instead of the dangers of The Boundless, and I worried she’d demand I take her back to Ebon.

But then Izzie turned back to me with an amazed smile on her face.

“That’s incredible!” She grinned. “And brilliant! You’ve found the safest way possible to travel.”

“Yeah?” I asked with hopeful uncertainty. “You’re not… mad?”

“Mad?” Izzie asked in utter shock. “Why would I be mad? This is the best news I’ve ever gotten! I can’t believe how lucky I am. Just this morning, I didn’t expect I’d ever get off that island, and now, because of you, I can travel to any of the realms through these doors? Just as simple as walking into another room…”

Izzie breathed out hard like she couldn’t quite grasp the scope of it all, and I saw it again for the first time through her eyes. It truly was incredible, and considering what she’d known before, it must seem like a dream come true.

“It’s pretty awesome,” I chuckled.

“How large is this inn?” Izzie asked.

“We’re on the fourth floor,” I explained. “We have a room on the third floor that’s ours. You can pick a room, too.”

Nervousness skittered along my nerves as I waited for her response.

“Hmmm…” Izzie crossed her arms and drummed her fingers on her bicep. “Did you not want me to sleep in the same room as you?”

“I– um… what?” I couldn’t even begin to try and figure out how to respond to that question.

“I don’t know,” Izzie said, and she walked over to stand close enough that I could feel the warmth of her body. “I’m going to be blunt, Sam. Is that okay?”

“Sure,” I mumbled as I fought the urge to pull her into my arms.

The air seemed to crackle and ignite between us, and I felt like I might be consumed in the flames.

“I’ve never met a man as sexy as you,” Izzie said, and she looked up at me from under the dark fan of her lashes.

Her lips were soft, and there was a flush of warmth under her tanned complexion. She inched closer to me until the tips of her breasts brushed the front of my jacket.

“I don’t understand the arrangement you have with Kaz and Prinna,” Izzie murmured. “And I don’t want to break whatever that is, but…”

Izzie bit her bottom lip, and her face contorted like it was painful to stop herself from getting closer to me.

“But…?” I prompted in barely a whisper.

My fingers were itching with the need to feel her skin.

“I don’t know if I could stay with you and not have you,” Izzie purred. “You look delicious, and I want you all over me. I want you to fuck me until neither of us can stand up, and I understand if you ca–”

It sounded like my brain groaned inside my skull, and I didn’t even hear the last several words she’d said. I tried to let her finish, but my self-control snapped, and I caught her up in my hands.

My right hand delved up under the heavy mass of her brunette braids, and I molded her body against mine with my left flat against her lower back. She gasped slightly as I pulled her against me, and I caught her lips without hesitation.

“Uuuhhh,” Izzie moaned into my mouth.

Her hands moved urgently over my body, and she started to push me backwards until my back collided with the wall. Izzie’s fingers dove under the collar of my leather jacket, and she pushed it off my shoulders.

I chuckled as my arms became pinned at my sides, and I was forced to relinquish my hold on her.

“I want to taste you,” Izzie moaned.

Then she pushed up on her toes to bridge the small gap between our heights as I dropped my jacket to the floor. I reached up to touch her again, and my heart pounded in my chest.

Her lips found the sensitive skin at the base of my throat as her fingers traced down my front to the buckle of my belt. The back of her knuckles brushed against the ridge of my erection, and even through the layers of my clothing, the sensation was enticing.

“Mmm,” I moaned deep in my throat.

My hands wandered over the back of her clothing, and I felt the shape of lacing at the back of her corset. I had no idea where to even begin with a garment like that, so I moved my hands around to her sides and brushed the heels of my hands over the sides of her full breasts.

“Uuh,” Izzie gasped as she stepped back with a little growl of irritation at the sudden distance between us. “Where’s that room of yours? Or somewhere else? I don’t care where we go as long as you’ll fuck me when we get there.”

“Shit,” I hissed as my eyes rolled back in my head. “Follow me.”

I offered her my hand, and Izzie grinned as she took it. I paused just long enough to scoop my jacket up off the floor. Then Izzie followed me down the stairs toward my bedroom.

“Whoa,” Izzie breathed as she looked down the next set of stairs. “Four floors, huh?”

“Yeah,” I said. “We can do the tour now, if you want?”

“No,” Izzie said sharply, and she looked at me with a burning desire in her blue eyes. “Tomorrow.”

“Whatever you want,” I growled playfully.

“I want you,” Izzie purred, and she started to push me down the hall. “Where?”

“Here.” I grinned as I led her into the bedroom Kaz, Prinna, and I shared.

I nudged the door open with one booted foot as I pulled Izzie back into my arms. I wasn’t sure who kissed whom at that point. All I knew for sure was the taste of her on my tongue.

Izzie’s fingers returned to the buckle of my belt, and she removed it so fast it made my head spin.

Meanwhile, I tried again to blindly figure out how to get that corset contraption off her. I’d found what I was pretty sure was the knot at the bottom of the garment, and I tried to untie it.

But without knowing exactly what it looked like and working with a less-than-average amount of blood in my brain, I wasn’t really getting anywhere fast.

Izzie laughed, and she pressed her hands to the front of my chest and pushed.

“Oh!” I gasped with surprise as her forceful shove knocked me off balance.

Alarm raced through me as I fell backward, and when I plopped safely on the bed, I laughed.

“Shit,” I chuckled.

“Sorry.” Izzie grinned without a hint of remorse. “I could tell you were struggling.”

She reached up behind her to undo the lacing of her corset, and the position pushed her breasts forward. I fought the urge to stand up and put my mouth all over her tanned skin. I knew I would get the chance, and it would be so much more fun once that damned garment was out of the way.

The distinctive sound of lacing being yanked rapidly through little eyelets was angelic music to my ears, and my mouth started to water as the fabric around Izzie’s torso started to sag. After the first dozen pulls, the two pieces of lacing flopped around behind her, and they just amped up the anticipation for me.

Izzie made quick work of her corset, and I was amazed at how little time it took until the only thing holding it up was her hands. Then she pulled her bottom lip between her teeth and lowered the corset. Her face flushed with desire, and she tossed the structured top aside.

I groaned softly under my breath as I took in the sight of her body for the first time. The old scar on the lower left side of her stomach was somehow beautiful as it spoke of the rough life she’d lived. Her nipples were a soft shade of brown that reminded me of leaves in the fall, and I wanted nothing more than to taste her.

“Come here,” I said in a rough voice.

“No,” Izzie countered. “I’m not done taking off my clothes.”

I felt lost somewhere between laughter, ecstasy, and insanity, and I forced my hands into fists in the blankets to keep myself where I was. If she wanted to strip for me, I wasn’t going to stop her. It was torture to wait, but it was the most delightful form of torture I could imagine at that moment.

I soaked in every second and every inch of new skin that Izzie exposed for me. Her skirt was held up by a long ribbon tied around her hips and the leather belt that held her weapons. She still had her butterfly swords secured at her hips. Carefully, Izzie removed her belt and paused to set it aside on a small chair in the corner of the room.

As she turned around, I saw there was another scar on her right shoulder. It was about the size of a quarter with rough and jagged edges all around. That scar clearly hadn’t come from a sharpened blade, and I wondered what had caused it.

Izzie cleared her throat as she turned to look at me over her shoulder. At the same time, she untied the long ribbon that held her skirt in place. My heart thundered in my chest as the fabric sagged, and she let it fall to the floor in a rush of material.

The only thing left between her skin and my eyes now were her knee-high leather boots and what I’d thought had been regular leggings. But now I saw they were much closer to thigh-high pantyhose than anything else.

The stretchy black material was held up by little clips on the front and backs of her thighs, and there was no crotch to the item at all. She didn’t wear anything resembling underwear either, and I thought I might explode at the realization that she’d been walking around commando this whole time.

“Fuuuck,” I groaned.

I could have lifted her skirts and fucked her as easily as breathing at any point, and I hadn’t even known.

Izzie started to unclip the little garter belt around her hips, and my eyes veered up from the patch of dark curls between her thighs to her nimble fingers.

“No,” I said in a ragged voice. “Leave it.”

“Ooohh,” Izzie breathed, and a shiver raced up her spine.

I couldn’t sit still anymore. I stood up, crossed the four feet between us, and hauled her against my body before I even made the decision to move.

Izzie melted against me, and I let my hands caress slowly over every inch of her soft skin. My left middle finger found its way to the jagged little scar on her shoulder, and I tried to memorize the pattern of the old injury.

Izzie locked her hands around the base of my skull, and she tilted my head to an angle she preferred as she deepened our kiss. Then she started to push me back again, and she nudged me further with her hips.

The heat of her body so close to me burned straight into my soul, and my hands wound down until I cupped her naked ass in my palms. I pressed her against me, but it still wasn’t close enough.

The bed came up behind my knees suddenly, and I fell backward. I didn’t have time to let go of Izzie, and she fell down on top of me in a rush of laughter.

“Sorry,” I laughed.

“For what?” Izzie giggled.

She repositioned her hips across mine and leaned forward until her tits were squished between us.

We continued to kiss as my hands explored the toned muscles of her back and sides, and I caressed over the globe of her ass cheek.

“Mmmm,” Izzie moaned, and she arched to press her ass harder into my palm. “Put your hands all over me.”

My cock ached inside my pants as I took all the liberties she offered. But it was difficult to enjoy the full extent of my explorations with her on top of me, so I decided to adjust things.

I locked my arms around her shoulders and waist, and I rolled her swiftly onto her back.

“Oh!” Izzie gasped, and she laughed.

I smiled like Lucifer himself as I came up over the top of her, and I pressed her supple body into the mattress with my weight.

Izzie moved her face up toward me in a silent plea for more kisses, but I veered down and locked my lips around the tender skin of her throat instead. I shifted my weight so I wouldn’t crush her and to give myself better access to all her sensitive bits.

It felt as though her body was a whole new realm to explore, and I wanted to enjoy every step of the journey.

I suckled at the curve where her throat met her shoulder as my hands wandered over her breasts, belly, and sides. Izzie sighed, moaned, and shivered, and then I ramped it up for her. I leaned down and flicked my tongue over the tight peak of her breast.

“Ah, shit,” Izzie moaned.

My lips closed around the tight bud, and I nipped gently with my teeth. Before she could form a coherent sentence, I shifted and took her other nipple in my mouth.

“Saaammmm.” Izzie writhed beneath me, and her hands flew across my skin like they didn’t know where to be.

“You’re so fucking sexy,” I muttered against the swell of her breast.

“I want your hands on me,” Izzie mewled. “Touch me, please. I need you.”

My hands and mouth were all over her, and they had been for several minutes at that point. But I knew what she was really asking for, and I would give it to her.

Not without a bit of blissful torture, first, though.

“Mmmhmm,” I hummed as I shifted away from her.

“Sam!” Izzie growled.

“Just wait,” I chuckled. “And scoot up that way.”

Izzie glared at me for a second before she pushed herself higher on the bed, and her long brown braids spread all over the pillows. Then I lifted her right leg and ducked underneath it to stare up at her flushed face from between her thighs.

“What?” Izzie looked baffled. “Sam? What are you doing?”

I realized she had no idea about oral sex, and I couldn’t wait to show her.

“Just trust me,” I said with a devilish grin. “And relax.”

Izzie gave me a very skeptical look, but she laid her head back against the pillows. She kept her eyes on me, though, as I leaned my tongue down to the sweet bud of her sex. It was swollen and sensitive as I gave it a gentle lick, and Izzie tensed with surprise.

“Aaah!” she moaned.

“Mmm,” I hummed.

I used my tongue to spread her juices all around her swollen pussy lips and over her clit. Each time I touched the throbbing bud, she breathed a little harder.

“Oh, bloody hell,” Izzie groaned. “What is this exquisite torture?”

I chuckled softly and set my tongue and lips to a rhythm designed to push her toward climax. It was hard to tell if she was a virgin or if she’d just never had sex with someone who knew what they were doing, but it was clear to me she’d never had good sex at least.

I focused my attention on her clit, and I worked her slowly toward the peak of pleasure with my lips and tongue.

At one point, she hooked her left leg up and over my shoulder, and I felt trapped in paradise. It hindered my movements just a bit though, so I placed my palm on the inside of her thigh and moved her leg back just a bit.

“Ooohh, mmmm!” Izzie moaned in a pleading sort of way.

The sound made me wonder if she liked the force of my hand on her leg, and I shifted my hand to the top of her thigh to press her leg down on the mattress in a dominating gesture.

“Fuuuck,” Izzie groaned low in her throat.

Shit.

By that point, I felt like I might die if I didn’t get my cock inside her, and I kind of wanted to give her a bit of delayed gratification. I pushed myself backward off the bed before I could change my mind, and Izzie looked up at me with complete shock.

“What?” Izzie asked. “Is that it? Are you done?”

“Not even close,” I promised.

I stood at the foot of the bed and stripped my pants off. Izzie’s eyes raked all over me, and she stared at my hard cock with a look of delight. There wasn’t confusion or shock in her eyes which told me she had at least seen a naked man before. I still couldn’t tell if she’d ever had sex before, though. Not that it mattered to me. I had a past, who was I to be bothered by my lovers having a past before me?

But that did send my thoughts into the responsible aspects of my personality, and I realized I didn’t have any fucking condoms.

“Um…” I gestured sort of vaguely at her. “Do you have… um, protection?”

Izzie gave me a confused look. “What?”

“Against… babies?” I clarified.

“Oh!” Izzie laughed. “Yes, my father brought a tea recipe back from one of his trips years ago, and I’ve taken it faithfully ever since.”

“Good,” I said.

And without wasting another second, I crawled onto the bed. I settled between her thighs, and Izzie wrapped her arms around my shoulders. She arched and pulled me down at the same time, and I gave her the passionate kiss she silently begged for.

I wedged one arm down between us, took hold of my shaft, and guided myself to her slick entrance. It was like slipping into heaven, and I groaned at the feel of her body as I filled her sweet tunnel.

“Oooohhh,” Izzie moaned as she shifted her hips under me, and she scraped her short fingernails down my shoulder.

“Fuck, you feel so good,” I muttered.

I buried my face in the crook of her shoulder, and I started to thrust at a slow and leisurely pace. She smelled like sunshine and salt air, and I could have succumbed in seconds. I locked onto myself and focused on the sweet moans that escaped from Izzie’s throat instead.

Only a minute or two later, Izzie shifted impatiently under me, and I leaned back to look down at her.

“You okay?” I asked.

“Shut up.” Izzie hooked her legs around me and flipped me over onto my back before I even realized what was happening. “That’s better.”

I gaped up at her with shock. Maybe she was more experienced than I thought.

Izzie grabbed onto both of my wrists and dragged my hands up to cup the seductive weight of her tits. She pressed her lips together, nodded in approval, and started to bounce up and down on my dick.

“Yeeesss,” Izzie groaned, and she ground her clit down on my pelvis.

“Ah, fuck,” I gasped.

I was completely riveted by the erotic image of the beautiful, busty woman as she bounced on top of me. Her breasts bounced in my hands as she rode me, and red-hot pleasure poured through my limbs.

The bed started to creak softly under her persistent movements, and the noise mixed with the sound of Izzie’s ass slapping against my thighs to tease every one of my senses.

“Bloody hell,” Izzie gasped.

She raked her long braids off her face with one hand as she braced the other just above my knee. Izzie leaned back and bounced on my cock at an angle that was both new and thrilling for me. The new arrangement made it impossible for me to reach her breasts anymore, but it left her pussy on delicious display for me.

For several long seconds, I was hypnotized by the sight of my dick disappearing inside the heat of her body over and over again. The sweet nub of her desire glistened with wetness, and I couldn’t stop myself.

I caressed up the inside of her left thigh with my hand until my thumb found that pulsing bundle of nerves. She was so fucking wet, and my thumb slipped right over the top without a single bit of friction.

“Aaaaaahhhh, yeeessss!” Izzie groaned like she was shocked by the sensation of my touch.

Her blue eyes found mine, and there was pure amazement in their clear depths.

“You like that?” I growled, and I gave her another short stroke over her clit.

“Fuuck!” Izzie gasped, and she nodded shakily.

“Christ,” I muttered under my breath.

I stroked her clit in feather-light caresses, and I kept the pace as slow as a geriatric slug.

“Uuuugggh, Saaammm,” Kaz groaned, and she reached down with her free hand to grab onto my wrist. “More. Faster.”

“You got it, babe,” I huffed.

I gave her what she wanted as my own self-control started to slip from my grasp. Izzie’s bouncing became wild and erratic, and she leaned forward to brace both hands on my shoulders.

That angle allowed me to thrust up and meet each of her downward motions while I slid my thumb over her clit.

“Aaah!” Izzie gasped.

Her thighs started to shake and quiver around me, and I could see how close she was. I listened carefully to the pitch and speed of her moans, and I found exactly the strokes on her clit that pushed her into blissful oblivion.

“Saaaaam!” Izzie cried out, and she dug her fingers into the muscles of my shoulders.

“Ah, shit,” I hissed through clenched teeth.

The sensations of her climax ripped through the last of my will, and her quivering pussy coaxed me right into a shuddering orgasm a few seconds later. Lightning exploded behind my eyelids, and molten lava poured out of the base of my spine as I pumped her full of my hot seed.

“Fuuuuuuck,” Izzie groaned, and she rocked on my lap several more times.

Every muscle in my body seized like a hundred volts of electricity had been shot straight into my brain, and it was brutally erotic. Only as I started to come back down to reality under her did I notice the sharp sensation of her fingernails clenched into my shoulders.

“Ah.” I grimaced and reached up to gently pry her fingers off my flesh.

“Sorry,” Izzie mumbled through the fog of her post-orgasmic haze.

“It’s okay,” I sighed, and I stroked my hand down the length of her spine.

She settled onto my chest like a sleepy kitten, and I wondered if she had any intention of moving at all.

Not that I minded. I was totally content to lay there with the sexy blue-eyed pirate all night. I guessed Kaz and Prinna had either set up in another room or crashed down in the parlor, and I decided I would treat them both to something special as a thanks for this time with Izzie.

Hell, if the three of them were up for it, we could enjoy something really special as soon as tomorrow.

“How are you?” I asked in a gentle tone.

“So sleepy,” Izzie mumbled.

“Yeah,” I chuckled. “But are you good?”

“Mmm,” Izzie hummed, and she managed a little nod of her head.

I smiled at the adorable look of satisfaction on her face. I just laid there and watched her for a moment, and about ninety seconds later, her whole body relaxed in the embrace of sleep.

“Iz?” I asked gently. “You sleeping already?”

There was no response from my pirate lover, and I just smiled at her as I rolled her gently onto the bed beside me. I pulled myself from inside her sweet heat and climbed out of the bed.

After a few minutes in the bathroom, I was about asleep on my feet as I crawled back into bed with her. I thought about how we’d have to figure out the sleeping arrangements tomorrow, but for now, I knew Kaz and Prinna had gifted me with this night.

I turned off the light and laid there for a while. My thoughts whirled through everything that had shifted once more in my life. There were thousands of high-quality gemstones in my rucksack right now along with more gold coins than I could count. It was beyond enough money to fund everything we wanted to do to the inn, and we were already in a good place to pay for everything.

Fuck, I could get everything done now, and then some. Then I could set a huge budget for marketing the place. We were going to have reservations booked months in advance if I had my way. This place would be the hottest ghost-hunting, paranormal-seeking inn in all of North America.

And there were still seven more doors to explore on the fourth floor. Not to mention the excitement of Astrea’s auto-varrin debut to look forward to.

Holy fuck, life was so good.

I sent a silent message of gratitude out to Professor Wersnop, wherever he was, as I fell asleep filled with the hope and brightness of everything I had to look forward to.

End of Book 3
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