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Chapter 1

“Pliers and ratchets?” I asked.

“Yes,” Kaz replied as she tucked a long strand of black hair behind her ear.

“Clothes and blankets?” I checked.

“They’re on the bottom,” Prinna replied. “I thought they would be better there.”

“Good thinking.” I smiled at the white-blonde witch.

“We also have the colored pencils, the sketching pads, and these things…” Kaz spoke in that almost-French accent that turned me on so much, and she held up a small wooden box with a craft blade inside. “What did you call them?”

“It’s called an X-acto knife,” I said helpfully. “Or just a hobby knife.”

“Such a peculiar thing,” Kaz hummed as she tucked four of the hobby knife kits into the top of my rucksack. “It would not be good for stabbing someone.”

“It’s not a weapon,” I chuckled. “Remember? It’s a tool.”

“Yes, yes.” Kaz smiled. “I know.”

“Remember how well those things sold in Ryvem?” I asked.

Kaz’s violet eyes lit up with the memory. “We made so much money.”

“Yeah, we did,” I laughed.

Three days ago we’d made another journey back to Ryvem with a whole host of other supplies for the people to explore. The arts and crafts items had flown off our collapsible booth like hotcakes, and during the last few days we’d made another big trip to the local arts supply store for more.

The buyers of the Snupplemuck District had bought up almost everything we’d brought, and the clothes had sold as well as they had on our first trip to the realm that held the Whispering Woods. We’d returned with another hefty pile of gold tucked away in my rucksack, and I’d been really grateful the magical bag somehow never seemed to fill up or become much heavier than a full gallon of milk.

Gold was fucking heavy when you piled it all together in a huge stack, but my rucksack made transporting it easier than I could have hoped for.

Now, our gold solars were safely tucked away in a medium-sized safe I’d bought at a nearby sporting goods store. It was intended to store guns, but it kept our growing fortune just as secure.

We’d also commissioned a second collapsible booth from the old wood carver while we were in Ryvem, and she assured us it would be ready in a week. It would effectively double our sales, and it would give off the impression that business was good. A good reputation had quickly become something I desired to attain in the other realms that made up the Grymm. Showing up with a full shop of goods to sell would tell any potential customers that we had a history of quality goods.

After all, people didn’t make money and improve business by selling shit or being a shady merchant.

“What was the final count, Kaz?” Prinna asked as she jammed one last sequined dress into the rucksack for good measure. “Did we make more in Ryvem or in Amirma?”

“Amirma,” Kaz answered with a bright grin. “The glass jars of soil brought in as much gold as we made in Ryvem by themselves.”

“I almost feel bad for accepting such a hefty price for something that’s so cheap here,” I said with a mock frown. After a short pause for comedic effect, I grinned and shook my head. “On second thought, I don’t feel bad at all.”

“You shouldn’t,” Prinna laughed. “The people of Amirma are lucky to have a venturer like you with the ability to provide them with fertile soil. They have plenty of gold to throw around.”

“And throw it around, they did.” I smirked. “That one guy nearly gave me a black eye trying to buy those apples.”

My women laughed at the memory. The people of Amirma had endured starvation and desolation after the Consumption. They were desperate for food that wasn’t rotting, and anything that could provide a bit of self-sustainability. We had plans to return with more soil, seeds, and simple gardening tools, but for today, we were trying a new door.

Which meant entering a whole new realm I’d never seen before.

“Are we ready?” I asked.

“All I need are my shoes,” Kaz said, and she perched on the edge of the bed in our new room.

We’d decided to move into one of the rooms on the third floor when we’d discovered they were nearly twice the size of the rooms on the second floor of my creepy inn.

I scoffed lightly at the way my life had changed in less than two weeks.

It somehow felt like ages ago that I’d arrived here in this little suburban town in Oregon and first laid eyes on this massive and haunted-looking inn. I still didn’t know why Professor Wersnop had left the inn to me, but I would never stop being grateful.

The strange inheritance that I’d first thought was some kind of scam had turned into the wildest and coolest fucking thing to ever happen to a guy like me. And that would have been true if it had just been a fairly normal inn, but The Multiverse Inn was anything but normal.

Through its fourth-floor bedrooms, I’d traveled to three completely different realms that were potentially millions of lightyears away from Earth. I’d met two gorgeously sexy and magical women who’d both joined me on my adventures, and I was well on my way to being the fastest self-made billionaire in the world.

Holy shit, how had I gotten so fucking lucky?

I smirked as I thought about the cosmic karma points I must have built up in a previous life to earn something as wild as this place.

“I love those,” Prinna giggled as she inspected Kaz’s ass-kicking boots.

“Me, too!” Kaz squealed, and she struck a pose. “They make me feel very powerful.”

“Thank you for all the clothing, Sam,” Prinna said for the thousandth time.

I looked up and down the willowy, white-blonde woman’s figure and outfit, and I couldn’t imagine not lavishing her with all the clothes she could ever dream of having. Nothing would have made me happier than to buy Prinna and Kaz enough clothes that they never had to wear the same outfit twice for the rest of our lives.

As it was, we’d gone on a full-day shopping spree yesterday after a visit to Big John so I could spoil both of them with as many clothing and shoes options as they could ever want. The cash-for-gold guy had been thrilled by the stacks of gold coins I’d had for him, and I’d left with more cash than could fit inside my wallet or even my pockets. Then we’d taken a lengthy tour through the Macy’s that was just down the road from Big John’s, including the intimates department. They’d both been a bit confused about the intense push-up bras on display, and I couldn’t fault them for choosing something a bit less extreme. I preferred to enjoy their sexy forms in the unpadded lace and cotton bras the saleslady had helped us pick anyway.

It had been a fun opportunity to test if Prinna’s magic worked on Earth, too, and she’d discovered the saleslady was more interested in making a good sale than providing my ladies with items that truly suited their needs. After a few pointed looks from the white-blonde witch, I’d politely shut down the woman’s attempts at upselling us on things neither Kaz nor Prinna wanted or needed, and we’d learned that Prinna’s magic did indeed work on Earth.

At the moment, Kaz was wearing a pair of metallic purple leggings that hugged her short legs deliciously. She’d paired the statement pants with a crisp white blouse that she’d only done up the top three buttons of, so it flowed open just above her navel like a dramatic cloak. She’d twisted her long wavy hair into some kind of elaborate braid down her back, and finished the outfit with the leather boots I’d bought her.

Prinna looked a little less rock ‘n’ roll, and a little more modern-day pagan witch. She wore a jade-green dress that had an elaborate network of twisted straps at the top. They crisscrossed over her delicate shoulders and across the top half of her back. It cinched close around her slender waist before falling in a wide circle to just above her ankles. There was a slit up to her right knee that exposed a tantalizing display of tan skin when she walked, and she’d thrown an oversized cotton cardigan in a warm shade of brown on top for warmth. Her white-blonde hair was sleek and straight as usual, and it hung at a sharp angle just above her shoulders.

They both looked ready to hit the runway, and I smiled as I noticed the hazy line of plum eyeshadow on Kaz’s eyelids.

“What?” Kaz asked with hesitation, and she reached up to smooth her hair. “Do I look alright?”

“You’re trying out the makeup,” I observed.

“Yes.” Kaz blushed deeply. “Does it look good?”

“It’s beautiful,” I assured her. “Just enough.”

“I like the purple very much,” Prinna said. “I haven’t tried the face paint yet.”

“Makeup,” I chuckled.

“Yes.” Prinna smiled. “It does look like fun, but I want to play with it more before I wear it anywhere.”

“It turned out to be quite tricky,” Kaz said emphatically. “I was surprised how difficult it was to make my eyes match!”

“I’ve heard it can be hard.” I grinned. “But I think you did a great job. It’s pretty but subtle.”

“Thank you,” Kaz said, and she dipped in a playful little curtsy.

“Earth has so many fun things to explore,” Prinna said. “The clothes, the makeup. I’ve never known there to be so many options.”

“Wait until you hear about hair dye,” I laughed. “It’ll blow your mind.”

“Blow it where?” Prinna gasped, and her hazel eyes went wide with concern.

“It’s just an expression,” I assured her with a smile. “It means you’ll be amazed.”

“I am more confused as to why anyone would want to kill their hair,” Kaz said with a puzzled expression.

“What?” I asked in a flat tone, and then I realized the confusion. “Oh, no! Hair dye, it’s like color, or paint.”

“Oooooh!” Kaz breathed and laughed. “Yes, that makes much more sense.”

“Okay,” I said, and I picked up my rucksack. “Are we ready?”

“I would like one more moment, please,” Prinna said, and she hurried into the ensuite bathroom of our new room.

Kaz and I waited patiently while Prinna had her moment, and I took the time to go through my mental checklist again.

It felt like every time I checked something off the list, three more things were added.

Now that I’d made sure my bank account was all up to date with my new address and everything with the local branch, we were set to really start spending some money.

I’d ordered a top-of-the-line refrigerator and range for the kitchen. They were due to be delivered tomorrow. I’d also started looking into what kind of car I wanted to buy. The rental was nice and all, but I couldn’t rent it forever, and I wanted something that was really mine.

I’d also compiled a short list of contractors and tradesmen for all the work we needed to have done in the inn. There were more than a few options in this region of the country, and I was struggling to decide who to call first.

But before I could swirl into a tornado of decision fatigue, Prinna came back out of the bathroom. I couldn’t help but notice the slight shimmer of gold eyeshadow she now wore, or the way her eyelashes looked longer and darker than before.

I smirked knowingly at the beautiful witch, and she blushed under her tan.

“Does it look okay?” Prinna asked in a soft-spoken voice.

“It looks beautiful,” I assured her. “That color really suits you.”

We stepped out of our new, partially refurbished bedroom, and we headed up the stairs to the fourth floor. Nearly every free minute we’d been inside the inn over the last several days that we hadn’t been sleeping or fucking, we’d spent cleaning. Finally, there wasn’t a single cobweb left in sight, and the floors were all swept and mopped. Kaz had even taken the time to scrub all the baseboards while Prinna and I had focused on taking down all the window hangings. Our washer and dryer set had been delivered two days ago, and we hadn’t stopped running loads since.

It was shocking how much shit there was to clean, and I added hiring a cleaning maid to my list of things to do when it came time to open the inn for business. There was no way my women and I would have the time to keep the place clean while also running the business and portaling between the realms.

A venturer could only juggle so much.

I added the maid detail to my mental list as I flipped through the various keys in my hand.

We passed the doors to Kohvra, Ryvem, and Amirma, and we stopped in front of our door of choice. It was the last of the first four doors, and it was the first door not constructed of wood.

It was a brassy kind of metal, and there were a few small spots of green corrosion at the hinges. The brass-colored key was easy to locate in my hand, and the bow of it looked like a gear with about two dozen thick teeth around the edge.

I released a deep breath of anticipation as I slid the key into the lock. “Everybody ready?”

“Mmmhmm,” Kaz hummed, and Prinna nodded.

I turned the key, and the door opened with a slight creaking sound.

We stepped into the room, and I was unsurprised to find fairly similar furniture inside as what the previous three rooms held. There was a queen-sized bed with charcoal-gray sheets and blankets, a heavy wooden trunk with thick metal edging sat at the foot of the bed, and there was a wide dresser with heavy brass handles across from it. The floor was covered in a thick wool rug in a deep shade of maroon, and what looked like an oil-lantern sat on a pedestal-style table in the corner.

The door closed behind us with a resounding click, and we hesitated for a long moment as if we could feel the shift through space.

I willed myself to notice something, anything, about the way the room felt, the strength of gravity, or the motion of the planet through space, but I couldn’t feel anything other than the solid floor under my feet.

“Do you think there is a map?” Kaz asked after a moment.

“Let’s find out,” I murmured. “You two check the dresser, I’ll check the trunk.”

Kaz and Prinna stepped over to the dresser, and they each took a side to inspect all six of the drawers. I knelt down in front of the trunk, and I lifted the heavy lid.

A small puff of dust wafted up into my face, and I felt my nose react violently from the irritant.

“Aah–” I sucked in a sharp breath as I felt my sinuses react, and I stifled a massive sneeze in the elbow of my leather jacket.

“Keep the puurgles at bay,” Prinna said in an offhanded way as she pulled open another drawer.

“Keep the what?” I asked with confusion and an arched eyebrow.

“Hmm?” Prinna hummed in response.

She turned over her shoulder to look at me, and the expression on her face reminded me of one of my former downstairs neighbors. He was an older fellow and often forgot I didn’t speak a lick of Spanish, and every time he’d say something I couldn’t understand he would look at me like that for a second before he realized his mistake.

Prinna didn’t seem to even realize she’d said something that basically equated to a foreign language to me, and Kaz was looking at her with confusion, too.

“What’s a puurgle?” Kaz asked.

“Is that…” Prinna murmured nervously, and she glanced between the two of us. “Is that not a common saying to you?”

“No,” I laughed lightly. “It’s something you say after someone sneezes I guess?”

“Yes,” Prinna said simply. “The puurgles crawl into your nasal passages and tickle them with tiny feathers, and…”

Prinna’s voice trailed off, and I figured my face looked as incredulous as Kaz’s.

“We usually say ‘bless you’ on Earth,” I explained with a smile. “Or some people say gesundheit. That’s German, I think. It’s sort of a wish for good health to the person.”

“I do not believe there was such a phrase in Kohvra,” Kaz said in a thoughtful tone.

“Hmm,” Prinna grunted with interest. “Odd. It is a form of standard manners in Amirma. People would even wish me to keep the puurgles at bay despite their hatred of me or anyone else with magic. To withhold such manners was seen as an unreasonable lack of decorum.”

“Yeah, it’s a fairly common part of manners here, too,” I said, and I turned back to look inside the trunk now that the dust had cleared.

“Curious,” Kaz murmured. “I am familiar with the pleases and thank yous, of course, and well wishes from illness… but sneezes are seen as a small pleasure to be enjoyed, not an illness to be wished away.”

“I do like a good sneeze…” I mumbled in a dry tone as I stared into the trunk.

There was a small stack of clear glass jars that were about half-filled with strange, jagged rocks that were a shiny silver color.

“What the fuck?” I muttered as I picked up one of the jars.

I gave the little container a shake, and the rocks inside jangled around with a sharp metallic sound.

“There is no map in here,” Kaz said with a sigh.

“What did you find?” Prinna asked.

“I’m not sure…” I held up the jar for the witch and Enchanted woman to see, and they both shook their heads with confusion. “We can look into that later.”

I put the glass jar back down and inspected the next object in the trunk.

There was a folded-up piece of paper, and before I even opened it, I knew it would be a map. The other maps were no larger than the nine-by-twelve-inch sketch pads we’d bought at the art supply store, but this one opened up to be at least two feet by three feet.

In comparison to our other maps of Kohvra, Ryvem, and Amirma, it was huge, and it made me think of the giant road maps my parents used to keep in case we ever got lost out on the desert highways of Arizona, Utah, and New Mexico. The paper was crisper and whiter than the others, and the lines were more precise. It felt more like a mass-produced piece of information rather than a hand-drawn guide.

Kaz and Prinna walked over to look at the map with me.

“It’s so… precise,” Kaz murmured.

“It looks like a schematic,” I mused.

The whole thing gave off big blueprint vibes, and I couldn’t help but think the cartographer had used some very precise tools to create the map.

The upper left corner identified the name of the realm. This new realm was called Bioniin, and assuming the hand-marked red X on the map was correct, we were in the process of portaling into the Twin Crest Inn. The city spread across a large portion of land beside a sea that took up a quarter of the bottom-right corner of the map, and it spanned across the inlets of the ocean like New York City. There were three major bridges that connected the left and right sections of the city with the middle portion.

“By-uh-nin,” Prinna pronounced in a slow voice. “I believe I have heard the name before.”

“I have not heard of this realm,” Kaz said.

“It looks pretty big,” I said as I scanned some of the names on the map. “Newlord’s Bridge, Serenity Park, Javreen’s Estate, Midtown Plaza…”

As my voice trailed off, the sudden rise of other voices seeped through the metallic door to the room, and I knew we were officially in Bioniin. A smirk tugged at the corners of my lips as I looked up at my ladies.

“Shall we?” I asked.

“It looks like we have a bit of distance to walk to get to the markets from here,” Kaz said as she dragged a finger from the red X of the Twin Crest Inn to the Swanne Markets.

“We’d better get going, then,” I chuckled, and I carefully folded the map back up before I tucked it into the inner breast pocket of my leather jacket.

I took a second to secure my venturer’s badge in place and readjust my rucksack on my back, and a quick glance showed that Prinna held our collapsible booth in one hand while Kaz carried another non-enchanted bag that held some scratch paper, a few pencils, and my small digital scale.

My eyebrows furrowed for a second, and I wondered if the digital scale and batteries would even work here. We had no idea what happened when we passed from Earth into the myriads of the Grymm, but I shrugged to myself. If the scale got fried by some kind of portal energy, I would just buy another off Amazon. It wasn’t like I was struggling for money at the moment, and besides, it was a good idea to find out if our electronics or technology worked on this side of the inn’s rooms.

“Let’s go.” I nodded, and I reached for the brassy doorknob.

The conversation and laughter grew louder as I opened the door, and I was struck by the quality of the voices. They sounded almost… refined.

I shook my head as we glanced around the hallway of the Twin Crest Inn. More of the brassy metal had been used as baseboards, crown molding, and trim for the doors. There were more lanterns like the one inside the bedroom hung along the walls so the hallway was well-lit despite the lack of windows.

But what really caught my attention was the ticking sound of a clock, and I searched until I found it. It was about a foot in diameter with the clockwork mechanism exposed behind a pane of glass. There were fifteen numbers that reminded me of Roman numerals, but I could only guess at their values. A single horizontal dash had to be the number one, but then the next number beside it was an X. The series of other symbols included an X with two lines going to the bottom right, a strong square, and something that looked like an H tilted on its side.

“They have timepieces,” Kaz murmured with interest. “Such devices were a rare find in Kohvra.”

“Perhaps this is a place of many riches,” Prinna pondered.

“As interesting as this thing is,” I said, “I can’t wait to see what else this place has. Come on.”

My women nodded, and we headed toward the stairs. A thick maroon rug covered the steps all the way to the first floor, and it cushioned the sound of our feet until we hit the bottom landing.

“Good sir,” a male voice that oozed with refinement reached us from the common room. “I cannot truly express my admiration for your neck piece. It is quite elegant.”

“Well, thank you, Mr. Griss,” another voice replied in an almost snooty tone. “I shall pass your compliments on to the missus, she will be quite pleased.”

Both men pronounced their vowels in a very soft way that reminded me of a light and refined Irish accent.

Other bits and pieces of conversation reached us, and I was shocked at the utter politeness of everyone’s words. They all sounded so well-spoken and polished, like we’d stepped right into a Victorian-Era finishing school.

Then we came around a corner and got our first look at the people of Bioniin.

There were about a dozen round tables organized in precise rows around the dining room. They were dark wood and looked like they’d been recently polished. More of the oil lanterns illuminated the back side of the room where we entered from, but warm yellow sunlight poured in through the front windows of the inn.

People in well-kept and well-made clothes sat at three of the tables, and they wore decorative metallic collars made of the same brassy material as nearly everything else in this realm so far. Their clothes were made of fabrics that looked soft like fine cotton, and there was even some satin in their outfits. They all looked shockingly human, with skin tones I’d expect to see in any major city in the United States, and hair in various shades of blond, brown, and auburn.

One gentleman was admiring the metallic collar of his companion, and I assumed one of them was Mr. Griss.

At another table was an older couple with more elaborate jewelry, and the woman’s graying hair was held up by clips decorated with gear pieces. Her husband had a black silk top hat wrapped with a dark red satin ribbon balanced on his lap, and they were sipping something dark from teacups.

Everything looked shiny and polished, even the people, and I knew this realm was far different from the others I’d visited so far.

“What can I do for you this morning, fine sir?” a middle-aged man with a well-oiled mustache asked from behind the bar. He had a monocle on his left eye and a bow tie over a high collar. “Madames?”

Prinna and Kaz both looked at me with an almost surprised expression, and we walked over to the bar.

“Hello,” I replied. “We’re heading out to the market this morning.”

“Ah, yes,” the innkeeper replied with a friendly wink. “It’s a fine day for sales. Are you familiar with the area, or do you need some directions?”

He spoke with a similar soft-voweled accent to the patrons of the bar, and I started to think it would be the accent of all the people we met here.

“I wouldn’t say no to a helpful pointing,” I said in a pleasant tone.

“The fastest way to reach the market will be to hire a varrin,” the innkeeper said as he polished a short glass. “If you head down Proper Street, you’ll find a host of them for hire. Otherwise, if you prefer to walk, take Jeblin Lane. That will bring you right to the edge of Swanne Market.”

I recognized some of the names he said from our brief look at the map, but I had no idea who Varrin was.

“I’m sorry, we’re sort of new to the area,” I said, and I leaned on the bar to angle my venturer badge where he couldn’t miss it. “Who’s Varrin?”

“Ah,” the innkeeper hummed with appreciation as he spied my badge. “Not a who, sir, but a what. A varrin is a local form of transportation. It’s like a pulled cart, sir. Lucky for you, they carry a maximum number of three passengers, and it’s early enough in the day, you shouldn’t have any trouble finding a good solid one.”

“Oh, great,” I said with a grin. “Thank you for your help, Mr…?”

“Raiko, sir,” the innkeeper answered with a smile. “Enjoy your day.”

“Thank you,” Kaz said in a cheerful tone.

Raiko returned to polishing his glasses, and my women and I walked outside to set eyes on the city for the first time.

“Whoooaaa,” I breathed with amazement.

Bioniin was more like a city than anything I’d seen since the last time I was in Phoenix. The buildings were made of some kind of white stone with metal accents like the inside of the Twin Crest Inn. They looked well maintained, with bright bursts of color from window boxes filled with flowers. The roads were all paved with cream and tan-colored cobblestones, and people quickly walked around like they had places to be.

Every person we saw had some kind of decorative jewelry made of metal and gears, and many of them wore small circular sunglasses against the bright sun.

The men wore long robes or well-tailored suits in shades of cream or charcoal, and the women wore long dresses in a wider range of colors. Many of the women wore silk scarves over their heads, and most of the men wore top hats or bowler hats. More than a few of the people we passed wore monocles and spectacles, and I was starting to get a feel for how modern this place was in comparison to Kohvra, Ryvem, and Amirma.

“The people here are so fancy,” Kaz whispered to us.

“This place has money,” I replied with a grin. “It’s going to be interesting to see what kind of things they want to buy.”

“Should we try to hire a varrin?” Prinna asked. “Or should we walk?”

“Let’s walk,” I said. “It’s a beautiful day, and I want to have a look at everything.”

Kaz and Prinna nodded in agreement, and we followed a small white sign that pointed out where Jeblin Lane was.

It looked like Twin Crest Inn was in a section of the city that was filled with other inns and restaurants. Every little shop had a sign out front that identified its name and what kind of goods it sold, and I wondered how they thrived with a market down by the shore.

I shrugged and figured this would either be a bust, or this place had just that much money to toss around that both could survive together.

The weird thing about this place was that it appeared to be the middle of spring or early summer here in Bioniin. It was closing in on winter back in Arcton, and the shift was really bizarre for my brain to adapt to at first. I guess it made sense, if each realm was so vastly different and far apart, they would have their own stars and their own patterns of revolution around those stars. There was no way every realm would be in the same season at the same time.

It definitely had appeal. If my Arizona desert-heat native self ever got sick of the freezing rain of the Pacific northwest, I could just pop through a door and enjoy some sunshine and heat.

It took us about thirty-five minutes to walk through the city, and we passed a beautiful and well-manicured park in the center of the city. Large metal sculptures reflected the sun, and a flock of some kind of white bird swam around in the pond.

This whole place was like something out of a steampunk dream, and I couldn’t help but think of one of my best friend’s favorite shows. Kevin had tried for months to get me to watch The Legend of Korra with him, and when I finally relented, it turned out to be an awesome show. Bioniin and its people had some strong Republic City vibes, and I wondered if there were steam-powered machines here, too.

I chuckled at the idea that we would stumble across someone earthbending in the street, but then my mouth fell open when one of the varrin whizzed past us in a hurry.

The small transportation device was a little cart on two wheels with a bench seat and a linen canopy pulled by two men running down the street. It was basically just a rickshaw, but I couldn’t help but grin at the sight of it.

“Oh, that must be one of the varrin,” Kaz chirped.

“Gotta be,” I said with a smirk. “That’s really cool.”

As we headed further into the city, the buildings began to change. The flowers in the window boxes looked a bit more chaotic, and the people wore more and more brightly colored clothing. The women’s hair became more elaborate, and I spotted one woman with a bright blue and green bird in the piles of curls on top of her head. I thought it was a real bird for a second before the sun glinted off the beak, and I realized it was a sculpture of glass and metal.

All the people seemed to be walking in the same direction as us, and more than a few of them gave us curious glances. We definitely stood out, even among the wild outfits that would have made Effie Trinket from The Hunger Games drool with jealousy. Kaz was the only woman we’d seen wearing pants, and Prinna’s loose cardigan stood out among the more form-fitting clothes of the people of Bioniin.

Then we spotted a large metal sign that displayed the hours and rules of decorum for the Swanne Market. There was also a smaller sign that listed the seller fees for renting a space in the market. That surprised me at first, since there hadn’t been one at any of the other markets, but then again, this place was obviously swimming in money. I guess it made sense that the merchants would be expected to pay a premium to be a part of such an economically wealthy space.

“No loitering after sunset,” I read off the sign. “No fisticuffs within the market limits. No livestock. Huh, okay. That’s good to know.”

“Oh, look!” Prinna pointed to the right.

“Whoooaaa,” I gasped.


Chapter 2

If you’d like to see a map of Bioniin, you can see it on my Patreon (search Google for ‘Patreon  Eric Vall’), or you can find it in my Facebook group (Search for ‘Eric Vall’ in Facebook Groups). It’s also linked on my website at www.ericvall.com 

Swanne Market was enormous. It looked like it spanned a few square miles, and there were carts and booths lined up in neat and orderly rows on the cobblestone streets. Many of them had linen canopies like the varrin, and the rows were crowded with buyers as the muses shouted their merchants’ wares.

“Brand-new bijouterie from Madame Loozhin’s collection!” a woman with inky-black hair and sharp blue eyes called in a sultry voice.

The display before her was filled with the same kinds of decorative collars we’d seen on the people of Bioniin. There were also wrist cuffs encrusted with small gems, and sculptures of small birds, flowers, leaves, strange fruits, and what looked like snails that I assumed were intended to be worn in the hair. I didn’t see anything that looked like earrings, and nothing thin or dainty like the necklaces that were more common on Earth. The accessories were all large and heavy-looking pieces.

An older woman with silver hair in a tight bun worked behind the booth. The focus she had as she used a pair of needle-nosed pliers combined with the heavily magnified spectacles on the tip of her long nose made me certain she was Madame Loozhin.

I studied the sharp-looking woman and her more voluptuous muse for a moment, and I realized I hadn’t seen very many female merchants. Except for the old wood carver, and she hadn’t had a muse of her own.

Kaz and Prinna gave a long look at Madame Loozhin’s goods as we strolled past toward the rest of the displays.

We passed several more booths filled with similar decorative accessories, but none of them looked quite as elaborate as the first display. Another muse advertised flower buds and seeds as well as the kinds of window boxes we’d seen on display all through the city. The merchant at that booth had dirt under his fingernails, and he didn’t seem to have a single piece of the metallic jewelry on his person.

The next row seemed to be the area for food vendors, and I was amazed at how many different things could be cooked on a stick. There were hunks of brown meat that smelled delicious, purple tentacles twisted around wooden skewers, hunks of green and yellow vegetables that had been broiled until there were tiny bits of black around their edges, and a dozen colors and sizes of what looked like rice in small cups.

One shop had nothing but beverages, and the merchant sat back on a metal chair while a beautiful muse with long black hair called out to the passersby.

“Fresh zoogi juice,” the woman called. “Fizzy pubba tea! Come and try the healthful groby blend! It will rejuvenate dry skin and bring the luster back to dull hair! It has all the nutrients your body craves!”

I smiled at the woman as we passed, and I felt renewed surprise by how human all these people looked. There wasn’t an odd shade of skin, horn, fang, or strangely colored eye in sight.

We passed a row of hand-made trinkets and things I’d expect to find in gift shops at tourist destinations. There were small frames, tiny decorative boxes, small bookshelves, and even some carved wooden toys that looked like animals.

The further through the market we went, the more varied the merchants and their muses looked. I was starting to think we’d wandered past the local merchants into the area where traveling merchants set up.

Most of them looked entirely human still, but I did notice the muses of the traveling merchants dressed far more seductively than the local merchants’ muses seemed to.

The traveling merchants wore trousers more often than the long robes of the people of Bioniin, and their muses showed off a lot more skin around their shoulders and legs. There was even a fair bit of cleavage on display, and they didn’t have the heavy metal collars the locals seemed to find fashionable.

“This place is incredible,” Kaz murmured as we rounded the next corner.

“It is,” I agreed.

We decided to skip the next row because all the booths looked empty of any goods. There were merchants and muses at each of them, but I couldn’t see a single thing for sale.

“They must not be set up yet,” I figured.

We moved on, and we soon discovered we hadn’t even reached the most amazing sections of the Swanne Market yet.

This row was filled with much larger booths that had only one or two items each. They were different contraptions that reminded me of a science fair with large displays that showed how they worked. It looked like this part of the market was some kind of show for new inventions.

“What are these contraptions?” Kaz asked, and her melodic voice was full of wonder.

“I don’t know,” I hummed. “Let’s have a closer look.”

Kaz, Prinna, and I walked a bit closer to one booth, and we could see a clockwork device on the table. It had a lot of gears, chains, and metal tubes that sprouted out of a metal box about the size of a toaster oven. A good long look at the machine on display told me exactly nothing about it.

There didn’t seem to be a muse in sight, but it was possible she was off in the market somewhere working to draw in people from all over the market. After all, that’s usually how Kaz worked.

“It will polish all your finest bijouterie far better than human hands could ever dream of,” a man wearing a sharp vest with a gold pocket watch chain tucked into the front pocket announced. “And with my polishing automaton, there’s no need to dirty your hands with all those solvents and cleaners! No more aching cracked skin from too much cleaning!”

“What powers this machine?” asked one of the men in the crowd.

“There is steam power, of course,” the vested man answered. “And a bit of proprietary work as well. I’m sure you’ll understand, I can’t give away all my secrets.”

The inventor grinned like a car salesman, and he turned to give me a sly wink. His charming mask slipped into a spark of amazement when his green eyes landed on my venturer’s badge.

“Ah, a venturer!” the vested man crooned. “Welcome, welcome, are you here to inspect my latest invitation, good sir?”

“We’re just having a stroll through the market,” I said lightly. “Your invention caught my attention. It’s quite impressive.”

“Thank you,” the vested man said. “Name’s Piho, it’s a pleasure to make your acquaintance. Can I interest you in a practical demonstration?”

“I suppose we can spare a moment,” I said with a casual glance at Kaz and Prinna.

“I would like to see it in action,” Prinna replied. “Can it polish any kind of bijouterie?”

“Ah, yes madame!” Piho replied. “It certainly can!”

The vested man looked around for a second before his eyes lit up, and he snapped at someone behind us. A beautiful woman with long strawberry-blonde hair hurried forward, and she moved around behind the device. She wore a long cream-colored sheath dress, and she had thick brass cuffs around her wrists.

If I hadn’t seen so much of the machine-style jewelry on all the other people in the market, I might have thought they were some kind of shackle.

“I have here one of my darling wife’s most treasured accessories,” the vested man announced. “May she lie peacefully with the gods.”

Piho held up a fairly simple plated collar that was encrusted with small red gems around the rim closer to the top. The lower edge was decorated with a small flower design in the center made up of gears and copper or brass wires. I had to admit, it was very pretty.

“You simply place your item here on this platform…” Piho laid the collar down and gestured widely at the machine as a small crowd gathered around. “Then you flip this switch…”

Piho grinned at the small crowd, and when nothing happened, he turned and glared slightly at his muse.

“Penli, do the thing,” the vested man hissed.

Piho’s muse flipped a small toggle switch at the side of the machine, and steam started to pour out of the top of the metal pipes on the back. A mechanical churning sound started to emanate from the device, and two small trapdoors at the front opened up. A pair of robotic hands appeared and picked up the decorative collar. One of the hands looked a lot like my own, but the second had a series of cleaning and buffing brushes where its fingers should have been.

The automaton hands went to work, with the right holding and turning the collar while the left used its series of brushes and buffers to polish the collar to a beautiful shine.

All the while, the crowd oohed and ahhed, and I couldn’t deny, I was impressed as well. I studied the way the hands moved, and I guessed there was a fair bit of magic involved with this device, too. There were too many angles and motions the hands made for them to all be done by gears, chains, or mechanical tracks. It was simply too involved for me to believe it was clockwork mechanics alone.

“Look at that beauty shine!” Piho cried as the robotic hands disappeared back inside the metal box.

Penli lifted the collar into the air for everyone to have a better look, and Piho nodded smugly at the crowd’s reaction.

The steam churned out for three more seconds before the device was silent and still once more, and the small crowd applauded politely.

“Is this coming to market?” one woman with a decorative frog-lizard sculpture in her brown hair asked.

“We are still in the testing phase, madame,” Piho answered. “Which leads me to my question of the day, ladies and gentlemen. If you would like my device to be made available to the open market, I am in need of a little support…”

“Come on,” I said before we could get roped into a time-share style scheme. “Let’s keep looking around.”

It was clear Piho had come to rummage up some investors, and that was not what we were here for. We strolled along the inventors’ section of Swanne Market for a while longer and saw several more interesting inventions. Some of them had automaton and robot aspects, some were more like modern Earth appliances. One was basically a crank-powered French coffee press.

The inventor’s muses seemed to act more as assistants than advertisers of their merchants’ wares, and they all dressed as the locals did.

Finally, we made our way around to the last row of stalls and booths, and we found a small registration table where we could pay the fee to set up. We headed over and were greeted by a man in a finely tailored pinstriped suit. There was a long white feather tucked into the ribbon around the base of his bowler hat, and he wore small square spectacles on his long nose.

“Welcome to Swanne Market, friends,” the man said with a lazy smile. “My name is Rodin. How can I help you on this fine day?”

“We’d like to set up a booth, please,” I said.

“Very good, very good,” Rodin said, and he pointed at a crisp sheet of paper secured behind glass on his small booth that detailed all the options for us. “As you can see we have a daily option, an option for fortnights, or an annual package for the more substantial merchants. Which will suit your needs, my friends?”

“Perhaps we should select the fortnight option,” Kaz said, and she pointed at that description. “Ten days, sunup to sundown, and the fee isn’t much more than the daily fee.”

“It’s quite a deal if you ask me,” Rodin said. “If you intend to set up for at least four days, you’d actually lose money on the daily option.”

“Do we have to use the ten days consecutively?” I asked. “Or can we use them as we like?”

“They must be used within thirty days of paying the fee, good sir,” Rodin replied.

“We’ll take that option, then,” I said with a smile, and I slung my rucksack around to dig for my spending purse.

My ladies and I had agreed upon a method of organizing our gold so we didn’t have to carry around our huge stacks everywhere we went. We kept enough in my rucksack to buy anything we might come across, or to pay for things like food or fees like this. And the rest stayed locked away in our safe at home. I pulled out the five gold solars required to secure our spot, and I paid Rodin.

“What kind of goods will you be selling, sir?” Rodin asked.

“A little bit of everything, I suppose.” I offered him a friendly smile. “We have some tools, some clothes, some fruits…”

“Ah, a master of all trades. Very good, sir,” Rodin said with a smile. “We have a brief contract here that confirms your payment, identifies your booth location, as well as your start and expiration dates. If you would read through that for me…?”

“Yeah,” I hummed, and I quickly read the short document.

I was glad to see it didn’t contain any funny legalese or confusing language that might have tricked us into paying extra fees, a requirement to surrender our goods if they didn’t sell, or anything like that. It was, as Rodin said, very straightforward. I didn’t understand the way the dates were written, but I knew we could keep track of thirty days from today on our end. Plus, we probably would use our fortnight before the expiration day anyway. I did chuckle inwardly at the fact that in this realm, their clocks had fifteen hours, and a fortnight was four days short of what it was on Earth.

I figured I would know more when we returned to Earth and saw how much time had passed while we were here in Bioniin. It might be trickier than I expected to keep track of the days, and I hoped we wouldn’t return home tomorrow morning or something crazy like that.

It was strange how some things were so similar, and others were completely alien.

I signed the document and handed it back to Rodin for approval.

“Excellent!” Rodin quipped, and he slammed a stamp onto a pad of ink before marking my signature with it. Then he pointed up at a map on the back wall of his booth that showed a layout of the market and all its merchant spots. “Your spot will be here at the end of Invention Alley.”

I looked over the map for a moment and saw that things were intentionally organized by category at the Swanne Market. There were sections for tools and materials, edible goods, hired services, that must have been the area where nothing had been on display, and the row for inventors. The spot Rodin indicated would be ours was part of a small section at the end of the inventors’ row labeled ‘Assortments’.

“Great,” I said. “Thanks for your help, Rodin.”

“A pleasure, Mr…” Rodin trailed off as he stared down at the contract. “Sam Woods. What an odd name.”

“Thanks.” I smirked and gave him a quick finger-gun before my ladies and I walked off toward our designated spot.

“I quite liked him.” Kaz smiled as she set down her accounting bag. “He was very helpful.”

“I thought so, too,” I said. “Come on, let’s make some gold.”

While I opened our collapsible booth, I couldn’t stop my eyes from wandering around at the other Assortments booths nearby. Based on their dress, hair, and goods, they appeared to be people who weren’t local to Bioniin.

One booth was operated by a muse with pink eyes and pointed ears, and she called out the goods on her merchant’s table. I guessed she might be some kind of fairy or elf, but I couldn’t know for sure. She called out the small trinkets and gifts of her merchant in a deep and sultry voice and tried to entice the local men to buy delicate jewelry for their wives and lovers. They didn’t seem to be making much money, though, and I guessed it was the extreme difference between their accessories and what the locals tended to wear. She brought in more buyers of the scrap material on their booth than anything else, and I started to get a feel for the value of goods here.

The next booth over was run by a short burly man with wide-set eyes, and his muse had wild flowing hair in a bright shade of green that made her stand out from the crowd. That merchant had some of the glass carvings the women had been wearing in their hair, several kinds of hairbrushes with metal handles, some kind of reddish-brown nuts, and some large spools of various kinds of wire. That seemed to be one of his best sellers, and I made a mental note of the fact.

There was also a merchant with a big fat belly who had two muses that had to be twin sisters. They had identical soft features in their cherub-like faces, and their eyes were a strange shade of blue-green. They wore incredibly revealing outfits that caused the women of Bioniin to look entirely scandalized as they walked past. It didn’t seem to hurt their business much, though, because plenty of younger men who walked the market alone spent more than a few solars at the fat man’s booth.

Prinna helped me set out our goods in an attractive display of items while Kaz arranged the money box and ledger so we could keep our records for the day. She’d suggested we keep a tally of items, their starting price, and the final sale price so we could later analyze the numbers to maximize our profits. I’d been both impressed and turned on by the idea, and after I’d thoroughly praised Kaz with several shuddering orgasms, we’d planned it all out in one of our ledgers.

“Alright, ladies,” I said with a grin. “We’re open for business.”

“Shall we bring in some customers now, venturer?” Kaz asked with a coy smile.

“Have at ‘em,” I chuckled.

“Looking for a unique gift for that special someone?” Kaz called out to the passersby. “Come to Venturer Sam’s booth for the most exotic clothing you could imagine!”

The Enchanted woman’s melodic voice carried on the light breeze as she walked away down the crowded rows of Swanne Market. Several heads turned to follow Kaz like the children followed the Pied Piper, and Prinna grinned at me.

“She’s very good at that,” Prinna observed.

“Yeah, she is,” I chuckled, and I gave her a gentle pat on the butt. “Off you go.”

“Yes, master.” Prinna smiled slyly at me, and she wandered several paces away from the booth.

The white-blonde witch remained well within sight and earshot of me as she made an effort to engage the patrons of the market in conversation. Her job was much more subtle than Kaz’s as she used her magic intuition to sense the desires and intentions of any potential customers or thieves.

We’d decided on a sly hand gesture to alert me to suspicious persons, so I kept my eye out for the specific motion of tucking her hair behind her ear as I negotiated with my first customers.

Kaz had pointed a few young gentlemen with pretty young ladies on their arms in my direction. The first young couple were absolutely smitten with one another as they perused the clothing items I had displayed at my booth.

After observing all the outfits and accessories of the people in Bioniin, Kaz, Prinna, and I had put out very few staple items. Instead of dresses, tops, or pants, we’d put out things that could be added to the existing ensembles, like scarves, light sweaters, gloves, and some cool metal chain belts.

The young woman gushed about a silk scarf that was a wild geometric design in shades of blue and green.

“Oh, please, Willen,” the woman pleaded as she tugged on her gentleman’s arm. “Won’t it look so beautiful braided into my hair?”

“It does match the lady’s eye, good sir,” I said in a friendly tone.

“Hmmm,” Willen hummed thoughtfully, and he smiled affectionately before he looked back at me. “We’ll take it.”

“Excellent choice,” I said, and I gave the lady a charming wink.

Willen paid for the scarf as his girlfriend squealed with delight, and I moved on to my next customer and sale before the happy couple was gone.

Another young couple who seemed deeper in their relationship bought a cotton scarf and one of the fashion chain belts. The third asked about hair accessories or brushes, and I said I would definitely add them to my wares for my next day in the market. They ended up selecting a pair of black fishnet gloves, and they left with satisfied smiles on their faces.

A few minutes later, a group of older gentlemen with intense mustaches and sideburns walked up to my booth. They looked right past the clothes and zeroed in on the tools and crafting supplies I had laid out.

I allowed them a moment to check out my goods, and I caught a quick glance from Prinna that suggested these guys had money to spend. I smothered a grin at the idea, and I couldn’t help but notice three rather large men in dark suits that hovered nearby. They wore hexagon-shaped sunglasses, and I thought I spotted the bulge of some kind of weapon holster under their thickly muscled arms. My immediate thought was that they had pistols hidden under their coats, but I couldn’t be sure without seeing one.

I caught Prinna’s gaze again and flicked my eyes over to the three large men, and I gave the witch a questioning look. Prinna stared at them for a moment and then gave me a casual kind of shrug that told me they didn’t seem to be any threat.

I thought for a moment, and I decided they must be personal security of some kind, and I became much more interested in these gentlemen.

“Hmm.” One man with gray hair and a mustache that looked like it required an absurd amount of wax picked up the pliers I had on my booth. “Oh, Criter, look here.”

The mustached man handed the pliers to one of his companions, and Criter inspected the grabbing points of the needle-nose pliers with interest.

“Textured for gripping strength,” Criter observed. “Comfortable handle, these are quite fine.”

Criter looked up at me as he handed the pliers back to his gray-haired friend.

“What’s your price, venturer?” the first man asked.

“Ten solars,” I said even though I would accept as low as five.

“Hmmm,” my potential customer hesitated. “Five.”

“Eight,” I countered.

The man furrowed his eyebrows and toyed with the waxed tip of his mustache for a moment. “Seven.”

“Deal,” I agreed, and I offered my hand to shake on it.

“You drive a hard bargain, venturer,” the man said with a smile. “But I can see your wares are of high quality. Do you ever have raw materials for sale?”

“Sometimes,” I said vaguely, and I brought out my mental notebook to mark down what he might want. “What are you looking for?”

“High quality wire, copper, nickel,” the man replied.

“Microcogs if you ever have them,” Criter added, and he pinched a quarter inch of air between his thumb and forefinger. “Preferably platinum-iridium alloy, or stainless steel.”

“Wire, yes,” I said with a nod as I pictured the exact aisle in Lowe’s I could find such a thing. “I’ve never had microcogs, but I think I could rustle some up for you.”

“I’d be happy to pay an additional fee,” Criter said with a spark of excitement in his eyes. “If you happen upon them.”

“I’ll see what I can do,” I said.

The third member of their group, who’d been silent so far, scratched at the mutton chops of his face, and he lifted a t-square from the booth. The men ended up buying the t-square, and a small set of hex screwdrivers before they walked away with cheerful waves over their shoulder at me.

The three muscled guys followed just a few steps behind the gentlemen, so now I knew for sure they were personal security guards. It made me think of how celebrities in places like California walked around with their own security teams to keep the paparazzi and crazed fans at bay. These guys didn’t seem to be getting hounded by other people at the market, so maybe it was more of a status symbol in Bioniin than it was a real necessity.

There was a small pause in customers for a few minutes, and it gave me the opportunity to scan the crowd more closely. That’s when I realized that Criter and his buddies weren’t the only ones with large security guards following them around. As inconspicuously as I could, I studied their figures for any sign of firearms, but I found that none of the bulges had the right shape to be any kind of gun I was familiar with.

Then I got a real answer when one security guard passed behind a hoity-looking couple with a shortsword strapped to his hip in the open. Finally, the long, straight shape of the bulges I’d noticed made sense. They were probably all carrying some kind of bladed weapon on their persons.

I chuckled as I imagined a fucking sword fight erupting in the middle of the market over someone’s offended honor, and the image of Criter slapping another man across the face with a white glove as he demanded satisfaction made me laugh.

After that I started to notice some of the more subtle indicators of wealth here. The people who were tailed by security had more gems encrusted in their metal collars and wrist cuffs. They tended to walk a bit slower, and the women often had far more elaborate hairdos while the men’s faces were adorned with wild facial hair.

I couldn’t help but think of Neil Patrick Harris’ character in A Million Ways to Die in the West and the scene where he explained how costly a facial accessory a Mobius mustache is. My cheeks started to hurt from the laughter I had to contain, and Prinna gave me a concerned look.

She must have thought I was losing my mind, so I cleared my throat and shoved thoughts of the hilarious comedy away. I gave her a reassuring smile and made a promise to myself to share the movie with my women at some point.

Business went pretty well over the next few hours. The customers and people of Bioniin seemed most interested in the tools, and some of the women were very excited about the art supplies. The produce sold well, too, but not nearly as well as it did in Amirma.

This place was tricky to nail down what would be a top seller, but I was starting to get the feeling that Criter had the right idea. Raw materials and hardware might be the thing to stock up on for sales in this market.

The Philips head screwdrivers had received more than a few strange looks, so I figured they didn’t have the x-headed screws here. One or two flatheads had been picked up, but mostly the hex screws were sought after.

I added hex screws, washers of every size, large spools of the highest quality wire, pliers, and wire snippers to my mental list. Maybe I could get my hands on some sheets of good quality metal, too, and I started to wonder if the people here could benefit from smelting tools.

I left those thoughts behind as another small group of customers wandered up to the booth. As I made a few good deals with them, I spotted Kaz’s sexy figure as she rounded the end of the row and began to head back in our direction. She stopped and charmed a few more customers my way, and then she lingered behind as they came and made some purchases from our booth.

The sun was starting to sink toward the horizon by this point, and I remembered the sign at the entrance to Swanne Market. The market would be closing soon, so I thanked the last customer and made a show of closing my money box. The remaining patrons of the market passed my booth like they would a closed shop in an American mall, and I started to pack away the couple remaining items that hadn’t sold.

Kaz and Prinna wandered slowly back over to me as I finished packing up, and I smiled at the return of their company.

“How was business?” Kaz asked.

“Pretty good,” I said. “We definitely made money. I got a better feeling for the kinds of things that will sell really well here, I think.”

“These people seem to want for very little,” Prinna observed. “Many of them desired to impress their companions, or longed for things simply to have things.”

“Yeah,” I agreed. “Lots of disposable income here, I think. They don’t seem to need things so much as they want things.”

“Well, so long as we have the things they want,” Kaz said with equal emphasis on the last word as I’d put, “then they will give us what we want in exchange.”

“Lots and lots of gold.” I smirked, and I held up our lockbox that was significantly heavier than when we’d arrived. “We should head back home so we can take a trip to the hardware store before it closes. That should bring about a better profit margin the next day we come here.”

I quickly tested my digital scale to see if the batteries worked or if the travel through realms had fried the internal hardware, and much to my surprise and pleasure, the little LED screen lit up as normal. That was good news for sure, but it opened up more questions about how other, more complex technology might fare in these other realms. Or even if it was just in Bioniin that technology would work.

“Hardware store?” Kaz repeated with a touch of confusion. “Was that the enormous metal building with all the flowers inside?”

“Yeah,” I chuckled as I remembered her look of shock at the gardening section in Lowe’s. “Come on, let’s go home.”

Kaz and Prinna cheerfully helped me collapse our booth back into its briefcase-like shape, and we began walking out of the market together. Most of the other booths were folded more like the pop-out parts of camper vans, and they were locked securely with metal gates or doors. I added heavy-duty chains and keyed padlocks to my mental shopping list, and we enjoyed the flurry of end-of-day activity in the city as the sun set.

The park was filled with a lot more people at this time of day, and there were a few dozen rowboats in the middle of the lake. The women held brightly colored parasols while the men rowed, and I noticed more security guards walking a few steps behind the wealthier citizens of the city.

I spotted a few more with short swords, and one security guard with a very fashionably cut jacket. It only fell to his waist, and the tips of two matched daggers hung just below the hem of it. The sight confirmed my suspicions that the main type of weapon in this realm were bladed items, and I started to ponder the idea of adding knives and swords to my list of goods.

We passed a silversmith’s shop along Jeblin Lane, and I took a quick peek in the window. It had a wide display of finely hand-crafted blades, and a young man who looked like he was a member of the more middle-class bracket of this society was staring longingly in the window.

I tapped Prinna on the arm to let her know I was stopping for a quick chat, and my ladies hovered nearby in front of a hatmaker’s shop.

The young man offered me a friendly smile as I stopped and looked in the window beside him.

“Quite nice, aren’t they?” he asked in a conversational tone.

“Very,” I replied, and I met his eyes with a casual expression. “Which one are you going to buy?”

“Oh, I can’t afford any of these,” he said with amazement. “Master Renvue’s silverworks are far above what I can purchase.”

“Ah, that’s too bad,” I said with an empathetic half-smile. “Every man deserves a good blade at their side.”

I listened carefully to the young man’s response as I watched his facial expressions and body language. My goal was to suss out the importance of owning a weapon, and the general attainability of a fine blade like Master Renvue’s creations.

“You are very right about that, sir,” he replied in a wistful tone. “I’ve been saving for an annual, but I don’t believe I’ll ever be able to afford a good blade of my own. Certainly not a new one.”

“Is that not something you could find at the market?” I wondered.

“I’ve checked, sir,” the young man said. “They’re all nearly as high quality as Master Renvue’s, and almost as expensive.”

Then he seemed to spot my venturer’s badge, and his blue eyes lit up with excitement.

“A venturer?” he asked. “Have you ever dealt in blades, sir?”

“I haven’t,” I said in a thoughtful tone, and the young man’s face sank. I clapped him lightly on the shoulder and gave him a reassuring smile. “But that doesn’t mean I couldn’t start. Good evening.”

“G-Good evening, sir,” the young man stuttered with surprise as I walked away.

“Learn anything interesting?” Kaz asked with a grin as I rejoined them.

I smiled at my sexy magical women and gave them a little shrug.

“I think I did,” I said.

I pondered the idea as we walked. There seemed to be a market for blades somewhere in the middle and lower levels of price. I honestly loved the utterly badass feel of the short sword on my hip the few times I’d felt it reasonable to wear. Bioniin was a pretty safe realm, but not all of them were.

I wondered again about the benefit of obtaining a gun, too. It was still a question if it would work in the other realms. My scales had worked after passing through whatever multiversal magic brought us between realms, but would other technologies, or chemical reactions for that matter? And if they worked in one new realm, would they inherently work in all realms?

I had no idea. Not until I tested them, at least.

What I did know was that walking around with an obvious weapon would put a target on my back in some places, but gain me respect in others. Walking around with a completely unrecognizable firearm? That was a toss-up.

But there was the trouble and red tape I’d no doubt have to go through to purchase a pistol in Oregon. I’d have to be careful about what specific pistol I got, too, and how I wore it in different places.

I decided I would look into it at least. There would probably be an occasion I’d want to have such a powerful item of self-defense, and on the off chance that occasion never happened, it wouldn’t be a problem to be overly prepared.

For now, though, I definitely wanted to look into bladed weapons that I could sell here in Bioniin.

We headed back to the Twin Crest Inn, and the dining hall was about half-full of gentlemen in finely tailored suits enjoying a few rounds of drinks at the end of their day. There were no women in the room now, and some of the men had taken up a darts game of some kind in the back corner of the inn.

The men seemed to be well in their cups, though they were still very reserved in their manners and speech. I was starting to think this was an almost uptight society.

I gave a friendly wave to Raiko the innkeeper as we passed through to the stairs, and we returned home to my Earthly inn a moment later.

“That realm was simply fascinating!” Prinna exclaimed once the voices from Bioniin’s citizens had faded completely.

“It truly was,” Kaz agreed. “The people were so finely dressed, and more polite than I’ve ever known anyone to be.”

“Yes!” Prinna nodded emphatically. “I did not receive a single nasty look the entire day. It was quite refreshing.”

“Nor did I,” Kaz said. “Many people seemed to notice my eyes, but none of them made any snide comments or even appeared bothered by my presence.”

Kaz’s violet eyes were like a blinking neon sign that identified her as one of the Enchanted. In the three other realms we’d been to, that had marked her as a person who was inherently lower class. It felt good to learn not all the realms harbored such hatred for magical beings like her.

“So what did you learn from the young man at the silversmith shop, Sam?” Prinna asked.

As we left the room and headed back down to the third floor, I quickly told my ladies about what I’d learned, and they both seemed to follow my train of thought about the conversation.

“Can you purchase blades on Earth for a reasonable price?” Kaz asked as we walked into our bedroom.

“I have not seen any silversmith shops in the town,” Prinna said in a doubtful tone, and she shrugged off her cardigan.

“No, I’m sure there aren’t any shops like that in Arcton.” I shook my head.

I walked into the corner to set my rucksack down for the day. I checked the clock there quickly, and I was a bit surprised to find it was right about the time I’d expected it to be.

Strange.

I guessed that the hours on Bioniin were shorter than Earth hours, but the days were roughly the same length. They must divide their days differently than we did, but that was a good thing to know. It would definitely make keeping track of our contracted days at the market easier.

“But,” I continued on my previous train of thought. “There are places where we could order knives, daggers, and even swords that would be a good balance between quality and… well, not cheap, but not too expensive, either. I’ll have to do a little more research about it… but… I…”

My words trailed into silence when I turned back around. A blissful shock took over my brain as I found both Kaz and Prinna had stripped down to their new bras and panties, and my mouth started to water at the sight.

“Fuck,” I breathed.


Chapter 3

I could see Kaz’s nipples tighten under my gaze through the thin lacy cups of her lavender bra, and she sucked in a shallow breath as she hooked her thumbs into the thin waistband of her thong.

“This thing has been rubbing against me all day,” Kaz moaned as she tugged lightly on the elastic. “I’m in desperate need of some release.”

“I know what you mean,” Prinna agreed in a breathy voice.

The white-blonde witch’s bra and panty set were an earthy shade of green that really brought out the emerald specks in her hazel eyes. The scalloped cups of her bra barely held her smaller breasts in place, and I wondered if they would spill right into my hands if I pulled at the silky material.

Heat washed over my skin as Prinna pressed her slender thighs together, and I couldn’t drag my eyes away from the silky green fabric of her thong.

“I had no idea clothing could be so…” Prinna moaned softly as she wiggled her hips. “Arousing.”

“Mmmm,” Kaz hummed in agreement.

I smirked at the knowledge that both women had been enduring constant stimulation throughout the entire day in Swanne Market, and I shrugged my leather jacket off. Blindly, I tossed it toward a chair in the corner, and I knew I’d missed by the soft thump sound of it landing on the floor.

“Oh,” I sighed in a playful tone. “What torture that must have been.”

“Please, Sam,” Kaz purred as she tugged at the waistband of her thong again. “Will you give us the pleasure and release we need?”

“Mmmm…” Prinna whined. “I can feel your desire, Kaz. It’s driving me wild.”

“Christ,” I muttered under my breath, and I strode across the room in three steps. “You’re so fucking sexy.”

I wrapped an arm around each of my sexy lovers’ waists, and it took me a second to adjust to the difference in their heights. Prinna was almost half a foot taller than Kaz, and she was much more slender than the Enchanted woman. The contrast was delicious, and I pulled them toward me as a soft moan escaped my throat.

“Don’t worry,” I purred. “I’ve got what you need.”

“Uuuuhhh,” Prinna moaned as she pressed herself against my chest.

I captured her lips in a searing kiss, and I groaned into her mouth as Kaz’s hands found their way to my belt. The Enchanted woman made quick work of removing my belt and undoing the button of my cargo pants. I released my hold from her and slid my left hand along Prinna’s jaw to dig into the silky locks of her white-blonde hair.

Kaz’s hands pulled my pants down, and I felt her short fingernails graze along the fronts of my thighs until she tentatively cupped my erection through my boxer briefs.

“Fuck,” I gasped at the heat of Kaz’s touch.

Kaz grinned up at me and started to stroke my cock more passionately, and I shuddered as I caught Prinna up in another kiss. I locked my left hand at the nape of her neck, and I slid my right down the center of her back until I felt the swell of her ass under my palm.

“Oh!” Prinna gasped in response, and she melted against me.

I fondled the sweet curve of her perfect ass for a moment before I grabbed the string of her thong in my hands and gave it a gentle tug.

“Rohlk!” Prinna moaned passionately.

The unfamiliar word caught me off guard, and I pulled back enough to look into her hazy eyes. “Rohlk?”

“Apologies for my coarse language, Sam,” Prinna said in a breathless voice, and there was a touch of embarrassment in her eyes.

“Is that a curse word from Amirma?” I wondered with a grin.

“Yes,” Prinna mewled as her eyes closed, and I could see her need building again. “It is used much how you use your Earth word ‘shit.’”

“I’ve never heard you say it before,” I murmured, and I gave her thong another little tug so the thin fabric grazed along her clit.

“Oooohhhhmmmm,” Prinna moaned and licked her lips. “I don’t use it very often. It’s quite offensive where I am from.”

I chuckled lightly at the idea that I pushed the beautiful woman to use a swear she hardly ever did, but before I could enjoy the thought anymore, Kaz leveled me with a similar kind of torture.

The Enchanted woman had peeled my underwear away, and just as I was teasing Prinna about her language, Kaz had wrapped her lips around the head of my cock.

“Fuuuck,” I groaned at the slick heat of the violet-eyed woman’s mouth.

Prinna giggled in response, and I gave her a devilish look as I tugged on her thong once more.

I let my hand slide further down between her ass cheeks until I could feel the dampness growing between her thighs, and I pressed the tip of my middle finger against the swollen flesh of her pussy lips.

“Oooohh,” Prinna moaned.

All the while, Kaz continued to suck my dick in a slow and lazy rhythm like she had all the time in the universe. She stroked the flat of her tongue all along the underside of my shaft, and she moved one hand up to cup my balls.

My pulse thundered in my ears, and I moved my mouth down along the slender curve of Prinna’s throat. I didn’t even realize I was still wearing my shirt until my witchy lover started to pull at the hem.

I released my grip on her neck and ass to slide my arms out of my sleeves, and Prinna quickly tossed the shirt away. Arousal washed over me as I realized my ladies still had their bras and panties on still, and I knotted my hand in the dark strands of Kaz’s hair.

“Get on the bed,” I instructed them both.

“Have I earned your touch?” Kaz asked in a submissive voice, but there was a devilish glint in her violet eyes.

“Oh, you’ve earned it.” I smirked. “Now get on the bed.”

Kaz and Prinna grinned eagerly at one another before they scurried over and hopped onto the bed. They knelt side by side with eager expressions as I strolled lazily after them.

“Mmm,” I hummed with appreciation, and I pointed at Prinna’s green bra. “Take it off.”

Prinna’s face flushed under her tan, and she reached up to unhook the clasp between her perky little tits.

“Good, now lay back.” I pointed at the mattress behind her.

My sexy white-blonde witch tossed the bra to the side, and she laid back on the bed as I turned my gaze to the Enchanted woman beside her.

Before Kaz could move, I leaned in and caught her face in my hands. I tilted her head so her neck craned back to look up at me, and I stroked the pads of my thumbs over her full lips.

Kaz released a shuddering breath that fanned across my abdomen, and I leaned down to kiss her. Her lips were soft and warm under mine, and I reveled in the sweet taste of her lip balm.

“Mmm, pomegranate,” I chuckled softly as I pulled away.

“It’s that bees one you bought for me,” Kaz breathed.

“Do you like it?” I asked.

Kaz nodded slowly, and she leaned her face back up for another kiss.

I smirked and stood straight up. “Lay down on your belly.”

The Enchanted woman’s violet eyes sparked with arousal and curiosity, and she didn’t hesitate to do as I told her.

I took a moment to enjoy the view of Kaz’s butt and Prinna’s pink nipples before I crawled onto the bed. Then I positioned myself on my knees between their hips, and I stroked my left hand slowly over the full curve of Kaz’s ass. With my right hand, I caressed down the front of Prinna’s chest, and I purposefully avoided getting too close to the peaks of her breasts.

Prinna moaned softly, and she tried to adjust her angle to push her breast into my hand.

I grinned as I moved my hand away, and then I shifted lower to hook a finger into the waistband of her green thong. With achingly slow movements, I pulled the wet material of her thong down the length of her willowy legs.

Goosebumps rose up all along Prinna’s thighs, and her chest heaved in shuddering breaths. Every muscle in her body tensed with anticipation just like I wanted, and I tossed her underwear aside.

Prinna gazed at me with hunger in her hazel eyes, and I gave her a devilish smirk before I turned to Kaz.

My beautiful black-haired lover had her chin propped in one of her hands while she watched Prinna and me. Now she peeked over her shoulder at me, and she sucked her bottom lip between her teeth.

I grinned as I reached up and unhooked the back of her bra, and I pushed the straps down her upper arms.

Kaz quickly pulled the straps the rest of the way off, and as she tossed it away, she arched her lower back. The shift in her spine pushed her luscious ass into the air, and a brutal rush of arousal washed through me.

My hands moved to the perfect globes of her ass of their own accord, and I slid my fingers under the string of her thong. I tugged the fabric to rub it against her clit like I had done yo Prinna, and Kaz moaned in response.

“Oooooh…” Kaz arched off the bed again.

Several stitches popped with the ferocity that I tore her thong down her legs, and Kaz gasped with surprise.

“Sam!” Kaz chided me playfully.

“Don’t worry.” I smirked. “I’ll buy you new ones.”

Then I grabbed onto Kaz’s hips, and I flipped her over before she could realize what I was doing. I scooped up both of her thighs in my hands and pulled her knees wide open for me.

From the corner of my eyes, I spotted Prinna as she leaned back on her side just enough to have a good view as I lowered my mouth to Kaz’s pussy. The erotic scent of her arousal reached my nose just before my tongue touched her clit, and her response was delicious.

“Uuuuhhh,” Kaz moaned as she flexed her hips like she couldn’t quite control the intensity of her reaction. “Oooh, Saaammmm.”

A soft moan of hunger escaped from Prinna’s throat, and my eyes flicked over the pale shape of Kaz’s thigh to the sexy tan witch. Her hazel eyes were glued to the spot where my tongue flicked over Kaz’s clit, and her hands were wandering over her body in lazy caresses.

I wedged my left hand under Kaz’s hip to keep her in place, and I curled a finger of my other hand at Prinna. The white-blonde witch understood immediately, and she flushed hard as she scooted closer to me.

It was a bit of an unfamiliar angle, but I was determined to finger Prinna at the same time I ate Kaz’s pussy. My right arm snaked over the top of both ladies’ thighs, and I blindly felt until I found the radiating heat of Prinna’s pussy with my fingertips.

My self-assigned multitasking mission was complex but so rewarding, and it took me a minute to figure out how to work my tongue and fingers on two different women at the same time. But soon, both of my magical lovers were moaning and writhing with pleasure.

I slid my left hand closer to Kaz’s sweet tunnel, and I slipped my middle finger into her slippery heat to add to her torturous pleasure.

The Enchanted woman sucked in a breath.

“Fuuuck,” Prinna gasped.

“Mmm,” I hummed, and I lifted my face away from Kaz’s clit for a second to look at Prinna. “You like that?”

“Not me,” Prinna moaned. “Kaz. Her desire is so intense! I can feel every drop of it. Oooohhh.”

Kaz was at a total loss for words, but the moans and sighs coming from her throat told me just how right Prinna was. Then Kaz’s pale thighs started to tense on either side of my shoulders, and I could tell she was close.

Not wanting to deny my violet-eyed lover of a shattering release, I jammed a second finger into her slick pussy, and I lavished her clit with quick flicks from the tip of my tongue.

My fingers on Prinna’s clit stalled for a second, but she didn’t seem to give a single fuck as she rode out the waves of Kaz’s pleasure.

“Oh, Sam!” Kaz cried out. “Yeeessss! Riiiight theeerrreeee!”

In the middle of her last word, Kaz’s voice dipped two octaves, and she released an intense groan of ecstasy. Her inner walls rippled and clamped around my fingers as a fresh rush of her salty-sweet juices spilled into my palm.

“Oooohh,” Prinna hummed with appreciation.

I coaxed Kaz through the back-to-back waves of her orgasm with my tongue and fingers, and I tried to keep my fingers on Prinna’s clit moving in some kind of rhythm.

“Lord, I needed that,” Kaz sighed a moment later.

“I still doooo,” Prinna whined, and she shifted her hips like she was trying to catch my fingers.

“Don’t worry, baby,” I chuckled.

I placed a sweet kiss on the inside of Kaz’s thigh, and then I scooted closer to my witchy woman. Kaz lifted her left leg up into the air to allow me to pass, and I gave the back of her knee a playful tickle as I settled myself between Prinna’s pale thighs.

“Saaam, pleeeaaassssee,” Prinna pleaded.

“Just lay back and enjoy it,” I said with a devilish smile.

Kaz rolled lazily onto her side to enjoy the show, and I set my mouth over Prinna’s clit like it was my only mission in life. I couldn’t very well show favoritism to either of my lovers, so I quickly thrust two fingers, palm up, into her dripping pussy. I massaged the tips into the spongy spot of sheer pleasure, and the added attention to her g-spot had Prinna squirming with desire.

“Saaammm, ooohh, yeeeessss,” Prinna moaned. “That feels so good!”

I could feel Kaz’s violet eyes on my every move as I showered Prinna with every good feeling she could want. Desire seemed to be rolling off the Enchanted woman in waves, and I almost felt like I could sense it just like I knew Prinna could.

If my mouth hadn’t been so busy layering delightful torture all over Prinna’s clit, I would have grinned like a fool.

“Oooh, Kaz!” Prinna gasped suddenly.

The combination of shock and arousal in the white-blonde witch’s voice pulled my attention, and my eyes scanned up the long length of her torso where I spotted the cause for her sharp intake of breath.

Kaz’s fingers were clamped tightly around each of Prinna’s dusky pink nipples while I circled my tongue over the throbbing bud of nerves at the top of her sex. The sight sent powerful waves of arousal down my spine, and my rock hard cock pulsed with need.

I breathed through the rush of desire that worked through my entire body, and I allowed myself to enjoy every microsecond of it. My focus was glued to each tiny sensation that built together to form the wave of arousal.

“Sam!” Prinna cried out, and her pulse pounded under my tongue.

A second later, her entire body tightened, and her inner walls gripped around my fingers like I was the only tether she had to the ground.

Her breathing stopped for a full two seconds before she let out a long moan of pleasure. “Yeeeeessssss.”

She’d locked one hand into the shaggy waves of my hair, and I guided her through the crashing waves of her orgasm for a solid minute before her body finally slumped with satisfaction.

“Rooohhhlk,” Prinna mumbled as she wiped a hand over her heart-shaped face. “That was… incredible.”

“And we’re just getting started,” I teased as I slid backward off the bed.

I’d given them both intense amounts of fun and pleasure, so now it was my turn to take what I wanted, and I pointed with both hands at the foot of the bed.

“Kneel here,” I instructed in a raspy voice, and I cleared my throat. “I want you side by side so I can fuck you both.”

I felt like I was about to have the sexiest goddamn buffet table laid out in front of me, and I couldn’t wait to put my hands all over them both at the same time while I flip-flopped between their sweet pussies.

Kaz’s violet eyes were burning with renewed desire, and I could tell she was ready for whatever I had in mind. She hopped right to it, and in less than three seconds was kneeling on all fours with her ass on full display for me.

Prinna positioned herself with more seductively slow movements, and she left about half a foot of space between her and my Enchanted lover.

“Ah, ah, ah,” I chided playfully.

I placed my right hand firmly on the right side of Prinna’s hips and my left in the same place on Kaz, and I firmly pushed them together until their asses were directly beside one another.

Prinna’s longer legs put her ass a bit higher up than Kaz’s, and I made a quick adjustment of her outer knee to level them both out to the same height.

“There we go.” I smirked, and I took my throbbing cock in my hand.

For a moment all I could do was take in the amazing sight of both of the gorgeous asses and pussies waiting for me. Kaz and Prinna’s slick folds were swollen with desire, and I knew I’d be able to sink right into them without the slightest bit of resistance. Now the only problem before me was trying to decide who I would fuck first.

I figured fair was fair, and since Kaz had waited so patiently since her first orgasm, she deserved the pleasure of being filled first.

My hand wandered over the smooth curve of Prinna’s ass as I stepped to the left and thrust right into Kaz’s dripping heat without even a bit of warning.

“Zahk!” Kaz cried out. “You’re so hard!”

I didn’t recognize the word, and with my limited brain capacity, I could only assume it was a foreign curse word from Kohvra. A cocky smirk spread across my face as I realized I’d pushed both of my sexy ladies into using crude language I hadn’t yet heard under other circumstances.

I had every intention of giving Kaz a good slow fucking, but my cock quickly took the reins. Before I knew it, I was thrusting into her hot entrance in a hard rhythm, not that either of us minded.

Prinna watched us over her shoulder, and I decided it was time to mix things up. Without any warning, I pulled my cock quickly from Kaz’s pussy, sidestepped, and thrust myself balls-deep into Prinna’s hungry tunnel.

“Rohlk!” Prinna cried with shock, and her voice quickly dissolved into a long, low moan. “Aaaaahhhhhh.”

“Ooooh,” Kaz whined.

I glanced over as I started to thrust deep into Prinna’s hot body, and Kaz was trembling with the sudden loss of pleasure. The Enchanted woman must have been aching with need from my sudden absence, and I felt a powerful rush of pleasure at the power they’d both given to me.

Kaz’s legs trembled with unspent need, and she bit so deep into her bottom lip, I worried she might draw blood.

“Rude,” Kaz moaned as she watched me fuck Prinna.

“Don’t worry, sexy,” I promised her. “It’ll be worth it when I finally let you cum again.”

“So ruuude,” Kaz whined with an adorable little pout on her face.

I stared right at Kaz as I slowed my thrusts down to a torturous pace, and I let her imagine every single inch of my dick in her pussy while I filled Prinna.

“Oooohhh,” Prinna moaned loudly. “Kaz, your desire… it’s so stroooong.”

“Shit,” I gasped at the added sensation my witchy lover was certainly feeling, and I caressed my hand slowly up the length of her spine. “Do you like feeling Kaz’s desire while she watches me fuck you?”

Kaz whined quietly, and her fingers curled into the blankets.

“Yeeesssss!” Prinna cried out. “It feels like I’m on fire!”

“Goood,” I groaned.

Then I swiftly treated Prinna to the exact torture I’d forced on Kaz. I left her empty and trembling with need as I stepped back behind Kaz, and I thrust brutally into her dripping pussy.

Kaz’s inner walls clenched around me with ecstasy, and her dark hair fell around her face like a curtain as her head dropped forward.

“Saaam!” Kaz moaned. “Put your fingers on me, pleeeaaase!”

My mouth opened with shock, and I reached around Kaz’s left hip with my hand until I found the aching bud of her desire right above where my cock slid in and out of her pussy at a demanding pace.

I gave her clit the tiniest and most fleeting touches for a few minutes until I felt Kaz growing close to orgasm again, and then I switched back to Prinna without a single bit of warning.

“Sam!” Kaz half-groaned and half-screamed my name in frustration. “Ugh!”

The upper half of her body collapsed onto the bed as I slammed my cock back into Prinna’s eager pussy.

Kaz leveled me with an accusing glance, and I locked my eyes with her violet ones as I pounded into Prinna’s sweet tunnel. The white-blonde witch groaned loudly as her head fell back, and she arched harder against me.

I’d intended to deprive Prinna of release once more before I switched back to Kaz, but the long-limbed beauty crashed into her orgasm with a suddenness that surprised us both.

“Oh!” Prinna gasped and cried out. “Fuuuuck!”

Her inner walls quivered around my shaft, and I reached up to fondle her breast as she soared through the ecstasy. I buried myself balls-deep inside her and let her roll through the waves at her own pace. Her pussy hugged my cock, and I gritted my teeth against the intense pleasure.

“Rrrrmm,” I groaned.

“Uuuhhh,” Prinna sighed as she melted onto the mattress in utter bliss.

“My turn?” Kaz asked in an adorable pleading voice. “Please, Sam? I need it.”

“I’ve got what you need, babe,” I assured her as I gently pulled myself from Prinna’s dripping pussy.

“Oooh!” Prinna shivered at the final sensation of my shaft leaving her body, and then she rolled onto her side to revel in the sight of Kaz getting fucked.

I gave the satiated witch an affectionate pat on her thigh, and I stepped back behind my Enchanted lover again.

“Please let me cum this time?” Kaz mewled as she pressed her ass into the air for me. “Don’t deny me any further.”

I leaned over her until my mouth was right beside her ear, and I wrapped my arms around her torso. “I’m going to make you cum all over my dick so fucking hard.”

“Ooohhh,” Kaz moaned.

I stood back up and pulled Kaz with me so her back was pressed up against my chest and I had full access to her breasts and clit. With my left arm diagonally across her chest and between her breasts, I held Kaz in place, and I guided my throbbing cock back into her pussy with my other hand.

“Uuuugggghhhhh,” Kaz groaned long and low, and her entire body shivered in my embrace. “Yeeeesssss.”

I was teetering on the very edge of the cliffside myself, and based on the sudden rush of wetness over the base of my dick, I knew Kaz was going to find her release easily and quickly. I’d built the pressure up inside her to the breaking point already, and all it would take was just a tiny push to get her there.

I slid my cock in and out of her slick heat slowly at first to give us both a little more tension and pleasure before we finished. There was something so delicious about the wait, and I just couldn’t bring myself to finish it quite yet.

“Uuuuhhhhmm,” Kaz moaned, and she gripped my left forearm with both of her hands. “Moooooooore.”

I grabbed hold of her hip with my right hand, and I forced her to angle her pelvis back just a bit. The slight shift allowed me to thrust even deeper into her quivering tunnel, and I felt the barrier of self-control between me and ecstasy start to crack and splinter.

I gave her hip a little squeeze and whispered in her ear, “Don’t move.”

Kaz moaned and nodded her head erratically in understanding, and I shifted my hand around to her front. Her clit pulsed with her pounding heartbeat, and I gave it a little press with my middle finger before I started to caress it in tiny vertical strokes.

“Ooh, ooooh, oooooohhhh!” Kaz groaned deep in her throat.

The sounds of her pleasure sent rivers of molten gold down my spine, and the buzz of a crashing orgasm started to sound in the base of my brainstem.

That’s when every last bit of my control was lost, and I let myself pound into her hungry pussy with demanding force. My finger worked in tiny flicking motions over her clit, and she shattered into a million shining pieces a second later.

“Aaaahhhhhh!” Kaz cried out as she came.

The rippling tension of her inner walls around my dick was the last of my undoing, and I let myself go. The pleasure exploded in my brain like a million tons of TNT, and I filled her sweet body with every last drop of my seed.

“Fuuuuuuck,” I groaned as the mind-numbing pleasure coursed through me like a sonic boom.

My hips twitched forward several times as I rode out the waves of pleasure, and Kaz moaned softly with each one. Finally, my pulse started to even out, and my breathing returned to normal.

I loosened my grip on Kaz’s body, and she slumped forward on the bed like a lazy cat.

“Goodness,” Prinna sighed.

“Mmmm,” Kaz hummed in agreement.

We all crawled up the bed slowly and plopped down in a tangled heap of limbs. Prinna laid her head on my shoulder, and Kaz snuggled her butt up against my side.

“So what does tomorrow hold for us, venturer?” Prinna asked in a tired voice.

“I’ve got some Earth business to attend to tomorrow,” I said. “So we’ll probably head back to Bioniin the next day. But that gives us the chance to stock up on things that will sell better there tomorrow before our next trip.”

“Excellent thinking,” Kaz mumbled before she yawned. “But for now… sleep.”

“Also excellent thinking,” I chuckled tiredly.

It was less than a minute later that Kaz and Prinna both descended into a deep sleep, and a delicate little snore escaped the Enchanted woman’s mouth. I grinned like a lovesick puppy, and I slipped into restful sleep right beside them.

In the morning when I woke up, I glanced at the clock beside the bed, and I was a bit surprised to see it was already close to nine. I stretched out on the bed a bit more forcefully than I normally would in an effort to gently wake the magical women beside me.

“Mmmm,” Kaz grumbled, and she pulled the pillow over her head.

“Mmmorning,” Prinna hummed through a wide yawn.

“Come on, you two,” I said lightly. “Lots to do today, let’s get moving.”

“Rrrrr,” Kaz growled playfully, but she tossed the pillow aside. “Fiiine.”

“Not much of a morning person, are you?” Prinna giggled.

“I’m never fully awake until I’ve had some breakfast,” Kaz replied.

“Well, let’s get something in your belly then,” I said as I crawled over Prinna to get off the bed.

We went about our morning routine comfortably, and I couldn’t help but feel a bit surprised at how easy and natural it felt to brush my teeth beside these two gorgeous women. I’d been living in Arcton for less than two weeks, and we were already settling into a really pleasant routine together.

I gave them each a kiss on the cheek as I left the bathroom, and I couldn’t stop smiling as I pulled on a pair of flannel-lined jeans and a long-sleeved shirt. The weather was starting to really cool off around here now, so I grabbed a dark blue hoodie in case I got cold.

“I’ll start some breakfast!” I called as I left the room.

“Bacon, please!” Kaz shouted after me.

“Duh!” I laughed.

I jogged down the two flights of stairs and headed into the kitchen to whip up some grub for the three of us. By the time Kaz and Prinna sauntered into the kitchen looking all beautiful and snug in their autumn sweaters and well-fitting jeans, I had a big pile of scrambled eggs, too much bacon, and a couple of blueberry muffins sliced and fried with butter laid out on the table for us.

The kitchen was still sort of a mess, but between the hot plate we’d bought to tide us over, and one good frying pan, I was able to make some decent meals.

The antique wood burning stove sat completely unused, and I looked forward to somebody snatching it up from Facebook Marketplace. I’d listed the thing for a reasonable price, with the condition any prospective buyers would need to haul it away. I’d had a few inquiries but no real bites just yet, but I knew it was just a matter of time.

Somebody would want the heavy-ass thing.

“Mmmm, that smells delicious,” Prinna hummed as she sat down at the table.

“Bon appetit,” I said.

“What?” Kaz and Prinna asked with identical expressions of confusion.

“Sorry,” I chuckled. “Enjoy the food.”

Kaz arched a dark eyebrow at me, and I grinned as I walked over to pour myself a cup of coffee. We sat down together to enjoy our food, and Prinna kept eyeing my steaming cup of joe with a curious glint in her hazel eyes.

“Is it good?” Prinna asked.

“It’s…” I smirked. “It’s an acquired taste. Would you like to try it?”

“Yes, please,” Prinna said.

I passed her my mug, and she slowly lifted it to her mouth. She took a little sniff and a tiny sip, and her nose wrinkled adorably as she pushed the mug back at me.

“It smells better than it tastes,” Prinna concluded.

“Yeah,” I laughed. “You can put sugar, milk, or cream in it to lighten the bitterness. You might like that better.”

“I prefer tea, personally,” Kaz said.

“Why didn’t you say so?” I asked with a chuckle. “We have tea on Earth. I would have gotten some from the grocery store.”

“You do?” Kaz said, and her violet eyes lit up with excitement.

“Yeah.” I nodded. “I’ll add it to the shopping list, and we can get a few different kinds to see what you like the best.”

“Thank you, Sam,” Kaz murmured with an affectionate smile. “It was sort of a luxury item for me. Mairo only ever let me have any tea leaves that were on the verge of rotting.”

Sour anger bubbled in my throat at the mention of Kaz’s former slavemaster, and I forced the hatred away. That asshole was better left in the past and forgotten. Kaz was free and safe now thanks to me, and I would buy her all the tea leaves she could ever want with my millions.

Before I could make the promise out loud, the booming, clanging noise of the front doorbells rang through the inn. It sent a rush of adrenaline through me from the sheer volume, and I took a deep breath to remind myself it was just the doorbell.

“We should have that replaced,” I said in a dry voice.

“It’s quite alarming,” Kaz agreed. “But who could be here?”

“Is there danger, Sam?” Prinna asked in a trembling voice. “What does this alarm mean?”

I realized she hadn’t heard the doorbell before.

“There’s just someone at the front door,” I said with a comforting smile.

“Do you think it is someone wanting to stay at the inn?” Kaz asked.

“No,” I chuckled. “It’s the building inspector. Time to put our theory about keeping the fourth-floor doors open to the test.”

I waggled my eyebrows conspiratorially at my two lovers as I stood from the table, and I headed out to the front parlor to open the door.


Chapter 4

Kaz and Prinna hurried out of the kitchen behind me, and they waited a step back as I pulled open the heavy front door. Its old hinges creaked loudly, and the man on the front step grimaced at the noise.

“Good morning,” I said in a casual voice. “You’re the inspector, right?”

“Yes, good morning,” the man replied. “Mr. Sam Woods, I assume?”

He looked like he couldn’t be a whole lot older than I was, and I wondered how long he’d been working for the insurance company. He wore a nice blue polo shirt and business-casual khakis under a black fleece jacket. His brown hair was neatly trimmed and styled with just the right amount of gel to make him look professional without looking greasy. He grasped a plastic clipboard that looked like it opened up to hold papers on the inside in one hand, and there was a ballpoint pen tucked behind his right ear.

I liked the look of him right off the bat, and I stepped back to welcome him into the inn.

“That’s me,” I confirmed. “Welcome to the Multiverse Inn.”

“Thank you, I’m Steve Danes.” He held out a hand for me to shake. “Nice to meet you.”

“Nice to meet you, too.” I shook his hand. “Come on in.”

“Thanks,” Steve said as he stepped inside. “Multiverse Inn. It’s a strange name for a small-town inn, don’t you think?”

“I suppose,” I said in a noncommittal tone.

“I understand you’re looking for a full inspection, is that right?” Steve asked as he nodded to Kaz and Prinna.

“Yes,” I said. “This is Kaz and Prinna, and we’re looking to open the inn back up for business eventually.”

Steve pursed his lips and nodded thoughtfully. “Cool. Arcton loves small entrepreneurs. You’re in a good place for this kind of thing. Do you think you’ll rename the place as part of the new management?”

“The place has a bit of a reputation,” I said. “Especially in the ghost hunting community, so we’re going to keep the name and most of the creepy aesthetic.”

“Well, if that’s the crowd you’re looking to pull in,” Steve chuckled as he glanced around the parlor. “You’ve definitely got the vibes already.”

“Where should we start?” I asked with a grin.

“I usually like to start on the outside and then work my way in and up,” Steve said, and he glanced between the three of us. “Does that work for you three?”

“Sure,” I said, and my lovers nodded in agreement.

“Great,” Steve said, and he held up his clipboard. “Let’s get started then.”

I pulled the front door open once more, and we all headed outside to show Steve around the property.

“So it’s a total of two-point-four acres, correct?” Steve asked as he pulled his pen from behind his ear. “And the address is ten-ten-sixteen Oak Circle, correct?”

“Yes, that’s right,” I said.

At least that’s what the administrator’s office for the inheritance process had told me. I hadn’t had a chance to get a surveyor out to the property, but we also hadn’t met any of the neighbors yet, either. The people on Oak Circle seemed to keep to themselves, and I hadn’t seen any kids playing around, so I assumed it was all older folks in the neighborhood.

But I couldn’t linger on any of that because Steve was on the move. He took an erratic zigzagging path in front of the huge creepy mansion and scribbled all kinds of notes down on his clipboard. Next, he took a look at the driveway, and he appeared to be counting the cracks in the old asphalt.

“You’ll probably want to have the driveway repaved,” Steve suggested. “All these cracks can be a tripping hazard, so that will raise your premium.”

I pulled out my phone to take notes, but Steve held up a hand to stop me.

“Don’t worry about taking notes,” Steve said with a friendly smile. “All this will be in the report for you.”

“Oh, great,” I said with a sigh of relief. “Thank you.”

“We’ll just talk about all of it now,” Steve said. “And then after I get back to the office, I’ll finalize the report and send a copy out to you.”

“Perfect.” I smiled.

“Is there a parking lot?” Steve asked as he looked around.

“You know, there’s not,” I said with a slightly baffled voice. “I’m not sure how many years the place has been shut down.”

“Probably many,” Kaz pointed out.

“True,” I chuckled. “It’s possible there was a gravel or dirt parking lot in the back in the past, but it’s all kind of overgrown now.”

“You’ll want to take care of that, too,” Steve said as he made more notes. Then he gazed up at the shingled roof for a long moment. “There aren’t any gutters.”

“Huh,” I snorted. “I never noticed that, but you’re right.”

The steepled roof and pitched windows on the highest floor were completely gutterless, and I realized it had hardly rained since I’d been here. That seemed odd, wasn’t Oregon supposed to be a really rainy climate?

“It’s probably luck we’ve had such a dry season this year,” Steve remarked. “Have you had someone come to look at the roof?”

“No, it’s on my…” I breathed out in a sort of exasperated manner, and I chuckled warily. “My very long list of things to do.”

“I’d suggest that be your next priority,” Steve said. “If the roof is bad, or there are any leaks, that will only make other existing problems worse.”

“You seem to know a lot about this sort of stuff,” I said. “Have you inspected buildings for a long time?”

“Not really,” Steve said. “My dad’s a general contractor. I worked for him all through high school and college, so I learned a lot about all this kind of stuff from him. You know, all the other guys in my office didn’t want to come out here for this job.”

“Really?” My eyebrows raised with surprise.

“Yeah, word is the place is haunted,” Steve laughed. “I think it’s really cool, though, so I volunteered, and I think you got lucky because I’ll point out stuff you can do to save you money in the long run.”

“I really appreciate that,” I said.

“That is very kind of you,” Prinna agreed.

Steve gave a bashful sort of shrug. “Most of the guys I work with are old-timers. They’re in a more traditional mindset that the insurance industry is a good way to get rich, but I’d rather help out the person in business. Whether you make money or not doesn’t have any effect on my paycheck, but it does have a longer-term effect on the economic status of this town.”

“I never really thought about it like that,” I chuckled.

“Yeah,” Steve said with a nod. “And I love this town, lived here all my life.”

“Well, I’m hoping to bring a little influx into the local economy.” I grinned.

“We could use a little shaking up around here,” Steve laughed. “I can also recommend a good roofer if you want. Long-time partner of my dad’s contracting company.”

“That would be great,” I said, and I decided I really liked Steve.

He seemed like a good dude, and I thought we could be friends.

“Let’s have a look around back,” Steve said.

We walked around the side of the inn, and Steve stopped occasionally to quickly inspect things like the electrical hook up points, the main water shut off point, and the window frames.

“Is there a back entrance?” Steve asked as he studied the rear of the inn.

“Uh, I think it’s around the other side,” I said, and I wracked my brain for anything about specific codes. I knew there had to be a second egress point in public buildings and businesses, but I wasn’t sure if it needed to be in a specific location in this state. “Does it need to be in the back?”

“Not necessarily,” Steve said. “As long as there’s a secondary egress point, it’ll meet code requirements. Since this is an inn, you won’t be required to have fire doors on the interior, but it wouldn’t hurt your premium costs, that’s for sure. Insurance companies like all those bells and whistles.”

“That makes sense,” I said. “I know we’re required to have fire extinguishers and stuff.”

“Yeah.” Steve nodded. “An automated sprinkler system might be a good idea, too. It’ll be an upfront investment for sure, but if you plan to be in business for a long time, it will eventually pay for itself in lower insurance costs. Plus, god forbid, if there was ever a fire, you’ll be glad you made the investment.”

“Oh, I’m sure,” I agreed emphatically.

We continued on around the back and located the secondary exit from the building. I mentally tried to place its location, and I realized it must have come out from the pantry off the kitchen. That pantry was completely stuffed with old boxes, and long-past expired nonperishable food items.

My ladies and I had taken one look at the room a few days ago during a cleaning stint, and we’d quickly decided to deal with it later. It had been so packed, this door wasn’t even visible.

Steve walked up and tried to open the door, but it didn’t budge. “Does this lock automatically?”

“I’m not sure,” I said. “The room it comes from is still packed with stuff. We haven’t cleared it out yet.”

“That should be high on the cleaning priority list,” Steve suggested. “It’s a hard and fast requirement for businesses.”

“Yeah.” I nodded. “We’re not in a big hurry to open up for business. We still have a lot to clean, repair, and update to the place before I’ll feel good about that.”

“Okay, that’s good,” Steve said. “It sounds like you have a good idea of what needs to be done.”

“I’ve got a degree in architecture,” I said. “I took some courses that touched heavily on code requirements, too, so I’ve got some good background knowledge to get me started.”

“Good. That’s really good.” Steve smiled and looked around. “Alright, I’ve got what I need here, how about we head inside?”

“Sounds good to me,” I said, and I took a deep breath.

The moment of testing our theory about keeping the fourth-floor doors open to make sure inspectors, appraisers, and contractors remained solidly here on Earth was creeping closer like a zombie horde, and it made my brain itch with tension.

It had to be tested, though, or we wouldn’t be able to get anything done to this place. And not being able to open the inn for business would leave me in a very tight predicament with the IRS trying to explain where all my money was coming from.

I pushed those worries away as I focused on one moment at a time. We had three whole floors to browse through before we got to the top, and Steve seemed like a pretty decent guy. I was hopeful that if things went terribly wrong, he might just think it was fucking awesome instead of having a mental breakdown like his old-timer colleagues probably would.

We headed inside and toured around the main floor first. As expected, most of Steve’s advice and suggestions pertained to the kitchen.

“Yikes.” Steve grimaced at his first glance of the seriously out-of-date space. “Yiiiiikes.”

“Yeah, I know,” I laughed. “This room needs to be completely gutted and redone.”

“That would be a wise choice.” Steve nodded slowly as he turned around. He spotted the packed-full pantry and pointed at the door. “That’s where the secondary exit is?”

“Yes,” Kaz answered.

“Okay, cool,” Steve said, and he jotted down some more notes. “That’s a suitable location for it so long as you have exit signs in the right places.”

“Right.” I nodded.

“I can give you some information about the best dos and don’ts of a business kitchen remodel if you’d like,” Steve offered.

“Yeah, that would be great,” I said. “We’d appreciate any useful information that would help us save a little on insurance fees, or even just make the place safer for our future guests.”

Steve smiled and nodded, and we carried on with the tour.

There wasn’t much else he had to say about the first floor other than some thresholds that were a bit tall which could cause tripping hazards.

“Especially for older guests,” Steve concluded his point. “Smooth floors and level transitions make for happy walking.”

“Got it,” I said.

“Alright,” Steve said. “Second floor?”

“Right this way,” Prinna murmured, and she led us over to the staircase.

“Oh, this must have been beautiful in its day,” Steve commented as he checked out the elaborate banister and spindles. “Are you going to have it replaced or restored?”

“I’d like to have as much restored as possible,” I said. “The inn has so much unique architecture, and I want to keep whatever I can. It’s all part of the place’s character, I think.”

“Definitely,” Steve agreed. “And so long as it’s sturdy, it won’t affect your future insurance rates or the safety of your guests and staff.”

“Great,” I said.

“Alright, moving on,” Steve hummed, and he jogged up the stairs.

Kaz, Prinna, and I followed behind him, and my tensions continued to rise the closer we got to the fourth floor.

The second floor was fairly straightforward, and Steve said the biggest concerns he had here were the lack of non-slip and handicap accessible stuff in the bathrooms.

“Come to think of it, this whole place isn’t exactly handicap accessible, is it?” Steve mused. “I’m not sure the requirements you have there, since this is a private business based on reservations and the like, but it’s something you should look into.”

“We will,” I assured him.

“You might want to hire a lawyer who specializes in this kind of stuff,” Steve suggested. “Just to make sure you cover yourselves.”

“That’s a good idea,” I agreed.

Steve made a few dozen more notes before he headed up to the third floor, which had even fewer issues to sort out due to the private bathrooms attached to each room. He quietly raised an eyebrow at the very obvious fact that only one of the rooms was occupied by us, but he professionally kept his mouth shut about the situation as we moved on to the fourth floor.

“Let me go first,” I said as I hurried in front of Steve. “All the rooms up here are locked, so I’ll need to unlock them.”

“Okie dokie,” Steve said, and there wasn’t any hint of suspicion in his voice or on his face about the fact that the fourth-floor rooms were all locked.

I opened the door to the room that led to Kohvra first, and I gave Kaz a pointed look as she moved into place to keep the door open by leaning against it.

“Are these like… themed rooms?” Steve wondered as he looked around.

“Uh…” I hesitated a second. “Maybe. They kind of look that way, don’t they?”

Steve nodded idly as he took more notes, and then he walked back into the hallway without a single issue.

I heaved a sigh of relief as I walked just a step behind him, and I saw we were still firmly in the hallway of my inn on Earth. It looked like our “keep the doors open” plan was going to work. I wasn’t sure how we’d manage it when it came time to have contractors moving freely through the building, but that was a problem for later.

For now, we knew there was a way to allow people into the rooms without having them travel to another realm, and that was a very good thing.

We walked across the hall, and I unlocked the door that led to Amirma. After a few minutes, Steve indicated he was ready for the next room, and we moved on to the door to Ryvem. Then it was the door to Bioniin, and with each door we opened, I felt better and better about the safety of Steve and any other future contractors we’d need to have in these rooms.

I tried not to gawk at any of the doors we hadn’t opened yet since I figured that would come across as sort of suspicious. But they caught my attention nonetheless.

One door was carved with thick flowering vines, and the room inside had a massive painting behind the bed of a coastal jungle landscape at sunset. It was a beautiful painting, and I wondered if it was a realistic view of the realm on the other side of this bedroom.

Another door was weirdly plain compared to the rest, and I struggled to shove all the questions that bubbled up at that into the back of my mind. I didn’t have time to wonder about it right now, and the room behind the simple door didn’t give away any secrets, either.

The last door at the end of the hallway was metal like the one to Bioniin, and it was engraved with geometric designs. Each one was the distinctive shape of perfectly cut gemstones, and my mouth watered at the idea of a gem-encrusted city on the other side.

It took me a few deep breaths to cool the raging excitement in my chest at all the worlds we still had to explore, and I forced myself to pay attention to Steve’s movements along the hall.

Never once did a bar room full of other realm voices start to creep into our business-minded morning, and by the time we were done, it was a huge relief to know our plan was fully functional.

Once we finished in the last bedroom of the fourth floor, Steve scribbled a final note and looked up at us.

“What’s the attic and basement situation?” he asked.

“Well, there’s a full basement that we can access from under the stairs on the first floor,” I said. “I’m not sure about the attic. We haven’t found any access panels anywhere.”

“Hmm,” Steve hummed and nodded. “You might want to include that in any renovations you do. All kinds of troubles can lurk in a closed-off attic, especially with the age and condition of your roof.”

“What kind of trouble?” Kaz asked, and her violet eyes hardened like she was prepared for sword-wielding bandits to appear out of nowhere.

“Water damage, weak struts, mold, mice, bats…” Steve ticked off the items on his fingers. “You never quite know what you might find.”

I laughed casually, but on the inside, I was imagining all the insane things that might be hidden inside this house.

My magical lovers and I led Steve back downstairs, and to the inconspicuous trapdoor under the stairs. I’d opened it a few days ago just long enough to confirm it led into the basement, but I hadn’t dared to venture inside yet.

“It’s very dark down there,” Kaz warned.

“I’ve always got my flashlight with me,” Steve said, and he pulled the small black cylinder from his belt. “Shall I go first?”

“Sure.” I waved invitingly.

Steve clicked the button on his flashlight, and the small LEDs lit up the basement steps like it was the middle of the day.

“They look sturdy enough,” Steve mumbled to himself, and he cautiously crawled through the trapdoor onto the first step.

The old wood creaked ominously but held his weight as he descended to the bottom.

“Maybe just go one at a time!” Steve called up, and his voice echoed in the dark basement.

“Eeeeerrrr,” Prinna groaned nervously, and her hands twisted together in a tight knot.

“Why don’t you two stay up here?” I suggested. “We don’t all need to go down there.”

“Thank you.” Prinna released a rush of air, and her voice was aching with relief.

“Be careful.” Kaz looped her arm through the taller woman’s arm.

“I will,” I assured them, and I ducked through the trapdoor.

The stairs were far too noisy for comfort’s sake, but they felt solid enough under my feet.

Steve’s bright flashlight shot a tunnel of illumination around the chilly basement, and I was impressed that it felt relatively dry. I couldn’t detect any immediate signs of mold or rot, and I knew that was a good sign.

“Pretty solid foundation here,” Steve observed as he shone his light around the base of the cinder block walls. “And it’s surprisingly dry.”

“Yeah, I expected it to have that musty damp smell down here,” I said.

“That’s a very good thing,” Steve said. “Your foundation looks good. Do you know where the HVAC system is? Or the electrical panel?”

“Honestly, I’m not sure,” I admitted. “I haven’t been down here before.”

I scanned the dark basement, and I realized it spanned the entire length and width of the first floor in one huge open space. The ceiling was a comfortable seven feet above the concrete floor, and three-foot-wide stone pillars held up the rest of the house in an even grid throughout the entire basement.

There was definitely a thick layer of dust on everything, though, and my nose was starting to twitch.

“Ah, there it is,” Steve said.

I looked up and saw his flashlight shining on a huge metal box in one corner of the basement.

Steve whistled as he walked over to have a closer look. “Gas?”

“Uh, yeah,” I said as I thought through all the utilities I’d picked up since moving here. “I think so.”

“Have you had someone service this beast yet?” Steve asked.

“No,” I said as a tiny current of embarrassment worked through me. “It’s on my list… there’s just been so much to do.”

“No worries,” Steve said with a friendly smile. “I totally get it. It’s probably really overwhelming everything you have to do…”

As if the furnace had something to prove, it kicked on with a deep groaning sound, and it settled into a loud but efficient-enough humming noise.

“Well, it works,” Steve chuckled as he inspected the manufacturing labels on the side of the massive machine. “It’s old, though… wow.”

“I suppose we’ll want to replace that, too,” I droned.

“That’s probably a good idea,” Steve said. “You could upgrade to a modern furnace that would have air conditioning in it, too. It’ll be more efficient, lower operating costs, and this thing isn’t going to last forever.”

“I’m sure,” I huffed.

“I’m honestly shocked it’s still running,” Steve laughed, and he jotted down a few more notes. “Let’s see… electrical panel…”

“Uh…” I hummed as we scanned the basement walls.

We spotted the hot water heater next, and we were both surprised to find it was less than twenty years old.

“You could get another decade out of this if you keep it maintained,” Steve said.

“Well, that’s good news,” I scoffed.

“Oh… boooooy,” Steve droned as his flashlight landed on a metal box on the front wall of the basement. “Yikes.”

“Electrical panel?” I asked as I turned to follow him.

“I guess you could call it that,” Steve said, and he shot me a worried grimace.

Steve tugged the metal door open, and I looked up at the old fabric-insulated wiring that snaked into the box like Medusa’s hair. A sharp hiss pulled my attention, and one quick glance told me everything Steve was thinking.

“Ah, shit,” I sighed.

The electrical panel was seriously outdated with circular glass fuses and way too much electrical tape wrapped around the old, insulated wires. It might as well have had a blinking neon sign saying, “FIRE HAZARD!”

“Uhh…” Steve grimaced as he looked at me. “This is… bad.”

“Yeah, I can see that,” I sighed. “Alright, electrician just got bumped to the top of the list.”

“Definitely.” Steve nodded. “You’re going to want this whole place rewired. Get them out here as soon as you can, and maybe keep some fire extinguishers around until you get this all up to code.”

“Yeah, that’s a good idea,” I agreed. “Ah, shit.”

“What?” Steve asked like we were already good buddies.

“I’ve got a new fridge and range being delivered.” I frowned at the offensively outdated and dangerous electrical panel. “I can’t plug those into this, can I?”

“I wouldn’t recommend it,” Steve said, and he rummaged in his coat pocket for a minute. “My cousin is an electrician. He just finished a big job on a new bank construction a few towns over. If you call him today, you could catch him before he starts his next job.”

“Really?” I asked.

Steve nodded and handed me the card. “He owes me a favor. Tell him I sent you, and he’ll give you a good deal. I’m not making any promises, but he could probably get this place done by the end of next week.”

“Really?” My eyebrows shot up with surprise. “That would be awesome.”

“Give him a call,” Steve said.

We headed back up the stairs and through the trapdoor to the front parlor.

“Alright,” Steve said. “I think that’s everything I need. It’ll take me a few days to write everything up in the official paperwork, but I should be able to get it to you before the middle of next week.”

“Sounds good to me,” I said. “I’d like to get this place insured, but I know my rates would be insane in its current state.”

“That’s true,” Steve chuckled. “Once you begin repairs and updates, an appraiser would be able to better see what it will be. If you take care of a lot of what we went over, especially that electrical panel, your estimated rates will come down significantly.”

“Good, that’s what I wanna hear.” I grinned.

“Yeah,” Steve laughed. “This place is kind of a death trap right now. At least from an insurance appraiser’s point of view! I think it looks like a fun challenge, though.”

“Right!” I laughed. “Thanks so much, I really appreciate it.”

“No problem,” Steve said, and he pulled a business card from the pocket of his fleece jacket. “Here’s my card. Feel free to call me with any questions or concerns.”

“Great.” I smiled.

Kaz, Prinna, and I led Steve back downstairs, and we said our goodbyes on the front porch. Steve climbed into his shiny new pickup truck and backed out onto the cul-de-sac.

“Did that go well?” Prinna asked with a hopeful expression.

“Yeah,” I breathed with enormous relief as the tension finally slipped from my body. “Yeah, I think it did.”

“It seems we have a lot of work ahead of us,” Kaz murmured in a thoughtful tone. “Will it take a long time?”

“I’m sure it will,” I said, and I tried to come up with what I felt was a reasonable estimate. “Once we hire a contractor and they start working… it’ll probably be at least six months before all the work is done.”

“And a month is…” Kaz mumbled, and her eyebrows knitted together with concentration. “Thirty days?”

“About, yeah,” I said with a smirk. “Some months are thirty-one days. February has twenty-eight or…”

I let my words trail off, and I decided not to try and explain leap years at the moment. It wasn’t information that they needed right now, and I didn’t see any point in confusing the shit out of them by trying to explain why Earth had a bonus day once every four years.

“How will we find a contractor?” Prinna wondered.

“Don’t worry,” I said as I headed back into the house. “I’ll handle the finding them part. Come on, we’ve got a bunch more things to take care of today.”

“Are we going out of the inn now?” Kaz asked, and her eyes lit up with excitement.

“Yes,” I laughed lightly at her childlike glee. “And yes, we can stop for lunch somewhere while we’re out.”

“Yay!” Prinna clapped her hands as she bounced on the balls of her feet.

“Are we going to make a trip to see Big John today, Sam?” Kaz asked. “I have not counted the gold from yesterday’s sales yet.”

“Alright.” I nodded. “Let’s do that first before we head into town.”

Kaz and Prinna giggled as they turned and disappeared up the stairs, and a rush of emotion swept through my chest that I pointedly ignored. I’d only known the two women for a matter of days, it was way too soon to be feeling anything close to the L-word.

I firmly shook my head and tried to convince myself I was overcome by excitement and arousal by the two sexy women. But the growing feeling in the back of my mind seemed to grin knowingly at me as I gathered up my various lists and settled onto the sofa in the parlor.

We’d arranged some furniture and extra cushions here as a sort of communal hangout area, and it had quickly become routine for us to gather in this spot to do the back-end tasks of our business.

I pulled out my phone and started sorting through the dozen different lists I had in my notes app. I quickly added the details Steve and I had gone over, and I made a quick phone call to his cousin.

“Platinum Electrical,” a man answered the phone after the second ring. “This is Eli speaking.”

“Hi, Eli,” I said. “My name is Sam Woods, I’m the new owner of the Multiverse Inn in Arcton–”

“Oh, no way!” Eli interrupted me with an excited tone. “I just got off the phone with my cousin, Steve, he said you might be calling.”

“Uh, yeah,” I chuckled. “Steve said you might be able to squeeze me in before your next big job.”

Eli and I chatted for a few minutes, and he seemed as excited about the inn as his cousin had. We scheduled a time for him to come have a look at the electrical, and he assured me he would give me a good discount for the work.

“I really do owe Steve a big favor,” Eli laughed. “And maybe even bigger now. He knows how much I love really old wiring. It’s tons of fun to redo all those glass fuses.”

“Great.” I grinned. “I’m happy to provide you with a fun job, then.”

Eli and I confirmed our appointment, and I hung up the phone just as Kaz and Prinna came down the stairs.

Prinna held my magically never-full rucksack in her arms as she sat cross-legged on the floor, and Kaz set down her accounting supplies.

Prinna began pulling all the remaining items from the rucksack, and she sorted them into categories. She took careful inventory of what we still had, and it looked like she was mentally planning what we should focus on restocking.

On the other side of the long coffee table we’d pulled out of the library, Kaz stacked the gold solars into piles of ten, and she carefully counted them all before she pulled out the little digital scale.

A smile appeared at the corners of my lips from the warm and comfortable feeling of the routine the two women and I had started to create, and I read through and updated my lists for a few minutes. Eventually Kaz’s quiet muttering drew my attention, and I noticed the tension and frustration between her dark eyebrows.

She moved a coin off the scale, placed another one, weighed it, and then went back to the first one. The Enchanted woman did this twice more and replaced the first coin with a different one each time before she appeared to give up whatever she was trying to do.

“Ugh!” Kaz grumbled, and she took a deep breath as she looked up at me.

“What’s wrong?” I asked.

“Some of these coins are not weighing correctly.” Kaz frowned.


Chapter 5

“What?” I asked in a dumbfounded tone. “What do you mean?”

“These ones,” Kaz said as she pointed at a small stack of five gold solars. “The scale says they weigh less than they should.”

“Let me see,” I said, and I knelt down on the floor beside Kaz to try it myself.

I decided to recalibrate the scale first, but after I’d manually reset it with the standard one-gram weight that had come with it, the coins were still coming up light. The five coins Kaz had identified weighed in at twelve-point-eight grams instead of the solid fourteen they should have weighed.

I held one of the light coins in my hand and tested it against one of the properly weighted gold coins, and it was close enough that I couldn’t tell the difference with my naked hand.

“Huh,” I huffed, and I laid the too-light coin on the scale once more. The LED screen was plain and clear as it displayed the coin’s weight. “Twelve-point-eight. What the fuck?”

“The coins are too light?” Prinna asked with a confused look in her hazel eyes.

“Yeah,” I said, and I tested another dozen coins to confirm before I pointed at the stack Kaz had set aside. “These are all one-point-two grams too light.”

“What does it mean?” Prinna asked.

“Have I done something wrong, Sam?” Kaz asked in a worried tone.

“No,” I assured the violet-eyed woman. “It’s not you. It’s the coins.”

I thought quietly for a moment, and I started to wonder if these coins had been corrupted somehow. A quick inspection didn’t reveal any obvious irregularities or bits where some gold had been shaved off, and I knew I was out of my depth here.

“We should go see Big John,” I decided. “Maybe he can give us some insight into what’s going on here.”

Before we could make another move, my phone started to ring in my pocket. I pulled it out and answered it, and it was the delivery guy who was supposed to be bringing the range and fridge.

“We’re running a bit behind schedule,” the guy informed me. “It looks like we won’t be to you until the end of the day. Will that work, or do you want to reschedule?”

“Uh.” I thought quickly, and I checked the time. “Yeah, we can make that work.”

“Great, thanks,” the guy said, and he hung up before I could say anything else.

“Alright, we should get going,” I said. “So we can get back in time to meet the delivery guy with the oven and fridge.”

“Have there ever been too-light coins before?” Prinna asked.

“No.” Kaz shook her head. “They always weigh fourteen.”

Kaz, Prinna, and I stared at each other for a moment, and it was clear none of us had much of an idea as to what was going on here.

“Let’s go see Big John,” I said with authority. “Maybe he’ll be able to give us some answers.”

Prinna carefully finished stacking the pile she’d been in the middle of while Kaz separated the too-light coins from the rest of the stacks.

“Are we going to exchange some gold coins to Big John today, Sam?” Kaz asked.

“Yeah,” I said with a shrug. “We’ve got some big expenses coming up, might as well pad our pockets some more.”

Kaz returned the surplus of gold coins we would keep to our lockbox, and set the too-light coins and a stack of thirty proper ones into the small case I’d bought for bringing into Big John’s.

Our gold-exchange trips had become big enough that just walking in with a pocket full of gold coins had become a hassle. And it wasn’t like we could bring my magically never-full rucksack into Big John’s shop. The case was intended to be a woman’s travel luggage for jewelry, but it worked well enough for the coins. It was sturdy enough to handle the weight of so many coins combined together, and it didn’t draw too much attention.

I slung on my sweatshirt, grabbed my keys, and started to imagine what kind of car I might buy as we walked up to the rental.

We climbed into the rental, and I started up the engine as I wondered what I wanted from a new car. I had plenty of money to be able to treat myself to something really nice, but I also didn’t want to stick out like a giant sore thumb in this small suburban town. I couldn’t rent this thing forever, and the rental company had already been exceedingly gracious in allowing me to extend my rental period twice.

It felt like all the cars I drove past as we headed out of town toward Big John’s cash-for-gold shop seemed to lure me in like the Muses at the markets in Kohvra, Ryvem, and Amirma.

There was some good money in Arcton, and the soccer moms drove a lot of very new SUVs. Lexus was a very popular brand in town, as was Cadillac and Audi. There were quite a few brand-new Subaru Crosstreks, and plenty of vintage cars that I assumed belonged to the husbands or the older gentlemen of the town. One vintage nineteen sixties corvette caught my eye every time we passed it in town, and I started to daydream about really indulging in a six-figure car.

But before I could decide what to get, Prinna gasped at an outrageous-looking sign on the main road that led to Big John’s cash-for-gold shop.

“What is that beast!” Prinna laughed.

I slowed down and quickly found the sign my white-blonde lover had spotted. It was a massive cartoon chicken wearing boxing gloves and facing off with a cartoon cow. The billboard advertised a local burger joint a bit down the road by saying the beef totally knocked out the chicken that the nearby chain restaurant had to offer.

“It’s an ad for a restaurant,” I chuckled. “The Waverly Grill. Should we try it out?”

“Will there be very large birds there?” Prinna asked with bright eyes.

“I don’t think so,” I laughed. “But there will be food, and it could be really delicious. In my experience, it’s the small town places with the sort of offbeat marketing that make the best food.”

“I am very hungry,” Kaz said with a grin from the backseat.

“Alright, lunch first,” I said, and I drove past Big John’s shop.

The Waverly Grill was only half a mile past Big John’s, and I realized we went past it the day we’d shopped at Macy’s. I figured the billboard was new, or we just hadn’t been paying much attention the last time we came through here.

I parked the car, and we headed inside to find a really cute diner-style spot with classic red and white checkered floor tiles. A long open bar-style counter took up the length of one side, and small two or four-person booths took up the rest of the space. There were all kinds of kitschy classic American decorations around the walls, and only about half of the tables were occupied. It appeared to be mostly business folks on their lunch breaks and older retired couples out for a leisurely lunch, but one booth at the far end was occupied by an old man and a small boy who couldn’t have been older than three.

“Three for lunch, sweetie?” a middle-aged woman asked in a soft Southern accent.

She wore a frilly apron tied over a classic diner uniform, and she greeted us with a friendly smile as she pulled three menus from the hostess stand. Her name tag identified her as Emily.

“Yes, a booth please,” I said.

“Right this way, doll,” Emily replied, and she led us over to an empty booth.

Kaz and Prinna slid into one side before I could even consider our seating arrangement, and I realized this would allow me to look at both of the beautiful women at the same time. I smirked to myself as I slid in across from them, and I couldn’t help but adore the way Prinna looked around with wide eyes at all the decor on the walls.

“What can I get’chall started with?” Emily asked.

I scanned the back of the laminated menu for a second before I spotted the handmade milkshakes, and I grinned. “Three chocolate shakes please.”

“Sure thing.” Emily smiled. “You want whipped cream on top?”

“Yes, thank you,” I said.

“Good choice.” Emily winked at my magical companions. “Have a look through the menu, and I’ll be right back with those.”

“What is a milkshake?” Kaz asked in a hushed voice once we were alone.

“Delicious,” was all I revealed as I opened the menu up to the burgers and sandwiches page. “So what are you two in the mood to try?”

“I’m not sure,” Prinna giggled softly. “Would you recommend something?”

“Pick for me, too, please,” Kaz said with a bright smile. “Are there those… things… we had…?”

Kaz mimed a long stick shape with her fingers as her eyebrows scrunched together, and I realized she was asking about French fries.

“French fries?” I laughed. “Yeah, they have French fries. They also have onion rings, which are so fucking good…”

I spotted an appetizer sampler platter on the menu and grinned.

“Alright, how about a little of everything?” I suggested. “And I highly recommend bacon on your burgers.”

“Mmmm, bacon.” Kaz and Prinna both smiled hungrily at each other.

“Bacon is life,” I snorted with laughter. “Bacon is love.”

Kaz raised her eyebrows at me as Prinna blushed softly under her tan, and I realized what I’d said.

“My best friend Kevin always said that,” I said in a casual voice. “He really loves bacon, and his mom always makes it every time he visits home.”

“It seems that bacon can be added to nearly everything,” Prinna mused.

“It really can,” I agreed.

A moment later Emily returned with our chocolate milkshakes topped with a hefty pile of whipped cream and bright red cherries on a small tray.

“Here ya go, dolls,” Emily said. “Have you decided what y’all are gonna have?”

“Yes,” I said, and I stacked the menus as I placed our orders. “The appetizer sampler platter, and three bacon cheeseburgers with all the toppings, please.”

“How d’ya want ‘em cooked, dear?” Emily asked as she scribbled on her order pad.

“Medium, please,” I said.

I’d always been of the belief that medium was the best way to order a burger from a new place until I got a feel for how they cooked rare. Every place always seemed to be different, and sometimes what was rare at one restaurant was medium-well at another.

“Alrighty,” Emily said with a smile. “I’ll have that platter out for ya in a jiffy.”

“Thanks,” I said.

Emily strode away to tend to the other customers in the diner, and Kaz, Prinna, and I drifted into a conversation about the strange collection of decorations on the diner walls.

There were a lot of old sepia-toned photographs of farms, cows, chickens, and gap-toothed children in overalls. There were also some old license plates from random northern states, an old metal watering can with a bushel of fake flowers and wheat grass jammed into the top, and tons of little statues and figurines. One squirrel seemed to have caught my lovers’ attention.

“But why does this creature wear a coat?” Prinna asked with utter confusion.

“A waistcoat no less,” Kaz added. “This small beast is fancy.”

“It’s a squirrel,” I laughed. “They’re rodents, I think. I’m not sure why it’s wearing a vest, though. Maybe just for cuteness?”

“Are they enormous creatures?” Prinna wondered with a worried expression.

“No!” I laughed, and I spanned my hands about eight inches tall. “They’re about this big.”

“That’s a relief,” Kaz sighed. “It seems that all creatures here are rather small.”

“Oh, no!” I chortled. “There are plenty of huge animals on Earth. Elephants, rhinos, and lions are pretty big. Giraffes are stupidly tall…”

Kaz and Prinna leveled me with equally confused glances, and I chuckled at myself.

“What are these beasts?” Prinna finally asked.

“Maybe we can watch a documentary about wildlife sometime,” I chuckled.

“Doc-uuu-meeen-try?” Kaz repeated with confusion.

“Uh, yeah,” I chuckled as I realized we hadn’t had the opportunity to watch any television or movies together yet. I grinned as I imagined the horror-struck looks on their faces as I set up a big screen for us. “We can do that some other time.”

Finally, the ladies seemed to remember the sweet cold treats in the tall cups before them, and they both leaned in to have a sip of their milkshakes,

“Oooh!” Prinna gasped after a tiny taste. “That is unbelievable!”

“It’s so cold!” Kaz giggled, and a shiver raced down her spine. “And so sweet!”

“Do you like it?” I asked.

“Mmmhmm!” Prinna nodded as she sucked in another huge mouthful of the chocolate shake.

“Oh, don’t–” I tried to stop her before she gave herself a brain freeze, but it was too late.

Prinna hissed through her teeth as she crushed both of her fists against her temple. “It’s cursed!”

“A hex?” Kaz asked as she pushed the milkshake away from herself.

The Enchanted woman ducked below the line of the table, and she stared at it with suspicion in her violet eyes for a long moment like she thought it might crawl out of the cup at her.

“That’s called brain freeze,” I said as I tried to contain my roaring laughter.

“Will my brain be frozen forever?” Prinna groaned.

“No,” I assured her. “It happens when you drink something really cold too fast. Press your tongue to the roof of your mouth. That will help.”

“Mmmm,” Prinna groaned as she breathed through the sweet-induced torture. “Aahh! Ugh.”

“Are you well?” Kaz asked Prinna in a concerned voice.

“Yes, I think so,” Prinna sighed and opened her eyes again. “That was quite unpleasant.”

“Yeah, sorry,” I said with an apologetic shrug. “I should have warned you sooner. You have to sip milkshakes slowly.”

“I see that now,” Prinna giggled. “I very much enjoy the flavor, but this brain freezing thing, I don’t like that at all.”

“Yeah, it sucks,” I chuckled.

Kaz eyed her milkshake with lingering suspicion before she pulled the cup back toward herself.

“Try some of the white stuff on top,” I suggested.

Kaz and Prinna shared a curious look before they each stuck a finger into the whipped cream.

“Oh, it’s so light,” Kaz said with surprise.

I nodded and gestured for them to taste it, and they both licked the sweet cream from the fingers in a movement that had my blood pumping a little harder through my veins.

“Mmmm!” Kaz moaned with pleasure. “It’s delicious!”

“I’m glad you like it,” I chuckled, and I spotted our waitress coming back to the table with a large tray of food.

“Here ya go, sweethearts,” Emily said as she laid our plates in front of us, and she put the sampler platter in the middle of the table. “I brought y’all some dipping sauces, too.”

“Thanks.” I smiled.

“Sure thing,” Emily chirped, and she headed off to help her other customers.

“Oooh,” Prinna cooed with interest as she picked up one giant onion ring. “What is this thing?”

“It’s hot,” I said before anything else. The last thing I needed was for them to burn their tongues on the deep-fried goodness. “It’s called an onion ring. It’s a vegetable that’s been dipped in breading and deep-fried.”

“Should we dip it?” Kaz asked as she looked at the three ramekins Emily had provided.

One had plain tomato ketchup, one looked like a zesty ranch dressing, and the third appeared to have honey mustard in it.

“Yeah, go for it,” I said, and I dipped my onion ring in the honey mustard.

Kaz picked the zesty ranch and Prinna chose the ketchup, and they both sighed with pleasure at the full flavor of deep-fried bliss.

Our conversation died completely after that, and the two magical women tried dipping everything in the three sauces. Kaz seemed to prefer the ranch and Prinna ended up loving the honey mustard like me. Then they tried the fried mozzarella sticks, and they both agreed the marinara sauce was the best sauce for those.

It only took us a few minutes to demolish the sampler platter, and then we moved onto our burgers. Prinna struggled to find a good hold for the burger, but Kaz instinctively used her pinky fingers as sort of clamps on the bottom bun to keep it all together.

Based on the soft moans of delight from both women, I knew they were burger-lovers, and I found myself enjoying their pleasure more than my burger. It was a well-cooked piece of beef, and the bacon was delightfully crispy, but I was too enthralled with vicariously enjoying Kaz and Prinna’s meal to really relish mine.

By the time Kaz and Prinna had cleared their plates, they both leaned back in the booth with utterly satiated looks on their faces. Kaz even tugged at the high-waisted jeans she wore, and I considered suggesting she unbutton them to get a little relief from the restricting fabric.

“I believe I ate too much,” Prinna laughed.

“Yeah, that can happen.” I grinned.

“How was everything, dolls?” Emily asked as she walked up to the booth.

“Excellent,” Kaz said with enthusiasm. “I’ve never had such tasty food before.”

“Yes, it was so delightful,” Prinna agreed.

“Oh, well!” Emily smiled with surprise. “I’m glad y’all enjoyed it. Can I get you anything else?”

“No, thanks,” I said. “Just the bill.”

“Sure thing,” Emily said as she ripped the top page off her order pad, and she laid it on the table for us. “You can pay up front whenever you’re ready.”

“Thanks.” I smiled as I scooped up the bill.

We slid out of the booth, and I pulled a ten-dollar bill from my wallet for Emily’s tip. Then we headed over to pay the tab, and we walked out of the restaurant at a slower pace than normal. We climbed back into the rental car, and I pulled onto the main road.

It was only a few minutes before we reached Big John’s, and I parked the rental out front of the iron-barred windows.

The little bell jingled cheerfully as we walked in, and the big-bellied shop owner grinned when he saw us.

“Hey there, Sam!” Big John said, and he smiled at Kaz before he gave a politely curious look to Prinna. “Got more gold for me?”

“Uh, yeah,” I chuckled. “But we’ve also got a question.”

“Alrighty, what’s going on?” Big John asked as he perched his large frame on the stool behind the counter.

I laid the case on the counter, opened it up, and set the five too-light coins on the glass before him. “These aren’t weighing right.”

“Huh,” Big John grunted with curiosity. “Well, let’s have a look-see.”

Prinna eyed the various sparkling things in the cases around the shop, and I thought about all the high-profile clients Big John made custom jewelry for that allowed him to pay such good prices for my gold. I was dying to know who some of his clients were, but I wasn’t about to risk blowing up the good thing we had here.

“These coins are always fourteen grams, give or take a negligible fraction of a gram,” Big John mused as he set out his tools. “What are these ones weighing in at?”

“Twelve-point-eight,” Kaz answered.

“Hmm.” Big John jammed his jeweler’s loupe into his right eye and gave the first coin a close inspection. “I assume they reliably came from the same… er, collection as the others you’ve brought me?”

Big John and I had come to a sort of unspoken agreement about our business deals. He didn’t ask too many uncomfortable questions about where I got all these identical-looking gold coins, and I favored him as my place to sell gold.

At least, that’s what he thought.

What Big John didn’t know was that I had enough gold to sell at all the local cash-for-gold places without any of them missing out. Although, Big John was my favorite of them all. His jovial personality and frank discussion of things kept me coming back with a smile on my face.

The big-bellied gold broker scratched at the day-old stubble on his chin as he weighed and rechecked the too-light coins.

“You’re right,” Big John finally concluded. “Assuming these gold coins are a standard weight, these five are too light. There’s something amiss here.”

“Is it possible some bits of gold were…” I waved my hands around vaguely as I searched for the right words. “I don’t know… cut or like sanded off or something? Someone trying to skim a little off the top so to speak?”

“That’s a valid theory,” Big John mumbled. “But the markings all look right, and that would be a lot of weight to shave off without it being really obvious. I think it’s more likely these aren’t solid gold.”

“Shit,” I sighed. “I was afraid you’d say that.”

“Would you like me to test the purity of the gold?” Big John asked.

“Yes, please.” I nodded.

Kaz and Prinna both edged a little closer as Big John pulled out his chemical testing kit.

We watched with curious eyes as Big John scraped the edge of one too-light coin along his testing strip, and then he added a few drops of something onto the small golden streak.

“Hmmm,” Big John hummed. Then he looked up at us through his jeweler’s loupe. “Well, it’s definitely plated in gold.”

“So that means it’s some other kind of material coated in gold,” I thought out loud. “What’s in the middle, though?”

“Not sure,” Big John grunted. “We could cut one of these in half to get a better look if you like.”

I considered that option for a second.

I supposed it was possible Bioniin had more than one denomination of coin. This could still be an authentic currency in the realm, but there were all kinds of logistical problems with a system like that. How did the people tell the different coins apart when they looked the same from the outside?

No, I was leaning more and more toward these too-light coins being some kind of counterfeit currency, and knowing what was inside them might give us more information.

“Yeah, let’s cut one open.” I nodded.

“Sure thing, boss,” Big John said, and he pushed himself to his feet. “Give me a minute to get the right tools, and we’ll cut this sucker open.”

“Does it still have any value?” I wondered.

“Eh, maybe,” Big John said in a hesitant voice as he motioned for us to follow him to the back room. “It depends entirely on what’s inside the gold. Come in the back, I can’t cut this on the glass counters.”

The back room seemed to be a combination of office and workshop. One side had a simple desk loaded with papers, books, and a heavy calculator. The other side had a huge wooden workbench with all kinds of small and delicate tools hung on a pegboard behind it. A hinged lamp was anchored to the edge of the work bench, and Big John sat down on the padded stool with his tools.

He slipped on a pair of safety goggles, pulled out a c-shaped jeweler’s saw, and wedged the coin into the vise anchored on the workbench.

“Here goes nothing,” Big John hummed, and he set to work.

The sound of the saw biting through the metal was worse than a dentist’s drill in my ears, but it only lasted a minute before Big John turned around with half a coin between his meaty fingers.

“Huh,” the big-bellied man grunted.

He passed the coin to me, and I held it up for Kaz and Prinna to have a look as well.

The inside was a decidedly more orange-colored metal, and I couldn’t help but think it looked exactly like brass.

“Brass?” I asked.

“Sure looks like brass,” Big John said in a doubtful tone.

“What is it?” I asked in a toneless voice.

“The weight of brass is too different from the weight of gold,” Big John explained. “It might look like brass, but the weight doesn’t add up. Simply put… the math ain’t mathing.”


Chapter 6

“What?” I asked in a baffled tone.

“Brass is less than half the density of gold, you see,” Big John explained as he turned around to remove the other half of the coin from the vise. “This amount of brass, even with the gold plating, should only weigh maybe six or seven grams. Eight at the absolute most. They shouldn’t weigh half an ounce by any stretch of the imagination. It doesn’t make sense.”

My mind spun with all the things I’d seen in the other realms that felt like huge stretches of the imagination, but I kept my mouth shut.

So it wasn’t regular brass like we knew on Earth, but the whole of Bioniin seemed to be covered in the stuff, so maybe they had some kind of brass alloy we didn’t know about on this planet.

Maybe it was an entirely new metal Earth humans had never seen before. I couldn’t eliminate the possibility that it was an authentic, albeit illogical, form of currency for the other realm.

We simply needed more information, but I was leaning very heavily toward somebody trying to debase the gold coins in Bioniin. What their motive was, I had no idea, but this was going to affect me as well as every other merchant at the Swanne Markets.

Big John handed me the second half of the brass-filled coin, and he stood up from his stool. He silently led us back out to the front of the store.

“Is there value in these?” I asked.

“Eh, not a whole lot.” Big John shrugged. “The gold plating is so thin, it would almost cost more to remove it than its own weight.”

“Damn,” I sighed.

“That reminds me, though,” the big-bellied man said. “I’ve got the money for that sale we agreed on last time you were here.”

“Okay,” I said, and I nodded at Kaz to pull out the coins for Big John.

“Mind if I weigh them?” he asked.

“No,” I scoffed good-naturedly. “Go for it.”

Big John set to work weighing the solid gold coins, and he hummed a little tune while he did so.

I looked around the shop while he worked, and I caught sight of a small chunk of twisted metal that reminded me of the little glass jars in the trunk of the Bioniin room.

“I’ve been meaning to ask,” I said. “Do you ever need any other metals for your jewelry making? Silver? Platinum?”

“Uh, yeah,” Big John said. “Silver’s good, and platinum is very useful, too. Some of my clients prefer a white-gold look, and that requires platinum and silver. Iridium is kinda hard to come by for me, so if you ever come across that, I’d pay you top dollar for it.”

“What’s iridium?” I asked. “Sounds radioactive.”

Kaz gave me a confused look from where she had been eyeing a few things in one of the cases.

“No,” Big John chuckled, and he walked over to open one of the cases. He pulled out the jagged little piece of scrap metal and placed it on the counter. “This is iridium. It’s used in the process of making platinum jewelry.”

Big John dropped the bit of metal into my hand, and I held it up to have a closer look. I couldn’t be certain, but it looked just like the little bits in those glass jars. I decided the next time we came to see the big man, we could easily bring those jars with us to find out if they were filled with iridium.

“What’s it go for?” I asked as I handed it back.

“This piece is about six thousand per ounce,” Big John said.

“What?” I nearly choked on my shock. “Really? I’ve never heard of it before!”

From the corner of my eye, I saw that both Kaz and Prinna wore identical looks of shock.

“Yeah.” Big John grinned. “Silver, gold, platinum… Those are the most well-known precious metals, but there are more than a few that are way more valuable. Rhodium, for example, now that’s an expensive material.”

“How expensive?” Kaz asked in what sounded like a casual tone, but I could see the excited thrum of her pulse at the base of her throat.

“An ounce of that runs about twenty k,” Big John said.

My heart stopped. My gut flew into my throat. My brain misfired and sent out a long droning, buzzing sound to the rest of my body.

What the fuck did he just say?

“I– I’m s-sorry…” I mumbled dumbly. “Did you say twenty thousand dollars for an ounce?”

“Yeah,” Big John laughed. “It’s hard to come across that much of it. Normally they’re in these little beads.”

“What do you even use it for?” I asked as I tried to bring my shock under control.

“It adds a bit of brightness and shine to jewelry,” Big John explained. “But mostly it’s used in the production of catalytic converters.”

“Really?” My voice rose with surprise.

“Mmhmm.” Big John nodded. “I had to replace one in a car a few years back. Ooph, it cost almost what the old beater was worth. That’s when I started my custom jewelry side business. Speaking of…”

Big John finished weighing the solid gold coins he was buying today, and he counted out a huge stack of money for me. I wondered more about the coins filled with whatever brass-like material, and I remembered how Big John had been able to test them with the chemical kit.

“Hey, those gold-testing kits…” I said, “Are those hard to use?”

“Not at all,” Big John said, and he turned around to one of his cabinets. “It’s really simple, and they come with this handy little book that tells you everything you need to know. Here…”

Big John placed one on the counter next to my stack of cash with a smile.

“How much do I owe you?” I asked.

“For my best gold supplier,” Big John said, “it’s on the house.”

“Aw, thanks, man.” I grinned, and we said our goodbyes.

By the time Kaz, Prinna, and I left the shop, I had a huge stack of paper money that multiplied my net worth significantly once again.

My bank account had never seen so many zeroes, and I couldn’t stop the dollar signs from floating around my mind as we headed back toward Arcton. Our next stop was supposed to be the Lowe’s on the outskirts of town, but as we passed a BMW dealership, my chest fluttered with excitement, and my foot hit the brakes without a second thought.

“Why are we stopping here?” Prinna asked.

“I wanna have a look at the cars,” I said.

Ever since I was fourteen, I’d loved the body shape of the BMW 5-Series. I’d never expected to be able to buy one, but now I had a load of disposable income in my wallet and my bank account. And there was plenty more where that came from.

Between Big John and several other cash-for-gold places within a forty-mile radius of Arcton, I’d been able to accumulate a few hundred thousand dollars in the two weeks since I’d first stepped foot inside the Multiverse Inn. And we still had eight more doors to go through and explore.

I smirked at myself as my hands steered us into the BMW dealership’s parking lot of their own will.

I deserved something nice, and besides, a car was a useful tool as well. It wasn’t like we could walk to the shops and stores to restock our supplies and goods between trips to the other realms. We needed a vehicle that wasn’t a rental, so why not have a really fucking nice one?

“Ah, yes,” Prinna murmured. “This is a borrowed transportation machine, isn’t it?”

“Yeah,” I said with a grin. “I’ve been renting it and paying money every day I have it. I figure it’s time I bought a car.”

“Are these good cars?” Kaz asked.

I parked in the designated customer parking spots and turned off the engine.

“They’d better be for their starting price,” I said more to myself.

Kaz and Prinna gave me a confused look as we climbed out of the car, and before I could really explain what I meant, a salesman in a sharp suit strode over to us.

“Hello folks,” the thirty-something guy said. “My name is Pat. What can I do for you today?”

He had the overall look of someone who took great pride in their appearance. His suit was tailored to perfection, his hair was neatly trimmed, and his dress shoes shone in the mid-afternoon sunlight.

“I’m Sam, and I’m in the market for a new car,” I said in a casual tone.

I’d only ever bought used cars in the past, but I knew better than to play my hand too early. If I wanted to make sure Pat didn’t fuck me over, I was better off letting him come to me.

Pat nodded and smiled at me and the two beautiful women at my sides. “Looking for something pre-owned, off the lot, custom?”

“Hmm,” I hemmed and hawed for a quick second. “I’m not quite sure yet. I’m sort of still in the looking phase, but I wanted to get a closer look at the five series. I definitely want something newer and with not too many miles on it.”

“Looking to make an investment for the future then?” Pat summarized with a friendly smile. “Great idea. A car is really a very useful thing to have, and you want something that will give you guaranteed functionality for years to come.”

“Right.” I nodded.

“The five series is a great choice if you’re looking for a little fun mixed into your quality,” Pat said. “Can I show you a few we have on the lot?”

“Sounds good to me,” I said, and I smiled at my ladies.

Pat led us around to one of the side lots that was packed with new and pre-owned inventory. I could tell most of these cars were manufactured within the last three or four years, and I let him lead us over to some of the older ones.

It was plain to me that Pat was feeling me out as much as I was feeling him out, and I decided to let him test my budget this way while we had a good look at the options.

“How much were you planning to put down for a purchase?” Pat asked as he gestured at a row of half a dozen from the two and four series.

“Probably at least half the final price,” I said in a vague sort of way.

“Great.” Pat nodded, and there was an impressed sort of glint in his eye.

I smothered a laugh at what I must have looked like to this guy in my jeans and sweatshirt. He was either getting a correct feel that I had money but didn’t want to flaunt it, or he thought I was wasting his fucking time.

Well, if he thought that, he wasn’t showing it. Pat was polite and helpful as I asked a few questions about the two four-series models on the line.

“This one has forty-three thousand miles on it,” Pat explained as he pointed at a shiny black model. “Only one previous owner, and no reported accidents.”

“That’s good,” I said. “I don’t want something that’s been smashed up and put back together.”

“I’m sure,” Pat said.

“Do you have any of the five-series on the lot?” I asked.

“We only have the newest year available on the lot today,” Pat said, and his eyebrows rose up just a fraction of an inch.

“Great,” I said with a charming smile. “Could we test drive one?”

“If you like,” Pat said. “They’ll run you upwards of sixty grand, and that’s just for the base model. If you want extras, that will increase your final cost, of course.”

“Right.” I nodded comfortably.

Pat made a face that told me he had decided I was the kind of guy with money to spend, and he relaxed a little bit as he led us back toward the dealership.

“We only have three in stock at the moment,” Pat explained. “A black one, a gunmetal gray one, and a red one. Did you want a manual transmission?”

“Pat,” I scoffed lightly. “What’s the point of buying a BMW five-series if you can’t drive a stick?”

Pat laughed with surprise at my frank statement, and he nodded in agreement. “That’s a good point. Come on. I’ll grab the keys for the red one. It has the most custom options, so you can get a feel for what you like.”

“Sounds good to me,” I said with a devilish grin at Kaz and Prinna.

The sexy magical women giggled softly as they trailed behind us, and Pat grabbed a set of keys from the desk.

“Right this way,” Pat said, and he tossed the keys to me.

I snatched them out of the air like it was easy, but really, I was a bit relieved I hadn’t dropped them. That would have really ruined this “cool guy with cash to burn” persona I’d built with Pat.

The BMW five-series Pat brought us to was absolutely stunning. It shone with a glittery finish in the sunlight, and it had custom leather seats that felt like butter under my fingers.

“This is the 2022 M550i xDrive Sedan with full custom package,” Pat said. “Base price eighty-one thousand, five hundred, but with the added packages, your final sticker price would be closer to ninety thousand after titling and registration fees.”

“Nine thousand in added packages?” I asked in a voice that was way less shocked than I felt.

Nine thousand more for just the custom features.

Holy fuck.

That alone was twice what I’d paid for my last car, and here I was prepared to drop almost a hundred thousand dollars on a new car.

Christ.

Pat nodded to confirm my mental math, and we all climbed into the luxurious interior. It had contrast stitching that didn’t really serve a purpose other than to look fantastic, and a huge interactive display that boasted Bluetooth, built-in GPS, and a top-of-the-line stereo system.

I tried to insert the key in the ignition, but I realized it was a push-button start.

“Yeah, you just push there,” Pat said as he pointed.

“Fucking fancy,” I murmured to myself as I started the engine.

I put the beauty into gear and headed out onto the main road in the direction Pat suggested while I considered my payment options. My credit score was decent, and if I put down around forty-five that would put me in decent standing for financing. Plus, I could easily pay it off in one shot if I decided I wanted to.

I considered just dropping every last penny right now, but I decided it would be safer and smarter to keep that cash on hand in case anything major turned up. After all, I probably had a big electrician’s bill coming to me in the next week, plus all the other contractors I’d have to hire.

No, it made more sense to play it a bit safer, keep the cash on hand, and finance half the car. Plus, that would help build my credit even more, and that was never a bad thing.

Once I made that decision, I enjoyed the test drive a little more.

“Open her up a little if you like,” Pat suggested.

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

I spotted a sign for the freeway, and I hopped on to really test out the acceleration.

The rumble of the engine vibrated fantastically under my feet as I raced onto the freeway, and I was doing eighty before I even merged into the right lane.

Kaz let loose an exhilarated laugh from the back seat, and Prinna sucked in a sharp breath that reminded me of the first time I’d rode a roller coaster. I wished I could have seen their faces, but I was going too fast to safely take my eyes off the road.

The car shifted beautifully and handled like a dream. It was everything I never thought I’d be able to have in a car, and I was entirely in love with it.

I raced down to the next exit, got off, and hopped back on to return to the dealership. As I accelerated onto the highway the second time, Prinna laughed with a bit more enjoyment, and I glanced at my sexy ladies in the rearview mirror.

They both had huge grins of excitement on their faces, and I knew they loved this car as much as I did.

I pulled back into the dealership and parked the BMW back in its spot.

Pat smiled right at me as I turned off the engine. “So what do you think?”

“Do you have time to do the paperwork today?” I asked.

“Sure do,” Pat said with a growing grin. “Let’s go inside my office, and we can discuss all the options.”

Pat explained every custom option the red car had and what it would add to the price. In the end, I selected a custom paint job in the Phytonic Blue Metallic paint, the ivory white interior with contrast stitching, the custom nineteen-inch jet-black wheels, and the deluxe packages that included dynamic handling upgrades, driving assistance, parking assistance, and the Executive package.

“It’ll have everything you could ever want in a luxury vehicle,” Pat concluded. “And then some.”

“Perfect,” I said. “I’ve come into some money recently, and I think I deserve a little something nice.”

“Don’t we all from time to time?” Pat agreed. “Now, you said you wanted to put about half down…?”

“Yeah,” I said, and I pulled out my wallet. “I’m going to put down forty-five today, and finance the rest.”

“Alrighty,” Pat said, and he went back to typing on his computer. “I’ll need your address, social, bank account information, and we’ll have to do a hard credit check.”

“I understand,” I said.

We went through all the paperwork, and after a call to the bank for financing approval, Pat passed me several pages of documents to sign.

“Sign here, initial here,” Pat said as he pointed to the various places.

All in all, it took us about two hours from the time we pulled into the BMW dealership to the time I was shaking Pat’s hand on a done deal.

“Now, of course since this car is being customized for you,” Pat said, “it’ll be at least four weeks before it’s finished.”

“Yeah, I understand,” I said with a sigh.

I would have loved to have my new car sooner than that, but it took time to build such a magnificent machine. And I was willing to wait for the level of luxury I was buying.

“I’ll call you with updates about it along the way,” Pat said.

“Great, thanks.” I shook his hand one more time, and we headed out to where my rental was parked.

I shook my head at how simple and mundane the rental car looked and felt in comparison to the custom model that was now officially in the works for me, and my ladies and I climbed inside.

“So what did you two think of that car?” I asked as I headed toward our next destination.

“It was so fast!” Kaz squealed with glee. “I have never moved that fast before in my life!”

“I did not know the body could go that fast,” Prinna said with a breathy laugh.

“Is it everything you wished for, Sam?” Kaz asked as she leaned forward against the back of my driver’s seat.

“Yeah, it is,” I chuckled.

My head was still spinning with the rush of dropping more money than I ever had in my life, and I didn’t think it would feel real until I had my hands on that steering wheel.

“Did we have more to do today?” Kaz asked.

“Yeah.” I nodded. “We’ve got a lot to restock, right Prinna?”

“Yes,” the white-blonde witch said. “We only have a few more clothing items remaining. The art supplies could use some filling out, and I know there were several things you wished to buy specifically for the inventors of Bioniin.”

“Yep,” I said. “I was going to stop at Lowe’s first, and then hit the other shops on our way back into town.”

“Whatever you think is best,” Kaz said, and she leaned forward to kiss my cheek.

As I’d planned, we stopped at Lowe’s first, and we loaded up a shopping cart with a variety of small hand tools, pliers, wire cutters, and hex wrenches. Then we hit the hardware aisle and loaded up on hex screws, washers, and whole spools of copper, nickel, and brass wire. I was pleased to see there were flat sheets of metal, too, and I put ten of the brass, steel, and copper sheets into the cart.

By the time we headed toward the checkout, the cart was so heavy, I struggled to steer it around the displays in the middle of the main aisle.

The cashier was a college-aged guy with messy hair and a bored expression, but when he laid eyes on our overloaded cart, he perked right up.

“Whoa, my guy,” he said in the most stoner voice I’d ever heard. “Got a big project on your hands?”

“You could say that,” I replied with a casual smile.

Stoner Guy checked us out at the speed of a glacier, and after a few minutes, I started to tap my foot impatiently. I steadied myself with a deep breath and instead turned my attention to bagging the items after he scanned them. This helped move things along, and it prevented the counter from becoming overcrowded with our items.

Kaz and Prinna slowly pulled things from the cart as Stoner Guy moved them over the scanner, and we got a good flow going to finish the transaction.

“Your total is…” Stoner Guy said, and he narrowed his eyes at the screen. “Whoa. Eight hundred, seventy-two, and fifty-three cents… What? Is that right?”

Stoner guy turned to look at the loaded cart of sheet metal, wire spools, tools, and hardware with suspicious eyes.

“I can scan it again…” he offered.

“No, that’s okay,” I assured him as I pulled out my debit card. “That total sounds right to me. We bought a lot of stuff.”

“Okay, man,” the young cashier said like he was happy to wash his hands of any responsibility if this transaction was wrong.

I slipped my card into the reader, and I reflected on how good of a decision it had been to go into my bank and let them know I’d be making a lot of very big purchases at places like this over the coming months. I’d had to sign a few documents to waive them of any liability for ignoring their usual fraud protection barriers, but it was going to save me a lot of time and struggle now. I was sure this transaction would have been flagged as suspicious if I hadn’t done so already, but due to my forward thinking, the transaction was approved in a few seconds.

“Here ya go, man,” Stoner Guy said, and he handed me the receipt that would put any CVS receipt to shame. “Good luck.”

“Thanks,” I said, and I gave the heavy cart a little shove to get it going.

It took us several minutes to load everything into the car, and we had to place the hand tools in the back seat to make sure we didn’t weigh down the trunk too much. I wasn’t about to risk permanent damage to the wheels of the rental car or something by making a stupid choice to not evenly distribute the weight as much as possible.

Once everything was in the car, we hopped in, and I slowly pulled out of the parking lot. I could definitely feel the weight in the rear of the car, but it seemed to handle it okay, so we carried on with the rest of our errands.

We hit the art supply shop next, then two of the thrift shops on Main Street.

Kaz and Prinna helped me select more scarves, hats, gloves, handbags, hairbrushes, sweaters, and overcoats that seemed like the kind of items the people of Bioniin would lean toward.

“Oh, look at this!” Prinna cooed in a wistful tone. “I know it isn’t quite right for the people of Swanne Market, but… it’s just so lovely.”

I walked over and set a handful of silk scarves into our little shopping cart, and I looked at the item my white-blonde lover was holding up.

It was a floor-length dress in a pretty shade of blue cotton fabric. It had puffy little sleeves, and a high waistline. There were tiny, embroidered daisies all along the right side of the dress that expanded out into a wide design that looped all around the bottom of the dress.

Prinna was gazing at it the way I’d looked at the BMW five-series earlier today, and I knew she was absolutely in love with the dress.

“Add it to the pile,” I said in a soft voice.

“I suppose we could find a good buyer at one of the other markets,” Prinna murmured in a soft voice.

“No.” I shook my head, and I smirked as the white-blonde witch looked at me with confusion. “It’s for you.”

Prinna’s mouth fell open with surprise for a second before excitement filled her whole face, and her hazel eyes lit up with joy.

“Really?” she gasped.

“Yeah,” I laughed. “You obviously love it, and that color would look incredible on you.”

“Ooooh!” Prinna squealed as she hugged the dress against her chest, and then she leaned in to kiss me. “Thank you, Sam.”

“Sam?” Kaz asked from several feet away. “What are these?”

I walked over to where the Enchanted woman was staring into the glass display case at the front of the store, and I looked where she pointed.

“Oh, wow.” My eyebrows shot up.

A pair of metal combs sat on a small square of dark blue velvet. They appeared to be made of stainless steel or maybe sterling silver, and the top part of them was carved into an elaborate pattern of twisting vines and tiny flowers. Based on the slight oxidation around the inner creases, I assumed they were from the early nineteen hundreds.

“Those are not for brushing hair, are they?” Kaz asked.

“No,” I confirmed. “They’re accessories. For styling.”

A pleasant older woman walked up to us behind the counter. Her face and hands were covered in so many fine wrinkles and freckles that it was easy to see she’d spent a large portion of her life in the sun without sunblock.

“Would you like to see something from the case?” she asked.

“Yes, these combs, please?” I pointed through the glass counter.

“Oh, these are a lovely piece,” the woman said. “They’re from sometime in the nineteen twenties, made of sterling silver. They were the height of fashion at the time.”

“They’re beautiful,” Kaz said. “I think they would be well appreciated–”

“Oh, yes,” I cut Kaz off before she could reveal too many details about what we intended to do with the combs.

There was no reason, and certainly no advantage, to letting this woman know we intended to resell what we bought from the shop today.

“How much are they?” I asked.

“We have them listed for eighty dollars,” the woman answered.

“We’ll take them,” I said.

Even if I only got five gold for the pair of combs, and I knew I’d probably get closer to four times that, that would still leave us with a huge margin for profit.

“Very good, sir,” the woman said. “Would you like them gift wrapped?”

“No, that’s alright,” I said. “Though, if you have a little box or something?”

“Ah, yes.” The woman nodded after a short pause. “I believe I have something.”

“Thank you,” I said.

Prinna came over to have a look in the case, and we selected one more thick cuff-style bracelet and a vintage pocket watch to buy. The pocket watch would be useless as a timekeeper for anybody in Bioniin, but it was quite a statement piece that might catch the right person’s eye. If nothing else, I could bring it to Kohvra or maybe Ryvem and sell it like I had my watch.

The pleasant, freckled woman rang up our big haul of items, and once again the total was a hefty three-digit sum that made her eyes pop. Though this saleswoman was a bit more discreet about her shock than Stoner Guy had been. I happily paid the amount and helped her bag everything up, and then we got back into the rental car.

Both Prinna and Kaz’s laps were full of bags from the thrift shop, and I chuckled as they peered at me over the mountains of items.

“I suppose we should call it a day?” I suggested.

“Call what a day?” Prinna asked with furrowed eyebrows.

“I thought it was called a car?” Kaz asked with equal confusion.

“Sorry,” I laughed. “It’s another Earth saying. It means we should be done for today. How about we go home and sort through all of this?”

“Oh, yes,” Kaz giggled.

“That sounds good to me,” Prinna laughed. “It’s been a busy day.”

“It has,” I agreed.

I started the rental and pulled out of the parking lot, and less than ten minutes later, I pulled into the inn’s driveway with a satisfied sigh. It took us several trips to bring everything inside, and I definitely didn’t look forward to hauling everything up the three flights of stairs.

“Oh, duh,” I laughed to myself as I realized we would just put our goods into the rucksack. “Damn, that is a sweet thing to have.”

I still had very little knowledge about what my old professor had done with this place, or even why he had left it to me, but he’d made some really good choices along the way. The rucksack and maps Professor Wersnop had left behind had made all of my adventures so far a lot easier, and I was grateful the old man had left it all to me.

I would never get the chance to thank him, but I felt the gratitude very strongly in that moment as I gazed at the huge pile of stuff that would soon help make us even richer.

Kaz and Prinna, too. I never would have met them if Professor Wersnop hadn’t left me this creepy old inn. He’d really changed my life more than I ever would have expected when I got that first call about the inheritance.

Once the last load was in the house, Kaz, Prinna, and I collapsed on the sofa and extra cushions laid out on the floor.

But about two seconds later, the doorbell bonged throughout the inn, and I grumbled as I got back to my feet. As I’d expected, it was the delivery guy with the fridge and range. I directed them to haul the appliances into the kitchen, and I quickly explained the outdated wiring situation in the house.

“Yeah, you’re gonna want that fixed before you plug these bad boys in,” the delivery guy said. “A short could fry the smartscreen circuits, and that wouldn’t be covered under the warranty you bought.”

“I figured,” I said. “They’ll be okay just like this until we can get all that worked out, right?”

“Yeah.” The guy nodded.

“Great, thanks so much,” I said as I gave the shiny new appliances an appreciative glance.

Kaz and Prinna would lose their shit when they were plugged in and set up. The fridge had a super fancy LED smart screen that displayed what was on the inside, and I chuckled as I thought about what kind of magic would make it function.

I led the delivery guys back outside and closed the door before I headed back into the parlor where my ladies were relaxing.

“Whoo!” I whistled with exhaustion as I collapsed back on the couch again. “Well, we should be good for a few trips, at least.”

“I think we have a lot for the people of Bioniin to enjoy,” Kaz said with a devilish waggle of her eyebrows.

“Me, too,” Prinna giggled. “Shall we sort through it now?”

“Yeah,” I said, and I sat up more on the sofa. “I want to head back to the Swanne Market early tomorrow so we can get a full day in. Now that we have a good feel for what the people want, I think we’ll have a lot more customers.”

“What about bladed weapons?” Prinna asked as she began pulling clothing items out of bags. “I did not see any in all the shops we visited today.”

“Yeah, that’s something we’re going to have to get online, I think,” I said, and I pulled out my phone. “I’ll have a look now.”

“I do not understand this ‘online’ thing you speak about,” Prinna said with doubt. “How can anything be held on a line other than clothing or blankets? In Amirma people hung their clothing on lines to dry after washing… but I cannot see how… or why, someone would hang a blade there.”

“That’s a tricky one,” I laughed, and I tried to figure out how to explain the world wide web. “Okay, we have this Network on earth called the internet… You know this device?”

I waggled my smart phone for both women to see, and they nodded slightly.

“Well, it’s connected to all the other ones in the world through the internet,” I said. “It’s like… ugh, how do I explain this?”

Kaz and Prinna waited patiently while I tried to figure out what to say.

“There are waves in the air…” I said, and I grimaced at their baffled expressions. “Do you know what sound waves are?”

“The sound of the ocean?” Kaz asked. “I have heard of ocean waves…”

“Sort of…” I sighed. “I guess it’s kind of like magic… Though we call it science or technology. The internet connects all phones and computers together so they can talk to each other. Someone else, who sells swords and daggers, can put that information into the internet from their phone or computer, and I can use mine to look at it, ask them questions, and tell them I want to buy them. Does that make sense?”

“I suppose,” Prinna murmured thoughtfully. “Long ago in Amirma, powerful witches could speak to one another through crystals imbued with magic.”

“I have heard of those,” Kaz said excitedly. “The internet must be a very useful magic, then.”

“It really is,” I chuckled. “We can learn more about it another day.”

“Very well.” Prinna grinned.

“You speak with these internet merchants,” Kaz agreed. “We can sort through the items for tomorrow.”

“Thanks,” I laughed, and deep affection swelled in my heart.

The feeling that I was rapidly falling in love with both of them threatened to overwhelm me again, and I swallowed hard against the rising tide of emotion.

I was just excited about everything that was happening, I told myself. There was no reason to get all crazy here. Things were way better than I ever could have imagined in my wildest dreams, why wouldn’t that make me feel all doped up on oxytocin?

I opened Google Chrome on my phone and started searching for companies that manufactured and sold bladed weapons. One of the websites I found, Hanritter’s Edge, seemed to have a lot of Japanese-style blades, and I added their homepage to my favorites. Carter’s Cutters had a wider variety of items including more hunting knives and some straight blades that reminded me of the kinds of daggers gangsters in Old Hollywood movies would use. I added them to my favorites, too, and then I started browsing their site a bit more. I added a few daggers that looked like good staple items to the cart, and I figured I would come back later to shop some more.

“I think I found a few good places to buy blades,” I said as I tucked my phone into my pocket, and I had an idea as Kaz and Prinna looked up at me. “You know, I have that short sword I took from that asshole in Amirma… would you two want a personal weapon to carry? Something as a just-in-case kind of defense?”

“Could I?” Kaz asked, and her violet eyes lit up. “Really? You would allow me a blade of my own?”

“Yeah…?” My eyes went wide with confusion before I realized it was probably unheard of for an enslaved muse to carry a weapon in Kohvra, or probably any other realm for that matter. “I suppose that’s a weird concept to you, huh?”

Kaz nodded slowly. “Yes. Mairo would not even allow me to speak to potential customers about the few blades he traded.”

“Well, I’m not Mairo,” I reminded her with a charming smirk. “I want you to be safe, and we’ve already learned firsthand that the realms can be really dangerous. I’d feel safer if you both had a knife to defend yourself with if worse came to worst.”

“I would feel more comfortable with a knife,” Prinna said softly. “I had a small dagger long ago… but I had to sell it to feed myself during a particularly hard time.”

I frowned at the idea, and I hated to think how vulnerable Prinna had felt after that.

“No more of that,” I promised. “How about we pick something now?”

“I would like that,” Prinna murmured, and her hazel eyes lit up with an emotion I was afraid to name.

“Okay.” Kaz nodded in agreement.

Both my magical lovers came to sit beside me on the couch, and I pulled my phone back out. I really needed to invest in a new laptop, though that wouldn’t do me any good until I had this place wired for Wi-Fi. I quickly added those two items to my to-do lists before I opened Chrome and went right to Carter’s Cutters’ website.

After a bit of browsing, Prinna selected a fixed blade Bowie knife with Celtic knotwork designs and green wooden inserts in the handle.

Kaz went for something a bit less fancy and a bit more intimidating. The Alaska boot knife had a mean-looking blade and a fairly simplistic wooden handle. Unlike Prinna’s Bowie knife, it had a double-edged blade, and it was a bit shorter overall.

Both blades were about seven inches long, and that was enough to cause some serious damage to some internal organs if the situation called for it.

They both came with a hard plastic sheath, and we quickly added thigh holster straps so they could carry their knives no matter what clothing they wore.

But before I went into my cart to submit the order, I remembered the friendly young man I’d chatted with outside Master Renvue’s shop. I smirked as I added a dozen more middle-ground and simple blades to my cart. They wouldn’t arrive in time for our next trip to Bioniin, but I knew there would still be a call for them a week from now.

And who knew how much gold I could make back for something as simple as a quality blade?

“Alright, order complete,” I said as I pressed the final button to check out. “They should be here in about a week.”

“How many days is that again?” Kaz asked. “Six?”

“No, it’s seven,” Prinna corrected.

“That’s right. I ordered some more that we’ll be able to sell at the market, too.” I grinned at the white-blonde witch, and it quickly devolved into a massive yawn.

“No faaaaaiiir, that’s a long wait,” Kaz whined as she caught it, and her violet eyes teared up from the force of her yawn.

“I am very tired,” Prinna sighed.

“Well,” I mumbled. “Let’s pack the rest of this stuff into the rucksack, and then we can go to bed.”

“Excellent idea,” Kaz hummed.

It only took us a few more minutes to stuff the rest of our things into the infinitely deep rucksack. Then we made sure the front door was locked and the lights were all off, and we headed upstairs for bed.

We changed out of our clothes from the day, brushed our teeth, and climbed into bed together. Kaz and Prinna happily snuggled up close on either side of me, and I felt a rush of the powerful and warm emotion I’d been refusing to look too closely at all day.

But now, in the dark and comfort of our shared bed, with their heads on my shoulders, I couldn’t deny it any longer. I was rapidly falling in love with these two magical women.

I took a deep breath and wondered if I should tell them, but before I could make a decision, their gentle snoring filled the room. They had both fallen asleep in a matter of minutes, and I smiled affectionately at their beautiful faces in the darkness of our room.

I decided I could tell them tomorrow as I closed my eyes, and I promptly fell into a deep and restful sleep. I didn’t register a single thing until I woke up wide awake the next morning.

I wasn’t even sure what had woken me up, but I felt more refreshed than if I’d had a double shot of espresso.

My mind was clear, and I was ready for another day in Bioniin. I wanted to know more about those brass-filled coins.

Not brass, I mentally corrected myself. They were filled with something that looked like brass but were closer in weight to gold. I decided it didn’t really matter what exactly they were filled with, and that it was more important to know if they were an authentic currency or a counterfeit.

“You already look deep in your plans,” Prinna murmured beside me.

“I am,” I chuckled softly. “I woke up ready to go this morning.”

“Well,” Kaz sighed on my other side. “Let us get moving, then. No point in wasting the morning.”

“Are we going back to Bioniin?” Prinna asked.

“Yes.” I nodded. “I want to know more about those coins we found.”

“Yay.” Kaz grinned as she jumped out of bed. “Let’s go!”


Chapter 7

“Maybe we should get dressed first,” I laughed, and I gave a pointed look at Kaz’s naked breasts.

“I don’t suppose the people of the Swanne Market would appreciate this,” Kaz giggled.

“Probably not.” I smirked, and I enjoyed one more lengthy look at her tight nipples before I flung the blankets aside.

Prinna blushed all the way to the tips of her perky tits, and I leaned down to quickly pull one into my mouth. I smirked as I thought about how they would both just marinate in their desire for me again today, and I forced myself to walk into the bathroom.

We had business to attend to, and I did love the pleasurable torture of waiting. I brushed my teeth, combed my chin-length hair, and took a quick look at myself in the mirror.

My eyes were the same green they’d always been, and my curly hair was being especially unruly today. Sometimes it gave off perfectly tousled Timothee Chalamet vibes, but today it was a bit more haggard bog witch. I tried to tame it with my fingers, but that only seemed to anger it. I scoffed at my reflection and gave up.

“Maybe it’s time for a haircut,” I muttered to myself as I walked back into the bedroom.

“Oh, please, no!” Prinna said in a pleading tone.

“What?” I laughed with surprise.

“We love your hair,” Kaz admitted as a blush turned her cheeks a lovely shade of pink. “It’s so sexy.”

“And it’s fun to grab onto,” Prinna added in a breathless tone.

“Really?” My eyebrows rose up into my wild curls. “Uh… okay. I’ll keep it, then… if you think it looks good?”

“Oh, yes,” Kaz assured me with an emphatic nod.

“Mmhmm.” Prinna bit down on her bottom lip.

I pursed my lips as a pleasantly surprised feeling worked through me, and I started to get dressed. This morning, I picked a pair of black cotton pants that hopefully would give me a more refined appearance that might lure in more customers. I paired it with a nice V-neck shirt and slung my leather jacket over the top to complete the outfit. My venturer’s badge was still securely in place, and I added a nice leather belt for just a little something extra.

Kaz seemed to take a note from the women and muses she’d seen in Bioniin. She pulled on a pair of cream-colored tights with a diamond-shaped pattern and layered a knee-length dark red skirt over the top. She wore a loose-sleeved white shirt and added a subtly sexy corset vest over the top of that. Her dark hair was woven up in a complex twisted design and pinned into place at the back of her head. She’d let several long tendrils fall elegantly around her face and shoulders.

Kaz looked somewhere between a Victorian-era noblewoman and a pirate, and I loved every bit of it.

Prinna decided to wear the new blue daisy dress she’d picked out the day before, and she added a chunky knit sweater over the top for comfort. The pale yellow sweater had a super wide collar so it slumped off her shoulders in the most elegantly messy way I’d ever seen.

We went with a divide and conquer method to gather our supplies. Prinna was in charge of the collapsible booth, Kaz rounded up all her bookkeeping supplies, and I was in charge of the money box and rucksack. Then we went up to the fourth floor and headed straight into the brassy door that led to Bioniin.

“I was thinking…” Prinna murmured as the door closed behind us.

“What’s that?” I asked.

“I think Kaz and I could use our respective skills to try and learn more about these coins,” Prinna said, and she looked at Kaz. “You can charm them into answering whatever questions we have, and I can feel out their intentions.”

“I was thinking along the same lines,” I said with a smirk. “We have some really great skills at our disposal, we might as well make the most of this, and I want to know if someone is trying to swindle me.”

“I think it’s a good plan,” Kaz agreed.

“Did you sense anyone being dishonest with me the other day?” I asked.

The soft rumble of polite conversation slowly faded in beyond the door before Prinna could answer, and we all grinned at each other with excitement.

“No,” Prinna answered my question. “I did not get any feelings of deception or fear during payments. It may be that the people did not know they had been given false coins.”

“That’s a good point,” I said. “They don’t give off any indication that they’re fake until we weighed them.”

“They look just like the real coins,” Kaz agreed.

“And the discrepancy in weight is small enough to pass by most people,” I added.

“What should I ask them?” Kaz wondered.

“Uh…” I hummed and thought for a moment. “Ask them if anyone has mentioned false, fake, or counterfeit coins. If they say yes to that, then ask if they’ve heard where they might be coming from. Even unsubstantiated rumors might give us a real lead to follow.”

“Alright,” Kaz said.

“You’re both really smart,” I assured them. “I trust your judgment.”

Prinna blushed, and Kaz grinned brightly at my praise.

I pulled them both in for a tight hug, and I gave them each a hot kiss before I walked straight over to the door and opened it up.

The sound of stuffy laughter, the kind that came through a person’s nose, echoed up the stairs toward us, and I gave my lovers my best impression of a haughty aristocrat.

“Let us depart, ladies,” I said in an overly stuffy voice.

“Mmm, quite,” Prinna tried to mimic my tone, but her giggling ruined the effect.

Kaz stifled a laugh behind her hand, and we headed downstairs.

The innkeeper, Raiko, was pouring some kind of clear liquor into several wide-brimmed glasses, and he smiled politely when he spotted us.

“Ah, good morning, sir,” Raiko said with a nod. “Madames. It’s a lovely day today. Have you any exciting plans?”

“We’re off to the market this morning,” I said with a friendly smile. “We’ve a fortnight pass to use.”

“Ah, excellent,” Raiko said with polite enthusiasm. “It’s a fine day for the markets. Leisure days are always the busiest.”

“What’s a leisure day?” I asked.

“Ah, yes, I suppose a venturer of your stature wouldn’t know of all our ins and outs here,” Raiko said. “A leisure day is a day of no business, sir. Here we have leisure days every fifth day for two days.”

“Ah, I see,” I nodded, and I gave him a conspiratorial wink. “Where I come from, we call that a weekend.”

“Hmmm,” Raiko hummed thoughtfully.

“Our business days are called the work week,” I explained. “So a weekend comes at the end of the week.”

“I see!” Raiko exclaimed. “That’s quite clever, sir.”

“Well, I can’t take credit for it,” I chuckled, and I started to edge toward the door.

“Yes, yes.” The monocled innkeeper waved at the exit. “Don’t let me keep you, sir, madames. Enjoy your leisure day at the market.”

“Thank you, Raiko,” Kaz called.

She and Prinna waved as we headed outside, and we were greeted by Bioniin’s warm, spring-like climate. It really was a beautiful day, and I estimated it was somewhere in the upper seventies without a single cloud in the sky.

I shrugged off the rucksack and my leather jacket, and then we started toward the market.

“Should we hire a varrin today?” Kaz wondered.

“Yeah, sure,” I said. “Why not.”

We headed down toward where Raiko had told us we could hire one of the rickshaws on our first trip in Bioniin, and there were long rows of two-wheeled carts all along the left side of the street.

Tall and broad-shouldered men in well-tailored suit pants and workmen’s shirts waited by each of the varrins. The men had their shirt sleeves rolled up to their elbows, and the top one or two buttons of their round-collared shirts left undone to combat the warmth of the day.

I selected a varrin at random and walked up to the operator of the man-powered vehicle. He had short sandy-blond hair that was slicked back from his face with some kind of wax product, and his young face was clean-shaven. He couldn’t have been much older than me.

As soon as we approached, the young man stood a bit straighter, and he folded his arms at precise right angles with his right arm in front and his left behind his back. It was a stately and almost butlery stance, and it made me feel like I was someone very important.

“Good morning, fine sir, madames,” the young man bowed before us. “Would you like to hire my varrin to deliver you to your destination?”

“We would,” I confirmed. “We’ve never used a varrin before, I understand you can accept three passengers?”

“Yes, my good sir,” the young man replied with a toothy smile. “My name is Barrick, and it would be my pleasure to bring you wherever you would like to go.”

“We’re headed to the market,” I said. “How much would that cost?”

“Two gold per passenger, sir,” Barrick replied. “So, six in total.”

“Really?” I scoffed with disbelief at the low rate, and I wondered if the varrin operators made more money on tips than their average fares.

“Uh…” Barrick looked worried that he might have offended me. “That is the average cost for that distance, sir. If you believe it to be too costly, you are welcome to speak with the other varrin operators…”

“No, no,” I assured him with a wave of my hand and a charming smile. “It’s not too high.”

“If you’re sure, sir?” Barrick asked like he felt the need to offer me one last chance to pull out of the deal.

“I’m sure.” I nodded, and I gave the two-wheeled vehicle a curious glance. “How do we… get in?”

“Right here, sir,” Barrick declared, and he moved abruptly to extend a hidden step from the front of the cart.

The blond man took a wide stance just beside the step and held his right arm out to Kaz who happened to be standing closest to the varrin.

“Oh,” Kaz gasped softly with surprise, and she climbed onto the bench seat. “Thank you.”

“Madame.” Barrick offered his arm to Prinna next.

“Thank you,” Prinna murmured.

“Good sir?” Barrick turned to me.

“Thank you,” I said with a friendly pat on his broad shoulder. “I think I can manage.”

“Ah,” Barrick hummed, and there was an expression of respect on his face. “Very good. To the Swanne Market?”

“Yes, please,” I confirmed as I stepped up.

I wedged myself between Kaz and Prinna on the center of the bench, and I gazed around at the interesting device.

The wheels were constructed of a dull gray metal with eight thick spokes connecting the outer edge to the axle. The cart itself was made from wood, and the canopy on top was the same white linen as the canopies in the market. Two long poles extended out from where the bench connected to the frame of the varrin, and Barrick positioned himself between them.

The young blond man closed the step, pulled some kind of thick leather harness over his broad shoulders, and buckled it at his chest. Then he grabbed onto the front end of the poles, and he gave us a smile over his shoulder.

“Are you fine folk ready?” he asked.

“Yes,” I said as my ladies nodded in agreement.

“Here we go,” Barrick said, and there was a surge of clear enjoyment in his voice.

He leaned forward, dug his booted feet into the ground, and started to pull us forward. It seemed to be most difficult to get started, and then once he built up a little momentum, we moved down the road at a fast jogging pace.

A soft breeze wafted in our hair, and the buildings passed at an impressive speed.

I figured at this rate it would take us less than half the time it took to walk to the market, and I marveled at the impressive physical stamina Barrick and the other varrin operators must have to run people around the city all day.

About the time we passed the huge green park, curiosity pulled my eyes to Barrick’s broad shoulders, and I was amazed at how easy his breathing was. Barrick was built like an ox, and I decided I would tip him even more than I’d originally planned.

We arrived at the west entrance of the market about ten minutes later, and it took Barrick about fifty yards to slow the varrin down enough to stop it without getting run over. That was the first time it looked like he had to put in extreme effort, and I wondered if there were any varrins with some kind of braking system to make stopping easier, safer, and faster.

“Swanne Market, my good sir and fine madames,” Barrick said between heavy breaths. He moved over and extended the little step again to help us down. “How was your ride?”

“Oh, it was so fantastic!” Kaz giggled. “That was quite fun, I think.”

“I liked it, too,” Prinna agreed. “It’s a lovely way to see the city.”

“These things are pretty great,” I chuckled. “It looks like pretty hard work.”

“It is a very good way to stay physically fit, sir,” Barrick replied with a smirk. “Getting started and bringing the vehicle to a stop are the most taxing parts.”

“Yeah, I noticed that,” I said as I pulled enough gold coins out to pay him. “I was thinking some kind of braking system might make the stopping part easier. What happens if you have to stop quickly?”

“Uh…” Barrick deadpanned for a second before he scoffed. “There is no quick stopping once you get going, sir. Not on my varrin, at least. A few of the more profitable varrin operators have afforded the new upgrades, but I haven’t saved enough just yet.”

“Seems dangerous,” Prinna observed.

I nodded at the broad-shouldered man’s comments, and I hoped I could push him over his saving threshold to get some brakes.

“It can be,” Barrick agreed. “The best way to keep my passengers safe is to keep my eyes open and in the distance.”

“Well, thank you very much,” I said, and I handed over twelve gold solars. “Have a good day.”

“Thank yo–” Barrick replied, and his voice stopped dead as he looked into his palm. “No, sir, this is too ma–”

“Have a good day.” I winked as I patted him on the shoulder. “And stop undervaluing yourself.”

Barrick looked dumbfounded as he tried to protest again, but I shook my head with a smile. Kaz, Prinna, and I walked away toward the market to stop any further protests from the blond man.

“Thank you, sir!” Barrick called from behind us.

I lifted my hand in a friendly gesture as my magical women and I walked through the market entrance.

“You paid him more than he said it cost,” Prinna said in a playfully accusing tone.

“Why, Sam?” Kaz asked, and her violet eyes were filled with warm curiosity.

“Because his work was more valuable than six gold,” I said with a shrug. “On Earth, service like that comes with a fee, the six gold, and we like to add extra payment on top of that. We call it a tip, and it’s like a thank you for good service. Barrick deserved a good tip.”

“Is it customary to tip so heavily?” Prinna wondered.

“No,” I admitted. “A usual tip for that much would have been one extra gold, but I think he’s undervaluing his service. Maybe he, and all the other varrin operators will see they’re providing a very valuable service and start charging appropriately for it.”

“You are a strange man, Sam,” Kaz murmured with narrowed eyes.

“Yes,” Prinna agreed. “I have never known a person to voluntarily pay more than what is required.”

“I’m not hurting for money.” I shrugged. “And if he’d been rude or provided poor service, I wouldn’t have paid extra.”

My magical lovers continued to look at me like I was the most perplexing anomaly they’d ever encountered all the way to our booth location. Even after we began setting up, they seemed to focus more on the task at hand, but I could tell they were still a little baffled by what I’d done.

To me, it made perfect sense. Good service deserved good pay, and Barrick had provided exactly that. He’d earned the gold, and I could easily make it back in a single sale.

I’d always been a generous tipper when service was good, even when my money was tight. Maybe my newfound wealth was making me even more generous with my money, and I couldn’t see how that was a bad thing, so long as I didn’t put myself or my ladies in financial jeopardy.

We wasted no time in setting up our booth, and then Kaz and Prinna headed out into the market to see what information they could learn and stir up some customers for me.

I set up my digital scale behind the booth beside the money box where it was sort of hidden from prying eyes, and then I set to work taking care of customers and making deals.

The first few sales went smoothly, and I made a good profit on two scarves, a pair of man’s gloves, and the sterling silver combs we’d bought. An older gentleman paid me thirty-three gold for those, and I marveled for a moment at the profit margin.

I’d bought the gloves for eighteen dollars at one of the thrift shops, and I knew I could sell these thirty-three gold solars for at least thirty thousand dollars if I kept playing my cards right. I wasn’t great with off the cuff percentages, but I knew that was a thousand times what I’d initially spent.

I kept my ears and eyes open to the other merchants and muses nearby our booth, but nothing of interest came up during the first hour or so.

The day seemed to be progressing in a fairly boring manner, aside from making so much fucking money, and I started to wonder if Kaz and Prinna were having any success in learning more about the false coins.

A little while later, the conversation between the merchant to my left and one of his customers caught my attention. Based on the way the gentleman leaned against the merchant’s booth, I suspected they were friendly at the least.

“Have you heard the rumors about the newest inventions from the House of Javreen?” the customer asked.

“I’ve not,” the merchant replied. “Something impressive, as always, I suspect?”

“Oh, indeed,” the customer replied with a roll of his bespectacled eyes. “Master Javreen claims it will revolutionize society.”

“Yes, well, when you have the most clever servants creating all your inventions for you,” the merchant scoffed indignantly, “I suppose everything they create is revolutionary.”

“His reputation isn’t undeserved, my friend,” the customer chided with a smirk.

“No,” the merchant sighed.

I was instantly curious about everything they said, and I wondered who Master Javreen was, what they meant about his servants, and what his new invention could be.

I continued to listen to the conversations around me with one ear while I helped customers with the other, and I started to piece together the structure of this society.

It seemed there were three main levels of society here in Bioniin and one lower class that was still quite the mystery to me an hour later.

Two of the classes I’d already discovered by myself. The middle class were the well-off gentlemen and ladies that strolled around peacefully on their own. The lower class were the shop owners, merchants, and men like Barrick who did service work to make a living. I got the feeling there wasn’t a whole lot of poverty in this class, just a lower level of disposable income and a sort of distaste from the middle and upper classes.

The highest level of society were the people trailed by personal security guards, as I’d assessed during our last trip here. They held most of the money and nearly all of the power from what I could deduce, and they all seemed to live in huge estates on the northern edges of the city.

That detail came up when the merchant to my right mentioned the Javreen estate by name and mentioned how it was the largest of all the familial estates. I thought back to the map of Bioniin, and these details did match up with the wide-open spaces to the north, northeast, and northwest that seemed to hug around the city on all sides but the shore.

A group of customers distracted me from my eavesdropping ventures for a little while, and I sold them a few sheets of metal, some wire, and two pairs of needle-nose pliers before I was able to tune back into the chatter of the other merchants and marketgoers.

“Do you believe the rumors that Javreen pays his servants?” a gentleman with a well-trimmed goatee asked his companion in a harsh whisper. “It’s outrageous.”

That caught my attention like a zap of lightning to my brain.

“It’s unheard of,” the other man said, and he adjusted the gold-framed glasses on his bulbous nose. “Servants are paid in food, housing, and the satisfaction of their work. They have no need for money.”

Both men’s tones were somewhere between baffled and disgusted, and I was shocked at how they spoke.

“They say that is why Javreen’s inventions are the best,” the man with the goatee said. “If he keeps this tomfoolery up, the rest of the servant class will begin to think they are entitled to payment!”

“It will lead to the downfall of everything,” the bulbous-nosed man replied with a scowl. “Javreen will ruin everything if he continues this way.”

“Not that there is anything we can do about it,” the first man grumbled. “He’s too powerful to be opposed.”

“True,” the second man agreed. “I only wish he would keep his personal affairs to himself. There is nothing we can do about how he runs his estate, but there is no need, and certainly no benefit to allowing such scandalous information to escape into good society.”

“Mmm.” The first man nodded emphatically. “Quite right.”

I was starting to get a better picture for this servant class of people, and I was beginning to think they were outright slaves in this society.

Hell, that was exactly what an unpaid worker was. A slave.

Not for the first time, I was powerfully grateful that my first trip through one of the other-realm doors in my inn hadn’t locked me away from Earth. Kohvra, Ryvem, Amirma, and Bioniin all had amazing things to experience and huge benefits in how rich I was getting, but I definitely wouldn’t want to live in any of them permanently.

The chatter from the people in the market became far less informative or interesting after that, and I ended up focusing more on my sales than anything else.

I sold out of the metal sheets and all my hex screws during the next hour, and my money box was feeling mighty heavy by the time Kaz and Prinna reappeared at the end of the row.

I watched them saunter toward me, and they stopped along the way to chat up a few more potential customers along the way. Even after they walked on, many of the merchants and patrons of the market continued to watch them. Several of the muses watched as well, but their expressions were far less friendly as they stared at my magical lovers.

A smug grin tugged at my mouth as Kaz and Prinna walked straight up to me, and I greeted them with all the affection that swelled in my chest.

“Hello, beautiful ladies,” I said. “How were your adventures? Did you learn anything interesting?”

“We have learned a few useful things,” Kaz answered as she flushed under my admiring gaze.

“The brassy metal within the false coins is a common material here,” Prinna said. “It is called boreim, but it is not any form of currency.”

“Only the gold solars are valid currency.” Kaz nodded.

“So, someone is making counterfeit coins,” I said.

“It appears so,” Prinna said.

“There’s more,” Kaz mumbled in a weary tone, and her violet eyes were filled with concern.

“What is it?” I asked.

“We discovered another area of the market,” Prinna said. “It’s much smaller, and it seems to be for the undesirables.”

My ears perked up at that, and I suspected she was alluding to the unpaid servant class the two men had spoken of earlier.

“Tell me more,” I said.

“There is a magical race of people in this realm, Sam,” Kaz said in a hushed tone. “They are horribly subjugated and despised by the rest of society.”

“They are not even allowed to shop for their employers in the main market,” Prinna added. “Apparently they have no money of their own, and they are not paid for their work. They seem to barter with things instead. Items they’ve made or are willing to part with.”

“Yeah,” I sighed. “I overheard some men talking about the ‘servant’ class. They’re slaves is what they are. Tell me more about that part of the market.”

“It’s over there,” Kaz said, and she pointed to the far corner of the market. “It’s down a set of stone stairs and right up against the water.”

“It smells horribly of fish down there,” Prinna said, and the tip of her nose wrinkled with disgust.

“That explains why we didn’t see it the other day,” I said.

“The merchants are far meaner,” Kaz continued. “The muses are far less beautiful than the ones you are used to, and the goods are of much lower quality.”

“It seems that only the most desperate people send their magical servants to the market to buy their goods,” Prinna added. “If they wish to buy anything of quality, they send paid employees who are permitted to shop in this part of the market.”

“How can the merchants be so sure the people are of this magical class?” I wondered.

“They are easy to spot,” Kaz said. “They have brightly colored hair, their bodies are very long and thin, and their clothing is much more ragged and dirty.”

Both women looked at me with horribly sad puppy eyes, and a violent shiver raced down Prinna’s spine.

“It is like being in Amirma again,” the white-blonde witch muttered.

“Go back to the counterfeit coins,” I said. “Did you learn anything else about them?”

“We witnessed someone trying to purchase some food with one.” Prinna’s hazel eyes started to fill with tears. “She was dragged away in chains.”

“It was horrible,” Kaz whispered.

“One of the servants?” I asked.

“I don’t believe so,” Prinna said. “She looked, too…”

Prinna shared a glance with Kaz.

“Fed?” Kaz offered with a grimace. “I would guess she was a worker, someone like Barrick who hasn’t been doing quite as well for herself.”

“Maybe the authorities know about the counterfeit coins,” I said in a hushed tone.

“Perhaps,” Prinna said. “But it did not look like they had much sympathy for the woman.”

“It didn’t look like they cared what happened to her,” Kaz added. “They said she would be held for six days to allow her keepers to come and pay her debts. If they didn’t… she would be sent away.”

“Sent away where?” I asked, and a chill ran through my body.

“They did not say,” Prinna sighed. “But I do not believe it would be anywhere pleasant.”

“I’m sure you’re right,” I sighed.

This counterfeiting thing was bigger than I thought. It looked like innocent people were being harmed in the process, and we weren’t any closer to figuring out who was responsible. I started to wonder if it was even worth pursuing. It wasn’t like there was some obvious path I could take to make things right.

Before I could linger much more in the terrible facts my ladies had presented me with, a large man in a dark suit approached the booth.

Kaz and Prinna pressed their lips together, and the Enchanted woman took a deep breath before she engaged with the potential customer.

“Hello, good sir,” Kaz said in that slippery charming voice she used in her muse work. “Are you looking for something special today? My venturer has some of the best goods in the market.”

“Perhaps,” the man said, and he removed the small dark glasses from his angular face. Then he turned to address me directly. “My name is Cyril. I am employed by Master Javreen.”

My eyes went wide, and blaring sirens went off in my head.

“I… Uh…” I stuttered.

Thankfully Cyril continued to speak.

“My employer has heard about the new venturer merchant and his high-quality tools,” Cyril said, and he gazed at the display of hardware and hand tools on my booth.

“Well, yes,” I said, and I swallowed the rising anxiety in my chest. “Was there something in particular you– er, your employer was looking for?”

“Master Javreen has a host of inventors in his employ, you see.” Cyril picked up a set of hex wrenches and turned them over in his hand. “Hmm. Master Javreen is in need of an unknown tool to accomplish a very specific task.”

“Oookay…?” I still had no idea what this guy wanted, and I felt like he was dawdling at getting to his point. “What kind of tool?”

“Well, that is the question, isn’t it, venturer?” Cyril said with good humor. “And unfortunately, I have no idea. I’m a man of security and errands for Master Javreen, you see. I have little understanding of how mechanics work.”

Cyril spoke with a thicker accent than the other people of Bioniin. His vowels were soft like the others, but he lost some of the pronunciation of the ‘g’ or ‘r’ at the end of some words.

“I see,” I said.

“From what I understand, Master Javreen is not entirely certain the tool of his need even exists,” Cyril continued. “All I know for certain is that I have been authorized by my employer to invite you to the familial estate to meet with him and discuss the job.”

Suspicion rose in my mind, and I felt intensely cautious about this whole thing. The same concern that had assured me the inheritance of an inn was a giant scam reemerged in my mind, and I felt my heels metaphorically digging in.

“Master Javreen would of course pay you a handsome finder’s fee in exchange for your efforts,” Cyril went on like he didn’t notice, or didn’t care, that I wasn’t jumping at the chance.

“Riiight,” I droned, and I decided to ask for more information. “What makes Master Javreen think I can get this possibly nonexistent tool of his?”

“You are a venturer,” Cyril asked like it was the most obvious reason, and he stared at the badge of my jacket where it hung in plain view from the edge of our booth. “Are you not?”

“Uh, I am,” I said even though I still wasn’t one hundred percent what a person did to earn the jade-green badge in the first place.

“Then you have the best chance of knowing of a tool that could do the job my employer requires,” Cyril said. “As well as the best opportunity to acquire such a tool and deliver it to Master Javreen in a timely manner.”

Cyril watched me with expectation in his brown eyes for a moment, and when I continued to remain hesitant, he cleared his throat.

“And as I said,” Cyril went on. “My employer would pay you very well for your time and effort, and he is open to negotiating with you on those fees and what you feel is appropriate compensation.”

“Mmm,” I hummed in a thoughtful way that was meant to encourage the man to stop trying to convince me to take the deal, and I glanced at Prinna and Kaz. “May I have a moment to discuss this with my business partners?”

Cyril’s face showed deep surprise for a split second before he smoothed his features into a mask of politeness. “Certainly.”

He stepped away several paces and busied himself with looking over the goods at another merchant’s booth while the muse tried to grab his attention with an ample display of her cleavage.

“Prinna?” I asked in a hushed voice once I felt Cyril was far enough away. “What do you feel?”

“Ambition,” Prinna answered, and her expression was curious. “He desires to please his employer.”

“Yeah, I can sense that, too,” I scoffed quietly. “What else? Is he being truthful?”

“I believe so,” Prinna said slowly. “I feel no deceit in his presence. There was honesty in him when he spoke of a finder’s fee, and admiration in him when he mentioned your venturer’s badge. He respects the title, I believe.”

“Okay,” I breathed.

I could feel Cyril watching us from the other booth, and Prinna studied him for a moment before she smiled.

“He feels that you will be able to help him impress his employer,” Prinna giggled softly. “There is a desire for gold, but it extends to you as well. I think he wants you both to earn a handsome fee for this job.”

“So no huge red flags, then?” I murmured.

“There are no flags of any color…?” Kaz said in a very baffled tone.

“Earth expression,” I chuckled. “It means there’s nothing that’s immediately suspicious about this or him.”

“Ah, yes,” Prinna said. “I sense nothing suspicious.”

“I believe we should meet with this Javreen,” Kaz suggested.

“Yeah.” I nodded. “I think so, too. I don’t see any reason we can’t learn more. And just because we meet with him doesn’t mean we have to agree to the job.”

“Exactly.” Kaz smiled. “And if Prinna smells trouble, we can simply skip out of there.”

“That might not be so easy if his familial estate is some huge fortress, though,” I said with a slight grimace. “I’d feel better if we met him in public.”

“Hmm. Good point,” Prinna said.

“Okay,” I said. “Let’s see if his employer will agree to meeting somewhere public.”

Kaz and Prinna nodded in unified agreement, and I turned back to catch Cyril’s attention.

The tall man had been joined by a beautiful woman with deep auburn hair and little oval-shaped spectacles that balanced on the bridge of her nose. She wore the long flowing robes of the upper class of this realm, and she held a light-blue parasol over her head to shield her freckled face from the sun. An older woman in a much simpler dress stood just a step behind her, and I wondered if she was the younger woman’s maid. There was also another security guard just behind the older woman, and he wore a very similar suit to Cyril.

I waved my hand in the air to catch Cyril’s attention, and he smiled a bit as he turned toward me. He nodded, said something to the beautiful woman, and the four of them strode over to our booth.

“I’ve just realized I never requested your name, venturer…?” Cyril said with an apologetic look.

“My name is Sam,” I provided.

“It’s a pleasure to officially make your acquaintance,” Cyril said, and he gestured at the beautiful auburn-haired woman. “This is Lady Astrea Javreen, Master Javreen’s only daughter.”

“Good day, sir,” Astrea said in a voice that sounded a bit uncomfortable.

I gave her a friendly smile, and I noticed that the knuckles of her hand holding the parasol were white from how tightly she gripped the handle.

“It’s nice to meet you,” I said, and I indicated the ladies at my side. “These are my business partners, Kaz and Prinna.”

“Hello,” Astrea said in a more comfortable tone. “Lovely to meet you. I understand Cyril has proposed a potential business deal in regards to a tool my father requires.”

“Yes, we were just discussing the proposal,” I said.

“Have you come to a consensus?” Cyril asked.

“We have,” I said. “We will meet with your employer, but we would prefer to do so in a public place.”

“Very well,” Cyril agreed easily. “There is no harm in being cautious of potential new business partners.”

“I’m glad you understand,” I said.

Lady Astrea perused the display of items on our booth, and I found it rather interesting that she was looking more at the tools, materials, and hardware than the accessories or art supplies. I would have expected her to be interested in the silk scarves or perhaps the satin gloves, but no, she picked up a pair of needle-nose pliers instead.

“Master Javreen will be quite pleased as well,” Cyril said. “He has been searching fortnights for the proper tool to complete this invention.”

“Did he want to hire a venturer specifically?” I asked.

That would explain why he’d been searching without any luck for such a long time. I still hadn’t run into any other venturers, and I was starting to wonder if I was the only one.

“No,” Cyril said. “That is not one of Master Javreen’s requirements, it is simply my judgment that you are best suited to the job.”

I glanced at Prinna, and she gave me a sly nod to confirm Cyril was still being honest in his intentions. There was still some deep suspicion in me that I figured came from the sheer level of danger these other realms had, but I was starting to feel a bit more comfortable with Cyril at least.

“Your selection of tools and materials is quite impressive,” Astrea observed, and I noticed the soft-voweled accent in her voice.

“Thank you,” I said.

“My father leads the team responsible for the most innovative machines in Bioniin,” Astrea said, but her tone wasn’t at all boastful. “I am certain Cyril has told you we require a very specific tool to complete our current project.”

“Yes,” I said, and I was curious about her use of the word we.

“And I’m certain Cyril has told you there would be a handsome finder’s fee for your work?” Astrea said, and she pushed the little oval spectacles back up her nose.

“Uh, yes, he did.” I nodded.

“Has he informed you the finder’s fee would be at least three thousand gold solars?” Astrea asked.

“Uh…” My brain completely misfired.


Chapter 8

I forced myself to swallow and close my mouth, and I tried to kickstart my brain into functioning again as Astrea’s voice echoed on a loop inside my mind.

Three thousand solars.

Holy fucking shit.

I knew at full price that much gold would be somewhere in the range of three million US dollars. Obviously, there was no way I would ever get the full price since even Big John needed to make a profit to stay in business, but flying fuck donuts, that was a lot of fucking money.

My brain finally seemed to reboot, and I turned to look at Prinna and Kaz.

My white-blonde lover stared at me with wide eyes, and she gave me a subtle nod that told me Astrea was being honest. Kaz seemed locked in a state of shock like I had been.

“My father enjoys strolling the paths in Serenity Park in the afternoon,” Astrea said, and her soft voice drew my attention back to her freckled face. “I can arrange for you to meet him there if that is a suitable alternative?”

“Uh, yeah…” I nodded dumbly and cleared my throat again.

I turned to check with Prinna and Kaz, and they both gave me little shrugs that told me they didn’t see any reason not to use the park as our meeting point.

“Yes. The park is suitable.” I nodded at Lady Astrea.

“Lovely,” the auburn-haired woman said, and she seemed relieved that we’d come to an agreement. She turned to the second security guard with an air of authority. “Kraimer, please return to the estate and inform my father we may have found the solution we’ve been looking for.”

“Yes, madame.” Kraimer bowed dutifully before he turned on his heel, and he jogged away from us at a purposeful pace.

“We shall wait while you close up your booth,” Astrea said.

“Uh, great,” I said.

I guess we were closing shop for the day.

Not that there was any harm in the idea. We’d made pretty good sales already, and there was almost no chance I’d make another three thousand gold in the remaining hours before sunset. Besides, we still had plenty of time before our fortnight pass would expire to come back and get our full money’s worth. Hell, the pass had already been paid for several times over.

“Alright, let’s close up shop for the day, then,” I said to Kaz and Prinna.

My magical women nodded, and we set to work putting everything together for the day. Prinna worked on the clothing, and she carefully folded everything to fit nicely into the rucksack. I sorted through the small pile of tools, hardware, and materials that were left. Then I quickly checked our lockbox and stashed it into the rucksack on top.

“That’s a curious bag,” Astrea commented as she eyed the rucksack. “Is it mechanical?”

“No,” I hummed, and there was a hint of surprise in my tone. “I’m pretty sure it’s an enchantment or something. I sort of… inherited it.”

“Fascinating,” Astrea murmured.

The bespectacled woman was as interested in our collapsible booth as my seemingly bottomless rucksack, and she crouched down and watched as I folded the thing into its travel form.

“That is quite ingenious,” Astrea said. “What a clever design. Did you make it?”

“No,” I chuckled. “There’s a wood carver in Ryvem that makes them.”

Astrea looked up at me with bright curiosity in her blue eyes, and she blushed hard under the spray of freckles on her face as she straightened back up into the posture of a high society lady.

“Ahem,” she squeaked quietly. “Are you finished?”

“Yes, I believe so,” Kaz said.

“Everything is packed,” Prinna confirmed.

“Yeah, we’re all set here,” I said. “To the park?”

“Do you mind walking?” Astrea asked in a voice that sounded a bit strained. Her cheeks were still pink, and her hands gripped her parasol tightly once more.

“We like walking,” I replied.

The auburn-haired heiress turned sharply, and she quickly hurried forward like she assumed we would follow her.

I shook my head and glanced at Kaz and Prinna. They both gave me tiny shrugs like they couldn’t quite figure out Astrea Javreen, either, and we followed her out of the market.

Lady Astrea walked ahead with Cyril and her lady’s maid a step behind her, and I couldn’t help but notice the stiffness in her movements. She looked entirely nervous, and I started to wonder if she struggled with social awkwardness.

It was something I’d had to figure out early in life. I’d always been kind of an awkward kid, and middle school had been spent trying to figure out how to navigate through social interactions with the least amount of discomfort possible. I’d practiced and figured out enough techniques and social cues through high school to make college, and later my internship, fairly comfortable experiences.

It was odd, though, Lady Astrea had seemed so comfortable and thoroughly interested when she’d been looking at the tools, the rucksack, and even our booth. I wondered if she was the kind of person to just enjoy machines more than other people.

“What do you think of her?” I asked Prinna in a soft voice.

“She’s curious,” Prinna replied with a smile.

“Mmm,” Kaz hummed in agreement. “I’m not quite sure about her, either.”

“No.” Prinna shook her head. “I mean she is full of curiosity. She exudes interest in mechanical things and magical devices. She was very interested in our booth.”

“I noticed that,” I murmured. “Is she trustworthy?”

“Lady Astrea’s intentions are honest and pure so far as I can sense,” Prinna said. “She had a sense of longing when she spoke about the project her father is trying to complete.”

“She sounded very invested to me,” Kaz agreed.

“Yes.” Prinna nodded. “I think there is more to her than simply a doting daughter who wishes to assist her father from a place of love.”

“More?” I asked. “Like something dangerous or deceptive, more?”

“No.” Prinna pursed her lips thoughtfully. “I think she is more involved in this project than she let on. I think it is important to her on a personal level.”

Kaz nodded slowly as she studied the auburn-haired woman from behind. “I think there is more to this woman than just the wealth of her family.”

“Hmm,” I hummed.

Lady Astrea might be more of a mystery than I first thought.

“Sam…” Kaz murmured as we walked. “Three thousand solars is a lot of gold… but…”

“How much is that in your Earth money?” Prinna finished.

“Yes.” Kaz nodded.

“A fuckton,” I breathed as I mentally did the conversion once more. “At full gold price it would be about three million US dollars.”

“Three million,” Kaz mumbled dumbly, and her violet eyes went blank for a second.

“That seems impossible,” Prinna said, and her hushed voice was almost crazed with disbelief.

“Yeah, I know,” I said. “Big John, or any gold buyer, wouldn’t give us full weight value for that much gold, but even if we only got half that, we’d be making a killing off this deal.”

“What if you cannot find the tool this man needs?” Prinna asked.

“Well, that’s what we’re going to find out,” I said. “And if he needs something I can’t get or whatever, I’ll just turn him down as politely as I can. But… Based on the kinds of devices and machines we’ve seen at the market, I’m hopeful we can solve this guy’s problem.”

“It is worth meeting him,” Kaz agreed.

“Exactly,” I said. “The pliers, wire clippers, wrenches, they’ve all sold really well, and we haven’t seen anything that makes me think this place had electricity like Earth, so I’m feeling good that we’ll be able to work out a deal. Maybe, depending on what his problem is, we can solve it in another way if the tool he needs doesn’t exist.”

“By offering him another material, you mean?” Prinna asked.

“Yeah, maybe,” I said. “I won’t know for sure until Master Javreen tells us what he actually wants.”

She led us up Jeblin Lane until I could see the lush green edges of Serenity park, and then we turned at what looked like a four-way intersection at first glance. Tosk Row veered off to our right, and we headed onto a narrower cobblestone path that led straight into Serenity Park. A fancier sign identified this as Serenity Path, and I assumed it was one of the paths Lady Astrea had mentioned her father enjoying.

The park was gorgeous. A large crystal-clear lake sat before us with at least a dozen little rowboats floating peacefully across its smooth surface. A flock of strange white birds huddled on the far side, and there was a clean stone edge all the way around the lake.

The body of water had to be man-made, and the entire park looked perfectly manicured. It was much more like a botanical garden than the kind of open grassy field park I was used to seeing. More cobblestone paths forked off the main one in various directions through raised flower beds, and elaborate wrought-iron benches were located in quiet spots all over the place.

Larger trees and shrubs were located at the outer perimeter of the park on the north and south sides, and it gave the illusion of distance from the bustle of the rest of the city. The thick foliage buffered the noise from the market, and a light breeze wafted through the well-manicured bushes, hedges, and flower beds.

“My gods,” Prinna breathed with amazement in her hazel eyes. “I have not seen this many living things since before the Consumption.”

“I have never seen anything like this place,” Kaz murmured.

“It’s beautiful,” I agreed in a hushed voice. “I mean, there are parks on Earth, but this place is stunning.”

Lady Astrea slowed her pace as we came to a bend in the path where several benches were set between low flower beds. She turned around and appeared less anxious than when we’d left the market.

“Shall we sit while we wait for my father?” the freckled woman asked, and she readjusted her oval glasses.

“Sure,” I said. “Will he know where to find us?”

“Yes.” Astrea nodded. “This is his favorite location in the park, and he will know to meet us here.”

“Great,” I said, and I picked a bench at random and sat down.

Kaz and Prinna easily sat beside me on either side, and Lady Astrea and her maid sat on the bench beside us. Cyril remained standing with his arms bent at ninety degree angles in front and behind him, and he looked every bit the attentive bodyguard.

I wondered briefly if he was specifically the heiress’ security guard or just a member of her father’s staff. After a moment of slightly awkward silence, Lady Astrea offered us an almost apologetic smile.

“I’m sure you have heard some things about my family,” she said. “I promise, not all the rumors are true.”

“We haven’t been here long,” I said. “So we haven’t heard all that much.”

“May I ask what you have heard?” Astrea asked softly.

“Um…” I hesitated for a second before I decided that I didn’t see any good reason not to be honest with her. “I overheard some men in the market this morning speaking about your father. They said he paid wages to his servants.”

I watched Astrea’s freckled face as I spoke. I expected her to grimace or frown, but her pretty face remained calm and open.

“The men spoke about that like it was this completely unheard-of idea,” I said, and I scoffed at the disgust in their tones. “I didn’t understand them. People should be paid for their work.”

“We have discovered they produce much better quality work when they are paid well for their effort,” Astrea said in a thoughtful tone. “I believe it is why my family’s laboratory produces the most innovative devices in Bioniin.”

“May I ask…?” I used a cautious tone to let her know I meant no offense. “Why don’t the other families pay their servants?”

“I am not sure,” Astrea admitted. “It is simply the way things have always been done. My father was the first to provide wages to the servant class. I was only a child, but I remember how people would look at us after that decision was made public.”

My eyes narrowed with interest as I listened to her story.

“I did not understand why my father insisted on providing the servants with money,” Astrea said. “We provided them with everything they needed already. They had homes to live in, food to eat, clothing, and all the tools and materials they could ever need. I did not understand what else they could use their wages for, but as I grew older, I discovered the extra praise seemed to make them more contented.”

Her tone was light and curious like she was a bit perplexed by the whole thing, and I wondered more about the society here. Obviously, a rich and sheltered daughter of the realm’s most powerful and wealthy family would have a very narrow view of things, especially the plights of the lowest level of society.

“The other noble families are angered by the precedent my father has created, though,” Astrea said in a conspiratorial tone. “They despise the idea of spreading their wealth to those who, in their opinion, do not deserve it.”

“Do you think the servants deserve it?” I asked, and I was genuinely curious to hear her response.

“I cannot think of a reason they would not deserve it,” Astrea said with a little shrug.

I couldn’t detect any disgust or hatred for the magic-using servants in her family’s employ, though, she just seemed sort of intrigued by the different way her family did things from the rest of the families in Bioniin.

I wondered what she might think of Earth or the other realms, and I decided she would probably prefer to stay here in her safe world full of everything she could ever need.

I chalked her insights into the matter up to her personal experiences, and I figured she had the most well-rounded and empathetic opinion on the situation as someone in her position possibly could. It would probably be good for her to get out and see the way other people lived in different realms, but I doubted she would ever have the chance.

Astrea would probably spend the entirety of her life in this sheltered and pampered world of hers, funded by the riches of her family’s inherited wealth from who knew how many generations past.

“So, what kind of new invention is your father working on?” I asked.

“Oh, it will revolutionize life in the city,” Astrea said, and her tone was immediately excited. “The steam combustion chamber has been especially difficult to manufacture due to the intense pressure and strain the materials are put under. That’s why we need this new tool. Nothing we’ve tried to use so far has worked. Every time we test out the mechanism, it fails dangerously from an overload of heat or a lack of full sealing between the chambers.”

Astrea rambled on excitedly for another moment as I stared in shock at her rather in-depth explanation that didn’t at all tell me what the invention actually was. It was very clear to me, and to my women, that Astrea was a lot more involved in this project than she’d let on.

Before I had the chance to ask her what exactly the device was, Kraimer and a pair of dark-suited security guards strolled toward us around the bend in Serenity Path. Cyril turned toward his approaching colleagues and bowed at the shorter man behind them.

A thinner man with graying hair that had once been the same deep auburn color as Lady Astrea strolled casually forward. He had a thick mustache that was neatly trimmed over his upper lip, and thick bushy eyebrows. He wore long ivory-colored robes that just barely brushed the cobblestones over dark gray suit pants and a crisp white tunic. A wine-colored, knee-length garment of some sort was layered over the top. It looked like something between a priest’s stole and an open vest, and it was embroidered with gold, copper, and brass-colored gears. His entire outfit screamed of wealth and rank, but it was somehow more subdued than the other high-ranking members of society I’d seen. He didn’t wear a heavy metal collar, though a brass-colored cuff peeked out from his sleeves when he extended his arms to Lady Astrea.

“My darling,” Master Javreen said in a refined voice.

“Hello, Papa,” Astrea replied, and her voice was warm with affection. “This is the venturer, Sam. Cyril and I believe he may be the answer to our problem.”

“Sam,” Master Javreen greeted me with a pleasant smile. “It is a pleasure to meet you. I understand my daughter has told you a bit about what I am looking for?”

Master Javreen’s voice was mild and pleasant, and he spoke with the same soft-voweled, almost Irish accent that stuck out to my American ears.

“Yes, a little bit, sir,” I said, and I made a point to introduce the beautiful ladies at my sides. “These are my business partners, Kaz and Prinna.”

In reality they were so much more to me than that, but for the purposes of this deal I felt that was an appropriate title for Javreen to have. The gray-haired man smiled politely at my women, and I couldn’t help but notice the sudden quiet of the park around us.

While we’d waited for Master Javreen’s arrival, soft conversation had floated around us like I’d expect for a public place on a beautiful day. Now, as I glanced around, there didn’t seem to be anyone around other than us and the dark-suited men Javreen had brought with him. I figured his staff had quietly cleared the surrounding area for his safety, and I wondered if there were enough hostile people in Bioniin to be a real threat to him.

“Shall we stroll?” Master Javreen asked, and he gestured back down the path where he’d come from. “And we can discuss the deal at greater length.”

“Yeah, sounds good to me,” I said after a brief look at my ladies. “I understand you’re looking for a specific tool of some kind. Can you tell me more about what you need it to do?”

“Well, it is a rather complex device,” Javreen mused, and his blue eyes lit up with excitement exactly as his daughter’s had. “It would be easier to show you the device in person, but our main problem is the construction of a new alloy we have innovated.”

“Okay,” I hummed to get him to continue.

“We found a way to smelt boreim and iron together to create a much stronger new metal,” Javreen said in a hushed tone. “I’ve named it Javrium.”

I chuckled lightly at the slightly egotistical name for the metal. “I like that.”

“Thank you.” Javreen grinned. “The Javrium is harder than anything we’ve ever worked with before, which is exactly what we need to be able to keep the intense steam and strength of our engine contained. You see, we’ve never compressed so much power into a single device before, it’s caused more than a few failures and explosions in our laboratory.”

“That sounds dangerous,” I said with a little grimace.

“It has been.” Astrea nodded emphatically. “One of our employees nearly lost three fingers.”

“Oh, wow.” My eyes went wide with shock. “That’s not good.”

“No,” Javreen agreed. “But you see, once we discovered the tensile strength of the Javrium alloy, we thought all our worries were at an end.”

“But…?” I encouraged.

“Now we are having much difficulty in constructing the box to the exact specifications,” Javreen sighed with frustration. “We have designed an intricate interlocking joint to give the mechanism the most strength, but every time we create the piece, there are tiny bits that do not fit with enough precision.”

“I’m sure that’s frustrating,” I said, and I furrowed my eyebrows. “The Javrium can’t be reshaped after its initial shaping?”

“No,” Javreen said, and he hesitated for a moment as he shared a pointed glance with his daughter.

Lady Astrea shook her head slightly, and her auburn curls bounced on her shoulder with the motion. I wasn’t sure what they were communicating, but whatever it was, Astrea wanted to keep something from me.

I glanced at Prinna reflexively to make sure we weren’t walking into some kind of ambush, and she replied with a vague unconcerned expression.

“I must apologize, Sam,” Master Javreen said. “The process we’ve developed for creating the Javrium is quite particular, and my daughter and I don’t want it getting out… You see, it’s a very new technique, and we’d like to retain control over the process, lest our competitors get the upper hand.”

“Ah, I see,” I breathed and nodded. “Proprietary information. Trade secrets.”

“Quite,” Javreen sighed with gratitude at my understanding, and Lady Astrea offered a small smile. “I appreciate your understanding.”

“So, what is it you want me to do, then?” I asked. “I mean… What kind of tool are you looking for? I’m not really sure what it is you think I can do to help here…”

“Well, how about I describe what I need done,” Javreen suggested, “and you tell me if you know of a tool that can fulfill my needs?”

“Uh, yeah,” I answered. “I suppose that’s the best way to go about this. Sure.”

We had strolled all the way through the park by this point, and we’d come to a stop at the end of Serenity Path. I recognized the street Barrick had driven us down in his varrin just this morning, so I had a good idea of where we were in the city. Javreen seemed content to linger here for a moment as we continued our discussion, and Astrea, Kaz, Prinna, and I all turned toward each other in a loose circle.

“Excellent.” Javreen smiled. “As I explained, we’ve developed an interlocking joint, and we are having a devil of a time getting it exactly precise. What I’m hoping you can provide me with is a tool that can cut down the Javrium by the thinnest increments. We have tried every manner of file and saw we have, but nothing is strong enough to cut down the Javrium. I was hoping there may be something in another realm that is hard enough to do the job.”

I almost burst into laughter as I realized how simple Javreen’s request really was at its core. He had a metal that was too hard for the tools they’d been using for possibly centuries.

“I don’t suppose you have diamond files in Bioniin, Master Javreen?” I asked in a casual tone.

“Diamond?” Javreen repeated in utter confusion. “You mean those useless little crystals my wife adores so much? Pretty things, but… Well, I have never heard of such a thing being used for anything other than decoration…”

Javreen’s face wrinkled up as he tried to imagine what I had suggested, and he gave me a very perplexed look.

“All I can imagine is a bunch of tiny stones adhered to a metal plate,” Javreen admitted with a chortle. “I don’t know how that could possibly do the job I require, but I assume you know more about these tools than I, otherwise I would not have had to hire you!”

I nodded sagely, and I tried to contain the explosive excitement in my chest at the knowledge I was about to make the easiest two and a half million dollars in the universe.

Holy shit, this was going to be so fucking easy.


Chapter 9

“Master Javreen,” I said in a cheerful tone. “I think I can help you.”

“Can you?” Javreen asked with equal parts excitement and relief. “I knew Cyril would find the man for the job.”

“This is wonderful news,” Astrea agreed.

The balding man turned back to his security guard with a wide grin.

“Well done, Cyril,” Javreen praised.

“Thank you, sir,” Cyril replied with a small bow.

“Would you like to come by our laboratory and view the device for yourselves?” Javreen asked, and he smiled at my ladies and me. “We have many things in the works that you may find quite interesting. What do you say?”

Kaz and Prinna shared a glance between themselves before they shrugged at me to say they would go with whatever decision I made. I glanced up at the sky and couldn’t help but notice how low the sun had slipped during our leisurely stroll through the park. I didn’t really love the idea of staying in Bioniin after dark, and I gave Javreen an apologetic smile.

“We would enjoy that very much, sir,” I said in a polite tone. “But would it be acceptable if we visited your estate and laboratory tomorrow instead? It’s been quite a long day, and I’d like to be fresh to enjoy the excitement of your inventions.”

“Ah, yes.” Javreen pointed a finger in the air like that was the best idea he’d ever heard. “Excellent point, sir, excellent point.”

“And that way,” I continued, “we’ll have some time to acquire the files you need. I believe we should be able to deliver them by tomorrow, and that way you can test them out right away to make sure you’re satisfied.”

“So soon?” Javreen asked with wide eyes.

“Uh, yeah,” I said nervously. “I uh… know exactly where to go, so it won’t be much trouble.”

Javreen leaned toward his daughter and made a show of holding up his hand beside his mouth like what he was going to say was a big secret, but then he spoke in a clear voice and a normal volume.

“I quite like this venturer!” he proclaimed.

“Yes, Papa,” Astrea giggled, and she rolled her eyes affectionately at her father.

“Very well,” Javreen agreed, and he held out his hand to me. “We shall finish our deal on the morrow. I can have Cyril meet you at a location of your pleasing to escort you to the Javreen Estate.”

“That works for us,” I said, and I shook his hand. “We’re staying at the Twin Crest Inn–”

“A fine establishment,” Javreen interrupted with an excited grin. “Shall Cyril meet you out front?”

“Uh, sure,” I said. “I have to admit, I’m not entirely sure how to tell time here in Bioniin…”

“How about we say midday, then?” Javreen suggested. “When the sun is at its peak? Shall that work for you and your business partners?”

“Yes,” I said. “That will give us time to find the tools you need before we meet.”

“I suppose you will be traveling to another realm to acquire them?” Javreen asked, and his eyes lit up like a kid in a candy shop. “Unless, you have them in your possession already?”

“I don’t have them yet, I’m afraid,” I chuckled as I avoided answering his other question.

I had no idea how other people or venturers traveled between the realms, and I didn’t want to risk the secret of my inn getting out. It felt like a valuable tool or resource that I had to protect, at least until I understood better how others traveled through the Grymm.

“Ah, trade secrets, hmm?” Javreen flicked a finger across his nose and winked, but he didn’t press me for more information.

“So to speak,” I laughed easily.

I liked this guy.

“Cyril,” Javreen said as he turned back to his security guard. “Have Flick prepare the gold for our new friend when we return to the estate.”

“Yes, sir.” Cyril bowed respectfully.

I smiled at the two men as we began to say our goodbyes, and I couldn’t help but notice the bubbling excitement behind Astrea’s polite smile. The corners of her lips twitched with glee like she could barely contain herself, and I almost expected her to bounce on her toes and clap her hands.

“Thank you, venturer,” Astrea said, and there was a thread of eagerness under her politely controlled voice.

“Happy to help,” I said.

Before I could say anything else, the freckle-faced woman nodded and turned away. She began walking at a quick pace, and her lady’s maid had to scurry to catch up to her. The security guard, Kraimer, offered a polite nod before he followed at a steady pace behind the women.

“We shall see you on the morrow, good sir,” Javreen said, and he took off after his daughter at a much more relaxed pace. “Enjoy the remainder of your evening!”

“You, too,” I called in a half-dazed voice.

Kaz, Prinna, and I stood there silently for a moment or two until Master Javreen, his daughter, and their entourage were well out of sight.

“Holy shit,” I breathed as the rush of everything washed over me.

“That was quite thrilling,” Prinna giggled.

“You can say that again,” I scoffed lightly.

“That was quite thrilling?” Prinna repeated the sentence, but she gave me a look that clearly said she was baffled as to why I would ask her to do so.

“Sorry, Earth expression,” I laughed. “Come on, let’s go home.”

We left the park and started walking down the road back toward Proper Street where the inn was located. The streets were much quieter now than they had been earlier in the day, and I noticed that most of the buildings along this road seemed to be homes while Jeblin Lane had been more of a shopping and business district.

Twin Crest Inn’s bar room was filled with about two dozen well-dressed men in what my mother would have described as their Sunday Best. A light haze of cigar smoke floated along the ceiling, and the men spoke with more boisterous voices than we’d heard so far in this realm. Clear glasses with a light amber liquor in them were scattered around the tables, and many of the men held similar cups in one hand.

A few of the men gave curious and almost gawking glances to my women as we made our way through the room and toward the stairs. None of us said a word until we had closed the inn door behind us, and the voices slowly faded away into silence.

“What an insane day,” I mumbled.

“Mmhmm,” Kaz hummed in agreement.

We walked back out into the hallway of my creepy old inn in small-town Oregon, and tiredly went down the stairs to our chosen bedroom.

“By all the forces of magic,” Prinna sighed as she dropped onto the bed.

“The day did not go as we had planned,” Kaz chuckled lightly. “Did it?”

“No, it sure didn’t,” I chortled. “We went there to learn more about the counterfeit coins…”

I dropped the rucksack on the floor in the corner and toed my boots off. My feet ached from standing all day, and I dropped onto the bed beside Prinna with a relieved sigh.

“And instead, we made a deal with a rather strange man,” Kaz finished.

“For an absurd amount of money,” Prinna added.

“An absurd amount of money,” I repeated, and I gave them both a pointed look, “for a very cheap and easy job.”

“You said Master Javreen needed diamond files?” Kaz said. “I have seen tiny clear stones called diamonds before. Not often, but sometimes Mairo would trade for them. Are they the same as what Master Javreen spoke of?”

“Sort of,” I said. “Diamonds are incredibly hard and tough things, and diamond files are coated in them. I’m not totally sure how or anything, but I know they’re not gem quality. Like the files won’t look anything like the crystals you’re probably thinking of. They’re diamonds on a… microscopic level? I don’t know. All I know for sure is they’re Javreen’s best option for shaving down a super strong metal.”

“I have never heard of these diamonds before,” Prinna said. “What do they look like?”

“There aren’t diamonds in Amirma?” I asked with surprise.

Prinna shook her head. “I know what crystals are… but diamonds are unknown to me.”

“Here,” I said, and I picked up my phone and opened my browser to Google. “This is probably the kind of diamond Javreen is used to.”

Prinna sat up on the bed, and Kaz knelt down beside us as I searched for a good image to show them. It only took a second before a crisp photo of a high-quality clear diamond on a black velvet cushion was displayed on my phone.

“Yes.” Kaz pointed at the half-carat diamond on my screen. “That is much larger than any I have seen before, but they looked just like that.”

“These are gem-quality diamonds,” I explained. “People on Earth make jewelry out of them. Earrings, necklaces, rings, that sort of thing. It sounded like they might be used the same way in Bioniin, but with much less popularity.”

I scrolled through a few more photos of gemstones as I thought about how odd it was that diamonds weren’t a ubiquitous thing of value across the realms. Bioniin did seem to hold precious metals in higher value, though, and I wondered if it was just about how readily available different materials were in different realms.

If the realms were alien worlds throughout the universe it would make sense that they would have different quantities and qualities of minerals and elements. I knew that some scientists had discovered a planet somewhere in the universe where it supposedly rained diamonds.

Fuck, that would be a cool realm to have a door to. I could just walk out there with a bucket, catch a few gallons of uncut diamonds, and make a fucking killing on the turn around. It would really skew the diamond market, though, and I would probably end up destroying the value of the gems.

This shit was so weird to me, and I reminded myself I had to be careful not to fuck up the market with too much gold all at once or in the same place. I remembered what Big John had told me about platinum, iridium, and rhodium, and I decided to have him check out those little glass jars from the trunk in the room to Bioniin. Maybe they contained something else he would happily pay me a king’s ransom for.

“So did you sense any intentions from them that we should be wary of?” I asked as I placed my phone on the bedside table.

“No.” Prinna shook her head and laid back down on the bed. “Master Javreen and his daughter were both of true intentions. They exuded excitement and curiosity. He was very hopeful when you said you could acquire what he needs. Cyril was also quite pleased with his master’s praise.”

“Good, that’s good,” I sighed.

“Do you think they are connected to the false coins in any way?” Kaz wondered, and she scooted up to put her head on one of the pillows.

I turned that idea over in my head for a moment as I laid down on the bed between my magical lovers.

It didn’t seem likely. Master Javreen didn’t have any more to gain from fake coins than me or anyone else. I still didn’t know what the counterfeiter’s motives were, and the only thing I could come up with was the idea that he, she, or they were hoarding the replaced gold for themselves. Even that had questions to it, though, because the very action of debasing the gold coins would drive down the value of Bioniin’s currency as a whole. Maybe the counterfeiters were stealing the gold from the coins in Bioniin and taking them elsewhere.

I shrugged to myself since the whole line of thinking didn’t really matter at the moment, and I had no way of answering such questions.

I was pretty sure Master Javreen wasn’t a guilty party in the whole scheme, though. He seemed like an honest enough man, and he had plenty of wealth without having to sink to nefarious levels.

“I doubt it,” I decided.

“I wonder if he knows about them,” Prinna mused.

“The local authorities seemed aware of the false coins,” Kaz pointed out.

“Yeah, you said one worker was detained at the market for trying to buy something with one,” I said. “That tells me the problem is known, at least in the higher levels.”

“Mmm.” Prinna nodded thoughtfully.

The white-blonde witch rolled over the bed to lean closer to me. Her eyes gazed unseeing at the wall across her from as she dragged the tips of her fingers idly over my chest.

Kaz shifted onto her side, and she draped one leg over my hips as she laid her head on my shoulder.

I was fairly lost in my wandering thoughts for a moment, and it wasn’t until Kaz leaned in and nipped at my earlobe with her teeth that I realized how close both beauties had positioned themselves to me.

“Oh,” I breathed.

Kaz placed her fingers on the side of my face and turned my mouth toward hers. Heat washed over me as I leaned into her kiss, and I realized how low Prinna’s fingers had wandered as they tugged at the buckle of my belt.

“Mmm,” I hummed into Kaz’s kiss, and arousal rose slowly and deliciously through my veins.

The mattress shifted under Prinna as she got up on her knees, and she crawled down to remove my pants. Meanwhile, Kaz locked my wrists lightly in her grasp, and she leaned up over my body like she wanted to block me from escaping.

Not that there was anywhere else in the universe, or rather the multiverse, that I would rather be.

I settled back into the mattress as Kaz ignited the fire in my gut with her sultry kisses, and I enjoyed the sensation of Prinna’s nimble fingers as she peeled my socks off my feet.

Kaz moaned softly against my mouth, and she leaned more completely over me until she pressed both of my hands into the bed. I could feel the weight of her breasts just brushing against the front of my shirt, and I ached to capture the dusky pink tips between my teeth.

But my ladies had other plans apparently.

Prinna made quick work of removing my underwear, and she took my hard shaft in both her hands.

“Aaahh,” I breathed at the intense sensation of her hot touch.

“Mmm.” Kaz licked her lips and captured my mouth once more.

She seemed determined to hold me exactly in place to endure the delightful torture of Prinna’s mouth on my cock. And delightful it was, her lips were so soft as she wrapped them around my tip, and I could feel the tickle of her chin-length hair against the front of my hips as she sucked my dick.

“Uuuhh,” I groaned softly.

Prinna’s mouth was heaven, and my body began to pulse with erotic tension. Kaz kept my other senses utterly filled with the delicious input of her mouth, hands, and the soft sighs of pleasure that escaped from her lips.

After a few minutes of the sweet torture, I felt my mind threatening to split in the middle. I turned my head just enough to the side to be able to say something, and Kaz shifted her mouth along my jaw.

“I wanna taste you,” I growled. “Sit on my face, Kaz.”

“Oh,” Kaz squeaked with surprised desire.

She pulled back, and I saw just how hot and bothered she was. Her pale skin was flushed a pretty shade of pink, and her violet eyes were hazy with desire.

The white-blonde witch shifted my dick into her hands, and she gazed up at both of us with an equally aroused look in her hazel eyes.

“Ooooh, Kaz,” Prinna moaned. “Your desire is so strong. I can practically taste you.”

“Holy shit,” I breathed.

“I do believe,” Kaz purred, and there was just a hint of that charming seductive tone of hers as she stood up, “that we are all wearing… far too much… clothing.”

The sexy Enchanted woman emphasized her words by tugging the lacing of her corset top loose and dropping the garment to the floor. The loose fabric of her blouse was a bit wrinkled from being compressed against the heat of her body all day, and she slowly plucked the buttons free of their little loops.

“Very true,” Prinna agreed with a sultry giggle, and she sat up until she was kneeling on the foot of the bed.

The white-blonde witch shrugged her sweater off and tossed it aside. Then she reached down to grasp handfuls of the full skirt that had become bunched up around her thighs. In one graceful motion, she pulled the dress up over her head, and she was suddenly naked aside from a pair of lacy black panties.

My eyes roamed hungrily down the length of Prinna’s svelte form, and I couldn’t help but linger on the tight points of her nipples for a second. The ruffle and motion of fabric in the corner of my eye caught my attention, and I turned to see that Kaz had removed her skirt. She was dressed only in the unbuttoned blouse, her light pink bra, and matching panties. The blouse hung open and draped over the curves of her breasts like something out of a Victoria’s Secret catalog, and my mouth watered at the sight.

“God, you’re fucking gorgeous,” I said, and I made a point to shift my gaze from Kaz to Prinna halfway through my sentence so they would know I meant both of them.

“You’re not so bad yourself,” Kaz giggled, and she reached out to delve her hand into the thick curls behind my ear.

“Mmm,” Prinna hummed in agreement. “Those eyes?”

“Oh, yes,” Kaz giggled. “I love his eyes. Such an intense green.”

“And that chin?” Prinna added with an exaggerated roll of her eyes like the pleasure of it was too much for her to handle.

“My chin?” I laughed and touched my jawline.

I’d never considered it to be that remarkable. I mean, I had a good enough jawline. It wasn’t like I’d ever felt the need to grow a beard to hide a weak chin, but I didn’t think it was one of my stand-out features, either.

“Oh, yes,” Kaz purred and nodded. “It’s a very good chin.”

I smirked as her comment brought my thoughts back around to what I’d been wanting to do before this unexpected conversation about my facial features. “A very good chin to sit on?”

“Mmmm…” Kaz moaned as her eyes closed, and she pulled her bottom lip between her teeth. “Yes.”

“Then get over here,” I said in a hushed, commanding voice.

Kaz grinned brightly as she dropped her blouse off her shoulders, unhooked her bra, and stripped her light pink panties off. At the same time, Prinna flushed under her tan complexion, and she crawled back onto the bed.

I enjoyed the view of my white-blonde lover’s hazel eyes locked with mine as she took my shaft in her hand, and she leaned down to wrap her lips around me again. Every up and down motion of her head on my lap was heaven, and I reveled in all three of them that I saw before Kaz blocked my view with the creamy skin of her thighs.

My Enchanted lover gripped onto the wooden headboard as she straddled my face, and I locked my hands around her hips. With a little pressure from my thumbs, I angled her to right where I wanted her, and I took a deep breath.

The heady scent of her arousal filled my nostrils and sent a shockwave of desire through my veins. I wished Prinna could sense the intense desire that rushed through me, but I knew the next best thing was about to come for her.

I slid my tongue wetly through Kaz’s pussy lips, and I heard the scrape of her fingernails on the headboard above me.

“Ooooh,” Kaz moaned, and her knees tightened around my head.

“Mmmmm.” Prinna must have felt the rush of pleasure through Kaz, and she clamped her lips harder around my aching cock.

Prinna lavished my dick with slippery hot attention as I slipped my tongue through Kaz’s heat. My white-blonde witch found a slow and lazy rhythm with her mouth that I decided to match for a full-circle pleasure effect. The leisurely strokes of her tongue up and down my shaft went right through me, into my tongue, and washed over Kaz with an equally unhurried pace.

“Oooohh,” Kaz moaned. “Yeeessss.”

I let my thoughts wander over the reality of my situation, and my imagination started to pour out erotic scenarios at me. Suddenly, I was picturing Prinna riding my dick at the same time I brought Kaz to orgasm with my mouth, and my fingers dug into the Enchanted woman’s hips of their own accord.

“Saaam!” Kaz gasped with pleasure.

I stared up at Kaz’s flushed face over the planes of her abdomen and the swell of her breasts, and then I reached up and cupped her tits in both hands. I grazed the pads of my thumbs roughly over her tight nipples until her head fell forward, and her dark hair fell around her face like a curtain.

“Yeees,” Kaz moaned. “That feels so incredible.”

“Mm,” I hummed abruptly into her pussy, and I caught her gaze with mine.

I stared boldly at her like I was daring her to keep watching as my tongue slid over and around her pulsing clit.

Her mouth fell open, and her eyelids fluttered like she could barely handle the ecstasy. Then she pulled her bottom lip between her teeth, and she moaned deeply as a deep flush washed over her.

The heat of Prinna’s mouth was suddenly absent from my shaft, and she sucked in a sharp breath. “Kaz!”

“Ooooh,” Kaz made a sound that was half-moan, half-giggle, and she glanced partially over her shoulder. “Did you feel that?”

“I did,” Prinna breathed, and her voice was thick with arousal. “I have never felt a desire so powerfully before. It was almost like I could see what you wanted.”

My eyebrows flew up with interest, and I lowered my head to the pillow so I could speak.

“Oh, yeah?” I asked. “What was it Kaz?”

“I wanted…” Kaz giggled and stuck the tips of her fingers bashfully between her teeth for a second. “I wanted to watch Prinna ride you while you brought me release with your mouth.”

“Holy shit,” I breathed, and a powerful wave of ecstasy roared through my chest.

I’d had basically the exact same fantasy, and Prinna must have felt it when the idea occurred to Kaz. Well, now there was no way we weren’t going to do exactly that.

“Prinna…?” I said in a leading sort of way.

“Only if Kaz turns around,” Prinna barely whispered the words, and I could picture the blood rushing into her cheeks.

“Okay,” Kaz giggled nervously.

I gave the Enchanted woman’s nipples another good squeeze, and I winked up at her before I released my hold. Kaz pushed her ass into the air so she stood above me in a deep forward fold, and she carefully rotated her feet around to face the opposite direction.

Due to the elevated position she took to adjust herself on my face, I had a perfect view of Prinna as she climbed higher onto my lap. Then Kaz slowly lowered her wet pussy back to my mouth at the same time Prinna used her hands to guide my cock into her slick heat.

“Fuuuuck,” I groaned as her inner walls wrapped around my shaft like heaven.

“Oooohhh,” Prinna moaned at the same time as me, and she settled herself onto my hips for a long moment as her body adjusted to my girth.

“Blazing hot,” Kaz purred, and she settled her ass the rest of the way onto my face.

I rammed my tongue right into her pussy as I locked my hands onto the fronts of her thighs to hold her in place for my pleasurable torture.

Prinna set a long and hard rhythm as she bounced on my lap, and I let the sensations of her fucking wash over me while I pushed Kaz closer to the peak of bliss.

I couldn’t see much of anything with Kaz’s sweet ass on my face, but the sounds of both my lovers told me a fair bit.

“Oooohhh, yeeesss,” Prinna moaned.

Then her voice became a bit muffled, and I felt her and Kaz both lean closer to one another on top of me. The mumbled sounds of their moans was quickly accentuated by the distinctive sound of lips moving together.

One of Prinna’s hands suddenly appeared above my eyes as she stroked her fingers down Kaz’s spine, and the other appeared locked around the back of my Enchanted beauty’s head.

Kaz’s hands locked around my wrists a second later, and she pulled on me until I allowed her to move them. The violet-eyed woman pressed my palms onto her breasts like she could stick them there permanently, and I was happy to take the hint.

I fondled her heavy tits, and I worked in several sharp pinches of her nipples, one after another until her moans had escalated to a fevered pitch.

“Saaammm!” Kaz cried out. “Pleeeaaassseee!”

I knew what she wanted, and the trembling of her inner thighs told me just how close it was, so I forcefully pried my right hand out of her grasp.

“Ooooh,” Kaz whined in protest as my hand slid away from her breast, but her tone quickly changed back to one of pleasure as I slid my fingers over her throbbing clit. “Aaaahh!”

“Oh, fuuuck,” Prinna gasped.

The sound of the harsh curse word on her lips was like music to my ears, and while I played my middle finger in tight circles over Kaz’s clit, I pushed my hips up to meet each of Prinna’s downward thrusts.

“Yeeees, Saaammmm,” Kaz moaned wildly. “Don’t stoooooop.”

It only took two more seconds for Kaz to tumble into the intense crashing waves of her orgasm, and her thighs clamped around my shoulders. A fresh flood of her salty-sweet juices poured onto my tongue, and I lapped them up like they were the finest delicacy.

“Ooooh!” Prinna cried out, and I knew she was enjoying the Enchanted woman’s orgasm as thoroughly as Kaz herself.

A second later, I felt Prinna’s inner walls tremble and quiver around my cock, and she let out a strangled gasp of ecstasy. She ground down hard on my hips as she followed Kaz through the blissful abyss just a step behind her.

My mind was blown as I eased both ladies through the shuddering waves of their harmonious orgasms. My face and pelvis were quickly soaked by their desire, and I would have happily died of suffocation via Kaz’s pussy.

But as the Enchanted woman’s breathing started to return to normal, she slid sideways off my face and plopped onto the mattress beside me.

“Wow,” Kaz hummed.

I smirked over at the dark-haired beauty, and I couldn’t help but think how much she looked like some kind of renaissance painting. Her skin glowed with the warmth of sex, and her mouth was caught in a perpetual and easy smile.

“Mmmhmm,” Prinna agreed, and she laid forward onto my chest.

The white-blonde witch pressed an affectionate kiss to the middle of my sternum, and I wrapped my left arm around her while I caressed Kaz’s leg with my right hand.

“I take it you both enjoyed that,” I teased.

“Uh, yes!” Kaz laughed.

“Oh, definitely,” Prinna giggled. “That was so intense, I’m a little nervous to move.”

“What?” I chuckled. “Why?”

“Everything feels so intense,” Prinna said, and she folded her hands on my chest like a pillow for her chin. “I’m a bit worried I might expire if I have any more stimulation.”

“Oh, really?” I gave her a cocky smirk, and I flexed the muscles in my abs to make my still very hard cock twitch deep inside her.

“Uuuuhhhh.” Prinna’s eyes rolled back in her head, and her entire body twitched. A second later, she launched off me like a cat who’d been dropped into a bathtub, and her chest shook with deep laughter as she stared accusingly at me. “Sam!”

“What?” I laughed innocently.

“You are a devil,” Prinna teased.

“Maybe.” I grinned mischievously. “I have a devilish idea… if you two are up for it?”

“Does it involve you making passionate love to me?” Kaz asked in a sultry purr.

Kaz’s use of the L-word brought a rush of emotions through me, and a thousand stampeding hippopotamuses couldn’t have dragged the smile from my face.

“Oh, yeah,” I assured her, and I climbed up off the bed. I pointed right at the center of the mattress as I held Kaz’s gaze. “Lay down right here.”

“Mmmm.” Kaz bit her lip and rolled and rotated until she was where I wanted her. “Now what?”

I grabbed hold of Kaz’s ankles and dragged her down the length of the bed until her hips were balanced right on the edge of the mattress. Kaz released a surprised giggle, and she grinned up at me with curious eyes.

“Now…” I let my voice rumble with anticipation as I looked over at Prinna, and I pointed at Kaz’s beautiful face. “You come sit here.”

“Ooooohh,” Prinna hummed, and she gave me a coy look.

Kaz’s mouth dropped open with excitement, and she wiggled her fingers in an inviting gesture. Prinna crawled across the bed, and she settled her pussy over Kaz’s mouth just as the Enchanted woman had sat on mine a few minutes before.

Kaz’s chin started to move at the sweet apex of Prinna’s thighs, and the witch’s eyes rolled back in her head just enough to confirm the presence of a tongue on her clit. I enjoyed the sight for a long moment before I slid my hands teasingly up the length of Kaz’s inner thighs. Then I locked my fingers around her hips, and I sank onto my knees to accommodate the bed’s slightly too-short height.

Then I slowly sank my cock into Kaz’s dripping pussy, and all three of us groaned in succession.

“Aaaahhh,” the sound rumbled deep in my chest first.

“Uuuhh,” Kaz moaned next as I filled her sweet heat with my shaft.

“Ooooohhhh,” Prinna mewled, and her hands came up to cup her perky breasts.

My eyes were glued to the erotic sight of Prinna sitting on Kaz’s face while I slowly began to thrust in and out of the Enchanted beauty’s tight tunnel. I braced my knees against the end of the mattress, and I set a steady and demanding rhythm.

Kaz must have been doing her best work on Prinna’s clit because my witchy lover was moaning up a storm.

“Oooooohhh, aaaaaaahhhhh!” Prinna cried out, and she raked her hands all over her chest and thighs.

I was a bit glad to know we had some physical distance from the neighbors, or they might have called the cops on us with how loud Prinna was getting. But I was pretty sure no one outside these four walls could hear us, so I decided to see how loud I could get my women.

I started to thrust harder into Kaz’s hungry pussy, and the bed scraped slightly across the floor. The headboard banged rhythmically against the wall, and I figured now was the time to possibly cause some damage to the sheetrock. We were going to have the whole place renovated, might as well take the opportunity now before the work was done.

Kaz began to moan louder around Prinna’s clit, and in turn Prinna cried out even more.

“Fuuuck!” Prinna shouted, and she twisted her nipples between her fingers.

My mouth watered at the delicious sight of them both, and I almost felt like I could sense the intensity of their desire the way I imagined Prinna did with her magic. It was nearly palpable in the air around us, and the smell of sweat and sex was thick in the room.

“Goddamn,” I groaned.

Liquid gold worth more than all the solars in all the realms rolled along my veins and nerves, and I struggled to process a single thought other than the intense ecstasy that dripped down the notches in my spine. The pleasure stacked like a house of cards inside me, and I knew just the tiniest breeze would send it all crashing down in the most intense explosion of desire.

“Saaaam!” Prinna moaned, and she opened her hazel eyes to gaze at me. “She wants more!”

“Holy fucking shit,” I gasped.

My eyes flew from Prinna’s tan face to Kaz’s pale chest, and her breasts heaved with her ragged breathing. The Enchanted woman lifted one hand away from Prinna’s thigh and gave me a little wave that confirmed Prinna’s statement.

“More?” I repeated in a raspy voice.

“Mmmm!” Kaz moaned, and her tone was clear.

I dug my toes into the floor for balance, and I fucked her like there was no tomorrow. The muscles in my back and thighs burned with the exertion, but the pleasure was just as intense.

The molten gold of my arousal threatened to consume me, Kaz, Prinna, and this whole damn town completely, and I gasped at the shock of it all.

“Uuuuhhh, yeeesssss!” Prinna cried out.

My eyes locked onto her chest as her entire body clenched, and she writhed on top of Kaz’s face as she climaxed. Prinna reached down and cupped both of Kaz’s tits in her hands, and Kaz responded by arching further up into the other woman’s grasp.

“Shit,” I hissed as the changed angle allowed me to sink a tiny bit further into my dark-haired lover’s pussy.

I felt my self-control starting to crumble, and I wanted Kaz to cum just as hard as Prinna did, so I slid the pad of my thumb down between us. My Enchanted lover’s clit throbbed with her pulse, and I stroked the sensitive bud in quick little circles.

“Uuuuuhhh!” Kaz moaned.

“Oooh,” Prinna sighed as she came down from her orgasm, and she easily slid off Kaz’s face to lay on the bed beside us.

Then she did something I hadn’t expected.

Prinna leaned down and locked her lips around Kaz’s tight nipple, and she locked her eyes with mine as she did so.

“Yeeeesss!” Kaz cried out. “That feels so goooooood!”

“Fuck!” My voice cracked with the intensity of it all, and my hips kicked forward of their own free will.

I circled my thumb over Kaz’s clit three more times before the combined stimulation of Prinna’s mouth, my finger, and my cock all sent her crashing over the cliffside.

“Oooooohhhh, yeeeessss!” Kaz groaned, and her hands delved up into her dark waves.

My dark-haired lover’s pussy clenched and rippled around my cock, and her shuddering orgasm milked me for everything I had. My self-control shattered into a billion sparkling lights, and the molten gold coated every atom in my being.

I sank completely into Kaz’s trembling pussy, and I let the pleasure consume me. She twitched around me, and I shuddered inside her for a long moment before the waves of ecstasy finally started to abate.

“Holy gods,” Kaz mumbled.

“Mmm,” I hummed in agreement.

As gently as I could, I pulled my satiated shaft from the depths of her sex, and I climbed tiredly onto the bed between my two lovers. The bedframe shuddered slightly as I plopped down, and I wondered if we should eventually invest in a modern bed frame that would give us more support for our spicy antics.

“What a day,” Prinna sighed as she curled into my side.

“Mmm, a lovely day,” Kaz mumbled.

“I couldn’t agree more,” I yawned.

None of us seemed to need to say another word about it, and I could feel we all agreed that sleep was the next thing on our agenda. Prinna slipped into slumber first, and I smiled as her breathing evened out. Kaz yawned widely a moment later, and soon she was snoring softly on my other side.

I fell asleep easily and more contented than I’d felt for most of my life. I had two outrageously sexy and magical women curled up beside me, I had more money than I really needed, and I had a good future laid at my feet on a silver platter.

Life was fucking good, and I saw no reason for it to change any time soon.

I fell asleep with a smile on my face, and I slept restfully through the night.

The soft pressure of feminine lips on both of my cheeks woke me in the morning, and I smiled as I opened my eyes.

“Good morning,” Prinna and Kaz said in perfect unison.

“Good morning,” I chuckled up at the smiling faces of my two lovers. “Have you two been up for a while?”

“Not long.” Prinna shook her head.

“We slept so deeply,” Kaz said. “We both feel quite rested and ready for the day.”

“Yeah,” I said as I stretched. “Me, too.”

I sat up and felt like I could run a marathon today. It felt like I’d never been so well rested in my entire life, and I wondered how much of this energized feeling was due to the knowledge of a ready-to-go deal with Master Javreen for enough money to coast for the rest of my life if I wanted.

“Alright,” I said, and I clapped my hands together with anticipation. “Let’s get going. We’ve got millions of dollars to earn today!”


Chapter 10

“Sam!” Kaz giggled at my excitement.

“That truly is as much money as we think it is,” Prinna laughed.

“It is.” I grinned. “Like, enough money that we never would have to work again if we didn’t want to.”

“We could live on that forever?” Kaz asked with amazement.

“Yeah,” I said. “We’d have to be careful if we never wanted to work again, but it could be done.”

Prinna giggled as she walked over to the bathroom, and she left the door open to continue to be a part of our conversation.

“Do you intend to never work again?” Prinna called from the bathroom.

“No,” I replied. “I like this venturer work. It’s exciting. And besides, I have a lot of plans that are going to need more than a few million dollars to accomplish. I see absolutely zero reasons to quit now. We’re ahead, sure, but we’re nowhere near where we can be.”

Kaz grinned as she climbed out of the bed.

“Plus,” I added with a smirk. “We’re helping people, too. We have the chance to make the lives of people in the other realms better. It would be awfully selfish to deny them our goods. Wouldn’t it?”

“It certainly would.” Prinna smirked as she came back out of the bathroom.

“My turn,” Kaz said in a singsong voice, and she danced into the bathroom next.

“Let’s get ready,” I said. “We’ve got to buy those files before we can head back to Bioniin to meet Cyril.”

“How much will they cost in Earth dollars?” Kaz asked as she emerged from the bathroom.

“Um…” I thought for a moment as I headed into the bathroom.

“Will they be difficult to find?” Prinna asked.

“No, they shouldn’t be.” I answered as I quickly tended to my needs. “And they’ll be maybe twenty or thirty bucks?”

“What!” Kaz squealed.

I went back into the bedroom to find Kaz and Prinna jumping up and down and squealing with uncontrollable glee.

“That’s amazing!” Kaz said, and she danced over to take my hands in hers.

“I can’t believe how much money we will make!” Prinna laughed.

“Is it ethical for us to accept this deal?” Kaz asked with sudden worry.

“Yeah,” I said, and I shrugged. “I mean, why not? Javreen needs this tool, and he suggested the payment amount. He never asked what it would cost us… I don’t see why we should be troubled to earn so much.”

Kaz and Prinna grinned so wide I thought their cheeks must ache from it, and I laughed at their sheer joy. I quickly checked in with my conscience just to make sure, and I found not even a tiny bit of guilt about making so much fucking money on something so cheap and easy to acquire.

What I’d said to my lovers was entirely true, and besides we weren’t doing a single illegal thing. All we were doing was using the set of circumstances we’d fallen into to our greatest advantage, and there was nothing wrong about making the system work for us. Besides, we really were using our growing wealth to help others, not just in places like Amirma where the people were suffering, but right here in Arcton, too.

We were going to help Steve’s cousin, Eli, by hiring him for the big rewiring job. We were going to bring joy to people like that older guy who’d stopped by at the inn to ask if we were going to open up to the public again. This place was going to bring joy to people, and I needed money to operate the inn.

No, I assured myself. We were only doing good, and I felt like I could have flown all the way to Lowe’s this morning.

“Come on,” I chuckled. “Let’s get a move on.”

“A move on what?” Kaz asked with a blank stare.

“Earth expression!” I laughed. “I swear, I’ll run out of them eventually and stop confusing you!”

We all had a good laugh as we got dressed, and my ladies followed my lead by layering for the cold autumn weather of the Pacific Northwest. We could easily change before we headed into the pleasant climate of Bioniin.

I picked a pair of jeans with a warming layer of flannel on the inside, a long-sleeved shirt, and tossed my leather jacket on top before I jammed my feet into my shoes.

Both Kaz and Prinna went with long pants today.

Kaz’s were a fun dark shade of teal that added a bright pop of color to her otherwise dark outfit. She’d picked a super soft black sweater with a ring of tiny stars around the scooped collar. Despite the thick material of the sweater, the deep collar left a fair amount of cleavage on display. She braided her long dark hair about halfway down and let the bottom half hang loosely over her shoulder.

Prinna had ended up in a sort of contrasting outfit with a bright sky-blue shirt with a deep V-neck that allowed for a lovely view into the valley between her breasts. She wore a slouchy cream-colored cardigan on top, and a pair of skin-tight black jeans. She pulled on a pair of brown ankle boots that had a tiny block heel, and she quickly twisted a lock of hair away from her face and pinned it in place. The tiny change to her usual straight hairstyle really accented the elegant angles of her face.

Overall, both women exuded more sex appeal than the typical people of Arcton, and I felt like the luckiest man in the world to have them at my side.

A swell of affection raced through my heart as I stared at the two beautiful women before me, and I cleared my throat as I jammed my phone into my pocket. I grabbed my wallet and keys, and we headed downstairs together.

“Are you ladies hungry?” I asked as we headed out the front door. “I thought we could grab something on the way.”

“I would like that,” Kaz said.

“Sounds good to me,” Prinna agreed.

I recalled a small mom-and-pop breakfast spot on the way to Lowe’s, and I was surprised to see the parking lot so full. Then I realized it was Saturday morning, and I prepared for some stares from the locals.

“Will we eat here?” Prinna asked as we climbed out of the car.

“Yeah,” I said. “Why not? We’ve got some time before we need to meet Cyril. It won’t be midday there for a few more hours.”

“I would like to sit and eat,” Kaz said.

A tiny bell jingled as we stepped into the small and crowded cafe. A college-aged woman in jeans and a sage-green t-shirt with the cafe’s name on the pocket greeted us.

“Hey, guys,” the woman called from a table. “I’ll be right with you!”

“Thanks,” I replied.

The waitress turned back to a woman and two teenagers at a table. It looked like a mom with her high school-aged son and daughter out for breakfast. The mother had one of those classic Karen hairstyles with chunky highlights and a sour look on her face as she glared at Kaz, Prinna, and me.

I furrowed my brow with some confusion as the kids carried on placing their orders, and then the daughter scowled at her mom as she snapped to get her attention.

“Mom!” the teen girl scoffed. “It’s your turn to order.”

Finally, the woman turned away from us, and I grimaced at the back of her head.

Hmm. Small town people were certainly a different breed than I was used to.

A second later, the short-haired waitress hurried over, and she grabbed three menus from the hostess stand.

“Good morning, sorry about the wait.” She smiled in a harried kind of way. “Three for here?”

“Yes, please,” I said. “You guys are busy today.”

“Saturdays are always busy here,” she sighed as she led us over to an empty table. “I’m Amy, and I’ll be your server this morning. Can I get you started with some coffee or tea?”

“Tea, please,” Kaz said.

“I’ll have tea, too, please,” Prinna said.

“Coffee for me, thanks,” I said.

“Gotcha,” Amy said. “Here are your menus. I’ll be right back to take your orders.”

She hurried off to welcome an older couple who’d just come in the front door, and I felt the stabbing dagger-eyes of Karen on the back of my head.

“Why is that woman staring at you, Sam?” Kaz asked in a hushed tone. “Do you know her?”

“No.” I turned around and stared right at the woman to let her know I was fully aware of her gawking and that it was not appreciated. “I don’t know what her problem is.”

Then the fourteen-year-old son’s gaze caught my attention, and I realized he was staring pretty unblinkingly at Prinna’s cleavage. The mother must have followed my gaze back to her son and realized the same thing I had because a second later, she reached across the table and smacked him upside the head. She then glared daggers at me once more like it was my fault her son was in his horny teenager years.

Besides, my women had every right to dress as they damn well pleased, small town or not.

I gave her a roll of my eyes and pointedly turned back away from the three of them.

“I’m not sure what this is,” Kaz said as she pointed at the laminated pages of the menu, “but it looks incredible.”

“Breakfast burrito,” I said. “Good choice. It’ll have eggs, sausage, and cheese in it. Plus, it comes in one of those soft shells we had on taco night.”

“Oh, I loved those,” Kaz whispered excitedly. “I’m getting tha– oh, wait, this looks good, too!”

I chuckled as the Enchanted woman eye-fucked the picture of a blueberry scone beside a bowl of fresh fruit salad.

“Get both,” I suggested. “What looks good to you, Prinna?”

“I think I’ll have this,” Prinna said, and she showed me a picture of an omelet.

“Omelet, another good choice,” I said, and I checked the options on my own menu. “You can get it with a whole bunch of different stuff. Red peppers, green peppers, sausage, bacon, ham, onions, spinach, cheese…”

“I want all of it,” Prinna said with a bashful smile. “Is that okay?”

“Sure.” I grinned. “Order whatever you want.”

“Alright,” Amy said as she returned to our table, and she seemed a bit more relaxed now. “Here’s your teas and coffee.”

She set our drinks down in front of us, and I realized several of the tables had cleared out since we’d first sat down. The place was still fairly busy, and the hateful mom was still seething with disgust at her table, but it looked like the rush was done.

“Looks like things are quieting down a bit,” I said to make a bit of conversation. I figured if we were going to be running a major business here, we’d benefit from being friendly with the other businesses in town.

“Yeah,” Amy sighed with relief. “We’re a real hotspot. Hey… you’re that guy that inherited the weird inn on Oak Circle, right?”

“Yep,” I said with a nod. “That’s me. I guess word’s spread pretty wide, huh?”

“Well, it’s a small town,” Amy said. “Big news like that travels fast, and… uh, well… there’s been some rumors flying around, too.”

“Rumors?” Prinna asked with curiosity.

“Yeah,” Amy grumbled. “Well, maybe rumors is the wrong word.”

“Well, now you’ve got my attention,” I chuckled. “Are people talking about me?”

“The three of you, actually,” Amy admitted, and she tucked a short lock of light brown hair behind her ear. “You guys kind of… stand out in a little town like this.”

Amy gave my ladies’ less than modest outfits a pointed look, and I couldn’t help but feel shocked by that. Kaz and Prinna were both fairly covered up this morning, but that hadn’t always been the case when we’d gone into town together. On more than one occasion, they’d shown off a lot of cleavage, thigh, and quite a bit of lower abdomen during our shopping excursions. And even the parts of their bodies that were covered somehow still managed to be sexy from how tight their clothing was.

“Have we offended people?” Kaz asked in a worried tone.

“No one whose opinion you should be worried about,” Amy assured the Enchanted woman. “I love your purple contacts by the way. I have some fun star-shaped ones, but they make it hard to see, so I don’t wear them very often.”

“It wouldn’t happen to be people like that mom over there who we’ve offended,” I said in a dry voice, and I slyly indicated the table of three. “Would it?

“Cherel.” Amy said the name like it tasted bad in her mouth, and she nodded. “She’s a real stuck-up bitch, but you didn’t hear it from me.”

“She seems very unpleasant,” Prinna mumbled.

“She’s the worst,” Amy said emphatically. “She thinks because her husband runs the biggest contracting company in town, and because he gets the big jobs, that she’s better than everyone else. Ugh.”

“Sounds like you know her well,” I scoffed. “I’m sorry.”

“Ha, yeah,” Amy laughed. “Thanks. She’s got one more daughter my age. We went to school together. I’m sorry, I’m supposed to take your order, and here I am gossiping instead.”

“Oh, no worries,” I said. “It’s good to know about the people in town. In fact, I’m curious about this contractor husband of hers. Does he do good work?”

“Definitely.” Amy nodded. “Doug is a great guy, he’s really nice and does really high-quality work. I’m honestly not sure what he sees in her at all, or how they’ve stayed married all these years, but…”

Amy shrugged and pulled her order pad out of her pocket.

“Hmm.” I nodded thoughtfully while Prinna and Kaz gave their orders.

Days ago, I’d decided I wanted to try and keep my business local to the Arcton economy to get in the good graces of people in town, and maybe I could force Cherel to have to like me, or at least stop trying to kill me with her eyes, by hiring her husband to do the work on the inn.

Or not. I low-key gave zero fucks about her opinion. More importantly, getting in a good rapport with the biggest contractor in town would sure as hell get me a decent reputation among the less snobbish locals, and probably bring some business flowing in when it came time to open.

By the time it was my turn to order, I’d come to the conclusion that I would ask Amy for Doug’s contracting company’s name. I placed my order for a bacon, egg, and cheese sandwich with a side of hashbrowns, and I thanked Amy for her insider’s knowledge.

“She was so friendly,” Kaz said once we were alone again.

“I liked her,” I agreed. “I think I want to talk with this Doug guy about his contracting company.”

“Is that the kind of person we will need to do repairs on the inn?” Prinna asked as she sipped her tea. “Oh, this is very tasty.”

“Yeah, it is,” I said. “A general contractor will be able to do repairs and upgrades on just about everything. We’ve got an electrician lined up, but we’ll probably still need to find a plumber.”

“What is a plumber?” Kaz asked with confusion.

“Someone who can install and fix pipes,” I said with a smirk. “Like the sinks, showers, and toilets. Plumbers do that stuff.”

“Oh, yes.” Kaz nodded enthusiastically. “We should keep those things. I love the shower very much.”

“We’re keeping them,” I chuckled. “I promise.”

“Oh, good,” Kaz sighed happily.

I chuckled and leaned back in my seat a little bit as I scanned the small cafe that was still about half-full of other guests.

The older couple who’d walked in a few minutes after us were sitting two tables away, and I locked eyes with the woman. She smiled sweetly at me and gave me a little wave.

I smiled back, and then I noticed her husband’s eyes were glued right to Kaz’s breasts.

The man’s wife seemed to notice, too, and I anticipated a harsh reaction like Cherel had with her son. But instead, the old woman rolled her eyes lovingly and offered me a little smirk.

I got the feeling they’d been together long enough for her to feel very secure in her husband’s affections despite his wandering eyes, and that theory was proven when she reached over to take his hand.

The old man’s eyes instantly shifted back to his wife’s face, and he smiled lovingly at her. She murmured something quietly to him, and he nodded in response as he lifted her wrinkled hand to his mouth and kissed it.

She patted his hand and sipped at her coffee cup as a warm smile pulled at my face.

Amy returned a moment later with our plates.

“Is there anything else I can get for you right now?” Amy asked.

“The information for that contracting company,” I said with a hopeful raise of my eyebrows. “If you have it?”

“Oh, Doug’s?” Amy asked. “Yeah, we have some cards at the register. I’ll grab one for you.”

“Thanks,” I said.

“This smells wonderful,” Kaz murmured as she stared at her plate.

“I bet it tastes good, too,” I teased, and I scooped up my breakfast sandwich with both hands.

The food was really very good, and we ate every single crumb on our plates. Kaz and Prinna shared a few bites of each other’s food, and they both asked for a bite of my sandwich. All around the meal was delicious, and I could easily see why this place was so busy on a Saturday morning.

Amy scurried around the cafe while we ate, and it looked like the second morning rush was coming through, so it took her a while to get back to us with Doug’s business card.

“Phew,” Amy breathed with a bit of playful exaggeration as she skidded back to our table. “Sorry, it got crazy again.”

“No problem,” I said.

“Here’s that card for you,” Amy said, and she set a sleek and minimalistic business card on the table in front of me. “How was everything?”

I picked up the card while Kaz and Prinna oozed about how delicious the food was. It was a simple card with Doug’s name and business, a website address, and a phone number. Quality Contracting LLC was the name of his company, and there was a quick tagline along the bottom that said, “Call us for any job, big or small, we do it all!”

It was catchy and to the point, I liked it. I tucked the card into my wallet and pulled out cash to pay the tab.

“You can pay up at the register,” Amy informed me. “Unless I can get you anything else?”

“No, thank you,” Kaz said with a wide smile. “There is no room left for more food.”

“I have never been this full in my life,” Prinna agreed.

Amy laughed lightly at that, but I knew it was a factual statement, and I hoped Prinna would never be hungry again. It felt so good to be able to take care of these incredible women.

“Did you want to pay now?” Amy asked, and she gestured toward the register.

“Yeah,” I said as I stood up.

The waitress and I walked over to the register, I paid the bill, and I pressed a good twenty-five percent tip into her hand.

“Thanks so much,” I said.

“Uh,” Amy droned softly as she looked at the cash in her hand. “Did you need change?”

“Nope, that’s for you,” I said, and I started to walk back to the table.

“Wow,” the short-haired woman breathed. “Thanks. Have a great day!”

“You, too,” I said with a smile.

The sweet older couple had pulled Kaz and Prinna into a light conversation while I was away from the table, and both of my magical women were leaning closer with smiles on their faces.

“It’ll be good to have the inn up and running again,” the old man was saying. “That Marriott two towns over is nice and all, but…”

He made a bit of a crotchety old guy expression that told me he might sink into droning on about walking five miles through the snow uphill both directions to get to school.

“It would be lovely to have something right in town,” his wife concluded. “Somewhere for our grandkids to stay when they come to visit. We don’t have enough room for them at our house.”

“You’ll have to send them our way once we open, then,” I joined the conversation in a friendly tone. “I’m Sam Woods, by the way.”

“You’re the new owners.” The old man grinned.

“That’s us,” I chuckled. “It’ll be a while before we’re up and running. There’s a lot to do.”

“I’m sure there is, dear,” the woman said in a very grandmotherly way. “Frank, let the nice young people go about their business now.”

“Yes, dear,” Frank said, and he gave us a little nod goodbye.

“It was nice to meet you Frank,” Kaz said.

“Have a good day, dears,” the wife said.

My ladies and I headed out of the cafe after that, and I made sure to give Cherel an overly friendly smile and wave as we passed her table. She looked so sour about it that I got the impression she was trying to swallow her own tongue, but I managed to hold my snicker in until we were out of earshot.

A middle-aged man with a buzzcut and a gruff face walked in just as we approached the door, and he stopped to hold it open for us.

“Thanks,” I said.

“Have a good one,” the man said.

“Doug!” Cherel’s shrill voice called across the cafe. “You’re late.”

“Sorry, honey,” the guy with the buzzcut said with an exasperated sigh.

Doug and I shared a quick sympathetic glance before he trudged doggedly over to his bitch of a wife, and I felt more sure I’d hire his company so long as they had good reviews.

“I liked the food there,” Prinna said as we got back into the rental car.

“It was very good,” Kaz agreed.

“You know,” I said as I started the car. “We’re going to need to consider some kind of in-house breakfast option if we’re going to be a real inn. Maybe we could make a business agreement with them, or one of the other places in town.”

“Is that a possibility?” Kaz asked.

“Yeah,” I said. “I don’t see why not. I mean, the worst they could say is no.”

We discussed the kinds of foods we would want to offer at the inn as I drove us down to Lowe’s, and by the time I parked the car, we had quite the hypothetical buffet laid out before us.

Lowe’s was fairly busy this morning, and we navigated around the weekend handymen’s carts toward the tools.

“Which ones should we choose?” Prinna asked as she studied the display.

There were more than a few options to choose from, and I scanned the plastic cases. A few were individual flat-edged files that looked pretty versatile, and then there were more specific sets. After a bit of contemplation, I decided we should give Javreen the best set for his money, and I picked up a plastic case that contained twelve different sized and shaped diamond files.

“These ones,” I said with authority. “That way Javreen will have every option at his disposal.”

My ladies smiled at me, and we headed toward the checkout. I briefly considered grabbing a few more things while we were here, but we were going to make more than enough on this one deal to make the trip worthwhile. Besides, I didn’t want to fuck up the time difference and end up being late to meet Cyril.

The set of files ended up being just over thirty-four dollars after sales tax, and I stifled a crazy laugh at what this small purchase was going to turn into for the inn.

“Was there anything else we needed to do this morning?” Prinna asked as we headed back out to the car.

“No.” I shook my head. “Let’s get back to the inn so we can be early to meet Cyril.

Kaz and Prinna relaxed as I drove us back through town, and we didn’t waste any time once we returned home. We headed inside, stopped long enough to drop our warm outer layers off, grab a quick snack to go, and gather up our supplies, and then we climbed the three flights of stairs to the fourth floor.

I shook my head at how weird and not weird it was at the same time to transport to another realm through the brass-decorated room upstairs. If I didn’t think too hard about it, the process had started to feel normal, like just a part of my morning commute. But if I took half a second to consider the reality of it all, my brain threatened to come to a screeching halt at how insane it sounded.

“We are to meet Cyril here, yes?” Prinna asked as the voices downstairs faded in below us.

“Yeah,” I said. “How about we have a drink while we wait?”

“That’s a fun idea.” Kaz grinned.

We headed into the hallway, down the stairs, and started to pick an empty table, but Cyril waved us down before we could.

“Good morning, sir,” Cyril greeted us.

“I’m so sorry,” I said with an apologetic grimace. “Are we late? Travel–”

“No, no, sir,” Cyril said. “I was simply in the area completing a task for Master Javreen. It took less time than I’d anticipated, so I came here to wait for you.”

“Okay,” I sighed.

“Were you able to acquire the tool for my employer, sir?” Cyril asked, and he raised an eyebrow.

“Yes, we were,” I said. “I think he’ll be very pleased.”

“I am sure he will.” Cyril grinned, and he moved his arms in a sweeping motion toward the door. “Shall we?”

“After you,” I said. “We don’t know where we’re going.”

“Ah, that is a very good point,” Cyril chuckled.

Javreen’s security man held the door open for us, and we headed outside to discover it was another beautiful day in Bioniin. People strolled down the street in absolutely no hurry, and many of the ladies held parasols like Lady Astrea had to block their faces from the sun.

“How far is the Javreen estate?” I asked as we passed the row of varrin operators.

“Not far,” Cyril answered. “It will not take us long to walk there.”

Cyril led us down to the end of Proper Street and turned down a side road that led away from the shore. We passed a small neighborhood of quaint little homes constructed of the same cream-colored stones as many of the other buildings in the city.

We came to a crossroads that identified Midtown Street to our left and right, and the road in front of us narrowed from the main roads that were about the size of a two-lane road in the US. A huge display of perfectly manicured shrubbery and trees covered the entire space directly ahead of us except for a single wrought-iron gate on the road.

A small silver sign was adhered to the front of the gate, it read “Javreen Way” in tiny, scripted lettering. Another security guard in a dark suit waited behind the gate with a bored look on his mustached face. He gave Cyril a little nod as we stepped up, and he opened the locked gate from the inside.

“Cyril,” the guard said in a dry tone.

“Raul,” Cyril replied in a voice that made me think the two men didn’t necessarily get along.

The gate opened soundlessly, and Cyril led the three of us further down the road through the landscaping. There wasn’t a single leaf or twig out of place, and I wondered how many employees there were to keep the gardens and grounds looking so pristine.

We stepped beyond the hedges, and the estate came into view for the first time.

The house was fucking huge, like what I imagined Buckingham Palace might feel like the first time a person saw it. I was sure the house wasn’t actually as enormous as it looked, but the sheer number of balconies, windows, and gold and brass accents gave it a larger-than-life appearance.

“I have never seen a building so large,” Prinna whispered in an awe-struck voice. “Can this be one family’s home?”

“The Javreen family have lived here for centuries, Madame,” Cyril said. “There have been times where the halls were filled with cousins, aunts, uncles, and all manner of distant relations. Now it is only Master Javreen, his lady wife, and their daughter, Lady Astrea, whom you met yesterday.”

“And their employees?” Kaz asked. “Like you and Raul back there?”

“Yes, we live in the estate as well, Madame,” Cyril said. “The lower level of the house is where our living space is located.”

I only half-listened to Cyril’s explanation of the way the massive mansion was divided as we walked casually around the side of the building because I was so distracted by the details of the building.

The front door was at least fifteen feet wide and twice as high with heavy brass hinges and doorknobs. The windows were shaped like huge gears, and they were edged with golden accents. The cream-colored stone made up all the exterior walls as well as the large balconies, and there was a wide patio on the side of the house that had several sets of double doors leading inside. Every single window had a flower box underneath it that overflowed with brightly colored blossoms in every shade of the rainbow.

“Sam,” Kaz hissed, and she dragged me out of my reverie as she pointed up into the air. “Look!”

“What?” I asked, and my jaw nearly hit the perfectly level blades of grass at my feet.

A giant maroon hot air balloon was slowly descending toward the open space of the yard beside the estate. A large woven basket hung from the bottom, and Master Javreen waved cheerfully at us from inside.

There was a pretty woman with silver streaks in her brown hair who I assumed was his wife in the basket with him. She clung to the ropes and edge of the basket for dear life, but her face was relaxed and peaceful. I couldn’t tell if she liked the balloon or despised it.

A stern-faced man in a simple suit stood behind them, and he pulled on some cords to guide the balloon down to the ground.

“What a fucking entrance,” I chuckled to myself.


Chapter 11

“Sam! Kaz! Prinna!” Javreen called once the pilot finished releasing enough hot air from inside the massive red balloon to lower it down. “Welcome to the Javreen Familial Estate!”

My magical women and I waved as a team of servants scurried out from the open doors on the patio with tiny portable step stools and silver trays of refreshments. One bulky-looking man whose suit looked like it was going to explode at the seams placed a stool at the edge of the basket, and he half-lifted Javreen’s wife out of the basket.

Her hands trembled slightly as she found the solid ground again, and her pale face started to regain a bit of color so she didn’t look quite so washed out by the ivory color of her gown.

“Darling,” Javreen said in a jovial tone as he took his wife’s arm. “This is the venturer I was telling you about, Sam, and his business partners, Kaz and Prinna. Sam, Kaz, Prinna, this is my darling wife, Lady Cassapi Javreen.”

“Hello,” Lady Cassapi said in a slightly unsteady voice. “I understand you’ve become my husband’s favorite person since yesterday.”

“Uh,” I chuckled. “I guess so?”

“Did you acquire it, Sam?” Javreen asked, and he looked toward me like the two of us shared a huge secret no one else could know about. “Do you have what I asked for?”

“Yes,” I whispered in a mysterious voice. “I have what you require.”

“Excellent!” Javreen exploded with delight, and he clapped his hands together so harshly that the sound echoed all through the estate grounds. “Would you like a tour of our laboratory now? And I can show you our invention!”

“Sure,” I laughed.

“Right this way, then.” Javreen grinned.

Lady Cassapi took a steady breath, and she and her husband led us around the huge house and grounds to the rear of the estate. Cyril and two of the servants who’d hurried outside followed along several paces behind us. I felt like if I wanted a glass of water, every one of them except Cyril would all trip over themselves to fetch one for me.

The laboratory turned out to be a giant secondary building positioned in the large yard behind the main house. Its walls were twenty feet high and of much less elaborate construction than the estate. Large square windows were spaced evenly along the front and sides, and simple doors that looked like steel were located at each corner.

Cyril quickened his pace to get ahead of Master Javreen and his wife, and before he even pulled it open, I could hear the mechanical cacophony coming from inside.

Our ears were filled with the clang of metal on metal, the scrape of files and the grinding sounds of machines working. Hot air billowed out from the door, and Lady Cassapi offered us a polite frown.

“I shall leave the business of the laboratory to the geniuses in my family,” Lady Cassapi said in a polite voice. “Enjoy your tour, venturer.”

“Thank you, Lady Cassapi,” I said.

She inclined her pointed chin in a refined sort of gesture, and then she gave her husband a quick kiss on the cheek.

“Try not to bore them, Greggin, darling,” Cassapi murmured.

Then she turned and sauntered away at a slow walk that said she had absolutely nowhere she needed to be. All the servants except Cyril hurried after her, and I chuckled to myself about who really thought of themselves as in charge of this estate.

“Safety first, my friends,” Greggin Javreen said as he stepped into the building.

I smirked at the realization that Javreen had a first name, and I couldn’t figure out why it hadn’t occurred to me before. Not that it really mattered, but I did like the name Greggin. It was quirky, much like the man himself, and I decided it suited him very well.

Cyril passed out glass spectacles with large rectangular lenses to Kaz, Prinna, and me, and we placed them on our faces.

“Thank you,” I said.

“One can never be too careful when working with the things we have around our laboratory,” Greggin quipped.

“Lady Astrea did mention something about an employee who’d almost lost fingers,” Kaz murmured.

“I’m certain you would quite prefer to keep yours, Madame,” Greggin chortled.

“Yes, I would.” Kaz smiled indulgently.

“Well!” Greggin said. “Shall we begin over here…”

Master Javreen led us over to a heavy metal workbench where two women with safety goggles and leather aprons worked. Their hair was bright purple and vivid blue, and they had it pulled back in tidy buns that kept it safe. They wore button-down blouses of a lightweight material that must have been comfortable for the heat of the workshop. They bowed their heads politely at Greggin as he began to introduce their project.

“They are working on fine-tuning a change to one of my competitors’ designs,” Greggin said. “Master Grinliin’s servants developed the idea to create a braking system for the varrins…”

“Is that… legal?” I wondered. “To take his designs and change them?”

“I have not stolen a thing from anyone, Sam, I assure you,” Greggin said. “A member of my inventing team has a particular magical talent for understanding devices simply by observing them.”

“Oh,” I grunted softly. “That’s useful, I bet.”

“Quite,” Greggin chuckled. “So, once my… person, ahem, viewed the device’s demonstration at the market a fortnight ago, they were able to develop a better design completely independently of Grinliin’s original plans. We have done nothing uncouth.”

“I’m glad to know there’s some kind of braking system for the varrins,” I said. “Those things are really great, but…”

“Without a mechanized way to stop,” Greggin finished, “they can be dangerous. Yes. My hope is to finalize this design and bring it to market so that all varrin operators and their passengers can be safe.”

“We had the pleasure of hiring a varrin operator the other day,” Prinna said. “He was quite impressive.”

“It’s a fascinating device,” Greggin agreed. “Though… I do believe transportation could be improved significantly.”

He nodded to the purple and blue-haired women like a proud teacher at a science fair, and we moved on to another invention in progress.

Greggin Javreen toured us around the laboratory with a sense of pride that rolled off him in waves. It was clear he put the credit where it was due, and never once did Greggin try to claim that any of the inventions were his alone to be proud of. I got the feeling that was quite different from the other major families in Bioniin, and I could see why others might dislike Javreen because of it.

“Ahh!” Greggin gasped with excitement as he led us over to another workstation. “Here is something I’ve dreamed of for most of my life! It’s still a long way off, but we’re at the beginning testing stages now.”

A skinny young man with curly bright orange hair pushed a pair of spectacles up his long nose as we approached. Another figure was stooped low to the ground beside him, and when she stood up, I realized it was Lady Astrea.

She wore clothing that made it clear she was working in the laboratory alongside the family’s servants. Her button-down blouse had sleeves that fit closely to the shape of her slender arms, with tight-buttoned cuffs just below her elbows. Her hair was tied back in good workshop safe style, and she’d traded her usual spectacles for a slightly larger pair that would provide greater protection to her eyes. She had a thick leather apron tied over her torso that hung to the middle of her thighs, and she wore trousers instead of a dress. Other than the muses in the markets, and the blue and purple-haired servants we’d met earlier, she was the first woman I’d seen wearing pants in Bioniin.

“Ah, there you are, darling,” Greggin said. “How has your day been?”

“Mildly productive, Papa,” Astrea replied, and she blushed hard as she avoided looking at me. “How was your balloon ride with Mama this morning?”

“Oh, you and I both know she only goes on that thing to indulge my fancies,” Greggin chortled.

I smirked at the fact that he knew his wife hated the balloon, and yet, she seemed to love him enough to go on the rides despite the fact. That was real love, I thought, to do something simply because the person you were with loved it. I hoped he indulged Lady Cassapi in a similar way.

“Sam, Kaz, and Prinna have returned with success,” Greggin said in a loud whisper. “I’ve been giving them the gold solar tour of the laboratory.”

“Did you show them the auto-slicer, Papa?” Astrea asked, and her nervous energy faded into excitement.

“I haven’t!” Greggin replied with equal enthusiasm. “Shall we go there next?”

“Well, we cannot skip over your longest dream,” Astrea giggled.

“No, no, of course not,” Greggin agreed. “Charter, if you please?”

The orange-haired young man jumped like he’d been hooked to a car battery, and he quickly cleared away some loose hardware and bits of scrap metal from the surface of the worktable. Then he picked up a device that reminded me of something between the candlestick character from Beauty and the Beast and a vintage-style phonograph, and he passed it over to his employer.

A brass cone the size of an eight-ounce cup stuck out of the tall candlestick-looking part, and there was a three-inch diameter gear on the base. I started to wonder if this thing could possibly be what it looked like to me, and my grin grew wider and wider as Greggin explained.

“Have you ever had the desire to speak with someone far away?” Greggin asked in a very game show host kind of voice. “Have you ever needed, quickly, to ask your darling wife which color of flower she would rather have on her dining table?”

I chuckled lightly for a second before I realized Greggin wanted me to actually answer him.

“Oh, uh, yes, yes, I have,” I said in a mock serious voice. “It’s such a problem when I can’t speak with my family when I need to.”

“That’s right!” Greggin almost shouted.

Some kind of metal tool fell somewhere nearby, and the clanking sound caused a quick fracture in Greggin’s presentation tone of voice.

“Apologies!” a distant voice called.

“Hmm.” Greggin cleared his throat and returned to his well-practiced speech. “Long have I dreamed to bridge the distance between people! A way to speak directly with those who are far away! It is a theory some still debate, but I believe sound, such as the sound of my voice as I speak to you now, comes in motions indetectable to the eye!”

Greggin turned around and lifted his strange device from the worktable, and I shook my head slightly.

“Oh, my god,” I whispered to myself. “He invented the telephone, didn’t he?”

Kaz furrowed her eyebrows at my mumbling, but I shook my head and turned my focus back to Greggin and his invention.

Greggin pointed out the various parts of the device, and they included a sort of microphone that was for sound input, the phonograph-type speaker for output, and the gear part for connecting to the desired person’s device. There were no wires of any kind that I could see, and I couldn’t imagine how the damn thing might work. Not that I really understood how landlines or cell phones worked on Earth.

“But how does the sound go through?” Prinna asked.

“Well, there is a bit of a…” Greggin smiled apologetically, “trade secret to the design.”

Then a lightbulb went off in my mind.

“Is there a fair bit of magic involved in your inventions?” I asked.

“Well, yes,” Greggin said as if I’d just asked if he had two eyeballs in his head. “Of course, Sam. All inventions require at least some fraction of magic.”

He scoffed then, and even Lady Astrea looked at me with a curious expression of bafflement.

“How else would anything work, my friend?” Greggin laughed.

“Obviously,” I laughed along, but I realized this world was not nearly as mechanically inclined as I’d thought.

This world ran on clockwork and gears, but they were powered by magic apparently. I shook my head since there wasn’t really any reason that I had to understand how any of it worked. This was a really cool place, and I was happy to travel through, make a bunch of money, and enjoy the city, but it wasn’t like I was studying for my final exams to earn my architecture degree. It was okay that it didn’t make sense to me, so long as nothing bad was happening.

“Have you had any successful tests yet, Master Javreen?” Kaz asked.

“Sadly, no,” Greggin sighed. “But I feel we are getting closer.”

“We are, Papa,” Astrea said in a loving voice, and she patted her father’s arm. “Don’t worry, we will figure it out. No one else has anything close to your audio-gram.”

“Audio-gram?” I asked.

“That’s the working name for this device,” Greggin said. “Like a letter-gram, but with sound.”

“That’s a great name,” I said. “And a great invention with a lousy name isn’t all that great, is it?”

“Hmm.” Greggin’s frown shifted back into a grin. “I like the way you think, Sam. Come! I will show you more of our work.”

“Okay,” I chuckled.

“Thank you, Charter,” Greggin said dismissively to the curly-haired servant.

Charter nodded stiffly like a nervous new retail employee as the general manager was leaving after his quarterly inspection, and I gave the guy an encouraging nod as we followed Greggin to the next workstation.

“Now here is something quite practical, I believe,” Greggin said as we came to another workstation that was right on the laboratory’s floor.

“What is it for?” Kaz asked with polite curiosity.

“I am certain you noticed our well-maintained grounds, Madame Kaz?” Greggin asked my violet-eyed lover.

“Yes, the flowers and plants are all so perfectly trimmed,” Kaz said, and Prinna nodded in agreement.

“It usually takes my entire staff a full three days to accomplish such a polished look,” Greggin said. “But with this device…”

Greggin waved his arms at a large tortoise-shaped machine on the floor. An older gentleman with little tufts of teal hair behind his ear was busy tightening some screws at the base of the domed machine.

“We could cut that time in half,” Greggin finished.

“You may wish to work on your presentation of this device, Papa,” Astrea teased her father. “You didn’t tell them what it does.”

“Oh, right.” Greggin smirked. “I suppose I didn’t. Privvin, will you turn the machine over, please?”

“Certainly, sir,” the teal-haired man agreed, and he pushed himself to his feet.

The older man was stronger than he looked, and he easily flipped the tortoise-shell contraption upside down. It turned out the metal dome was hollow underneath, and there was a series of deathly-sharp curved blades hidden below. They were connected to clockwork, and I knew exactly what the machine was supposed to do.

“It’s for cutting the grass,” I said with a grin. “Isn’t it?”

“Yes, Sam!” Greggin cheered. “Well done, sir. These blades rotate on the tracks here, and they slice the greenery to a lovely and even height. My darling Cassapi is very particular about the lawn.”

Greggin explained briefly about the different settings his auto-clipper could offer, and he practically gloated over the device like a new father.

“Is it steam powered?” Prinna asked, and she eyed the blades with a bit of nervousness.

“It is wind-powered, Madame,” Greggin replied with a sly smirk. “We had considered making it steam powered, but that seemed like too many dangerous components all crushed into too small of a device. Ultimately, we decided making a machine that’s whole function is to spin lethally sharp blades around at high speeds would be better off powered by a crank.”

Astrea nodded slightly as her blue eyes went wide, and I wondered if she was envisioning some of their servants losing more than just a few fingers.

“How’s the tune up going, Privvin?” Greggin asked. “Are the tracks changing easier now?”

“Yessir,” Privvin replied in a thicker Irish accent than his employer’s refined tone. “I think I’ve got that grinding noise under control finally.”

“Excellent work!” Greggin cheered, and he clapped Privvin on the shoulder in congratulations. “You never cease to impress me.”

“Thank you, sir,” Privvin replied. “It’s an honor to be bonded to your household.”

“It is, isn’t it?” Greggin chuckled, but there was no malice in his tone.

It was a statement that could have easily come across as egotistical and nasty, but Greggin seemed only cheerful and grateful to have men like Privvin in his employ. I shook my head as Master Javreen continued to turn my expectations of the people in this realm upside down.

After I’d spent almost a whole day eavesdropping and listening in on the conversations of people in the market, I’d felt pretty sure that the upper levels of society here were filled with people like Cherel at the cafe in Arcton. I’d been so sure everyone was completely obsessed with status and title, but here I was with the most influential and wealthy man of the lot who’d turned out to be a genuine guy.

Sure, he was a bit stuck in himself, but most great creative minds were, and he seemed to really care about the people around him.

Privvin and Greggin gave us a quick demonstration of how the tracks and blades were controlled by a small crank built into the tortoise shell top of the device, and I had to admit, it was an impressive design. It still had to be operated by a person, but according to Greggin, the lawn had previously been cut by a handheld blade more like a scythe, and this would cut down significantly on time and back pain for his staff.

“It’s quite fascinating,” Kaz said.

“Thank you, Madame,” Greggin said. “We’re hopeful to complete the design by summer and roll it out to market before next season.”

“Shall I continue work, sir?” Privvin asked, and he fiddled with a small wrench.

“Yes, of course,” Greggin said. “We won’t take up any more of your time.”

The master of the estate ushered us away from Privvin’s workstation, and he began to carry on about the hard work and innovation of his servants.

“Many generations ago,” Greggin explained, “my family’s bonded servants were almost mediocre. It was quite a sad tale, to be honest. The Javreen name was synonymous with utterly average goods. Then my great-grandfather decided to mix things up. He had the audacious idea of providing the bonded servants with wages. Among other radical ideas…”

Greggin’s tone was filled with bafflement, and Astrea blushed slightly under her freckles as her father spoke.

“I understand that’s not a common idea here,” I cautioned.

“No!” Greggin laughed. “We are still the only family who provides more than the basic necessities of survival to their bonded servants.”

“You keep saying bonded,” Prinna said in a hesitant tone. “What does that mean?”

“The servant class are the only people of…” Greggin lowered his tone significantly, and he glanced around like he wanted to be sure no one was listening in before he continued. “They are the only people of magic in Bioniin. It has naturally put them at the lowest levels of society since the formation of our great city.”

Prinna and Kaz both bristled and tensed like cats who’d been sprayed with a water bottle. I gave them a look to remind them to keep their anger in check, and Kaz took a deep breath.

“But you know…” Greggin continued. “I don’t believe there is a single thing inherently lesser-than about them. Granted, I only know my own servants personally. I have no reason or occasion to interact with the bonded servants of other families, but I believe they are as intelligent as you or I have the potential to be.”

“So, you disagree with the way your society has cast them to the bottom?” I asked boldly.

I knew the question was a bit risky. I could easily offend Master Javreen, but I was pretty sure my assessment of him was right. He confirmed that feeling with a warm smile and a single nod.

“I do,” Greggin said. “They are people just like all of us. They are just as capable of good or evil as any of the rest of society, and I do not agree that they should be judged as a whole by their possession of magic. In fact, it is their magic that has brought such prosperity and innovation to our city. Nearly all the inventions you see at the market as well as already ingrained in our society have some fraction of magic.”

“My father wishes to change the world,” Astrea said. Her tone was a bit wistful, and it was full of love for her father.

“I think paying your servants is a great way to start, sir,” I said.

“Thank you, Sam.” Greggin smiled at me like we were old friends. “I hope to lead by example, and I have always believed hard work should be rewarded. Some of my competition believes hard work is its own reward. Bah!”

Greggin waved his hands like he could physically remove the idea from his presence.

“That’s an excuse for complacency, if you ask me.” Greggin frowned. “And complacency is the enemy of progress!”

“Yes, Papa,” Astrea giggled softly.

“Speaking of…” Greggin said, and he lowered his tone mysteriously. “Can I see these diamond files you acquired for me?”

“Of course,” I chuckled.

I pulled my rucksack around to my front, and I dug inside for a second before I pulled the plastic case out to present it to Master Javreen.

“One set of diamond files,” I said.

“Remarkable,” Javreen breathed, but he wasn’t looking at the files. He was staring at me. “Did you sleep at all since I saw you last?”

“We slept,” I chuckled. “I promise. The files were easy for me to locate and acquire, so it left us time to rest, too.”

“You have many secrets, venturer.” Javreen smirked and shook his head.

I was grateful he didn’t push questions at me about how I traveled so quickly from realm to realm, and I wondered if I should try to be a little less conspicuous in the future.

Nah, fuck that. There didn’t seem to be any harm in letting people be crazy impressed with how effective I was at acquiring the things they wanted. If anything, it would just improve my reputation and drive potential customers to me. Maybe I could even negotiate a rush fee for future deals.

“Ah, lovely,” Greggin murmured as he took them.

Astrea leaned in close over her father’s shoulder to inspect the files, and her eyes went wide with interest.

“Oh, look,” Astrea gasped. “There are different sizes and shapes. This should be perfect!”

“Shall we test them, my dear?” Greggin asked his daughter.

Astrea didn’t say a word as she plucked the set of files from her father’s hands. Greggin laughed indulgently as Astrea scurried away, and he gestured for us all to follow her through the laboratory. Her work trousers fit her backside very well, and after a second, I realized I was staring at her ass. I dragged my eyes away before I really did insult Master Javreen, and we followed Astrea to the furthest back corner of the laboratory.

“Lillette!” Astrea called as she approached the biggest machine we’d seen so far. “They’re here!”

An older woman who looked like she was about fifty with neon-yellow hair popped up from behind the large invention. She wore circular glasses on her tanned face, and a similar set of work clothes to what Astrea wore.

“Excellent!” Lillette exclaimed. “I simply cannot progress any further until we get this confounded contraption secure!”

“Sam, Kaz, Prinna,” Greggin said in an introductory tone. “This is Lillette, she is heading up our most ambitious project that required the acquisition of the diamond files.”

“What is it?” Prinna asked.

We all stared at the huge invention for a long moment, and I immediately knew what it was.

There was a large metal box that looked like a much bigger version of the bench seats of the varrins. A single pane of glass was connected to the front of the invention’s cabin, and a huge steam-powered engine was exposed below the back bench seat. Large carriage-style wheels were attached on either side of the engine block, and a third wheel stuck out in front of the vehicle.

“Well, son of a bitch…” I muttered to myself in amazement. “It’s a car.”


Chapter 12

“I call it the auto-varrin!” Greggin declared with a wide sweep of his arms. “What do you think?”

“It’s incredible,” I laughed with astonishment. “Wow. Like, wow wow!”

“You like it?” Greggin almost blushed with pride.

“Yeah,” I chuckled. “I love it. How does it work?”

“Astrea, darling?” Greggin said, and he clearly passed the torch to his daughter.

I was officially impressed as Lady Astrea, whom I’d been so certain was a spoiled do-nothing heiress upon first glance, went through a detailed explanation of how the vehicle worked.

I didn’t understand the majority of her explanation, but I did recognize a few equivalent elements to more old-fashioned cars on Earth. There was a heavy steel-colored chain that was basically the same as a timing chain in a modern combustion engine car. There were a pair of large pistons that converted the steam power into forward momentum, and there was a slightly altered version of Greggin’s braking system that he’d shown us earlier. Several other components were simply beyond my mechanical understanding, and some of them looked entirely alien like a large spherical piece in the heart of the machine’s engine that I guessed was the magical ingredient to this machine’s design.

“The steam builds here,” Astrea concluded her explanation. “See these interlocking joints? This is where we’ve had trouble getting a precise seal.”

Astrea turned away from us to show the diamond files to Lillette, and she grinned like a little science geek who’d gotten her first microscope for Christmas.

“Well, what are we waiting for?” Lillette asked. “Let us see if they can handle the Javrium!”

While the two women moved a few things around in preparation to test out the diamond files, my magical lovers watched with curious eyes, and I found myself floating in a sea of awe.

It was so fucking cool, and more than a little sexy, to see that Astrea wasn’t just a pretty face. She was fucking brilliant, and I was really impressed at the fact that she was obviously the lead inventor on this project. Her father may have been the ideas guy, but clearly Astrea was the brains of the operation.

Then I remembered what he’d said about a member of his team having the ability to understand how things work just by looking at them, and I wondered if that person was Astrea. She navigated through the inventions with an ease I’d never seen before, but Greggin had said it was a magical skill.

It couldn’t be Astrea then, she wasn’t one of the magical bonded servants. I guessed she just had a knack for stuff like this. Either way, though, it was super impressive, and just a tiny bit intimidating.

Astrea and Lillette hurried around the auto-varrin for a minute before Astrea climbed up onto the engine block and squatted down beside the open metal casing. She held a hand out to Lillette, and the yellow-haired woman handed her one of the files.

Astrea’s auburn eyebrows furrowed together as she put the file to the jigsaw edge of the box, and we all seemed to hold our breath.

“Do they work, my dear?” Greggin asked, and he leaned closer to watch what his daughter and Lillette were doing.

The screeching, scraping sound of a diamond-plated file on hard metal filled our ears, and my teeth ached from the noise. I fought an uncomfortable shiver as it raced down my spine and made the hairs on the back of my neck stand on end.

Prinna grimaced at the noise, and Kaz raised her hands to cover her ears. Even Master Javreen scrunched up his face at the sound, but a second later, Astrea grinned up at us in victory.

“They work!” Astrea exclaimed.

“Huzzah!” Greggin whooped, and he clapped his hands together in celebration. “Thank you, Sam!”

“That’s great!” I grinned.

“Hurray!” Kaz clapped her hands together.

“Will you be able to complete your auto-varrin now?” Prinna asked.

“Yes, and it is entirely thanks to you three!” Greggin declared. “I shall make certain to thank you in our initial presentation of the auto-varrin when it’s presented to market.”

“You don’t have to do that,” I chuckled.

“No.” Greggin shook his head firmly. “I insist.”

“That is sort of exciting,” Kaz giggled.

“It’s really cool, that’s for sure.” I smirked.

“Lillette, get the flat one and start work on that side, will you?” Astrea said, and she looked so completely consumed by her work that she didn’t even realize we were all still in the laboratory.

“Yes, Lady Astrea,” Lillette said, and she hurriedly joined her lady in the work.

“How about we leave you to it, darling. Mm?” Greggin asked his daughter.

Astrea barely acknowledged her father as she continued to file away at the edges of the steam-powered engine box, and Master Javreen smiled affectionately at her.

“Come,” Greggin said to my ladies and me. “I believe I have a payment to give you.”

“That would be nice,” I said in a lighthearted tone.

“Proper reward for proper work!” Greggin laughed, and he flicked a finger across the tip of his nose. “Come along inside the house with me. I’ve the payment ready in my office.”

“Make sure you get that spot there,” Astrea said to her yellow-haired worker.

“Don’t work too hard, darling,” Greggin said.

Astrea waved a lightly dismissive hand at her father, and I wondered if he ever had to drag her out of here for a meal or a night of sleep. It was plain even to a blind man that Astrea was really dedicated to her work in the laboratory.

Greggin led my ladies and I back through the laboratory, and we replaced our safety glasses back into their places while Cyril held the door open for us. The day was warm, but compared to the almost oppressive heat of the lab, it felt wonderful. A gentle spring breeze wafted by, and I felt the sweat along my hairline begin to dry.

“Ah, it’s really hot in there,” I said with a sigh.

“Yes, the laboratory can become quite unpleasant,” Greggin agreed. “On very hot days, we like to open the side walls to let some air move through. I sometimes daydream of a machine to pump cold air into the building, but I have too many ideas on my plate already. That one will simply have to wait for now.”

“That would be a really useful invention,” I mused.

“Oh, yes,” Greggin agreed, and he led us across the grounds to the side patio.

“Lady Astrea’s skills are very impressive,” I said. “Has she always enjoyed inventing things and working with her hands like that?”

Master Javreen turned, gave me a rueful smile, and sighed.

“My daughter takes after her father, I’m afraid.” Greggin smirked. “It’s unheard of for a woman of her stature to work… in any capacity. We try to keep the information quiet so as to not ruin any future marriage prospects she may have.”

“I suppose it wouldn’t go over well with the other families that she’s so involved with the projects, huh?” I said.

“No.” Greggin shook his head. “She would be shamed, and I would be despised even more by my peers. But she adores the work so much. It brings her joy to create things, and I simply cannot bear to deny her that happiness. And she has never expressed much desire to be married away and settle into the life of a wife and mother as my darling Cassapi has done.”

“You’re a good father to support her dreams, sir,” Prinna murmured, and her hazel eyes looked sad.

“Thank you,” Greggin said, and he touched Prinna’s elbow in a gentle and polite way. “I can only hope I’m doing what is right for my daughter. But she is a strong young woman. She will find her way in life, whether I am there to protect her or not.”

“She seems like an incredible person,” I said. “You should be proud.”

“Oh, I am.” Greggin smiled the widest, proudest dad smile I’d ever seen, and he led us up onto the patio. “I just wish our society would be a fraction as accepting of Astrea as I am… and as you seem to be. It is rare to find women in the partnership of business as you both.”

Greggin smiled at Kaz and Prinna.

“It is a bit strange for us as well,” Kaz admitted. “It is not the norm in the realms we come from, either.”

“Historically,” Greggin continued, “it is only the bonded servants of our society who work on new inventions. It’s in their blood. They may not be inherently lesser than you or I, but they are inherently inclined toward innovative thinking.”

“Mm,” I hummed noncommittally. “Does Lady Astrea just have a natural talent for inventing?”

Greggin sighed, and he gave me a sideways smirk like he’d wondered if I was going to ask that exact question.

“Can I trust you three?” Greggin asked, and he gave us each a significant look. “I feel as though I can trust you. I believe we have similar values between us, and I know you value women as I do. Which, to be honest, is more than most of my society does.”

From the corner of my eye, I noticed Kaz and Prinna shared a glance. I wondered if they were also thinking about how much more generally pleasant people in Bioniin had been to both of them.

At first, I’d assumed it was because people in this realm had less distaste or inherent hatred of magic and people with magic, or that they were simply more tolerant in general. But after learning more from Master Javreen, I suspected most people were just quieter about it here.

And that was fine for me, for the most part. The vast majority of our interactions with people here were purely of a business nature. They didn’t have to like us or agree with our way of life so long as they were polite, and they had been.

Javreen, his family, and their employees had been outright friendly, and I was content to accept that as a bonus.

“Yes, sir,” I answered Javreen’s question. “You can trust us. We’re not the gossiping sort, and we have very little vested interest in the way your society operates. We’re just here to do business in the market.”

“There is a long-quiet scandal in my family line, Sam,” Greggin revealed, and his blue eyes turned regretful as he spoke. “My great-great-great-aunt had some rather… illicit affairs with a few of the family’s bonded servants.”

“Oooh,” Prinna hissed softly.

“I bet that went over real well,” I said in a heavily sarcastic tone.

“Mmm,” Greggin hummed. “What was worse, was the relations begat children. My great-great-great-uncle suffered from many illnesses of the mind, and he was quite gone by this time. So my great-great-great-aunt went about as if the children were no different than the other children in the family.”

I didn’t know what to say to that, so I just gave Greggin the best sympathetic face I could muster.

“It did significant damage to the family name,” Greggin continued. “Then, when my great-great-great-uncle finally passed on, my great-great-grandfather, his younger brother, forced my aunt to move away in hopes of taking the scandal rumors with her.”

“Wow,” I breathed.

“But my great-great-grandfather was not a cruel man,” Greggin said. “The children were innocent of everything save the circumstances of their birth. They were allowed to remain at the familial estate.”

“Sounds like he was a good man,” I said.

“Yes.” Greggin nodded. “They lived quiet lives out of the eye of society.”

“My apologies, sir,” Kaz murmured. “What does this have to do with Lady Astrea?”

“Well, as we later learned,” Greggin sighed. “The desire to have relations with the servants bonded to our families had long been a flaw among my family. It was not until Lady Astrea was born that we learned there were further-back generations who’d done the exact same thing as my great-great-great-aunt.”

“There’s magic in your bloodline,” I concluded.

“Yes,” Greggin murmured. “She was born with hair brighter than a Fire Star blossom. There was no mistaking the magic within her from the second she was born.”

“But her hair is less than vivid now…?” Kaz wondered.

“She uses a special coloring on her hair to dull the effects,” Greggin explained. “It is a constant thing for her to manage, but it is what she has chosen. I do miss the bright red curls of her childhood, though. We kept her hidden away from society until she was old enough to understand what might become of her.”

“You gave her the choice,” I said. “That’s very admirable.”

“I have always strived to do what was best for my daughter,” Greggin said. “It is quite the task, however.”

“Seems like you’ve lived up to that goal to the best of your abilities,” I said with a friendly smile.

“Thank you, Sam,” Greggin said. “May I ask how it was that the three of you came to be in business together? I find it quite fascinating to be honest. And you refer to Kaz and Prinna as your business partners, not your employees. I must admit, I’m very intrigued.”

“It’s a common thing in my realm,” I said with a shrug. “They’re both talented and intelligent people. They bring skills to the table that I just don’t have, and I benefit from their partnership.”

“The three of you are lucky to have come together,” Greggin said.

“Yes, I am.” I smirked.

“Clever man,” Greggin chuckled. “Come. My office is just this way.”

Master Javreen led us inside to a huge library room that was filled with comfortable places to sit and read one of the thousands of books that lined the shelves. A huge fireplace took up an entire side wall, and a thick maroon rug covered most of the floor. The interior walls were the same light cream color as the exterior walls, and there weren’t nearly as many gold, copper, or brass-colored accents inside as there were outside.

Greggin Javreen walked through the library to a connecting door on the opposite side from the fireplace, and into his office. A large wooden desk sat right in the center of the square room, and there were stacks and stacks of loose pages, ledger books, and bits and pieces of scrap metal, hardware, and tiny hand tools.

A thin man with tiny spectacles stood near the side of Javreen’s desk, and his body language screamed of anxiety.

“I do apologize for the mess,” Greggin said as he walked around to sit behind his desk. He gestured at some cushioned chairs on the other side. “Please, have a seat. Pews, the gold?”

“My apologies, sir,” the thin man replied. “I have been working to arrange the payment, but there has been… a situation…”

Kaz, Prinna, and I sat in the chairs across from Greggin, and he smiled nervously at us before lowering his voice to speak with Pews. They spoke in agitated whispers, and the thin man pointed at a pair of scales on the desk.

“Thank you, Pews,” Greggin said. “We will sort it out.”

“I’m terribly sorry, friends,” Greggin said with a deeply apologetic look. “There is an issue with your payment. If you would please allow me a bit of time to sort it out?”

“Is something wrong?” I asked in the least accusing voice I could manage.

“Nothing that can’t be sorted,” Greggin assured me. “Some refreshments, perhaps, while you wait?”

“Uh, sure,” I said with a nod.

“Thank you, sir,” Prinna said.

“Any preferences?” Greggin asked as he leaned over to pull on a velvet rope near the corner of his desk. Somewhere in the enormous house a bell tolled melodically. “My cook has a delicious zitter fizzer. It’s very light and refreshing with a bit of tartness.”

“That sounds very good,” Kaz said, and Prinna nodded.

“Yes, thank you,” I agreed, and I wondered if it was something like lemonade.

A plump little woman with white curls piled precariously on top of her head appeared at the door a second later, and she dipped in an unsteady curtsy.

“Master Javreen?” the woman said.

“Ah, yes, a round of your zitter fizzers, please, would you, Klibbi?” Greggin said. “And maybe some of those little bites you make?”

“Yes, sir,” Klibbi said, and she bobbed in another off-balance curtsy before she hurried out of the room.

“Quick on her feet, that one,” Greggin chuckled nervously. “Now… allow me some time, and I shall have your three thousand gold solars ready for you.”

“Take your time,” I said in an easy tone.

“You may have a look around the library if you like,” Greggin offered, and he gestured back toward the room we’d entered the house through.

“Thanks,” I said.

I looked at Kaz and Prinna, and they both nodded as we rose from our chairs.

Pews and Cyril remained close at hand for whatever their employer might require, and my ladies and I headed back into the library.

I wondered what the issue might have been, and I couldn’t help but think the thin man must have come across some counterfeit coins while preparing our payment. The scales on his desk made me think that was probably the case.

Well, I was pretty pleased Greggin wasn’t going to just hand over bad money if that was the case, and I didn’t mind waiting a bit for him to sort it out.

“I have never seen so many books in one place before,” Kaz whispered.

“I have never seen this many books in my entire life,” Prinna giggled quietly. “This may be more books than what remains in all of Amirma.”

“Wow,” I murmured with surprise. “Really?”

“Books were rare before the Consumption ravaged the land,” Prinna said in a sad tone. “But when things became dire, many people used them to start fires to stay warm. Very few books have survived since then.”

“That’s horrible,” I said. “Maybe we could bring some books to Amirma to sell. Well… if the people there can read English…”

“I can mostly read the language you call English,” Prinna said. “Some of the little… extra bits… are difficult and confusing, though.”

Prinna wiggled her fingers into curved little shapes, and I wondered if she meant the punctuation marks like commas, quotations, and exclamation marks.

“It’s worth trying.” I shrugged. “Although… we run the risk of people buying them just to use them to start fires…”

“That is a possibility,” Prinna sighed.

“What if we provide them with something better for that purpose?” Kaz asked.

“Hmm,” I hummed with interest. “Now there’s an idea.”

“Do you have such a thing?” Prinna wondered.

“Yeah.” I nodded. “We’d have a couple of options if we wanted to do that.”

My magical lovers and I grew quiet as we perused Master Javreen’s extensive library, and I was impressed with the variety of books he had.

Several of them were in some language I didn’t know, and even the symbols were completely foreign to me. But many others were in some language that greatly resembled English. It wasn’t modern American, or even British English, though, and it felt sort of like trying to read old English. There were vowels in the wrong places, and occasionally I would come across a letter that was completely unfamiliar.

I’d selected one book at random, and based on the decorative scrollwork around the edges of the front cover, I guessed it was a novel. There weren’t any illustrations, and every twenty pages or so, there was a heading that looked like a chapter title.

But still, none of it made sense to me. It felt like trying to read something while blackout drunk. My brain knew most of the symbols, but I just couldn’t make anything coherent.

I shook my head and gave up on the book I’d been looking at.

I strolled down the shelves a few feet until I discovered a row of much thinner books on a lower shelf. They had brighter colors on the covers, and when I pulled one off to take a closer look, I realized it was a children’s book.

The sentences and words were shorter, and every page was covered in bright and cheerful illustrations.

This book appeared to be a story about a little girl who’d discovered a magic wishing well. One page about halfway through the book caught my attention.

The picture was from the point of view of the bottom of the well, and the little girl’s face was staring down into the darkness with rays of sunlight streaming all around her wild curls. The little girl had reddish hair, and it made me think of Lady Astrea.

I tried to picture her as a small child with vivid, fire engine red hair, and a face full of freckles. She must have been an adorable little girl, and the mental image made me smile.

“Hmm,” Kaz hummed suddenly, and the noise pulled me away from my daydreaming.

“What did you find?” I asked as I put the children’s book back on the shelf.

“I think it’s a book of inventions,” Kaz replied. “Come see.”

Prinna and I both wandered over closer to my violet-eyed lover, and she turned the book for us to see.

Kaz held it open to a full-page diagram of what was obviously a varrin. It was a very specific schematic with precise measurements, and a few more detailed views of the intricate parts of the design.

“That’s really cool,” I murmured.

“Look here,” Kaz pointed at the bottom of the page.

In tiny script, and in letters I could mostly understand, was a single name that was unmistakable despite the weird boxy letter in the middle.

Master Greggin Javreen.

“Huh,” I grunted softly.

“Do you think Master Javreen invented the varrin?” Kaz wondered.

“It kind of looks like that, doesn’t it?” I smirked and shook my head.

I wondered if he had invented the cool rickshaw-type vehicles, and I turned back to look at him through his office door.

The deep frown on his forehead caught my attention, and I wandered back toward his office. He scowled at his scales as he removed a gold solar from one side, and he replaced it with another one.

Pews stood beside the desk and watched every move his employer made as he weighed the coins, and I knew for certain they’d found some counterfeit coins in their stacks.

“Ah, we have another, Pew,” Greggin grumbled.

“Shall I add it to the pile, sir?” Pew asked.

I casually leaned against the doorframe, and I watched as Greggin handed two gold solars over to his employee.

“Yes, please,” Greggin said in a grumbly voice. “They must deal with this issue before it gets any further out of hand.”

Greggin must have noticed me standing in the doorway because he looked up and gave me an apologetic smile.

“Terribly sorry, Sam,” Greggin said. “I shall have your gold ready momentarily.”

“Found a fake coin, didn’t you?” I asked in an understanding tone. “It’s no problem. We’re not really in a hurry…”

My voice trailed off as Greggin’s face went from one of apology to surprise, and he gestured for me to come closer.

“What?” Greggin asked in a hushed tone.


Chapter 13

“You know of the counterfeit coins?” he asked with far more shock than I would have expected.

“Yes?” Now my tone was just as confused as his.

Master Javreen pointed at the chair, and I sat down with the feeling like I’d been summoned to the principal’s office after my entire class had been accused of stealing the final exam’s answer sheet.

“Tell me what you know,” Greggin said, and his tone was pleading rather than angry like I’d expected. “Have you been given these false coins, too?”

“Yes,” I said. “We got a handful of them the first day we came to trade in the market.”

“I must say,” Greggin sighed, and he put the next coin onto his scales to weigh it out, “most people are entirely unaware of whether they receive or trade a false coin.”

“Yeah, I kind of got that feeling,” I said.

“It’s a rather new development,” Greggin explained. “And it is a very serious problem because most merchants and patrons of the market have no way of testing their coins.”

“Scales like that…” I pointed at the delicate-looking device on his desk, “aren’t a common thing?”

“No.” Greggin shook his head. “These are incredibly precise and have very delicate components to allow for measuring the smallest units of weight. How did you identify them as being false? Most merchants would never be able to tell the difference. The only way I have been able to identify them is with these scales here.”

Greggin removed the coin and base weight from both sides of the scales, and he turned the device around so I could see the front. There was a small dial with little notches that reminded me of the segments on a ruler, and they were barely millimeters apart. Greggin gingerly placed the base weight back on one side of the scale, and then he put another coin on the other side. The two sides of the scale teetered like a seesaw, and the hand on the dial moved. After a few seconds the whole thing stilled, and the hand on the dial pointed steadily to one of the little lines.

“It shows the difference between the two sides,” Greggin said. “In addition to showing which is heavier and which is lighter. Quite unique.”

“That’s an amazing set of scales, sir,” I said.

“Thank you,” Greggin said with a proud smile, and he removed one final coin from the scales. “Here we are, three thousand authentic gold solars for your troubles. I added in an extra fifty for your expediency and for the delay in payment. I am terribly sorry for it.”

Cyril held open a leather purse while Greggin dumped the large stack of coins inside. Then he tied the top tightly closed and slid the purse across his desk to me.

“That wasn’t necessary,” I said, but I tried to scoop up the purse anyway.

The thing must have weighed close to a hundred pounds. Holy shit.

“Uh…” I chuckled nervously. “That’s heavy.”

“Sometimes I ponder whether gold coins are the most efficient form of currency,” Greggin mused, and he gave me a thoughtful expression. “But it is what it is. Will you be able to travel with it?”

“Yeah, yeah,” I assured him. “I’ve, uh, got a strong back.”

I positioned my rucksack on the floor below the leather purse of gold on Greggin’s desk, and I stood up to shift the heavy weight into my magical bag. I had no idea how Professor Wersnop had come to possess this bag, but I would never stop being grateful for it.

“I insist, Sam,” Greggin said. “You have earned the extra coins. Do you have very precise scales as well?”

“Yes,” I confirmed as I slid the heavy leather purse into my rucksack. “They work a bit differently than that, but we were able to discover the differences in weights of the coins with them.”

“Mmm,” Greggin hummed. “What did you do when you discovered the weight discrepancy?”

“Well, uh–” I hesitated as I tried to think of the best way to describe Big John to Greggin Javreen. “A professional gold assessor in my realm helped us confirm that they aren’t solid gold like all the other solars we’ve encountered. We didn’t know for sure if they were counterfeit or just something new to us from your realm. That’s part of why we came back to Bioniin, to see if we could learn more about them.”

“I’ve always enjoyed the precision it takes to cast gold coins to a certain standard,” Greggin said. “So I have long weighed my coins for the simple joy of it. The process was never necessary until a half-dozen fortnights ago. It was a bit of a hobby of mine, and it alerted me to the counterfeiting problem quite quickly.”

“We weigh our coins, too,” I said with a nod. “We found out pretty quickly that we’d been given fake coins.”

“You were lucky,” Greggin said. “There will be great consequences for anyone found to be dealing with these coins…”

I nodded slowly as I thought about the woman Kaz and Prinna had seen in the market. I wanted to ask Greggin what kind of consequences, but I felt like I needed to be cautious about how I went about it.

“Are there…” I grimaced with uncertainty. “I don’t know, police, government officials, authorities of some kind working on this problem?”

“The constabulary is in quite the conundrum these days,” Greggin sighed and nodded. “They are aware of the problem, but they have found no solid leads to locating the source of these coins.”

“Have they tried tracing the metal on the inside back somehow?” I wondered. “I don’t know if that’s even a possibility…”

“I am not certain what their avenues of investigation are,” Greggin said, and he raised his eyebrows up. “I am impressed you figured out they contain a different metal within them, though. You are very clever, Sam.”

“We cut one of them in half,” I said with a chuckle. “It was pretty obvious to see it wasn’t solid gold after that. At first, I thought maybe it was a smaller denomination of currency or something.”

Greggin furrowed his eyebrows with confusion as he slipped the next coin onto his scales.

“In my realm,” I explained, “we don’t use gold solars as the base form of currency. We use other coins, and there are a few different ones that are valued at different amounts.”

“Is that…” Greggin screwed up his face with disbelief. “Effective?”

“It works for us.” I shrugged. “They all look different, they’re different sizes, and the least valuable one is a different kind of metal.”

“Hmm,” Greggin hummed. “Well, here in Bioniin we have only gold solars.”

I nodded with understanding, and Greggin’s face became almost wistful as he continued to speak.

“My grandparents used to regale me with tales of when the venturers first began to spread gold solars through the realms,” Greggin lamented. “Before that, each realm had their own form of currency, and it was a logistical nightmare. It was a horror trying to recall what coins from Kohvra or Pordoba were worth in comparison to our solars.”

“Gold solars originated here?” I asked with awe.

“Oh, yes,” Greggin said, and Cyril nodded silently. “You will still find other currencies occasionally throughout the Grymm, but it was venturers like yourself that created an economy of balance based on the gold solars of this very realm you find yourself in today.”

“Wow,” I breathed.

That was so fucking cool. I’d wondered why one form of money was so universally accepted across the realms. The fact that they were solid gold coins had always kind of made sense since gold was a valuable and precious metal on Earth, too. I’d always expected more places to trade in other things like they still did in Kohvra. I smirked as I remembered the tree-person paying with one of the mushrooms that had grown from its face. That definitely wasn’t an efficient system of currency.

Kaz and Prinna had wandered back to the office, and they came back to sit beside me as my thoughts wandered around the kind of wide-spread influence a group of venturers could have on the entire Grymm. Javreen didn’t mention how many venturers had created the single-currency based economy that spanned several realms.

I wondered if I would ever fully understand what it meant to be a venturer.

“I fear this counterfeiting problem will topple out of control before its end,” Greggin said.

“We wanted to try and dig into the problem ourselves,” I said, and I gave him a lighthearted smirk. “But then we got a little distracted with this business deal with you, so we haven’t learned anything new.”

“Hmmm.” Greggin paused before he placed the next coin on the scales, and he stroked his thumb and first finger along the underside of his bottom lip. “Perhaps we could work together in this endeavor.”

“Yeah.” I shrugged and turned to look at my magical women.

They had far more useful skills than I did for a situation like this, and I wouldn’t make a deal that might put them in danger unless they were on board, too.

“We can help,” Prinna said, and Kaz nodded in agreement.

I shook my head with amazement at the pure goodness in both of their hearts. Kaz and Prinna had both endured horrors in their pasts from people of power just like Master Javreen, but here they were jumping right in to offer their help. Obviously it was a bit different with Greggin because he had already demonstrated himself to be a better person than Mairo or any of the citizens of Amirma, but still, it took a great leap of faith.

“We…” Kaz breathed in a nervous tone, and she shared a heavy glance with Prinna before she continued.

I figured Kaz was silently pushing a question to Prinna through the witch’s magical intuition, and I saw the silent response of agreement.

“We have magic that can be useful in this situation,” Kaz said, and her voice shook just a tiny bit. “Do you know of the Enchanted, Master Javreen?”

“The Enchanted?” Greggin asked with the kind of interest a full-blown nerd would have demonstrated had he been told he was in the presence of Mark Hamill himself. “Of course I know of them, my dear, but… I…”

Greggin Javreen’s entire face went white as a sheet of paper as his mouth fell open, and he leaned forward across his desk like he was looking at Kaz for the first time.

“Violet eyes…” Greggin breathed. “Madame, are you one of the Enchanted yourself?”

“I am,” Kaz said like it was a truth she wasn’t fully comfortable being proud of. “My skills lay within the arena of influence. I may be useful in gaining knowledge from people who would otherwise be unwilling to cooperate with us or an investigation.”

“Astounding,” Greggin mused with a curious look in his eyes. “Would you be kind enough to demonstrate, Madame?”

“I, uh…” Kaz hesitated, and it was plain on her face that she didn’t have any desire to force Master Javreen to do anything. “Sir…”

“Oh, just something simple, of course,” Greggin said, and he waved his hands around. “How about this? Make me stand from my desk?”

“Uh…” Kaz still wasn’t convinced, and she turned to look at me.

I wasn’t sure if she was asking for guidance or permission or what, but I couldn’t see any harm in such a simple request from such a willing test subject. I gave Kaz a little shrug, and I nodded to let her know it was up to her.

“Very well…” Kaz hummed, and she stood up to lean closer to Master Javreen. When she opened her mouth to speak, her voice had slipped into the charming, melodic tone she used to convince people to act against their own free will. “Good sir, won’t you please stand up for me? It would make me ever so happy if you did.”

Master Javreen shot up from his desk so fast his chair toppled backward behind him, and he gave a slightly startled chuckle.

“Thank you,” Kaz said, and I could hear the magical influence melt out of her voice by the end of the second word until her tone was normal once more. “Are you alright, sir?”

“Oh, yes, Madame,” Greggin chortled. “That was quite startling to experience, and I appreciate you indulging my curiosity. I can certainly see how that is a useful skill for the task ahead.”

“It comes in handy,” Kaz said with a little blush, and she sat back down in her chair.

“I don’t suppose you are an Enchanted as well, Madame Prinna,” Greggin said. “Not with those hazel eyes.”

“No, sir,” Prinna said, and her voice was tight with caution. “I am… a witch.”

“Ah, yes,” Greggin mused with continued interest. “Where do your skills lay?”

“I can sense people’s intentions,” Prinna said after a quick glance at me. “And their desires. I can sense if people are being honest or deceptive.”

“Oh, my,” Greggin breathed, and he looked suddenly nervous. “I suppose you have been sensing this about me every time we have met, haven’t you?”

“I have,” Prinna admitted with just a hint of regret in her tone.

“We have to be careful, Master Javreen,” I spoke up. “We’ve met more than a few people who wanted to hurt us simply for the fact that Kaz and Prinna have magic. We couldn’t risk falling into dangerous hands, I’m sure you understand.”

“Of course I do,” Greggin said in an earnest tone. “And I am not offended in the slightest. This course of action only proves that you are a wise man who doesn’t make hasty decisions. It’s a reflection of your forward thinking.”

I nodded my gratitude.

“And much like Kaz’s skill,” Greggin continued, “I am sure it will come in very handy. Will you work with me on this issue? I believe between us, we can track down whomever is casting these false coins and bringing dishonor on themselves and potential ruin to all of Bioniin.”

Kaz, Prinna, and I stared at Greggin for a moment, and I wasn’t quite sure what to say. He must have interpreted my silence as hesitation to get involved, though, because he worked to convince me of the threat.

“Flooding the market with these false coins will destroy the financial well-being of the entire realm,” Greggin said in an almost pleading voice. “It would be slow, like a disease, but eventually no one would be able to buy anything. Counterfeit coins only work to devalue the real ones, which pushes prices up. People would quickly be forced to pay exorbitant amounts for the simplest of necessities. Things like clothing, leather, soap, and eventually food would become so expensive only the richest like myself would be able to afford to buy things. The demand for goods would drop because there would not be any money to purchase, and then production would stall so even my family would not be able to buy the things we need. Sickness would run rampant, people would starve…”

A shiver raced down my spine, and all I could think about were the photos of the Great Depression filled with hollow-eyed children who were barely surviving on stale slices of bread.

“People will die if this is allowed to get out of our control, Sam,” Greggin muttered, and his blue eyes were filled with worry.

After a quick glance between my ladies to make sure that we were all on the same page, I nodded at Greggin.

“I understand, sir,” I said. “Things like this certainly are a catalyst for many, many hardships. We’ll help.”

“Ah,” Greggin hummed, and his eyes flooded with relief. “Thank you, Sam.”

His shoulders heaved with a deep sigh, and I knew he’d been holding all that worry in for as long as he’d known about the counterfeit coins. It must have overwhelmed him, and he’d finally released all the things he’d been afraid of happening. And they were very real concerns. An established economy and society like Bioniin would crumble under the sort of inflation that counterfeit coins could create.

“Now…” Greggin asked in a less fearful tone. “How do we go about it?”

“I think we should return to the market,” I suggested. “That’s the best chance we’ll have of finding counterfeit coins in the moment of trade. My scale is very small, so we can keep it hidden from people while we weigh the coins.”

“I can sweet talk them into lingering at the booth while you do that,” Kaz offered. “Then, if we need to ask them more, I can enchant them into talking truthfully.”

“And I can sense their intentions,” Prinna added. “We will be able to know if they are honest if they claim to know nothing of the coins or where they come from.”

“Then we can try and trace the coins back to their source,” I said. “Track them through every merchant in the market if we have to.”

“Excellent,” Greggin said. “That sounds like a functional plan. I have a friend in the constabulary whom I can contact. That way, when we find this person, or persons, we can get them right into the hands of the authorities.”

“Okay, sure.” I nodded.

“I believe we should begin tomorrow,” Greggin said, and he looked out the window at the sun. It was creeping toward the horizon, and I guessed we only had an hour or two before dark. “The market is busiest in the morning and early afternoon. We will have better chances and more opportunities to speak with more people if we begin early in the day.”

“Yeah, that’s a good idea,” I said. “We can be back early in the morning to set up.”

“Wonderful,” Greggin replied. “I am happy to provide several of my employees to assist in this matter. They can keep eyes and ears out, and perhaps detain someone if necessary. I will have Cyril and the others meet you at your booth in the morning. Is that acceptable?”

“Yeah, sounds good,” I said.

We finalized the plans, and then Master Javreen said his goodbyes before Cyril guided us back out of the estate. This time, we went down a long, wide hallway filled with paintings and potted plants. Cyril led us out to a cavernous foyer that exited at the massive front door I’d seen earlier.

“Thank you very much, Sam,” Cyril said as he opened the door for us. “Your efforts have brought Master Javreen and Lady Astrea much happiness. Their auto-varrin will bring convenience to all the people of Bioniin, and perhaps more of the families will see the benefits of providing their servants with wages.”

“I hope it does,” I said. “Master Javreen is a good man with some honorable beliefs about people. I hope more of the people in Bioniin take to his way of thinking.”

“The realm would be better for it,” Kaz mused in a slightly pessimistic tone.

“I couldn’t agree more, madame,” Cyril said. “I will see you on the morrow, friends.”

“See you tomorrow, Cyril,” I said with a smile.

Then Kaz, Prinna, and I left, and Cyril closed the massive front door behind us. There was still a good amount of light left, and I suspected that as long as we didn’t dawdle, we’d reach the Twin Crest Inn before dark.

“Amazing,” Prinna breathed as we headed back down the path toward town. “Master Javreen is a truly incredible man.”

“Yes,” Kaz agreed. “I quite like him. He doesn’t seem to have the capacity to hate.”

“No,” Prinna agreed. “There has never been a speck of distaste in his intentions or desires. He truly longs to make things better for all people.”

“All realms could benefit from people being more like Master Greggin Javreen,” I said in a cynical tone.

Kaz and Prinna chatted about the various inventions Javreen had shown us in his laboratory as we walked back to the Twin Crest Inn, and it was nearly dusk by the time we walked through the partially occupied bar room. Raiko, the innkeeper, gave us a friendly nod as he poured a few glasses for two men with intense facial hair at the bar. No one else paid us any attention, and we made it upstairs without any difficulty.

I unlocked the door that would lead us back home, we stepped inside, and the door closed behind us. The voices from downstairs were muffled at first, and after several seconds they faded away into silence. We were home on Earth once more.

“Is there still some of the day left?” Prinna asked.

“Yeah, I think so,” I said, and I picked up my cell phone from where I’d left it on the top of the trunk. “Yeah, it’s only six o’clock.”

Kaz and Prinna stared at me with a bit of uncertainty.

“We have about five hours before the time we typically go to bed,” I said, and I ignored the series of text messages I’d missed during the last few days. I would go through them later, I promised myself.

“Yes,” Kaz giggled.

“There is still quite a bit of time, then,” Prinna said with a smirk. “What shall we do with the remainder of our evening?”

“Well,” I sighed. “We still have a lot of cleaning to do around here. Maybe we should tackle some of that.”

“That is a good idea,” Kaz said. “Especially if we are to have someone coming to do the wiring…”

“I am still not quite sure what that means,” Prinna admitted as we left the room.

“The electricity in the walls?” I asked to jog her understanding of the situation. “The wires the electricity goes through are out of date and more likely to cause a fire. So Eli, the cousin of that guy we toured through the inn? He’s going to come by soon and put all the new wiring in for us, so Kaz is right. At the very least, we should make sure all the outlets aren’t covered up by stacks of stuff.”

“We should clear away that exit through the kitchen as well,” Kaz suggested.

“That’s a good idea,” I agreed. “How about I start there, and you two start on the second floor?”

We started down the top flight of stairs and made a quick stop in our bedroom to lay down our supplies and kick off our shoes. I’d intended to get right to work, but as I lowered my rucksack to the floor, I felt a thrill of excitement as I remembered the big-ass purse of gold coins hidden inside.

“Hang on.” I smirked, and I hefted the leather purse from my rucksack. “Can’t leave this out and about.”

“Oh, yes,” Kaz giggled.

“Will it all fit in there?” Prinna asked as she eyed my medium-sized gun safe.

“Yeah,” I said, and I waggled my eyebrows at my lovers. “I bought one big enough for our fortune to grow.”

With my never-heavy rucksack on the floor in front of the safe, I took my time stacking the three thousand gold coins onto the top shelf, and it amazed me what three thousand of anything looked like all stacked together. My mouth watered as I thought about it all turned into twenties, fifties, and hundred-dollar bills, and I took a few seconds to fantasize about rolling around in all that money. If money wasn’t so absolutely germ-ridden, I would have happily done it in reality. Hell, I might still do it just because I could, and then promptly take a shower after.

I chuckled at the idea as I closed the safe and spun the combination dial to make sure it was locked.

Then I walked over and pointed at one of the outlets that wasn’t hidden behind things.

“So, we need to find all of these things in the rooms, the hallways, the bathrooms, everywhere,” I said. “Make sure there’s nothing sitting in front of them, and try to make clear paths around so the workers won’t have to move things too much.”

“We can do that.” Kaz nodded.

“And we can continue to clean the dust and cobwebs away as well,” Prinna said.

“Great.” I smiled. “I guess I’ll go down and start on that pantry. Maybe we can build some shelves in there to help keep the place more organized.”

“Do you know how to build shelves, Sam?” Kaz wondered with a spark of admiration in her eyes.

“Not really,” I chuckled. “I mean, I understand the physics and logistics from a sort of abstract point of view, but I’ve never used a circular saw or skill saw or actually made shelves before. But that’s something we can hire a general contractor to build.”

“Like that Doug man from the cafe?” Prinna asked with a hint of pride in her voice.

“Exactly.” I grinned. “Which reminds me, I want to check out his website and see if he’s got reviews on Google.”

Both magical beauties furrowed their eyebrows at me, and I knew they’d only understood a portion of what I’d said.

“Don’t worry about it,” I chuckled. “I’ll take care of all that. You two focus on the outlets for now.”

“We’re on it, Sam,” Prinna said.

“You can count on us,” Kaz added.

“I know I can,” I said, and I kissed them both.

I changed into a pair of sweatpants and a threadbare old shirt that I didn’t care about, and I shoved my feet into my old sneakers before I headed downstairs to start clearing out that space. I grabbed some cleaning supplies, a few trash bags, a large plastic storage tote we’d been saving, a broom, and a dustpan on my way through the parlor.

I stared at the haphazard arrangement of items in the kitchen as a heavy sigh escaped my lungs.

The brand-new, top-of-the-line fridge and range were still sitting unused and uninstalled in the open space of the kitchen. The antique appliances were still in use, and their old motors rumbled doggedly on.

But I reminded myself that we were still making progress. In no time at all, this place would be improving at a more rapid pace.

I spent maybe forty-five minutes working to clear away things from the main kitchen space that were unhelpful or simply didn’t belong in the room. I stacked things into piles near the door where they were mostly out of the way but also in the general direction of the “elsewhere” they needed to end up in.

My first trash bag was filled up pretty quickly, and I flapped open a second one as I started to push myself toward the utterly packed pantry that led to the secondary exit of the main floor.

I put my phone on the counter with some music playing to entertain me, and I set to work.

There turned out to be several empty or almost empty cardboard boxes stacked on top of the pile, and I spent the time breaking the boxes down and laying them flat. I was grateful this small town had a recycling program, and now that I’d set up trash pickup with the city, they would collect all these boxes, too. It was a nice perk of the understandably high real estate taxes of the property. The town did brush pickup bi-monthly, too, which I knew would come in super handy when the time came to start tackling the landscaping and grounds outside.

I chuckled as I broke another box down, and I thought about the intensely perfect shrubbery and flower boxes at Javreen’s estate. He had to have an army of gardeners out there every day to keep the place looking so good, but I supposed when someone had as much money as him, they could pay for such things.

Insanity rippled through me as I realized I was quickly becoming somebody with as much money as Javreen, and I would likely hire a landscaping company to haul the overgrown property back into line and then maintain it as well.

My thoughts wandered through fantasies of what the inn would look like eventually as I worked, and I kept picturing well-polished woodwork, top-of-the-line lighting fixtures, expensive and oh so comfortable memory foam mattresses, and large decadent breakfast buffets for our future guests.

I’d never imagined my dreams would have involved owning an inn. Not even when I inherited the inn had I expected to open the place for business. But the idea had slowly taken root in my mind, and now I was as determined to do it as I was determined to make all the gold in my adventures through the Grymm.

I wanted to have the original hardwood floors refinished and brought back to their former glory. I wanted to create a little library like Javreen’s that was filled with a surprising variety of books and subjects. I wanted to fill this place with friendly guests looking for ghosts or the paranormal, and I wanted to chuckle to myself at night knowing doors to the most fantastical adventures sat just above their heads in the very same building. All the while, I’d go gallivanting through the realms with my beautiful, magical women at my side.

It was a wild list of dreams and desires, and I couldn’t wait to explore each path.

Clearing out the pantry moved quickly while my mind thought about all the insane ways my life had changed in such a short time, and I couldn’t stop smiling despite the variety of disgusting, filthy, and utterly useless things I sorted through.

One cardboard box contained what had once been a package of breakfast biscuits. The expiration date was from almost a decade ago, and unsurprisingly, the biscuits were black and cracking with decay. I was eternally grateful the plastic wrappings on them were still intact, and I didn’t even want to imagine the smell that might come from them if they were opened.

As I worked deeper and deeper into the stack, I developed a good rhythm. Inspect the box, throw out the trash inside, break down the boxes, and anything else that might prove to be a useful item was stacked to the side to be sorted through later. I’d say about seventy-five percent of the shit stashed in the pantry was garbage, and I soon had three fifty-five-gallon trash bags loaded up and ready to be removed.

The items that had potential to be useful were some cooking and general kitchen items. There were some wooden spoons that could be useful, several metal spatulas, a plastic trash can that could be cleaned up and repurposed, and even a cast iron frying pan that wasn’t in terrible condition. I figured if I gave it a good cleaning and took the time to re-season it, we could still use the thing. If nothing else, I could find someone in one of the realms who might want it as a doorstop or even a blunt weapon.

I was about to brave another box that, according to the label, was going to be filled with fully rotten baked goods when the music on my phone dimmed to alert me to a new text message.

“Saved by the text,” I sighed to myself.

I pulled my rubber gloves off, set them aside, and grabbed my phone off the counter I’d set it on. The message was from my friend, Kevin, and his tone was nearly desperate.

I quickly scrolled through the dozen or so messages from him over the last week, and I cringed as I realized I’d been too lax in replying to him. He wanted to know how I was, if things were good, any updates on the inn, and he repeatedly asked about Kaz.

I typed out a quick message and answered his questions as concisely as I could manage.

Dude! I’m so glad you’re not dead. Kevin replied in less than thirty seconds.

Sorry, I know I haven’t gotten back to you. Shit’s been so fucking crazy here. Tons to do, I sent back.

We chatted for a few minutes about the updates I had planned for the inn, and Kevin was thrilled that I’d decided to open it for business.

Then he got down to brass tacks, and he asked the real question he wanted an answer to.

Is Kaz still there? Are you two dating or what? Gimme the deets, man.

I sighed and decided not to mention Prinna just because I didn’t have the energy to try and explain that to Kevin right now. I told him that Kaz was still here, and she was effectively my business partner now.

Yeah, but are you fucking? Kevin never danced around the point.

That was what Kevin really wanted to know. I chuckled to myself, and apparently I didn’t answer fast enough because a second text of a dozen question marks appeared before I put my thumbs to the screen.

I tried to think of how I wanted to answer his very blunt question, and I knew he would love something along the lines of, “Of fucking course I’m fucking her brains out every night.”

But things with Kaz were developing in a much more serious direction from my standpoint. Sure, we fucked like mad. All three of us did. In fact, I’d had more sex in the time since I met the two women than I had in the last three years combined.

Yes, I’d done the math. No, I wasn’t proud, but I was obviously relieved as all hell to see my life moving in this incredibly superior direction.

But more importantly, I was genuinely falling in love with both Kaz and Prinna, and that counted for a hell of a lot for me, so instead I typed something he would have made a gagging face at if he were here with me.

She’s not just some fuck buddy, Kev. I really like her.

I cringed a tiny bit as I hit send, and I knew I’d just bought myself a flurry of messages from my best friend about how I needed to protect myself. He was a good friend, and I knew he didn’t want me to get hurt. I had to remind myself he knew almost nothing about Kaz or my life now, and besides, it wasn’t up to him what I decided to do.

But Kevin’s response surprised me.

That’s great, dude. Be careful, tho, have you DTR?

I furrowed my eyebrows at the unfamiliar anagram, and I sent back a quick, “What?”

Defined The Relationship! Dude, you gotta know where she stands!

“Shit,” I sighed.

I’d stopped trying to hide from the fact that I was waist-deep in love with both of them, but I didn’t know if I was ready to say it out loud yet. I’d only ever told one other girl that, and she’d stomped all over my heart like it was a cockroach. I’d been sort of closed off from the idea ever since, and it had definitely left me a little guarded when it came to opening up. But Kaz and Prinna were different, not just because they were from different fucking realms that contained all kinds of insane magic that I never would have dreamed of being real before.

But they had such beauty and depth in their hearts, and I knew I was the luckiest guy in the world that they wanted anything to do with me. Even more lucky that they seemed just as crazy about me as I was about them.

At least, I thought that was accurate.

I sighed again as I looked at Kevin’s last text, and I sent back a little shrugging emoji and a thumbs up. Let him interpret that how he would. Hopefully it would buy me some time before he started badgering me for a real answer.

Suddenly, I wished I had Prinna’s intention-sensing magic so I could tell what they felt for me before I went and put myself out there, but after a little more thought, I figured there wasn’t an enormous amount of hurry here.

Kaz, Prinna, and I had a really good thing going, and neither of them had made any hints that they wanted to be anywhere else. Maybe I could enjoy it for a little bit longer before I had to go defining the relationship. I didn’t even know if there was a real label for what we had.

And just like that, I missed them, and I found myself walking out of the kitchen to go and check on my outrageously sexy lovers. Partly to see how they were doing, and partly to convince myself they were real and really here.

It still felt like such a fever dream from time to time, and every once in a while, I fought the urge to pinch myself. Maybe I’d crashed my car on the way to Oregon, and now I was lying in a coma in some hospital. But if this was some kind of insane fever dream, I wasn’t ready to wake up from it.

I shook my head as I walked up the first set of stairs. No, it was all too real. My imagination wasn’t this fucking good.

But then, as I reached the top of the stairs and stepped onto the landing, a sharp shriek sounded through the house.

My heart stopped, my blood ran cold, and I raced up the second and third flights of stairs two at a time.


Chapter 14

I reached the third floor at record speed, and I skidded across the first few feet of the floor.

Kaz’s dark hair was visible at the end of the hallway as she stared directly at the blank wall in front of her, but Prinna was nowhere in sight.

My feet pounded on the floor as I ran to the end of the hall, and I slid to a stop when I reached the Enchanted woman’s side.

Kaz’s face was white, her hands were covering her mouth, and her violet eyes were as wide as a full moon.

“What is it?” I demanded with panic in my heart. “I heard someone scream. Where’s Prinna?”

“I don’t… know,” Kaz breathed, and she finally looked at me. “She just…”

Kaz waved her hands in a vague circular motion.

“Kaz?” Prinna’s voice sounded like she was standing right beside us, but she was nowhere to be found. “Sam?”

“Prinna!” I almost screamed, and my pulse picked up another level. “Are you okay? Where are you?”

“I’m alright.” Prinna’s voice sounded freakishly normal considering she appeared to be nowhere. “I promise.”

“What happened?” I asked, and I started to think about every episode of The Twilight Zone where someone accidentally stepped through a portal never to be seen again. “What do you see?”

“We were counting the outlets,” Kaz explained, and she pointed at one close to the ground at the end of the hall. “Prinna stepped forward to look at it, and she just… vanished.”

“Vanished,” I repeated dumbly.

I started to reach out toward the hall with my left hand, but before I could get close enough for anything to happen, Prinna suddenly appeared right in front of me like she’d simply stepped through a curtain from the next room.

“Prinna!” Kaz gasped, and she threw her arms around the taller woman.

“Ugh,” I groaned with relief, and I pulled them both into my arms. “What the fuck happened?”

My relief had overcome every one of my senses so much that it was only after a few seconds that I realized Prinna was holding something big and hard in her arms.

“Where were you?” I asked as I released my hold on them both. “And what is that?”

“I’m not sure,” Prinna said. “There appears to be some kind of visibility barrier right there. Something magical, I would assume. I could still see both of you… it was very strange.”

“What?” I felt like an idiot as I waved my hand through the air again.

I leaned a bit further to see if I could touch the wall, and I found what felt like a solid wall for half a second. Then I pushed a little harder, and my hand pressed right through like super-soft Jell-O.

I moved far enough for the tips of my fingers, the back of my hand, my wrist, and my forearm to sink into the weird Jell-O consistency of the invisible barrier, and it completely disappeared from sight. It was the weirdest fucking thing I’d ever seen in my life, and considering the events of the last few weeks, that was really saying something.

“What the fuck?” I mumbled.

A shiver ran down my spine at the illusion of being a left-arm amputee, and I pulled my arm back to this side of the invisibility barrier. Subconsciously, I rubbed my arm and hand with my other to make sure it was still there.

“What was it like in there?” Kaz wondered as she stared at the completely regular-looking bit of wall.

“The hallway is a bit longer than it appears,” Prinna said. “It looked just like the rest of the hallway, and there is an outlet there. There are a few shelves, too, and I found this box.”

I took a deep breath as I decided to have a look for myself. My teeth clenched together, and I leaned my head forward. It was very weird to push my head through the strange gelatinous consistency of what looked like thin air right before a regular wall. I pushed a bit harder, and the air before my eyes seemed to waver and quiver in front of me.

The space beyond the barrier was dark, and it took a few seconds for my eyes to adjust. Then all I could see was more of what looked like the same hallway. Just like Prinna had described, there were three shelves across the end of the hallway. A massive cobweb hung in the upper right-hand corner, and there was a thick layer of dirt on the floor. I could smell the distinctive musty stink of disuse, and I leaned back to return to the normal side of the hallway.

“That was very strange to see,” Kaz remarked as she looked at my entire head like she needed to make sure it had all returned with me.

“It felt like walking through Jell-O,” I said. “Could you tell you’d gone through some kind of magical barrier?”

“No, I felt something strange,” Prinna said. “But I didn’t realize what had happened until Kaz screamed. Then I turned around and saw her face had gone all white, and I felt intense fear coming off her.”

“And you didn’t say anything!” Kaz laughed accusingly. “I was so worried.”

“Sam came running up the stairs before I could really think what to do.” Prinna shrugged apologetically. “I didn’t know what was making you afraid, and it scared me, too. I tried to look around for something that might be dangerous, but I couldn’t see anything. I am sorry I frightened you both.”

“I’m just glad you’re alright,” I assured her, and I gave her a kiss.

“Me, too,” Kaz sighed. “But what’s in the box?”

“I’m not sure,” Prinna said. “Shall we go and have a look somewhere more comfortable?”

“Yeah, let’s go to our room,” I suggested. “I’m at a good stopping point downstairs, and I would love a shower. You wouldn’t believe the disgusting things I threw away from that pantry.”

I made an exaggerated expression of sickness, and I mocked a full-body shiver. Kaz and Prinna giggled, and I was glad the moment of panicked tension was gone. I helped Kaz scoop up the cleaning supplies my lovers had been using, and we headed down the hall to our bedroom.

Kaz and I left the cleaning things just in the hallway for now, and we stepped into our bedroom. I toed off my sneakers and stripped off the gross t-shirt and jeans I’d been wearing. My sexy ladies rid themselves similarly of their outer layers, and we sat on the floor at the foot of the bed in our underwear.

The box was about the size of a shoebox for a pair of men’s work boots, and there was a strange assortment of things inside. The first item that caught my attention was a small birdcage.

It was made of dark gray metal and domed on the top like the birdcages I’d always seen in cartoons. It was hardly big enough to hold a small finch, and even then, any bird would have been miserably confined in such a small space.

“Oh, beautiful,” Prinna breathed as she picked something up.

It was a small square of unfinished fabric that was badly frayed around the edges. It had an interesting paisley pattern in deep shades of green, gold, and teal.

“There are others,” Kaz said, and she lifted a few more squares.

“Weird,” I said.

Then I spotted something that really caught my eye.

It was the torn edge of what looked like a larger piece of parchment, and I picked it up to have a closer look.

It seemed to be the bottom edge of an old map, but there weren’t any labels or words left on the inch-wide strip. The only way I knew it was a map for sure was the distinctive shape of small buildings along what I guessed was a coastline.

It wasn’t a map of any of the realms we’d seen so far, and I set it aside to see what else was in the box.

“Hmm,” Kaz hummed.

I turned to see what she was holding, and it turned out to be some kind of small figurine. It was the full-figured form of a woman about six inches tall. Her hips were nearly as wide as she was tall, and her breasts were almost as large. It reminded me of the fertility goddess statues I’d seen during one of my middle school field trips to a history museum.

“Do you think it’s some kind of goddess?” I wondered.

“Perhaps,” Kaz said.

“I have seen idols of gods and goddesses like this before,” Prinna murmured. “They are, well, they were, a common depiction of the goddess of nature and the realm in Amirma.”

“Were?” I asked.

“Until the Consumption,” Prinna clarified. “Worship of the gods and goddesses of nature and magic were despised after that, much like everything else to do with magic.”

“Mmm,” I grumbled.

The last thing in the box was a piece of jewelry. I picked it up and brushed the pad of my thumb over the smooth metal medallion piece in the middle.

It was a choker-style necklace made of three rows of delicate gold chain. The center piece was a flat coin-like medallion with an engraved image of what I guessed was a bird. Tiny gemstones had been inlaid to colorize the bird, and it was badly in need of a cleaning.

“I bet Big John would give us a pretty penny for this,” I said.

“Only a penny?” Prinna asked. “Pennies are the least valuable coin, aren’t they?”

“Earth expression,” I murmured half-heartedly. “I think he would give us a good price for this piece if we wanted to sell it.”

“I quite like it,” Kaz said thoughtfully. “And the inn will need decorating… I have been thinking about this since we visited that diner with the strange little squirrel in the waistcoat. Perhaps we should keep things like these to decorate the inn with.”

Kaz held up the necklace and goddess statue, and she nodded at the little birdcage to include it as well.

“Yeah.” I nodded. “I like that idea. Good thinking, Kaz.”

“Our future guests will enjoy viewing all the strange things we can collect,” Prinna agreed.

“Definitely,” I said. “Especially if our target demographic is ghost hunters and seekers of the paranormal. They’ll love all kinds of weird things. Plus, who knows? Stuff that comes from other realms might even set off the weird little detectors those people use, and then business really will be booming here…”

“Detectors?” Kaz asked.

“You’ll see,” I chuckled. “You’ll probably love how into it these people get, it’s kind of amusing.”

“Personally,” Prinna said in a grumbly tone as she glanced down at her almost naked body, “I would love a good hot shower.”

“Ugh, yes, please,” Kaz muttered. “I feel like there are cobwebs in places cobwebs should never be.”

“They’re definitely in your hair,” I chuckled, and I carefully plucked one small mass of the sticky dusty fiber from her dark waves.

“Eeeww!” Kaz squealed with disgust, and she hopped up from the floor.

Kaz scraped her palms all over her body like there were a million tiny bugs crawling all over her and she was trying to brush them all off. After about four seconds of that, she released another disgusted groan, and a shiver raced through her body.

“I demand a shower,” Kaz said, and she stomped her foot in protest.

“Okay,” I laughed at how adorable she was in her frustration. “Shower time.”

I stood up and held out a hand to Prinna where she still sat cross-legged on the floor.

“Do you think it is big enough for all three of us?” Prinna asked.

“I don’t know,” I said with a smirk. “Let’s find out.”

Kaz blushed, and Prinna giggled as we made our way into the bathroom. Both sexy ladies removed their panties and bras while I took charge of turning on the water and letting it heat up.

While I waited for the cold pipes to finally spit out some warm water, I wondered what it would take to run new piping to all the taps. I decided to get some quotes on it at least, and then the water started to steam up the bathroom.

“Is it hot?” Kaz asked, and there was a thread of desperation in her voice. “Please tell me it’s hot!”

“Yes, Madame,” I said with a playfully serious expression. “It’s hot.”

“Thank you, good sir,” Kaz giggled, and she hopped right into the steaming spray of water. “Uuuuuhhhh, yeeesss.”

I gestured for Prinna to get in next, and she gave me a playful smile and a refined nod as she stepped in. I followed my lovers into the shower, and I was pleased to discover there was enough space for the three of us to fit. It wasn’t comfortable, but it was workable.

I added “expand our shower” to my mental list of renovations to speak to the general contractor about, and I picked up my bar of soap.

Kaz and Prinna took turns standing directly under the spray of hot water as they washed and conditioned their hair, and then they stepped aside to allow me a chance to enjoy the full stream.

The water ran brown under our feet, and after the outermost layer of grime and ick was washed away, we all collectively agreed to have a second wash. This time we took our time, and we helped each other reach some of the more difficult areas of our bodies.

I scrubbed the shampoo into Kaz’s heavy locks while Prinna ran a foamy loofa down the planes of my back. Then we shifted, and I caressed my hands down the curves of my white-blonde lover’s sides and ass. Our hands were slippery with soap, and there was no rush in any of us.

I gently massaged the tension out of Kaz’s shoulders, and then I worked a few knots out of Prinna’s neck. They both returned the favor by massaging my upper arms and shoulders until I felt like I might melt into a puddle like a pat of butter in a hot frying pan. I could sense that both Kaz and Prinna were happy to just enjoy the sensual touch of my hands, and I reveled in the soft strokes of their fingers, too.

We lingered in the shower for a while until the water started to run cold, and we were forced out.

“That was so wonderful,” Prinna sighed as she towel-dried her chin-length hair.

“Mmm,” Kaz agreed lazily. “So relaxing.”

“I think that’s the best way to end a long day,” I hummed as I dried off with my towel. “We should have something to eat before we go to bed, though.”

“Oh, yes.” Kaz perked up. “I am quite hungry. What shall we have?”

“Well,” I said. “We’ve still got those frozen sandwiches. We could put some in the air fryer. Or we could order something, but that will take longer.”

“What else can we cook in the air fryer?” Prinna asked.

“Oh, you know what?” I gasped. “I think there are some loaded potato skins and mozzarella sticks in the freezer. We could fry those.”

“I am not sure what any of that is except mozzarella,” Prinna giggled. “There were some in that sampler platter we had at the diner. They were so delicious.”

“Oh, yes!” Kaz nodded. “That sounds good.”

“Alright,” I chuckled as I hung my towel up to dry. “Give me a few minutes, and I’ll be back with some grub… I mean food.”

“I was going to ask!” Kaz laughed.

My ladies hung up their towels as I left the bathroom, and I quickly grabbed some boxers from a drawer. I stepped into them and then hurried downstairs to assemble some food for us.

I gazed longingly at the new fridge and stove, and I couldn’t wait until we could try them out. I didn’t mind getting takeout, but I did look forward to the chance to cook a real meal for the three of us.

But for now, this was pretty good, and it was definitely better than the crappy microwavable meals I’d lived on for long stretches in the past. For some reason, that reminded me of my student loans, and for the first time since I’d signed all the paperwork for them, I didn’t feel like vomiting when I thought of what I owed.

Now, thanks to this inn and the doors within, I had the means to pay back the loans I’d borrowed without having to live on Ramen noodles and shitty microwave dinners for another twenty years.

I loaded all our food onto two plates, and I headed back upstairs.

Kaz and Prinna lounged across our bed in pajamas that somehow looked just as sexy as they did comfortable.

My Enchanted lover wore a matched set with a button-down top and tiny shorts in a girly shade of pink, and my white-blonde witch wore a light-blue night dress with thick straps and a little bow between her breasts. They both perked up and moved to sitting positions as I kicked the bedroom door closed behind me.

“Dinner is served, m’ladies,” I said.

I crawled onto the bed between them and set the plates down for us.

“Careful,” I cautioned. “They’re really hot in the middle.”

“What did you call this?” Kaz asked as she carefully selected something from the plate.

“Loaded potato skins,” I said. “French fries are made out of potatoes, so I think you’ll like these.”

“Is that bacon?” Kaz gasped excitedly.

“Yes,” I chuckled. “And cheese and some green onions. Try dipping it in this.”

I pointed at the large scoop of sour cream I’d plopped onto one of the plates.

Kaz gingerly touched the edge of her potato skin into the sour cream, blew on the steaming food, and took a little nibble.

“Mmmm!” Kaz exclaimed as she took another bite. “That’s so good!”

“I’m glad you like it,” I chuckled.

Prinna tried a loaded potato skin next, and her enthusiasm for the carb-loaded food was just as great as Kaz’s. The white-blonde witch discovered she preferred marinara sauce on her potato skins, though, and I wondered if she would love a good grilled cheese and tomato soup.

We ate our food and talked over our plan for tomorrow in the comfort of our bed.

“Should I move through the market to investigate,” Kaz asked, “or should I stay nearby and question anyone who might try to pay with a false coin?”

“I’ve been thinking about it…” I nodded. “And I think you should move through the market to question people. It’s a pretty standard practice for muses to wander around a bit, and that’ll give you a broad range to use your talents in our favor.”

“Good point,” Kaz said.

“But don’t go too far,” I said. “Like, see if you can stay where you can see us. That way, if we need you, I can flag you down.”

“Alright,” Kaz said.

“Do you wish for me to stay close to the booth, Sam?” Prinna asked.

“I think that’s the best call,” I said. “You can pinpoint anybody with ulterior motives or deceptive intentions. I feel like those people will be our best leads in trying to track the coins back to their source. Anybody whose an innocent bystander caught in the middle of this probably won’t have deceptive intentions.”

“They are even unlikely to know they have false coins,” Prinna added.

“Exactly.” I nodded. “From what Javreen was saying, most people don’t even know about the fake coins until it’s too late. So relying on deceptive intentions alone probably won’t get us going.”

“Am I to be useful at all?” Prinna worried.

“I’m sure you will be,” I said. “But I think we’ll need Kaz’s skills to get us started, and then you’ll come in later. That’s just a hunch, though. I’m not really sure how this is all going to go.”

“We will figure it out together,” Kaz said.

“Because we are a team,” Prinna added with more confidence.

“That’s right.” I grinned. “I do think this could get really dangerous, though.”

“It was kind of Master Javreen to offer extra security for us,” Kaz said.

“Yeah,” I agreed. “In the morning, we’ll arrange for one of his staff to shadow each of you. I don’t want either of you wandering off alone just in case we get waist-deep in shit. Your knives haven’t arrived yet, and even if they did, neither of you are trained fighters. Javreen offered us extra protection, so let’s use it.”

“I will feel safer with his security nearby,” Kaz said.

“As will I,” Prinna hummed.

“And I’ll feel a lot better knowing you’re both being watched over,” I said.

Kaz attempted to hide a huge yawn behind her delicate hand, and I gave her an affectionate smirk.

“Come on,” I said. “It’s getting late, and we have a very early day.”

“It will be a long day, too,” Prinna pointed out.

“I’m sure it will,” I said, and a yawn snuck up on me. “Aahhh, yeah. Sleep.”

Kaz smiled as she set the plates on the floor near the door, and we all climbed under the cozy blankets together. I shifted a few times before I decided I wanted to roll onto my stomach.

“Sorry,” I mumbled tiredly. “I’m having trouble getting comfortable. I usually sleep on my stomach.”

“Then sleep on your stomach, Sam,” Prinna murmured softly.

“Yes,” Kaz agreed. “Do not feel like you must sleep in one position to suit us. I think Prinna and I can work around whatever you prefer.”

“I don’t want to make you uncomfortable, though,” I said. “Or take up the whole bed or anything.”

“Sam,” Prinna said in a gentle tone. “I believe Kaz and I are both used to sleeping in far less ideal conditions than a comfortable bed beside a caring and warm man.”

“It’s true,” Kaz giggled quietly. “Even if I had only a small section of the side of this bed, it would be more comfortable than any place I’d slept before I met you.”

“Oh,” I breathed with understanding. “I guess I hadn’t really thought about it like that.”

“You have brought us more comfort and safety than either of us has ever known,” Prinna said.

“Yes,” Kaz agreed in an emphatic whisper.

“I’m glad I could give that to you both,” I sighed.

I gave Prinna a kiss before I rolled onto my stomach, and then I leaned over to kiss Kaz, too. My toes hung comfortably off the end of the mattress to allow my ankles to be in a relaxed position, and I settled my face flat against the bed.

“Is that better?” Kaz asked.

“Mmm,” I hummed. “Yeah.”

“Good,” Prinna murmured.

Both of my lovers snuggled up close to my sides after that, and I felt surrounded in the warmth of both their bodies and their hearts. A deep swelling of love poured through me, and I knew that as soon as the moment felt right, I would tell them exactly how I felt.

Kevin’s insistence that we define the relationship echoed in my mind, but I felt no need to do it. Our relationship completely defied all Earthly labels, and I knew it was about what we felt for each other more than what box other people would want to put us in.

I came to the conclusion that no one else’s opinions mattered, and I fell asleep to the gentle breathing of my two magical lovers with the side of my face comfortably smushed into the mattress.

Several hours later, a single finger stroked slowly down the middle of my spine.

“Sam,” Prinna’s voice whispered gently in my ear. “It’s morning, Sam.”

“Mmm,” I mumbled, and I shifted on the bed.

“We are to meet Cyril in the market soon,” Kaz added in a hushed tone. “We must get going.”

“Mmggrrrmm,” I grumbled playfully.

I was wide awake, but I loved the delicate way both women were trying to pry me from sleep. I was curious how long they would keep up the gentle tactics before they resorted to more forceful action.

Much to my surprise, it didn’t take long, and after one more gentle attempt at coaxing me awake, Prinna plopped a pillow down on my back.

“Wake up!” she giggled.

“Oh, really?” I laughed.

I rolled over and snaked my arms around her narrow waist as she laughed in protest.

“Sam!” Prinna playfully pushed at my arms, but I didn’t let go.

“What?” I teased. “I’m awake now!”

“You were awake before!” Kaz laughed.

“That’s true,” I chortled.

“Come on,” Prinna said. “We shouldn’t be late, or we might miss an opportunity!”

“You’re right,” I said as my laughter died down.

I slung the blankets aside and stood up from the bed. After an achingly powerful stretch and a brutal head rush, I walked over to the dresser and started pulling out clothes for the day.

My dark-haired and white-blonde lovers did the same, and they dressed in clothing that would attract plenty of attention.

Kaz wore a skirt with a short hem in the front that trailed down to her calves in the back. It was loose and flowy in a shade of fuchsia that drew attention to the violet color of her eyes. She threw on a billowy blouse that gave off sexy pirate vibes and tightened a sleek black corset around her middle that hugged just under the curve of her breasts. The corset did nothing to contain her ample curves as it pushed her tits up on display. She pushed her feet into her combat-style boots, and then she walked into the bathroom to style her hair.

Prinna’s fashion choices typically bordered on a more boho, hippie, modern witch aesthetic, and today was no different. She went with a long flowy skirt that floated around her ankles like a fog. It had a cool gradient of colors that went from pale green to deep turquoise, and she picked a sexy white crop top with puffed little sleeves that showed off a fair bit of the bottom half of her ribcage. Her skirt was high-waisted so her navel was fully concealed, but it was still sexy as hell.

Prinna walked into the bathroom, and a second later Kaz walked out with a bit of golden eye shadow and a sharp line of dark eyeliner. She’d put on some kind of dusky pink lip color, and just a hint of shimmer on the tip of her nose. She’d also added something to her dark waves to give them a sleek and shiny appearance, and she did a little twirl for me.

“How do I look?” Kaz asked.

“Gorgeous,” I answered as amazement washed through me.

“Did I do my makeup well?” Kaz asked.

“It looks perfect,” I said. “Enough to be noticed and add to your beauty without making you look like a clown.”

“What is a clown?” Kaz asked.

“Um…” I laughed. “A kind of entertainer. Usually for children. They wear a lot of wild makeup in bright colors, and they do tricks.”

Kaz tilted her head to the side with confusion, but before I could try to explain further, Prinna came back from the bathroom.

The witch had also applied makeup, and she’d chosen to go with a smokier eye look that really brought out the green flecks in her hazel eyes. She’d picked a deeper copper eyeshadow and added a brown eyeliner. Instead of a colored lipstick, it looked like Prinna had gone with a slight shimmer gloss, and she’d added just a bit of jade-green shadow to the inner corners of her eyelids.

“I think I’m getting better with this pretty face dirt,” Prinna mused playfully.

“Face dirt!” I burst out laughing at the weirdly accurate description. “That’s good. I love that.”

I finished dressing in a nice pair of trousers, a pair of decent hiking boots, and a nice polo shirt. Then I slung my leather jacket over my shoulders for good measure, grabbed my rucksack, and I fastened the short sword I’d taken from that asshole back in Amirma to my belt.

I wished Kaz and Prinna’s knives had arrived, but they weren’t due for a few more days. The knowledge that Javreen’s security guys would be armed and trained fighters consoled me, and we made sure we had everything we needed.

A quick double-check to make sure I had my scale and an extra set of batteries, and then we were ready to go. I ran downstairs to grab some food to bring with us. Once the frozen breakfast sandwiches were hot, I wrapped them in aluminum foil, and I headed back upstairs.

“Do you think we will catch the person today?” Kaz wondered as we headed up to the fourth floor.

“Probably not,” I said as I took a bite of my food. “I guess it’s possible, but I don’t think it’s likely.”

“Better to assume this will take a long time,” Prinna said. “Then if we make good progress today, it will feel more like a victory.”

“Exactly.” I grinned.

We walked slowly into the room to Bioniin and hung around long enough to finish our breakfast. The sound of glasses clinking together and a few quiet voices had faded completely into the room by the time I took my last bite, and I looked at Kaz and Prinna to make sure they were ready.

Prinna nodded as she swallowed the last bit of her sandwich, and Kaz’s violet eyes smiled as she licked a bit of grease from one of her fingers.

“Ready,” Kaz chirped.

I opened the door and gestured for my ladies to go first, and we filed down the staircase.

The mustachioed innkeeper, Raiko was drying several glasses at the bar while a group of three gentlemen chatted at a nearby table. Raiko gave us a quiet smile of greeting as we entered the room, and the three men paid us little attention.

“Off quite early this morning, sir?” Raiko asked casually.

“Big day ahead of us,” I said in a friendly tone.

“Should be a good day for business,” Raiko commented. “If the clouds can hold off.”

“Is it supposed to rain today?” Kaz asked.

Raiko pursed his lips thoughtfully. “It might.”

“Does the market shut down because of the rain?” Prinna asked.

“No, not usually,” Raiko answered. “Not unless it really comes down, at least. But, this time of year, it’s more often just a light sprinkle before the skies clear again. It shouldn’t cause you much trouble.”

“That’s good to know,” I said, and I nodded with gratitude. “Thanks, Raiko.”

“My pleasure, sir,” Raiko replied. “Enjoy your day.”

Kaz smiled, and Prinna waved as we headed out onto the quiet streets.

The sky was mostly blue this morning, but there were some thick clouds far off in the distance over the ocean. I was almost relieved to know Bioniin wasn’t perpetually sunny, and I hoped the rain would be very light like Raiko predicted. But if we had to come back another day due to heavy rain, we would do it. We still had seven days after today on our market fortnight pass after all.

We started walking down Jeblin Lane toward Swanne Market, and I let my mind wander.

I tried to figure out how often we might want to trade in the market here to buy the next level of pass, and after we’d walked about a mile, I decided we probably would never buy more than a fortnight pass. The ten days was plenty for our needs, and we have so many other realms to trade in. It didn’t make any kind of sense to lock ourselves into an annual pass that would discourage us from trading in the other realms.

Besides, we easily made back the fee for a fortnight pass in a day or two of good business. Not to mention what the budding friendship with such a wealthy and powerful inventor might bring in the future. Who knew what kind of tools he might need someday, and I had a feeling I would now be his go-to guy for such things.

The streets of Bioniin were pretty quiet this morning, and I wondered how busy the market would be today. I figured the possible threat of rain would keep at least some people away, but maybe that was a good thing. If we weren’t overrun with patrons, we could linger a bit more on the people who were present.

Either way, we would go about our plan, and we would see what we could learn about those damn counterfeit coins.

By the time we reached the market, I was feeling determined and almost hopeful that we could make good progress today. I knew Kaz and Prinna’s magical abilities were going to be most useful in this whole endeavor, and I felt a sense of pride at the fact.

We strode to our booth’s location and set up without much trouble. I noticed a few dark-suited men meandering around nearby, and more than one of them gave me a covert wink while we set up our display of goods.

“Are those Master Javreen’s men?” Kaz whispered.

“Yeah, I think so,” I said.

We continued to set our goods out on the booth, and then I noticed Cyril walk past at a leisurely pace. He deliberately avoided eye contact, and I figured he was trying to keep a low profile.

“Alright,” I said once everything was set and reset to perfection. “There are no more reasons to stall. Let’s open for business.”

“Shall I begin to bring people in?” Kaz asked.

“Yeah,” I said. “But remember, stay close in case we need you here.”

“I will keep you in my sight,” Kaz assured me.

Then she pushed her hip out just a little, gave me a sultry wink, and headed out into the thin crowd of the market.

“Come down to Venturer Sam’s booth for the best goods in Swanne Market,” Kaz called in that magically charming voice of hers.

I smirked as I watched her walk away toward the other booths, and Prinna hid a little giggle behind her hand.

“Right,” I chuckled. “So, do you feel anybody dubious around yet?”

Prinna scanned the crowd easily, and her hazel eyes became just a bit unfocused for a long moment. Then she pursed her lips thoughtfully and shook her head.

“I sense no deception yet,” Prinna reported.

She indicated the desires of a few people nearby.

One was clearly a member of Javreen’s staff, and he was feeling a longing to be useful according to my white-blonde lover. An older couple was simply enjoying each other’s company and the sights of the market, while a group of three young men were looking for some fun.

Business began slowly, and that was just fine by me. Making money wasn’t the goal of the day, and slow business allowed us the time to weigh each and every coin that came through our booth.

We sold several things in the first hour of business, and we didn’t come across a single false coin.

The looming clouds in the distance rolled in closer, and a light sprinkle started. Kaz dashed back to the booth to hide under the small canopy we’d added, and Prinna held her hands out to catch the tiny misting raindrops.

“You don’t like the rain?” I asked Kaz.

“I don’t like being cold and wet when it stops,” Kaz answered.

Meanwhile, Prinna seemed in her element, and she spun in a slow circle as the rain left little droplets on her tanned face.

The merchants huddled under the canopies of their booths, and many of them held out sheets or umbrellas to their muses. I wondered how much of it was out of kindness and how much was based on a desire not to have muses who looked like drowned rats.

Not that it mattered a whole lot, the gentle spring shower stopped after about five minutes, and Prinna laughed as she walked back over to our booth.

“You’re all wet,” Kaz pointed out.

“And you are not,” Prinna laughed. “I love the rain. It has been years since the rain was safe to stand in.”

“The Consumption?” I asked.

“Yes.” Prinna nodded and her damp hair slapped her cheeks like mischievous little pixies were playing in the white-blonde locks. “What little rain has fallen since the Consumption has burned.”

“Acid rain,” I muttered, and I thought back to the weird and acidic-looking puddles I’d seen on the ground.

“I didn’t realize how much I missed rain,” Prinna said in a wistful voice.

I glanced around, and all the merchants were returning to business as usual. Their muses tucked the umbrellas and lengths of fabric away behind their merchants’ booths, and they started to call out to the market’s patrons once more.

“Alright, I guess we’re back in business,” I said, and I smiled at Kaz. “Have you had any luck yet?”

“No, nothing of any consequence yet.” Kaz shook her head. “Any fake coins yet?”

“No, nothing,” I said. “But it’s early in the day still.”

Kaz gave me a sultry smile before she turned and walked away with that sexy sway of her hips in her step. We both knew I was watching her walk away, and I smirked at the extra flip of her hair she gave.

“Hello, good sir,” Prinna said as an old man with a wrinkled face walked up to the booth. “Can we interest you in something for that special woman in your life? Or perhaps a bit of material for that project you’ve been working on?”

“I suppose I have a moment,” the old man chuckled, and he couldn’t tear his eyes away from Prinna.

The light spring rain had left her a bit damp around the edges, and it gave her an otherworldly appearance like she was some mysterious forest nymph who’d escaped from the woods.

She charmed him into buying a bowler hat made of imitation beaver fur, and he happily paid twenty gold solars for it.

I quickly weighed each of the coins on the scale while Prinna chatted him up a bit to keep him around. The first twelve coins weighed right on point, but lucky number thirteen was eight grams too light.

“We’ve got one,” I hissed.


Chapter 15

My eyes shot up as I automatically searched for Kaz, and I spotted her a few booths down. She must have been keeping an eye on us and seen the moment I’d identified a fake coin because she was already walking back toward us.

The Enchanted woman moved with purpose but not haste, so she returned to our booth quickly and without drawing too much attention.

“Got one?” she asked quietly.

I gave her a succinct nod, and she instantly turned her magical charm up to eleven as she caught the older man’s eyes.

“Hello, good sir,” Kaz purred. “Are you having a pleasant day in the market?”

“Yeesss,” the old man breathed, and he looked like he might start drooling. “I am having a pleasant day in the market.”

“I see you’ve purchased an item from my venturer here,” Kaz continued in that slippery voice of hers. “Are you very pleased with it?”

“It is a very good item,” the old man sighed.

It looked like he would melt into a puddle or roll over for belly scratches like a dog if Kaz asked him to, and I hoped we could get something useful from him.

Just then, another gentleman with a portly belly and a brass-ringed monocle walked up and started to eye the hex wrenches I had on the booth.

“Hmm, these have caught my interest, venturer,” the portly gentleman said. “Can we make a deal?”

I groaned internally as I had to draw my attention away from Kaz and the older man. I knew she would continue to charm him with idle conversation so I could deal with the portly man, but my heart raced as I had to divert my focus.

It felt like having to ignore a growing grease fire on the stove while I chopped some onions, and my teeth ground together as I tried to keep my tone even. My mind was buzzing trying to push my attention back to Kaz’s conversation with the old man, and I spit out a number without really thinking.

“Forty gold,” I said, even as I realized it was actually higher than was reasonable.

Oh, well, if the guy didn’t want to pay the price, I was okay with that if it got the portly gentleman moving along so we could focus on the counterfeit coins.

“Hmm,” the portly man hummed, and he rubbed a meaty hand over his large stomach. “I suppose… would you accept thirty-seven?”

I blinked twice because even though this was a slightly lower price than I’d said, it was still way higher than I would have normally accepted, had I not been so distracted.

Damn, making money in these realms really was so much easier than on Earth.

“Deal,” I said, and I accepted the gold coins from the portly gentleman.

Prinna grabbed his attention for another moment with a seductive smile and a friendly question while I rapidly weighed the coins. I cut some time off by weighing ten of them at a time, and they weighed as they should. Then I quickly raced through the remaining seven coins, and I sighed with relief when the last one showed the correct weight on the little digital screen.

“Pleasure doing business with you, sir,” I said.

“Thank you,” the portly gentleman replied, and then he strolled away with his hex wrenches.

Prinna and I made a show of removing items from the top of our booth to make it clear we were pausing sales for a short break. It was something I’d seen other merchants do throughout the day, and the patrons of the market walked past us without question.

Kaz had led the older man around and off to the side a little bit, and he was staring at her with an enamored expression on his wrinkled face.

“Can you read this guy from over here?” I asked Prinna. “I don’t want to draw too much attention to ourselves. I think crowding around him will draw too many unwanted eyes.”

“Yes.” Prinna nodded. “He’s enjoying Kaz’s conversation, and I sense no deceit about him.”

“Good,” I said.

I stepped closer to the Enchanted woman and her enraptured audience of one.

Prinna made herself appear busy by folding and refolding some of the clothing items a few steps behind the booth. Prinna was perfectly demonstrating body language that said we weren’t accepting deals at the moment, and we would be open for more business later.

“Clever girl.” I smirked to myself both about how savvy Prinna was and for my perfectly placed Jurassic Park reference.

“Have you done much shopping this morning?” Kaz asked the older man.

My jaw clenched as we started to move toward the meat and potatoes of our interaction, and I glanced at Prinna. The white-blonde witch shook her head in the tiniest movement, and I understood that she couldn’t sense any deception or dishonesty from the man.

“No,” the old man murmured. “This was my first purchase. It won’t be the last, though, I’d be a fool to return home without something for my darling wife.”

“That’s sweet,” Kaz mused, and the magical influence in her voice became stronger. “Where did you get the coins you used to pay for this item?”

“I sold some things yesterday,” the old man said in a voice with no inflection. “An old cloak of my wife’s and a pair of decorative wrist cuffs.”

“How many gold coins did the man give you for these items?” Kaz asked.

“Twenty-eight, madame,” the old man said.

His eyes looked far away, and his mouth was starting to fall a bit slack. Worry about his mental and physical stamina started to creep into my mind, and I touched Kaz’s elbow gently.

“Be gentle with him,” I whispered. “He’s old. He might be in fragile health.”

Kaz nodded, and she seemed to reel in her charm just a little bit.

The old man blinked a few times, and my heart started to slow back to a more normal pace.

“Was this man a merchant in Swanne Market?” Kaz asked.

“Yes.” The old man nodded.

I was relieved to see his color return to normal, but the tension of a solid lead made my heart start to race once more.

“Where is his booth?” Kaz asked. “Did you see him in the market this morning?”

“He was two rows that way, Madame,” the old man said, and he again looked eager to please the Enchanted woman.

He held up a wrinkled and crooked finger, and he pointed further toward the shoreline.

“Two rows that way,” the old man repeated, and he rolled his eyes lightly like he was trying to remember something. “Third booth in from the end.”

“Oh, thank you, good sir,” Kaz said, and her voice oozed with gratitude and charm. “I am ever so grateful for your help.”

“Happy to help,” the old man said, and a wide grin spread across his face.

“Do enjoy the rest of your day, sir,” Kaz said, and she gave the old man a gentle pat on his hunched shoulder. Then she gently pushed him away from our booth and on with the rest of his day. The magical charm in her voice faded, and she offered a casual goodbye.

The old man shuffled a few steps away before he blinked several times, and I watched as he came back into himself completely. His face was relaxed, and there was a lingering smile on his lips. He looked none the worse for wear, and even like he had enjoyed the interaction with the Enchanted beauty. Then he seemed to notice the bowler had in his hands, grinned at it, and placed it on top of his balding head.

“Well done, Kaz,” I hissed with excitement.

“Shall we go investigate this other merchant?” Kaz asked, and there was a mischievous glint in her violet eyes.

“Definitely.” I grinned back.

“You learned something,” Prinna said in a hushed voice, and her hazel eyes were bright with exhilaration.

“We have another merchant to investigate,” I said.

Just then, one of the men in dark suits I’d noticed lingering around since we’d set up this morning walked over, and I figured he was one of Javreen’s employees.

“Have you made progress, sir?” the man asked.

“Are you with Cyril?” I asked in a quiet voice.

“Indeed, sir,” the man replied in a regular volume and tone, and then he lowered his voice to keep his words between us. “If you are ready to follow this lead, I will watch over your booth for you.”

I quickly checked with Prinna that he was being truthful, and after a quick nod from her, I nodded at the man.

Cyril happened to stroll lazily past then, and I noticed he and the new man in the dark suit shared a covert nod. That confirmed for me that this man was Javreen’s employee, and any lingering doubts about his trustworthiness disappeared.

“Thank you,” I said, but I quickly decided it made more sense to close up shop for the day. “I think we’ll close up, though.”

“We can assist in carrying your belongings, then,” the man said. “My name is Stricklin, sir.”

“Thank you, Stricklin,” I said. “It would be helpful not to have to carry everything.”

“Master Javreen has requested we meet him at the familial estate later,” Stricklin explained. “Shall I have your things brought there for you?”

“Uh, sure,” I said.

Out of an abundance of caution, I tucked the money box and scale into the rucksack with some of our more valuable wares, and I slung it onto my shoulders. It was never heavy enough to be a burden on me despite how many items we jammed inside. But we would definitely have an easier time without the collapsible booth weighing us down. I passed that to Stricklin, and I jammed most of the clothing we’d had on display into a tote bag we used to keep things organized. I handed the tote bag to Javreen’s employee, too, and then I turned to my magical lovers.

“Come on,” I said.

“I will leave you in the capable hands of Master Javreen’s other employees,” Stricklin said, and he headed off in the general direction of the Javreen Familial Estate.

We walked down to the end of the row, skipped the next row, and started down the one the old man had identified. The third booth in from the end was operated by a local merchant in a cream-colored, collared shirt, and deep maroon trousers and waistcoat. He had a gold chain strung from one of his vest buttons into the little pocket at the front, and he wore square spectacles on his large nose. A beautiful woman with long golden-blonde hair twisted into tight spirals over her left shoulder beckoned to patrons as they passed. She wore a long cream-colored dress that hung loosely from just under her breasts, and heavy copper cuffs around her wrists.

The booth was covered in small metal sculptures, wrist cuffs, and what looked like quill pens, desk blotters, and inkwells. It was an interesting collection of goods, and it seemed they were mostly handmade by the merchant.

After an observant glance around the row of booths, I noticed several of Javreen’s men and Cyril had leisurely followed us into this row. They were doing a fairly good job of staying off everyone’s radar, but they remained enough in sight that I could find them.

“Master Joastor’s quills are the finest in all of Bioniin!” the golden-blonde muse called in an alluring voice. “His innovative nibs reduce unwanted splatter of the ink! His blotters are the finest quality in all of Swanne Market!”

Kaz, Prinna, and I strolled over to Master Joastor’s booth, and the golden-blonde muse blatantly ignored both of the women at my side. She instantly draped all of her attention on me, and I had to fight the urge to physically brush the sensation off my shoulders.

“Hello, fine sir–” the blonde muse started, and her voice stopped as her brown eyes landed on my venturer’s badge. “Fine venturer! How do you do, sir?”

“Well, thank you,” I said in a voice that was almost smug. “May we speak with your master, please?”

“Ah, many apologies…” the muse began.

But Kaz forced the muse to look at her, and the dark-haired woman smiled coyly.

“We would very much like to speak with your master,” Kaz purred, and her voice was dripping with the magical charm of her people. “Just for a moment. We have a business venture to inquire about.”

“Very… well…” the muse breathed slowly, and she blinked twice as she turned around.

The large-nosed merchant arched an inquisitive eyebrow at us as his muse whispered to him, and I gave him a friendly smile in return. Then Master Joastor set down the wrist cuff he’d been working on and walked over to greet us.

“My muse says you have a business venture you’d like to speak with me about?” Joastor said.

“Oh, fine sir.” Kaz leapt right into charming the merchant. “We desire to speak with you about a deal you made yesterday with an older gentleman.”

Joastor’s muse started to step forward to intervene, but Kaz stopped her in her tracks with a look.

“Stay there,” Kaz immediately charmed the muse, and the golden-blonde woman froze like a statue before Kaz quickly returned her focus to Joastor. “An older man sold you a cloak and a pair of wrist cuffs yesterday. You paid him twenty-eight gold solars for the items. Do you remember this transaction?”

“I do, Madame,” Master Joastor replied in a dazed tone of voice.

“Do you recall where the coins you paid him came from?” Kaz asked in that slippery tone.

My heart started to race. This could easily be a dead end if this merchant didn’t keep track of his purchases and sales, and I waited with bated breath for his answer.

“That sale was my second of the day,” Joastor said. “I’d sold a pair of quills and inkwells just before he came to my booth. The coins paid to me were paid out to the old man.”

The thrill of the hunt sparked in my chest, and I quelled a wide grin. We had a long way to go still, and I refused to celebrate too soon. But this was a really good step in the right direction.

“Good,” Kaz said, and she smiled like she also knew this was good. “Who bought the quills and inkwells from you, Master Joastor?”

“Another merchant,” Joastor answered. “The man who sells the little puzzle boxes in the first row of the market.”

“You are certain?” Kaz asked with a bit more force.

“Yes, Madame,” Joastor said. “He buys new quills from me a few times annually to keep his records. He goes through many in designing his puzzle boxes. He is a regular customer of mine.”

“Wonderful,” Kaz hummed in a charming tone.

“Thank you for your assistance,” I said.

“Do carry on about your day, Master Joastor,” Kaz hummed. “And forget about this little conversation. We are of no importance, do not allow us to linger in your mind.”

I watched Master Joastor’s face grow blank for a second, and Kaz turned her violet eyes to his muse and charmed her to let our conversation fade from her mind as well. Then we turned and started to walk away, and I glanced back to see both master and muse blink a few times before they returned to what they’d been doing before our arrival like nothing had happened.

I jerked my head to tell Kaz and Prinna to follow me, and I led them away from Master Joastor’s booth. We strolled casually down the row until we found a spot that was relatively empty toward the end.

“We have a bit of luck on our side,” I said in a quiet voice.

“Shall we go and speak with the puzzle man?” Kaz asked.

I nodded but looked at Prinna. “What did you feel about Joastor?”

“He is hungry for good sales,” Prinna answered. “Ambitious, but I sensed no deceit in him. He desires to make an honest living, I believe.”

“Good,” I sighed. “Okay, let’s go see this puzzle maker.”

The puzzle box merchant turned out to be an older man with bushy eyebrows and kind brown eyes. He wore a linen shirt with billowy sleeves and a leather apron.

Our conversation, or more accurately, magically enhanced interrogation of the puzzle man went much as our meeting with Master Joastor had. He opened up easily after Kaz snaked her charms into him, and he revealed he’d made only two sales the day before. One to a cheerful young child of one of the highest families in Bioniin.

“He was very pleased with the puzzle box,” the merchant said in a daydreamy voice.

Kaz leaned forward on his booth and pressed her breasts together with her forearms as she charmed the puzzle man into telling us the information we were looking for.

“He said it was a special gift for his mother,” the puzzle man finished.

“And the other sale you made?” Kaz asked.

“I was quite surprised by my other sale,” the puzzle man mused with a touch of confusion. “It was a poor sale day, and I was about to close up for the day. When one of the other merchants came up to my booth.”

“What’s his name?” Kaz asked.

“I don’t know,” the puzzle man said. “He is new to the market. I have seen him only a few times. He said he had set up in the last row…”

“Ask him what surprised him about this sale?” I advised Kaz. “What was different or weird about it?”

“Why were you so surprised by this sale, fine sir?” Kaz asked in her slippery charming voice.

“He was…” the puzzle man paused, and his face scrunched up with thought before he continued. “He was a strange man… He didn’t seem interested in my puzzle boxes at all, but he insisted on buying one.”

“That is odd,” Kaz replied in an empathetic tone, and she reached out to touch the puzzle man’s forearm lightly.

I’d noticed that was one of her charming techniques, a gentle touch on the arm. I wondered if it added to her magical connection, or if it was just something she’d picked up during her time as a muse.

“I tried to gift him one of the small puzzles I make,” the puzzle man said. “Sometimes there are children about who cannot afford one themselves, and they love my puzzles, so I began to use the scraps to make much smaller and simpler puzzles that I could give away.”

“And he wouldn’t take one of your gifts?” Kaz asked, and she gave a slightly offended look to the puzzle man.

“No!” The puzzle man’s face was amazed at the outlandish idea. “He insisted on buying one of my mid-sized puzzle boxes. He paid me thirty gold for it!”

Bells and sirens went off in my head like a busy New York City street at night, and I tapped Kaz’s shoulder.

“Ask him to show us the gold he received from this guy,” I told her in a hushed voice.

“May we see these gold coins, please?” Kaz asked in an overly sweet tone.

The puzzle man’s pupils dilated visibly, and he blushed under Kaz’s attention. Then he fumbled behind his booth for a moment, and he pulled out a metal box.

“This is another type of puzzle box I’ve invented,” the puzzle man said.

He spun four dials at the front of the box, and I saw that it was a simple four-pin combination lock.

“How useful,” Kaz murmured.

The puzzle man blushed again, opened the box, and he turned it around so we could see the gold solars inside.

“Do you mind if we have a look?” Kaz asked.

Her magically charmed voice left no room for refusal, though, and the puzzle man nodded.

I pulled my rucksack around and quickly grabbed my scale from the top. Prinna instinctively stepped closer, and her body helped to give us a bit more privacy from the passing patrons of the market.

“How do you organize your coins, good sir?” Kaz asked as if she could read my mind.

“I tend to put them sequentially,” the puzzle man said. “Like this… These were the ones the new merchant gave me as payment.”

He pointed at the rows, and he indicated which coins had come from the new merchant.

“What did he look like?” Kaz asked in a lightly curious tone, but I could hear the thread of magic behind her words.

“He was quite…” The puzzle man grimaced. “Greasy. His hair looked as though he had cleaned it with lantern oil. I feared he would leave fingerprints on all my goods. Oh, and he had a very thin mustache. Quite out of style if you ask me.”

The puzzle man raised his eyebrows in an expression that would have looked perfectly in place on a snooty old woman’s face as she stared at her granddaughter’s ripped blue jeans and asked if she’d paid extra for the holes.

Once the scale was on, I quickly set about weighing each and every coin in the puzzle man’s lock box. He had sixty-three coins in total, and twenty-five of what the puzzle man had left from the new merchant were all too light to be true gold solars.

This made sense, since some had to have been given back out in order for them to make it all the way to my booth.

“Bingo,” I hissed. “I think we’re close.”

“Thank yo–” Kaz started to say.

She was interrupted when Cyril walked up to the booth. He must have been lingering nearby because he looked down at the puzzle man’s lockbox and nodded.

“Master Javreen wishes to replace these false coins with real ones,” Cyril explained to my ladies and me. “Thus, we can keep these as evidence for the authorities.”

“Truly?” Prinna asked.

“Yes.” Cyril nodded. “Master Javreen will not be harmed by the loss of so few coins from his accounts, but this man will. His puzzles are beloved by the Javreen family, and Master Javreen has already given me permission to do such a trade.”

My eyes went wide as Cyril pulled out a small leather purse and quickly counted out twenty-five gold solars to give to the puzzle man in exchange for his false coins. Then he quickly pocketed the twenty-five counterfeit coins, and he tucked his leather purse back into his pocket.

“Thank you very much, kind sir,” Kaz said to the puzzle man. “We wish you many good sales and good fortune, and we kindly thank you for your conversation and assistance.”

“It was my pleasure, Madame,” the puzzle man said, and his face blushed again. “Please take this puzzle box as a gift.”

The puzzle man handed three small metal boxes to Kaz, and he closed her fingers around them to make sure she couldn’t refuse the gift.

“How kind,” Kaz said, and there was genuine warmth in her voice now. “Thank you, I hope you have a lovely day.”

The puzzle man nodded and smiled, and Kaz, Prinna, Cyril, and I walked away from the booth.

“This is a large development,” Cyril said. “We should return to Javreen Estate and inform Master Javreen of what you have learned. He will want to see these coins as well.”

“Alright,” I agreed. “I think this is a really good development, too. Let’s walk past this guy’s booth on our way out, though. See if we can get a look at him.”

“Very well,” Cyril said, and he nodded his chin just a bit.

“He should be easy to spot,” Prinna said. “After the way the puzzle merchant described him.”

“Mmm,” Cyril hummed thoughtfully. “And Fredald is not known for embellishing.”

“Fredald?” The name felt weird on my tongue.

“Yes,” Cyril said. “The puzzle man. He is a long-standing fixture of Swanne Market, and his puzzle boxes are well beloved by all. He’s not the most discerning of men, though. He would have been a good way to slip several false coins into the market all at once.”

“Such a horrid thing to do,” Prinna grumbled. “He seems to be a very nice man.”

“He is,” Cyril said. “I am relieved we were able to buy the counterfeits from him. That many fake solars could have ruined him if word spread.”

“Does he struggle to make sales?” I asked.

“Not at all,” Cyril said. “But he does this more for the enjoyment his puzzles bring than a desire to make a profit. From what I have observed, he breaks even, makes maybe a small profit, but mostly he charges only enough to continue creating the puzzles.”

“Does he struggle to make a living?” Kaz asked in a voice thick with worry.

“He was dressed well enough,” Prinna pointed out.

“And he didn’t look like he was underfed,” I added.

“He has a sizable estate as well, Madame Kaz,” Cyril assured her. “Which is another reason why I believe he does the work purely for enjoyment. He does not need the sales to survive, but his reputation would certainly begin to suffer if people suspected him of having some hand in all this counterfeit business.”

“Hmm,” Kaz hummed. “Yes, it would look rather suspicious.”

We’d reached the final row of the market, and we turned down at a casual and unhurried pace. I kept both eyes out for a booth operated by a man with greasy hair and a thin mustache, and I scoffed quietly at the very villainous description. He sounded like what I would picture if someone asked me what a used car salesman would look like.

We didn’t see anyone fitting the description as we walked down the row, but I did see a booth set up with no one present at it. I quietly instructed Kaz, Prinna, and Cyril to continue walking.

“I’ll meet up with you,” I said.

Then I wandered over to a different merchant, had a quick look, and then continued back toward the empty booth.

A muse with thick brown curls piled on top of her head with three gold ribbons tried to catch my attention just like I’d wanted.

“Good venturer,” the curly-haired muse called. “Can I interest you in something special?”

“Terribly sorry,” I said as I walked over. “I’m not looking to buy today, but I had heard there was a merchant in this row that I should speak with. He’s new to the market, thin mustache…”

I pointed at my upper lip and raised my eyebrows questioningly.

“Ah, yes, Mooresy,” the curly-haired muse said, and she fought a look of disgust. “He’s not here today, sir, but what did you wish to speak with him about? Perhaps my master can provide what you seek?”

“Thank you, no,” I said firmly, and I turned and left before she could carry on.

“Mooresy,” I repeated the name to myself to solidify it in my mind.

I walked at a rapid pace to catch up with my companions without drawing too many eyes, and it took me a few minutes. By the time I reached them, they were walking easily down Jeblin Lane, and they stopped when they spotted me coming.

“Sam?” Kaz asked. “What did you learn?”

“A name.” I smirked. “Mooresy.”

Cyril pursed his lips thoughtfully.

“Is it familiar?” I asked.

“No, sir,” Cyril shook his head. “But Master Javreen may know the name. Or someone else in his staff. He has a sizable pool of employees. One of them may know the name.”

I nodded, and we walked the rest of the way to the Javreen Familial Estate in silence. My mind was reeling with questions, and I felt them spinning through my head like a million fruit flies.

I shoved them all away, though, as we arrived at the end of Javreen Way, and Cyril waved at the guard at the gate. It was an unfamiliar face, and he seemed more friendly with Cyril than the previous gate guard had been. The other members of Javreen’s staff had followed several paces behind us, and they followed us through the gates without saying a word.

“Master Javreen is likely in his office,” Cyril said as he led us toward the front door.

“Sounds good to me,” I said.

Cyril surprised me by pulling a long red rope that hung near the front door, and a massive bell sounded throughout the house.

“You don’t just… go in?” I asked.

“No, sir,” Cyril chuckled. “Not unless I arrive at the servants’ and employees’ entrance. Besides, you are guests of Master Javreen, and he would expect you to be welcomed like any other guest of his. Just because I am with you does not change his views on hospitality.”

“Hmm.” I nodded. “Okay.”

A second later, the huge door opened up, and a tall stony-faced man with white hair in a dark suit stood there.

“Good day,” the man said in a dry voice.

“Riggins,” Cyril said. “This is the venturer, Sam, and his business partners, Madames Kaz and Prinna.”

“Mmm, yesss,” Riggins droned, and he gave off strong Lurch vibes. “Master Javreen is in his mmm study.”

“Excellent, as I expected,” Cyril said. “I’ll show them the way, Riggins.”

“Mmm.” Riggins rolled his gray eyes like this was the absolute dullest conversation he’d ever had in his long life.

But the tall man stepped aside, and as Cyril led us past, I realized he was easily four or five inches taller than my six-foot frame. He was probably the tallest man I’d seen in any of the realms. The tallest human man at least.

Kaz and Prinna shied away from him slightly as we passed, and their footsteps hurried just a little to put some distance between us and the imposing butler.

“What a warm fellow,” I said in a tone drier than the Sahara.

“Mmmm.” Cyril mimicked Riggins’ strange droning hum. “Riggins is a very unique person. I believe Master Javreen keeps him around for the never-ending challenge of getting him to smile.”

“Has Master Javreen ever succeeded?” Kaz asked.

“No!” Cyril chortled. “But that doesn’t stop him from trying.”

Cyril led us right into Master Javreen’s office, and Greggin was seated behind his desk with an accounts ledger open before him. He glanced up, gave us a nod, and gestured for us to sit down.

“My darling wife will be joining us momentarily…” Greggin said in a preoccupied tone. “And Lady Astrea as well.”

Kaz, Prinna, and I sat down in the chairs, and I placed my rucksack beside my chair while we waited patiently while Cyril walked around to stand beside his employer. Lady Cassapi and Lady Astrea walked into the office a moment later, and Greggin seemed to take that as his cue to put his ledger away.

“Ah, lovely,” Greggin said as he closed the book and slid it aside. “We’re all here. Sam, Kaz, Prinna, will you share with us what you’ve learned today?”

“Of course,” I said.

With the help of my magical women, I explained the process we’d gone through at the market. We told Greggin about the merchants we’d spoken to, and Prinna shared what she’d sensed of their desires and intentions. Then we dove into our interaction with the puzzle man, Fredald.

“Did you learn a name for this new merchant?” Greggin asked.

“Mooresy,” I said.

Greggin’s face moved into a thoughtful expression, and I watched to see if there was any spark of recognition.

“Mooresy?” Greggin repeated the name.

“Yes,” I said. “Do you know anyone by that name?”

“No,” Greggin said, and his shoulders relaxed slightly. “I’m a bit relieved, honestly. I was beginning to suspect this would all trace back to Theedin Grinliin.”

“Ugh,” Lady Cassapi scoffed with distaste. “That snake. I would not be surprised if he was involved in such dishonorable business as all this.”

“Hang on,” I interjected. “Who’s Theedin Grinliin?”

“Theedin is the master of another family,” Greggin explained. “He’s my greatest rival. Our families have fought for generations.”

“That man has been known to try and steal the designs and plans of our inventions,” Lady Astrea said, and her frown made it clear she despised the man as much as her parents.

“Hmm…” My eyebrows furrowed together as I remembered what Greggin had told us about a member of his team being able to magically understand the mechanics of things just by looking at them.

He’d assured me they’d never stolen plans, and I figured all they’d done was use their particular skills to their advantage. Stealing plans, on the other hand, did sound pretty shitty.

“That was hardly the worst of it, dear,” Lady Cassapi said. “He tried to steal away the bonded servants from our family when you were a babe.”

“Truly?” Lady Astrea gasped. “Despicable.”

My eyebrows furrowed with confusion, and I saw matching expressions on Kaz and Prinna’s faces. Greggin must have read the confusion on our faces because he sighed and began to explain.

“The magical servants are bonded to our families.” Greggin rubbed at his temple. “Not just by a legal contract of employment, but by a long-standing tradition. It is a blood bond between our family line and the family line of our servants. It cannot be broken easily, and to do so is one of the highest crimes in Bioniin.”

“How is a blood bond broken?” Kaz asked in a worried tone.

“Only by death,” Lady Astrea revealed. “Someone would have to murder my father to break the blood bond to our servants. Then they would have to bond the servants to themselves and their family line before the lineage could pass to me as my father’s heir to the family estate. It would require injuring my father to the point of near-death, and then creating the new bond at exactly the moment my father died. Otherwise, the bond would pass directly to me.”

“Shit,” I muttered under my breath.

“I was worried Grinliin was involved simply because of our history,” Greggin said. “He would understand that no one within society would benefit from debasing our currency. Grinliin would never make such a foolish decision.”

“Is it possible Mooresy is a former employee of Grinliin’s?” I wondered.

“He has no servants or employees by this name or description,” Greggin said. “Nor has he ever employed someone of this name.”

“Are you sure?” I asked, and I was immediately suspicious of anyone who would be willing to murder someone simply to gain some magical servants.

“Yes,” Greggin assured me. “All contracts of employment are matters of public record, and I keep a close eye on Grinliin. As I am sure he does of me.”

“There’s a saying in my realm,” I said, and my suspicions were soothed. “‘Keep your friends close and your enemies closer.’”

“Ah.” Greggin grinned. “Quite right, Sam. Quite right. I suppose it’s possible one of his former employees has taken on this endeavor under a false name, but he would likely be motivated by vengeance if that were the case.”

“And Grinliin would be uninvolved under those circumstances,” I concluded.

“Yes.” Greggin nodded. “But motivations and connections are for the Constabulary to sort through, not us.”

“Good point,” I said. “How about we focus on what we can do?”

“We need to make a deal with this man,” Lady Astrea said. “He’ll surely pay us with these false coins of his, and then we prove his coins are counterfeit.”

“But how do we prove that?” Greggin asked. “I suppose we could weigh them, but the Constabulary will want more certain evidence.”

Everyone fell silent for a moment as they tried to come up with a solution, and I was distracted by questions of why the Constabulary wasn’t more involved. I chalked it up to this society being further from what I was used to on Earth than I’d originally thought. Maybe the Constabulary only got involved when a crime was proven to be occurring. Maybe this realm took presumed innocence to a much further degree than the cops in the United States.

But all those questions and thoughts flew right out of my head the second I remembered I’d been given a chemical gold testing kit by Big John the last time we’d been in to see him.

A smirk tugged at the corner of my mouth, and I cleared my throat to gain everyone’s attention.

“I have a way to prove the purity of the gold coins,” I said.


Chapter 16

“Your scales?” Greggin assumed. “They are quite small, and that would certainly be easier to–”

“No,” I interrupted as politely as possible, and I leaned down to pick up my rucksack. I’d seen evidence of chemical use in the inventions in Bioniin, and I assumed the testing kit wouldn’t be too much of a stretch for their imaginations. “I have a chemical testing kit that can detect the purity of gold samples.”

“A chemical testing kit?” Greggin repeated with disbelief. “Can gold be tested this way?”

“It can on Ea–,” I stopped and cleared my throat. “It can in my home realm.”

I pulled the small case of chemical vials out, and I scooted forward to set it on the edge of Master Javreen’s desk.

“I haven’t used it before,” I admitted. “I was given the kit from the gold professional who helped us identify the counterfeit coins in the first place. How about we test it together?”

Greggin nodded and raised his hands toward his desk as an open invitation to use the surface.

“Thank you,” I mumbled, and I opened the plastic case to pull out the contents.

There were five small bottles of chemicals that looked like every standard bottle of eyedrops I’d ever bought from the pharmacy, three metal plates that had rough surfaces like fine-grit sandpaper, a small glass jar filled with some kind of white powder, a pair of latex gloves, a small eyedropper, and a small informational booklet. The final object within was a ring of thin, gold rods. They were each marked by small stamps that indicated what level of gold karat they were.

I quickly flipped through the booklet to see how to do the test, and I saw that the gold rods were called testing needles. They were used as samples to compare unknown gold items to, and then I realized I needed some water.

“I’ll need two glasses of water, please,” I said.

“Cyril.” Greggin waved a hand without taking his eyes off me. “Is this wizardry, my friend?”

Cyril hurried from the room at a rapid walk, and I shook my head at Greggin.

“No, just a little science,” I said.

“Hmm…” Greggin folded his hands under his chin and watched with rapt attention.

Lady Cassapi seemed almost bored by the process, but she was polite as always. Lady Astrea on the other hand leaned forward and pushed her glasses up her nose. She was just as curious as her father, and it made me grin.

“Here you are, Sam,” Cyril said when he returned a moment later with two crystal glasses of water.

“Thanks,” I said.

Javreen’s employee nodded and took a position nearby to watch, and I realized Kaz and Prinna were also leaning forward with curious eyes.

“Right,” I mumbled to myself as the weight of the audience’s attention pressed on me like a backpack filled with too many textbooks. “I need one of the fake coins, please, and one of the real ones to compare it to.”

Cyril moved without needing direction from his employer, and he handed me one of the false gold coins and one genuine one.

“Thanks,” I said.

Lady Astrea leaned over my shoulder and watched my every step with hawk-like eyes, and I tried not to let her close observation make me nervous.

I rubbed the edge of it across the left edge of the testing plate, and a thin smudge of metal layered up on the rough surface. Then I repeated the process with the twelve, fourteen, eighteen, and twenty-two karat testing needles. It looked like the chemicals would react differently to each level of gold purity, and we would use the testing needles to compare our false coin.

“Does this damage the coins?” Astrea asked.

“Not significantly,” I said. “But, from what I understand, the only other way to prove they aren’t pure gold is to cut them in half.”

“That took several minutes,” Kaz pointed out.

“And the sound was horrific,” Prinna added.

“Yeah, it was nasty,” I agreed.

“This way, we can set up the test so all we have to do is scrape the fake coin from Mooresy, and then test it right away,” I explained. “It shouldn’t take very long at all.”

I turned back to the instruction booklet and read on. As per the instructions, I mixed a small amount of the white powder, which turned out to be baking soda, into one of the glasses of water. It would neutralize the testing acid, and the second glass was for rinsing. A quick glance over the next page told me I was about ready to start, so I put the booklet down and picked up the twelve-karat testing solution.

“Alright,” I breathed.

I uncapped the testing bottle and drew a thin line of the liquid horizontally across the test strips I’d scraped onto the testing plate. Everybody leaned closer, and I could almost feel the air get sucked out of the room as we all waited to see what would happen.

After about thirty seconds, nothing had happened.

I dipped the testing plate in the baking soda mixture and rinsed it in the water, and sure enough, the lines were all still intact.

“What is supposed to happen?” Lady Astrea asked with narrowed eyes.

“Nothing until we use the right one of these,” I explained as I picked up the fourteen-karat testing solution.

I drew another line across the scraped samples with the fourteen-karat testing solution, and we waited another thirty seconds. This time, something changed along the sample from the counterfeit coin, and I held my breath as I dipped it into the baking soda solution and water.

When I laid it back on the desk, everybody could see that the testing acid had eaten right through the fake coin’s sample line, but the real coin and testing needle lines remained untouched.

“What does this mean?” Kaz asked.

“It means the fake coins are a lower purity than fourteen karat,” I said. “That’s one of the ways the purity of gold is measured in my realm, in karats.”

“Fascinating,” Astrea hummed, and she leaned over the desk to inspect the testing solution bottles more closely.

“And what karats are the real coins?” Greggin asked.

“Higher than fourteen,” I said, “We can test them until we get a result, if you want.”

“Yes, please,” Greggin said.

“Yes, continue, please,” Lady Astrea added.

“Okay.” I nodded.

I repeated the steps until we discovered the genuine gold solars were twenty-two karat gold, which from my knowledge, was pretty pure.

“Fascinating,” Greggin breathed.

“Will this and the weight discrepancies be enough for the Constabulary?” I asked and gestured at the testing plate.

“Yes, it should be plenty,” Greggin said, and he started to grin. “It is quite marvelous science you have here, Sam.”

“I can’t take any credit for it,” I chuckled.

“I suppose,” Greggin said. “But you have brought it here for our use, and that deserves credit.”

“Shall we plan to make this deal on the morrow?” Lady Astrea asked.

“Yeah,” I said. “That sounds good. He wasn’t at the market today, but he might be tomorrow.”

“We can return every day until we encounter him,” Greggin said decisively. “I have been in touch with my friend at the Constabulary, he says the department is eager to close this issue as quickly and quietly as possible. I will send a missive to him straight away to inform him of our plans. He can meet us at the market on the morrow.”

“Great.” I nodded, and I stood up with the assumption my ladies and I would return home for the night. “Should we meet you back at the market in the morning?”

“Master Sam,” Lady Cassapi said. “We insist you rest here tonight as our honored guests. You have traveled quite a long distance several times in the last few days.”

“Uh, I…” I chuckled.

“Please, Sam,” Greggin agreed. “We have plenty of room for you all to stay the night. We would be pleased if you would join us for dinner and stay here upon our hospitality.”

I chuckled as I wondered again how other venturers and merchants traveled from realm to realm. Greggin and Cassapi talked about it like it was some long or arduous journey, but it was in fact very easy for us because of my inn. I wondered if there would ever be a way for me to learn how travel happened without revealing the truth of my inn.

“Will we stay?” Kaz asked in a gentle voice.

She and Prinna both stared at me like little kids asking to get a puppy for Christmas, and I had zero reason to say no.

A huge grin broke across my face, and I laughed.

“Alright,” I said. “We’ll stay. Thank you, Master Greggin, Lady Cassapi, for your hospitality.”

“Excellent,” Lady Cassapi said, and she clasped her hands together as she stood from her chair. “I shall inform the cook that we will have three guests for dinner.”

“Thank you,” Prinna murmured sweetly.

“Your home is lovely, Lady Cassapi,” Kaz added.

“Yes, dear,” Lady Cassapi said as if it was an obvious fact. There was no malice in her tone, though, only pride. Then she turned to her daughter. “Darling, show them to the blue wing, will you?”

“Yes, Mama,” Lady Astrea said in an obedient tone.

Lady Cassapi placed a kiss on her husband’s cheek, and she strode from Greggin’s office without another word.

“I am a lucky man, Sam,” Greggin said, “to have a wife as lovely as Cassapi.”

“Yes, sir,” I agreed.

“Are you married?” Greggin asked in a casual voice.

“Uh, no, sir,” I said, and I felt the tips of my ears get hot.

“Hmm, someday, perhaps,” Greggin mused.

“If you’ll follow me…” Lady Astrea said.

The woman wandered out of the office at an unhurried pace, and Kaz, Prinna, and I followed behind her.

“Your belongings from the market will be brought up to your rooms,” Lady Astrea said as she led back toward the foyer. “Papa was hoping you would agree to stay the night with us.”

“I get the feeling he often gets what he wants,” I chuckled.

“You are an astute man,” Astrea said in a playfully dry tone, and she glanced over her shoulder at me. “Yes, people rarely say no to my father, and not because of his wealth or power. It is because of his likable personality and charm.”

“He is quite likable,” Kaz agreed.

“Your mother as well,” Prinna added.

“You’re all very likable people,” I said with a smile.

Lady Astrea blushed under her freckles, and she pressed her lips into a thin line like she had no idea what to say to that. I couldn’t help but notice the way she’d seemed to agree until I added her into the compliment alongside her parents. Once again, my perspective of the rich heiress was thrown completely out of whack.

“This way,” Lady Astrea murmured in a shy voice.

She led us up the huge staircase in the foyer, down a hallway to the right, and past several doors as the decor and carpet shifted from maroon to a lovely royal blue. It was a slow gradient transition that I never would have expected, but it was done so tastefully that I loved it.

“Here we are,” Lady Astrea said, and she pointed at two doors that sat side by side. “Master Sam, this is your room. Madame Kaz and Madame Prinna in this room.”

“Thank you,” I said.

“Your belongings will be brought up shortly,” Lady Astrea said. “And someone will fetch you when dinner is ready. Please, make yourselves comfortable and relax. It’s been a long day.”

“Thanks,” I said.

Kaz and Prinna eyed me curiously as they walked into their room, and I gave them a little encouraging smile as I opened the door to mine.

My room was huge and as luxurious as the rest of the estate. A massive bed with a copper-colored metal frame took up most of the opposite wall, and a large wooden chest of drawers sat to my right. A wide fireplace frame in the same cream-colored stone as the houses’ walls sat just to my right, and a simple door led through the wall to my left. I suspected it was a connecting door to Kaz and Prinna’s room, and that was proven correct a second later when it opened and Kaz’s dark head poked around it.

“Separate rooms?” Kaz asked, and then she gasped as she looked around. “And yours is much nicer!”

“I don’t think they understand the complexity of our relationship,” I chuckled, and Kevin’s insistence that I DTR blared in my mind again. Maybe tonight would be the right time to tell them I was madly in love with them both. “I also see no reason why we can’t all enjoy this room together, as long as we’re discrete about it.”

“Good.” Prinna grinned as she joined Kaz in the doorway.

I chuckled and walked over to have a look into their room. Kaz was right, it was much smaller and less luxurious in style and decor. There were four smaller beds lined up along one wall, and simple wooden dressers across from each one. It looked much more like servants’ quarters, and I guessed most of their guests were people of importance who traveled with their maids, security guards, and other servants.

“I get the feeling the people in this realm are more held up by matters of propriety,” I chuckled. “They probably frown upon sexual relations before marriage and everything.”

Kaz feigned a horrified gasp, and then she giggled as she walked over and plopped down on the big bed in my room.

“They would all be scandalized by our antics,” Kaz teased.

Prinna laughed and joined Kaz on the bed.

“Oh, yeah,” I agreed and shut the connecting door. “There would be much clutching of pearls.”

I mimicked the action with a laugh, and Kaz and Prinna both looked at me like I’d lost my mind a little bit.

“Sorry! It’s an Earth thing,” I laughed, and I put on an exaggeratedly refined tone. “There’s this long-standing joke about the idea of a very proper woman wearing pearls and clutching at them in horror from the scandal of such things.”

“That sounds very strange,” Kaz giggled.

Prinna still looked confused.

“What are pearls?” she asked.

“Oh!” I laughed. “They’re a kind of jewelry, sort of like diamonds and other gemstones, but they’re round and white, or sometimes other colors…”

I realized I was doing a terrible job of describing pearls, and I laughed again.

“I’ll show you some pictures when we go home tomorrow,” I said.

“Is that a bathroom?” Kaz asked, and she pointed to another door near the one that led to their room.

“Hmm,” I hummed.

I thought about the size of the connected room. There was definitely a dead space that would have fit a large bathroom behind the door. We stood up from the bed and walked over to investigate.

Kaz pulled the door open, and her jaw dropped.

The bathroom was almost as big as the connected bedroom was, and it was done in beautiful white marble with gold accents everywhere. I would have expected that much gold to look gaudy as hell, but it somehow worked and just gave an appearance of classy wealth.

A knock on the door came before we could have a closer look, and I opened the door to find one of Javreen’s dark-suited employees there with our things from the market.

“Thanks,” I said, and I took them from his hands.

“Dinner will be ready shortly, sir,” the man said.

“Okay, thank you,” I said, and I closed the door.

“Dinner?” Kaz asked.

“Yeah, he said soon,” I answered. “We should clean up a little.”

We headed into the bathroom to wash up and straighten our clothes after the lengthy day of walking around the market. I was just starting to realize how damn hungry I was when another knock came from the door.

This time, my ladies came with me to answer it, and a plump little maid who couldn’t have been taller than five feet informed us dinner was ready.

“If you will follow me, please?” the maid said.

“Thank you.” I nodded.

The maid led us back down the hall where the royal blue faded into maroon once more, and down the stairs. Then she took us the opposite direction from Master Javreen’s office, and we soon found ourselves in a massive dining hall.

The ceiling was two stories high, and the cavernous room was lit by three enormous chandeliers filled with at least four hundred burning candles. The warm glow of the flames flickered gently all over the room, and more light came from oil lantern sconces all along the long walls of the hall. A heavy wooden dining table that looked like it could seat a hundred guests was centered in the hall, but only a dozen chairs were set up at the far end.

“Ah, welcome, friends,” Master Javreen greeted us as he entered from a door on the other side of the hall. “Come, sit, feast.”

“Thank you,” I murmured.

Master Javreen walked right to the head of the table and sat down like he was the King of England himself. His wife, Lady Cassapi, sat at his right hand, and his daughter sat beside her mother. Greggin gestured for me to sit on his left, then Kaz sat beside me, and Prinna beside her.

The table was set with six places of fine crystal plates and goblets. The cutlery was perfectly polished, and when I leaned forward to look at one, one of my green eyes stared back at me like I was looking into a mirror.

Greggin clapped his hands in the most stereotypical golf clap I’d ever seen, and a dozen servants suddenly appeared in two straight lines. They marched silently forward until there was one on either side of each of us. One servant filled our crystal goblets with a pretty burgundy beverage I assumed was wine while the other placed another crystal plate loaded with food on top of the ones in front of us.

Apparently, the plates that had already been on the table were just for decoration, or maybe they were like the place mats I was used to seeing in sitcoms and kid-friendly diners.

The plate the servant placed in front of me had a small roasted bird of some kind, an orderly stack of green stalk vegetables, and a pile of what almost looked like mashed potatoes. A puddle of what I assumed was butter had melted in the middle of the steaming pile, and it all smelled incredible.

My mouth started to water, but I waited to see if there was some social etiquette we should observe before eating. Master Javreen picked up his fork, though, and he stabbed at the pile of mashed potatoes.

“Please, enjoy,” he said, and he popped the creamy food into his mouth.

I smiled and followed his lead with a sense of gratitude that there weren’t overly complicated rules or table manners they expected us to follow.

The steaming pile turned out to be very similar to mashed potatoes, and they had a very smooth texture. There was a hint of garlic and something else I couldn’t put my finger on, and they were delicious.

“This is very good,” Kaz said after her first bite.

“Do you like it?” Greggin asked with a smile.

“Yes, it’s delicious,” Prinna agreed.

I nodded, too, because I’d already put a forkful of the green vegetable into my mouth. It had a flavor somewhere between green beans and asparagus, and it was salted to perfection. I cut a small bite of the roast bird next, and I was amazed to find it tasted more like pork than chicken. It had a rich flavor and a tender texture, and I had to stop myself from picking up the softball-sized carcass with both hands like a chicken wing.

“This is all so amazing,” I said between bites. “Your cook is very talented.”

“I shall pass on your compliments,” Lady Cassapi said with a smooth smile. “She will be quite pleased.”

“Is the food in your realm similar, Sam?” Greggin asked.

“Sort of,” I said, and I scooped another bite of the side that I couldn’t help but think of as mashed potatoes. “We have something like this in my realm. They’re not this smooth or creamy, though. We call them potatoes.”

“Ah, fascinating!” Greggin chuckled. “Those are tatoes.”

“Really?” I laughed. “That’s so strange. Yeah, in my realm they’re really popular. We cook them in a lot of different ways.”

“Mashed is our personal favorite,” Lady Astrea said. “Though many people enjoy them cooked whole and topped with uniins.”

“Onions?” I asked.

“Uh-nins,” Lady Astrea pronounced carefully. “They are root vegetables, quite a bold flavor really. Our cook likes to chop them into small pieces and place them atop a baked tato.”

“Your food sounds surprisingly similar to the food of my realm,” I said with a smirk. “It’s kind of refreshing.”

“Have you encountered very strange food in your venturer journeys?” Greggin asked.

“You could say that,” I chuckled, and I thought back on all the strange ocean and insect delicacies I’d seen at the different markets. “There have been more than a few things that didn’t exactly look, or even sound, like food to me.”

“I am curious,” Greggin mused, and he rested his chin on the heel of his hand. “What realm do you call home?”

“Uh…” I hesitated, and I wasn’t sure if or how to answer.

“Don’t feel pressure to answer,” Greggin assured me with a friendly smile. “I was simply curious. If you don’t feel comfortable sharing that information, I understand.”

I looked to Kaz and Prinna to see what they thought, and they both gave me looks and shrugs that made me think they didn’t see any reason to keep the information secret. It felt like the Grymm was somehow completely separate from Earth simply because I had never heard my home planet mentioned in any of the realms. And it wasn’t like people on Earth knew a damn thing about any of these realms. I was pretty sure they were very separate places, and I couldn’t see any harm in our new friends knowing the name of our world.

After all, I’d told Kaz the name of my home before she’d agreed to come with me. I had technically bought her like a new car, though, and I grimaced at the financial deal that had brought her into my life. I still felt a bit odd about it, and I reminded myself I’d immediately freed her to go wherever she’d pleased. Plus, I’d saved her from a much worse life as Mairo’s muse, and that fact removed any ‘what the hell has my life become’ feelings in a flash.

“Uh, no, it’s okay…” I said. “Our realm is called Earth.”

“Earth.” Greggin’s eyes went wide with awe. “I’ve never heard of this realm. Incredible.”

“Is it quite far?” Lady Astrea asked.

“Uh, you could say that,” I said. “I’d never heard of any of the other realms until I first traveled to Kohvra.”

“It sounds as though you have traveled from a new realm,” Lady Cassapi mused. “And we have already benefited from our interactions. Perhaps your traveling will continue to benefit all the people of both our realms.”

“I could see that.” I smiled a bit awkwardly. “I’m not just in it for the profit, you know?”

“I can see that about you,” Greggin said, and he nodded approvingly. “You have integrity, Sam.”

“Thanks,” I said.

“It’s true,” Kaz said. “Sam considers what people of each realm could most use.”

“You sound like my father,” Lady Astrea said in a lighthearted tone. “Papa always tries to invent things to fix a problem, or to make things easier for people.”

“We are surrounded by honorable men, dear,” Lady Cassapi told her daughter. “Keep these traits in mind, but remember, any husband is better than no husband.”

“Mama,” Lady Astrea groaned softly, and she blushed bright red as she avoided eye contact.

“Darling,” Greggin said in a softly chiding voice. “Not now.”

“If not now, then when, Greggin?” Lady Cassapi said, and her tone had turned a bit sour. “Our daughter continues to age. She will not be able to attract a suitable match better than she will now.”

Greggin started to object, but Lady Cassapi turned to her daughter before he could speak.

“You must think of your future, dear,” Lady Cassapi insisted. “You need a husband who will look after you when we are gone.”

“I can look after myself, Mama,” Lady Astrea said in a withdrawn voice.

The auburn-haired woman had slunk down in her chair like she wanted to crawl right into the floor to hide away from this conversation, and I couldn’t blame her one bit. I was uncomfortable just being a witness to this, and I was a bit shocked Lady Cassapi was willing to air so much dirty laundry in front of guests.

“It may be the way of Bioniin that women cannot thrive on their own,” Prinna said in a nervous voice. “But not all realms are as such. Women may be self-sufficient. We are no less capable of taking care of ourselves than men are.”

“But this is not other realms,” Lady Cassapi argued. “This is Bioniin.”

Lady Cassapi sighed heavily, and her blue eyes flooded with troubled tears. Her voice ached with worry, and I realized she wasn’t trying to ruin her daughter’s independence. She genuinely was worried about Lady Astrea’s future security, but I didn’t think she was going about it in the best way.

“Please, Mama,” Lady Astrea begged in a whisper. “Not now.”

“Very well, dear,” Lady Cassapi sighed. “You know I just worry about you.”

“Yes, Mama,” Lady Astrea mumbled.

The room was filled with an uncomfortable silence for a moment until Greggin clapped his hands at a kitchen maid who waited nearby.

“Bring dessert, please,” Greggin instructed the maid.

“Yes, sir,” the woman replied, and she hurried out of the room.

“I feel a headache coming on,” Lady Cassapi sighed, and she touched her forehead with a delicate hand. “I believe I will retire for the evening. Please, enjoy dessert, and sleep well.”

“Do you need anything, darling?” Greggin asked with concern.

“Just a dark room,” Lady Cassapi said as she stood from the table. “And my tonic. Thank you, darling. Goodnight.”

Greggin murmured a soft goodnight while the rest of us sat quietly as Lady Cassapi slowly walked out of the dining hall.

Several servants walked into the room a moment later with dessert in small crystal bowls. It was some kind of deep brown cake with a bright red sauce drizzled over the top.

“Thank you,” Greggin said to the servants.

They retreated back into the kitchen after that, and Kaz, Prinna, and I were alone with Greggin and Lady Astrea.

“I feel the need to apologize for my wife’s behavior,” Greggin said. “She sometimes forgets herself.”

“It’s okay,” I said. “I’m sure she’s just worried about Lady Astrea’s future security.”

“Yes,” Lady Astrea said, and her tone was fiery. “But she needs to accept that I have no intention to marry simply because it is expected of me.”

“Nor will I force you, dear,” Greggin said. “My wife believes we should find and arrange a suitable marriage for Astrea, but I simply refuse.”

“Was your marriage arranged?” I asked, and then I realized that might be a rude question. “Sorry, I don’t mean to offend you…”

“There is no offense among friends, Sam,” Greggin said. “And no, my darling Cassapi and I found each other on our own. But we were quite young still, and Astrea is approaching the age of four and twenty.”

“What does her age have to do with it?” Kaz asked.

“I will soon be considered a barren spinster due to my advanced age,” Lady Astrea said, and she rolled her eyes heavily at the idea. “It’s ridiculous.”

“I know, dear,” Greggin murmured comfortingly.

“Women do not simply lose value when we turn a certain age,” Lady Astrea grumbled.

“I completely agree with you,” I said. “That’s a pretty outdated way of thinking if you ask me.”

Greggin gave me a mild expression that made me think he was impressed with my view on the subject, and Lady Astrea stared at me like she was looking at me for the first time.

“Sorry,” I chuckled awkwardly. “Nobody really asked for my opinion.”

“No,” Lady Astrea hummed, and she narrowed her eyes at me with curiosity. “But it is appreciated.”

Kaz smiled at me, and Prinna placed her hand on my thigh under the edge of the table. My ears felt hot again, and we ate the delicious chocolate cake dessert in silence.

“I’m going to retire for the night, Papa,” Lady Astrea said a while later. “I have much to work on in the laboratory tomorrow thanks to Sam, Kaz, and Prinna, and the new files you’ve provided. Good luck on your quest tomorrow.”

“Thanks,” I said. “Enjoy the files. I’m glad they work.”

Lady Astrea smiled softly, leaned down to kiss her father’s cheek, and walked out of the dining hall.

“That girl is my pride and joy,” Greggin murmured.

“Would she be unsafe without a marriage?” Kaz wondered.

“Not necessarily,” Greggin sighed. “But a good marriage to an honorable man would certainly bring her security that a life alone would lack.”

“I think it’s really honorable that you refuse to push her into a marriage she does not want,” Prinna said.

“Thank you, Madame Prinna,” Greggin said. “If I may change the subject…?”

“Of course,” I said.

“I intend to accompany you to the market tomorrow,” Greggin said. “In disguise.”

My eyebrows rose up with interest at the idea.

“For safety purposes,” Greggin explained. “My usual clothing makes my status in society unmistakable, but if I dress as one of the working class, I can carry on undetected. Of course, if you think I would be in the way, I will remain back. I do not wish to endanger this mission.”

“I don’t think you’d be in the way.” I shook my head. “And you have a lot more knowledge about this realm than we do. Your insights might be exactly what we need.”

As I spoke, Prinna’s hand started to slide further up my thigh, and I swallowed hard against the rush of desire it sent through me.

“Excellent,” Greggin said. “It’s decided, then. Perhaps we should all retire for the night. I suspect we have a very busy day ahead of us on the morrow.”

“I’m sure you’re right,” Prinna agreed, and she moved her palm up to caress my erection through my pants.

I nearly choked, and I coughed slightly to cover an involuntary groan that escaped my lips.

“Yes,” I cleared my throat. “That’s a good idea. We should all get a good night’s sleep.”

Prinna stroked her hand over my hard shaft once more before the warmth of her palm disappeared with a suddenness that made my chest ache.


Chapter 17

Master Javreen stood up from the table, and Kaz and Prinna quickly stood as well. I hesitated a second longer before I stood up, and we said our goodnights to one another.

“Do you know how to find your rooms?” Greggin asked as we walked out of the dining hall together.

“Yes,” I said in a voice that I hoped sounded normal. “I think we can find our way.”

We walked together toward the foyer and up the stairs.

“Just call for assistance if you get lost,” Greggin said in a cheerful tone. “There are members of my staff all around the estate. Someone will hear and come to assist you.”

“Thank you, sir,” I said. “Goodnight.”

“Goodnight, my friends,” Greggin said as he turned the opposite direction at the top of the stairs.

Almost the second his back was turned to us, Kaz and Prinna grabbed both of my hands and started to drag me down the hall toward the shift from maroon to royal blue. I wasn’t totally sure which set of doors led to our room, but my ladies must have recognized the painting beside them. Kaz and Prinna led me straight to the correct door, and Kaz stretched up on her tiptoes to lock her lips with mine before the door was even closed.

I heard Prinna shut the door, and then she wrapped her arms around me from behind while Kaz reached her hands up into my hair.

There was a hint of the red berry sauce from dessert still on Kaz’s lips, and her kiss sent fire licking along my nerves. Prinna blindly unbuckled my belt and pushed my pants down to my ankles.

“Hang on,” I chuckled as I toed my boots off, and I stepped out of my pants. “Okay.”

Kaz grinned as she grabbed me by the shoulders, and both of my ladies steered me over to the bed. They pushed me down onto my back, and they stood over me like a pair of magical goddesses hungry for a human sex sacrifice.

“What are you two going to do with me?” I smirked.

“Exactly what we please,” Kaz giggled.

Prinna nodded in agreement as she quickly shed every scrap of clothing from her long-limbed body. Then she kneeled on the bed and grabbed at the bottom of my shirt while Kaz started to strip. It only took another minute for all three of us to be completely naked together, and I tried to bring Prinna in for a hot kiss.

“Ah, ah,” Prinna giggled and shook her head.

Both women pushed at my shoulders until I laid back on the mattress with a laugh. I folded my hands behind my head and waited patiently to see what they would do with me.

Kaz knelt on my left, and Prinna was on my right. They both took one hand and placed it firmly on my hip bones as they leaned down to take turns sucking my cock into their hot mouths.

We’d gone from a few hot kisses to a double blow job in a matter of minutes, and the rapid shift made my head spin with desire. The slippery heat of one mouth was interrupted by the cool air of the room only to be replaced by my other lover’s hot mouth a second later.

Kaz and Prinna played leapfrog on my dick for several minutes, and I felt like I would simply melt into the luxurious bed beneath us. Their attentions quickly set a fire in my gut, and I couldn’t wait to lavish them both with similar attention.

“Uuuuhhh,” I moaned as Prinna sucked a little harder on the head of my shaft. “Fuck, that feels good.”

“What would our hosts think if they saw this scandalous behavior?” Kaz giggled playfully.

“Uuuhhuhu,” my groan shifted into a chuckle halfway through. “Lady Cassapi would probably drop dead from the shock.”

Prinna chortled around the girth of my cock down her throat, and I groaned at the slight vibration of her vocal cords.

The mood turned sensual once more, and Kaz and Prinna returned to lavishing my dick with their mouths. I closed my eyes and let myself enjoy every tiny movement, shift of temperature, and stroke of a wandering finger as they explored my thighs, hips, and abdomen.

After a few more minutes, I delved each of my hands into their silky hair, and I sat up.

“My turn,” I growled teasingly. “Lay down.”

Prinna giggled, and Kaz blushed, and they both lowered themselves onto the bed. Kaz laid down on her belly, and she pressed her curvaceous ass into the air. Prinna decided to lay on her back, and she bent her right knee up to brace herself on the heel of her foot.

“Mmm,” I hummed with appreciation at the sexy display of the two very different women.

Kaz was a delicious contrast of pale skin and dark hair that cascaded down around her shoulders, and Prinna was all blonde hair and tan skin. Kaz was several inches shorter and quite a bit rounder than the long-limbed and willowy witch. And they were both mind-blowingly sexy as they laid on the bed just waiting for me to have my way with them.

“Fuck, you’re both so sexy,” I said.

“What will you do with us?” Kaz teased.

Prinna bit down on her bottom lip, and her eyelids were heavy with desire as she hummed in agreement.

“Whatever I damn well please.” I smirked.

“So exactly what we want as well,” Prinna said with a devilish grin, and she looked at Kaz. “Your desire is palpable.”

“And wet,” Kaz added with a soft moan.

“Oh, really?” I grinned. “Let me check.”

Kaz pressed her lips together with desire, and she spread her legs a bit further apart to give me better access to her sweetness.

I crawled onto the bed between them, and I slid my right hand down between the curves of Kaz’s ass until I found the pool of wetness between her pussy lips.

“Mmmm,” Kaz moaned sharply, and she pressed her hips further into the air.

The shift in her position sent her clit right under my fingertips, and I gave her a little teasing stroke before I pulled my hand away.

“Ooooh, Saaaammm,” Kaz whined.

“Don’t worry, baby,” I said, and I sank my middle finger deep into her pussy without warning. “I’m right here.”

“Ooooooh!” Kaz moaned low and long.

“Sam?” Prinna mewled softly, and her hips writhed on the bed.

I could almost see the passion brewing forcefully in her, and I couldn’t have stopped myself even if I’d wanted to. My left hand found its way to her pussy, and I found she was already dripping wet with desire.

“Uuuuhhh,” Prinna moaned.

I teased both of my lovers with my fingers, and I spread their sweet juices all over their swollen pussy lips and sensitive clits. Kaz rotated her shoulders so she faced Prinna more, and it gave me an erotic idea.

“Touch her tits,” I said with zero tact, and I circled over their clits again.

“Which one of us?” Prinna gasped.

“Both?” Kaz half-moaned, half-giggled.

“Both.” I nodded once.

Prinna reached across at the same time Kaz did, and they gently cupped one another’s breasts in their palms. Prinna gasped and moaned, and I had to assume she was feeling the rise in Kaz’s desire. The white-blonde witch rubbed the pad of her thumb roughly over Kaz’s nipple, and the Enchanted woman quickly matched the movement.

“Aaaahhh,” Kaz moaned.

“Oooohhhh,” Prinna purred, and her eyes closed against the wave of desire.

I felt both of their passions rise, and both their pussies released a fresh rush of wetness. My cock throbbed with need, and I bit down on my own wants to enjoy the sweet sight of Prinna and Kaz neck-deep in ecstasy.

I worked my fingers in tight little circles over their clits, and I reveled in their gasps and moans.

“Yes, yeeesss,” Kaz moaned. “Right theeerrreeee!”

“Oh, gods,” Prinna moaned, and her eyes were bouncing between my cock and the look of pure bliss on Kaz’s face.

All four thighs around my hands tensed, and I knew they were both right on the edge.

“Fuck, yes,” I growled. “Cum for me.”

With one more stroke over the sensitive bud of Kaz’s clit, she tipped over the edge. My Enchanted lover’s entire body tensed, and her fingers clenched in the blankets. Prinna quickly followed Kaz into ecstasy, and my mouth watered at the sight of their pleasure rocking through their luscious bodies.

I was only human, and I could only take so much without feeling like I was going insane. Once the last of their orgasm shivers eased away, I pulled my hands away and licked the salty-sweet juices from my fingers.

“Fuck,” I growled as desire exploded in my brain.

I quickly shifted both of my hands to Kaz’s calves, and I tugged her suddenly to the edge of the bed so her knees hung down toward the floor. Then without a bit of explanation, I did the same to Prinna.

Now that I had both of my women with their pussies right where I could fuck them, I slid my fingers back between Kaz’s dripping folds, and I positioned myself between Prinna’s knees.

“Oooh,” Prinna gasped with anticipation.

I smirked as I thrust my cock deep inside her tight tunnel in one long stroke, and I slid two fingers knuckle-deep into Kaz at the exact same time.

Prinna gasped as her pussy stretched around my cock, and I fought with myself to give her a second to adjust. Then I pulled back and thrust in again, and I forced my fingers to establish a steady rhythm on Kaz’s clit.

My dark-haired lover arched her lower back to press herself harder against my fingers, and I fucked Prinna faster in response. The pleasure was all-consuming, and I loved every second of the build-up of pressure in the base of my spine.

“Fuuuuck,” I groaned.

Prinna wrapped her legs around my hips, and she anchored the heels of her feet into my hips. The sexy minx pulled me harder and faster into her pussy, and I groaned at the demanding pace she set.

“Yeess, Sam, just like that!” Prinna cried out. “Fuck me harder!”

“Holy shit,” I gasped.

I couldn’t have denied her request if my life depended on it, and I slammed my hips forward.

“Oooh, Sam!” Kaz moaned, and there was a touch of envy in her voice. “Yes, I love watching you fuck her. It makes me so wet.”

“Fuck, I know, baby,” I groaned in a breathless voice. “I can feel how wet you are, and I love it.”

“Ooooohhhh,” Kaz moaned.

“Yeeeesssss,” Prinna mewled.

The pleasure rose higher and higher in my gut, and I felt Prinna start to tense all around me. The muscles in her thighs tightened, and she dug her hands up into her hair.

“Goddamn,” I growled.

I shifted my left hand down between our bodies, and I found Prinna’s clit in an instant. Just a few well-placed strokes over the engorged bud, and my white-blonde lover tumbled into blissful oblivion.

“Uuuuhhhhh!” Prinna cried out. “Mmmm, yeeessss.”

Her hot tunnel rippled in waves of ecstasy around my cock, and I rocked deeply inside her as she flew through her orgasm. My right hand stalled on Kaz’s clit, but she didn’t complain as she watched my other lover soar.

“Saaammmm,” Prinna mumbled in utter satisfaction once her breathing slowed back to normal. “Gods, that was incredible.”

“It looked incredible,” Kaz moaned, and she looked over her shoulder at me with pleading eyes. “I need some incredible. Pleeaaasssseee?”

“You got it, baby,” I chuckled.

As gently as I could, I pulled my rock hard cock from Prinna’s dripping pussy, and I took a deep breath as I sidestepped closer to Kaz. I gazed down at the alluring curves of Kaz’s thighs, ass, and spine, and I got a devilish idea.

“Prinna, do you want another?” I asked with a cocky smirk.

“Kaz deserves some now…” Prinna hummed.

“Yeah,” I said as I thrust right into Kaz’s hungry pussy. “I’m going to give her some, but she can give you some at the same time.”

“With my mooouuuth?” Kaz moaned the question as she clenched her fingers into tight fists.

“Exactly,” I said.

“Mmmm,” Prinna moaned.

The white-blonde witch’s hazel eyes closed, and she pulled her bottom lip between her teeth as I started to thrust into Kaz slowly. I knew Prinna was feeling every bit of desire that was pounding through Kaz, and I could see my witch’s passion burst back into a raging inferno.

“Get over there,” I growled, and I gave a pointed look to the space right in front of Kaz’s beautiful face.

“Mmhmm.” Prinna nodded and moved quickly to place her clit right below Kaz’s mouth.

I leaned down to whisper in my Enchanted lover’s ear.

“Make her cum,” I growled. “And then I’ll let you cum.”

“Ooohh,” Kaz moaned, and she lowered her lips to lock them around Prinna’s clit.

I watched Prinna’s face and used her reactions to decide how hard and fast I fucked Kaz. When Prinna’s tan face contorted with pleasure, I gave Kaz a longer thrust, and when Prinna’s moan escalated to a higher octave, I shifted my hand under Kaz’s hips to find her clit. There wasn’t quite enough room there, so I hauled Kaz up by the hips with both of my hands.

“Oh!” Kaz gasped with surprise, and she wedged her knees up underneath her to give me more space.

“Good,” I rasped.

I brought my right hand back to Kaz’s clit, and with my left I pressed on the space between her shoulders until she lowered her mouth back to Prinna’s pussy. Then I set an easy and pleasurable rhythm, but when Prinna’s ecstasy started to build, I increased the intensity of my thrusts.

“Ooooh, Saammm,” Prinna moaned, and she nodded. “Kaz likes that a lot!”

“Fuuuck,” I groaned.

I circled my middle finger faster over Kaz’s clit, and she moaned hard against Prinna’s pussy.

“Yeeeessss, yes!” Prinna moaned and then shouted.

The willowy witch’s entire body tensed and shook as Kaz sent her into another orgasm, and I quickly pushed Kaz into bliss right behind her. It only took two more long strokes of my cock, and the Enchanted woman’s pussy quivered around my aching shaft in crashing waves of ecstasy.

“Christ,” I gasped as the last of my self-control shattered.

Kaz’s shuddering pussy milked my seed from me as a million sparkling lights flashed behind my eyes. My toes curled into the floor, and I thought I might have stopped breathing as the pleasure took over every atom in my body.

I caressed my hands down Kaz’s sides and back while we rode out the powerful waves together, and Prinna gently stroked a hand over the back of Kaz’s dark hair.

“Holy shit,” I sighed when the thundering ecstasy finally abated.

I gently pulled myself free of her satiated body, and we all crawled up the bed together to collapse on the lush feather pillows.

“Gods, I will never tire of that,” Prinna mumbled.

Love swelled in my chest as my two lovers cuddled close to me, and I knew there wasn’t going to be a better time than this.

“I wanna tell you both something,” I said, and I felt my heart jump up into my throat as my pulse skyrocketed.

“Mmm?” Kaz hummed.

“What is it, Sam?” Prinna asked in a soft voice.

“I love you,” I said in a breathless voice. “I love both of you.”

Prinna lifted her head from the pillow to gaze at me, and Kaz smiled brighter than I’d ever seen before.

“I can’t speak for Prinna,” Kaz murmured. “But I love you, too.”

“So do I,” Prinna said with a pretty flush in her tanned cheeks. “I love you.”

I laughed from the sheer overwhelming wave of joy in my heart, and I pulled my lovers in closer. Kaz and Prinna laid their heads on my shoulders, and I stroked my hands lovingly down their backs.

The room was quiet, and I felt like there wasn’t a single thing I could say to improve the moment.

I couldn’t think of a time I’d ever been so completely relaxed, and before I knew it, I was sound asleep surrounded by the love of two amazing women. We slept hard that night, and I woke up in the exact same position in the morning.

Warm sunlight spilled through the windows behind the bed, and I felt completely refreshed. I never would have thought that the key to good sleep was an adventure in another realm, a luxurious dinner topped with chocolate cake, and a hot threesome.

The idea had a smirk pulling at my lips, and I glanced at the two sleep-tousled beauties beside me.

Kaz’s long dark hair was wild around her face, and it was somewhere between ethereal forest creature and the giant hair of the nineteen-eighties. Prinna’s sleek blonde hair somehow magically fell right into place as she lifted her head to smile at me, and I couldn’t help but chuckle at the difference in my lovers.

“What?” Kaz asked with sleepy eyes.

“Your hair is so wild in the morning,” I said. “I love it.”

Kaz smiled like a tired child and stretched her arms over her head.

“I love you,” she said after a deep yawn.

“Ooh, ooh!” Prinna giggled, and she kicked her feet playfully on the mattress. “Me, too.”

“I love you two, too.” I grinned. “What a weird sentence.”

“It’s not weird at all.” Kaz blushed. “I quite like hearing it.”

“Me, too, too,” Prinna teased.

“Well, good,” I laughed. “Because I’ll probably say it a lot now that it’s been said.”

“Why were you so nervous to say it the first time?” Prinna wondered as she climbed out of bed. “Did you think we did not feel the same?”

“I was worried you might not,” I admitted. “I’ve been rejected before, and that hurts. What we have is so amazing, I didn’t want to fuck it up.”

“I don’t think that’s possible,” Kaz mused, and her violet eyes were warm with affection.

“Is it only you who approaches professing your love with anxiety?” Prinna wondered. “Or is it all people of Earth?”

“Hmm,” I hummed thoughtfully. “I suppose it’s an Earth thing… or maybe just an American thing.”

“American?” Kaz wondered.

“The region of Earth we live in,” I explained. “I had a friend in college, uh school, who was from another place called Belgium. He spoke about love easily and even regularly said he loved his friends. It’s not something you hear from guys very often where I’m from.”

“Strange,” Prinna said.

She walked over to the rucksack, dug inside for a moment, and pulled out a pretty summer dress to wear. It was a warm shade of yellow that reminded me of sunflowers.

“Yes,” Kaz agreed. “Love is not something to be afraid of.”

“But love makes you vulnerable,” I pointed out. “And that’s scary as hell. Giving someone else that kind of power over your heart? Ooph, scary.”

“Do we scare you?” Prinna asked, and she sauntered over to me. “Are you terrified of us, Sam?”

“No,” I chuckled. “I trust you both with my heart.”

“Good.” Prinna grinned and kissed me.

“We should get ready for the day,” Kaz laughed, and she came over to kiss me, too.

“Good idea.” I smiled.

Kaz grabbed some clothes from the rucksack, too, and they jammed their things from yesterday into one of our organizer totes and pushed it to the bottom. I threw on my things from yesterday because we didn’t really have any clothes in the rucksack that were right for me, and we made sure all of our things were packed up and ready to go.

“Should we muss the beds in the other room?” Prinna wondered.

“Nah,” I laughed. “Let them think whatever they want. I don’t think anyone will care, except maybe Lady Cassapi.”

Then we wandered downstairs to see what the breakfast situation was. We bumped into the same maid from the night before as she scurried up the stairs.

“Oh!” she gasped. “I– uh, I was coming… ooh.”

She looked rather flustered at having found us in the hallway instead of in our rooms where she’d expected.

“Breakfast is ready,” she finally said with a frustrated sigh. “My apologies, sir, madames. I am new to the household, and I–”

“It’s okay,” I assured her, and I gave her a friendly wink. “We won’t tell anyone.”

“Thank you,” she sighed with relief. “Allow me to show you to the breakfast room.”

“We’re not going to the dining hall?” Kaz asked.

“No, only dinners are eaten in the dining hall, Madame,” the maid answered.

“Wow,” I breathed.

I knew Javreen was rich, but I didn’t know he was ‘have a different place for each meal of the day’ rich.

I needed to get me some of that.

The maid showed us to a smaller room that was still large, and I could tell that breakfast was a much more relaxed affair. The room had several small couches and a circular table that could seat six. The back wall was filled with windows and two sets of French doors that opened onto a large patio. A buffet-style breakfast was already laid out on a long side table, and I could smell fresh coffee.

Master Javreen was reading a newspaper in a comfortable armchair, Lady Cassapi sat at the table while she stirred something in a crystal teacup, and Lady Astrea didn’t appear to have arrived yet.

Greggin lowered his newspaper and smiled when he saw us.

“Ah, good morning!” he said in a cheerful voice. “Please, join us.”

“Thank you, sir,” Kaz said.

She and Prinna didn’t waste much time in walking over to the buffet table, and Greggin smiled at their enthusiasm for the food.

“Did you sleep well?” Lady Cassapi asked as she sipped her tea.

“Yes, thank you,” I said, and I decided to keep up the pretense that we’d used both rooms. At least for now. “The rooms are very comfortable.”

“Wonderful,” Lady Cassapi murmured.

Conversation was short and simple throughout breakfast, and it seemed the Javreen family liked to begin their day in peacefully quiet companionship. Greggin read his newspaper, and Lady Cassapi had some kind of list in front of her.

With a house this size, there had to be a lot on her plate as far as keeping things organized and running smoothly.

Kaz and Prinna didn’t seem to mind one bit, and neither did I. The food was delicious, the coffee was rich, and Kaz seemed to really like the tea, too. It was nice to begin our day in a calm and peaceful way.

“Well,” Greggin said sometime later. “I was thinking you three should head to the market ahead of me, and then I can arrive in my commoner’s clothing a bit later. Hopefully that will draw less attention to us.”

“That’s a good idea,” I agreed.

“Excellent.” Greggin stood from his armchair. “Cyril will accompany you, and I shall bring along more men with me.”

“Okay,” I said.

“You can leave your things with one of my men,” Greggin suggested. “To lessen your burden until we complete this task.”

“Okay, thank you,” I said. “It’ll be nice not to have to worry about keeping track of everything.”

“Certainly.” Greggin nodded. “You may leave them by the front door, and I will have someone be strictly on the task of keeping your property safe.”

“Okay,” I chuckled at Greggin’s serious expression. “Thanks. I guess we’ll head out now, and see you there shortly?”

“Promptly, even.” Greggin smirked.

A red-haired figure rushed into the room like a tiny tornado, and I couldn’t help but grin at the hurry Lady Astrea was in.

“My apologies, Papa, Mama,” Lady Astrea said in a rushed voice. “I must get to the laboratory! I have so much to do today!”

“Alright, dear,” Lady Cassapi said with an affectionate roll of her eyes. “I will send you a luncheon tray. Make sure you eat it!”

“Yes, Mama,” Astrea giggled as she kissed her parents on their cheeks. Then she seemed to notice my ladies and me. “Oh, Sam, Kaz, Prinna! I am so grateful for the tools you acquired for us. Thank you ever so much, I would never have been able to complete this invention without your assistance.”

“We were glad to be helpful,” Kaz said with a friendly smile.

“I’m so sorry,” Lady Astrea said in a rush. “I must go! So much to do today! Farewell!”

“Uh, bye!” I laughed.

Lady Astrea was gone as quickly as she’d burst into the room, and I half-expected to look around and see papers flying around in her wake like the aftermath of a cartoon character.

“She’s in quite the hurry today,” Greggin chuckled.

“Mmm.” Lady Cassapi furrowed her delicate eyebrows but didn’t make any further comments.

The air started to feel a bit tense again, and we all started to make our way out of the room. Greggin kissed his wife and hurried into the hall to make his costume change. Kaz, Prinna, and I started to leave as well, but Lady Cassapi stopped us.

“May I have a moment, please?” the silver-streaked brunette said.

“Yes, of course,” I said, but inside I was suddenly filled with anxiety.

Worry about what she wanted to say raced through me, and I thought about all the ways we might have offended her during our stay. But Lady Cassapi smiled softly, and her tone was kind.

“I wanted to thank you,” Javreen’s wife said. “I know I may have come across as an overbearing mother last night, but I have never seen Astrea so happy.”

“Good,” I hummed. “I’m glad we could help.”

“This project of hers…” Lady Cassapi continued. “While I admit I don’t understand it, it has been her biggest passion in a long time. And when things became difficult, she became frustrated and melancholy.”

“It must have been very troubling,” Kaz murmured.

“Yes.” Lady Cassapi nodded. “But you have brought the joy back to her eyes. Astrea has always been… other… due to the circumstances of her heritage. I am sure my husband has explained…?”

“He told us enough to understand,” I said. “But Lady Astrea is incredible, and you should be really proud of her.”

“Oh, we are,” Lady Cassapi assured me. “She is my greatest joy.”

I smiled at the love on Lady Cassapi’s face.

“Greggin has not been this excited in a long time,” Lady Cassapi said in a hushed tone, and she smiled. “It’s wonderful to see my favorite people so happy, and I wanted to make my gratitude clear to all three of you.”

“You are very welcome, Lady Cassapi,” Prinna said with a warm smile.

“How do I look?” Greggin’s voice startled all four of us.

We all turned to have a look at the master of the estate, and Lady Cassapi burst into undignified laughter at the sight of her husband.

During our short relationship with Master Greggin Javreen, we’d seen him in long flowing robes, perfectly tailored suit pants, and highly polished jewelry in the collar-style that was so popular in this realm.

Now he stood before us in a pair of ill-fitting tan trousers, a button-down shirt that was at least two sizes too big, and a waistcoat that had more than a few repair patches on the front. He was nearly unrecognizable due to the fact that he had trimmed his pushbroom mustache back quite a bit. It was still a mighty good facial accessory, but it was a significant change in the man’s previous style.

“Oh, darling!” Lady Cassapi chortled. “Your mustache!”

“It will grow back, dearest,” Greggin said in a comforting tone, and he stroked his smaller mustache with a gentle touch that made me wonder if he was comforting himself or his wife. “Do you think I will be recognized?”

“No, dear,” Lady Cassapi said. “No one will know who you are.”

“In fact.” I smirked. “I think you’d even be safe to walk to the market with us, sir.”

“Ah!” Greggin scolded me in a friendly way. “None of that formality now, Sam. I suppose you could call me…”

Greggin burst into hysterical laughter, and his face turned red.

“Call me Eggi,” Greggin suggested.

“Eggi?” I laughed.

“It was what my beloved nanny called me when I was being especially naughty as a child.” Greggin winked. “I feel as though it suits the situation, and she would have enjoyed this nearly as much as we are.”

“Eggi,” Kaz giggled.

“I think it suits you,” Prinna teased.

“Alright,” I chuckled. “Are you ready to go to the market and catch a ruffian, Eggi?”

“Yes,” Greggin said, and he kissed his wife. “Let us depart!”


Chapter 18

Greggin pulled his wife in for a much more passionate kiss, and Kaz, Prinna, and I headed out into the hallway to give them a bit more privacy. Kaz blushed prettily, and Prinna hid a tiny giggle behind her hand. Then we wandered in the direction we thought the front door was, and a few seconds later, Greggin rushed to catch up with us.

“Sorry about that, friends,” Greggin said as he matched his pace with us. “A little threat of danger always puts the spice into my wife.”

“Ahem,” I cleared my throat uncomfortably. “No problem. Do you need to stop and speak with your servants?”

“Only for a moment,” Greggin said.

We rounded the corner of the hallway and came out in the foyer. Riggins was sweeping the floors with that same bored-as-hell expression on his face as the last time we’d seen him.

“Ah!” Greggin said cheerfully. “Are the floors quite filthy today, Riggins? Giving you a bit of guff, are they?”

“No, sir,” Riggins replied in his rumbling, monotone voice.

“Mmm,” Greggin hummed. “Sadly, I have no time to chat this morning. Where is Cyril?”

“Right here, sir!” Cyril’s voice called from the next room.

The much more likable security man strode into the foyer with two other men in dark suits right behind him.

“Oh, excellent,” Greggin said. “You appear ready to go.”

“We are, sir,” Cyril said.

“Uh…” I droned to draw their attention. Then I smirked as I said Javreen’s chosen name for the day. “Eggi?”

“Oooh.” Greggin shivered and laughed. “That brings back many memories. Ah, yes, your belongings. Riggins, do me a favor, old chap?”

“It is my only thrill in life, sir,” Riggins said.

His face remained like a blank slab of stone, and his tone was dry and flat, but there was something about his choice of words that made us all smirk.

“Was that…” Greggin chortled softly. “Was that a bit of humor from you, Riggins? I didn’t think I’d ever crack you, old boy!”

“I aim to please, sir,” Riggins said, and somehow, he managed not to roll his eyes.

“Good gods, man,” Greggin belly-laughed. “Reign it in a little, or you might have a brain bleed!”

“I shall try, sir,” Riggins said.

During the hilarious exchange between the Lurch-like butler and his light-hearted employer, another of Javreen’s security men had arrived in the foyer.

“Ah, good, Kraimer,” Greggin said. “Just the man I wanted to see.”

“I understand you have a task for me, sir?” Kraimer said.

“Please look after our new friends’ belongings while we go about our business this morning,” Greggin said.

“Yes, sir.” Kraimer nodded.

I handed the booth over to Kraimer for safe keeping. My rucksack contained everything else, and my ladies and I had packed it carefully this morning so that the things we were most likely to need were right on top. One of which being my short sword, and I paused briefly to pull it from the bag and attach it to my belt.

Cyril eyed my short sword with an appreciative eye, and Kraimer nodded slightly.

“Is that all you have?” Greggin asked with a curious look. “I thought you had more bags than this.”

“I’ve got everything else in here,” I said, and I tapped the top of my rucksack. “It’s really just the booth that might get in the way.”

“Oh, Cassapi would be impressed by your packing skills, my friend!” Greggin laughed.

“Should we head out?” I smiled.

Greggin grunted softly and nodded, and Riggins held the door open for us.

Cyril naturally walked a few steps in front of us, and Kraimer and the other two men followed behind. Greggin chatted easily about the beautiful weather, some of his favorite plants on the grounds, and his excitement for the task ahead. I didn’t pay much attention until he mentioned his friend from the Constabulary.

“He’ll be wearing similarly inconspicuous clothing as I this morning,” Greggin said. “So as to not draw attention to himself, but he will be close at hand should we need him.”

“How will we know it is him?” Kaz asked.

“I shall point him out when I spot him,” Greggin said.

I was so caught up in mentally preparing myself for the task ahead that I hardly noticed the time it took us to walk to the market, and we arrived at the entrance to find the place was already getting busy.

“Looks busy this morning, sir,” Cyril observed.

“No ‘sirs’ today, Cyril,” Greggin said in a hushed tone, and he winked. “You may call me Eggi this morning.”

“Yes, Eggi,” Cyril said with a poorly-contained grin.

“So,” Greggin said, and he placed his hands together with anticipation as he looked at me. “Where do we begin?”

“Well…” I took a deep breath. “The people we spoke to said Mooresy usually sets up down here. How about we walk past and see if he’s here yet?”

“Excellent plan.” Greggin nodded. “Lead the way, Sam.”

“Right,” I said.

We headed down the row where Mooresy supposedly set up his booth, and the same spot the curly-haired muse had indicated was empty. I worried he would be absent again today, but I knew it was still pretty early. Cyril and the other security guards wandered away from us, but they kept a close proximity to ensure the safety of their employer.

I led my three companions further down the row so we could discuss the situation quietly.

“He’s not here yet,” I said, and Greggin nodded in agreement. “Let’s just mull around a while, try not to draw too much attention to ourselves. Maybe buy something here or there, and we’ll wait for this guy to show up.”

“Sounds like a plan, Sam,” Greggin said. “Should we divide into pairs?”

“That’s a good idea,” Kaz said. “We will draw less attention in smaller groups.”

“Alright,” I said. “Prinna, will you go with Eggi?”

“Of course.” Prinna smiled. “I will keep an eye out for suspicious characters.”

“Good,” I said. “Kaz, let’s go this way.”

Kaz and I headed back toward the empty spot we had our eyes on, and Prinna led Greggin in the other direction. I figured she would guide him around the next row and back to this one at the other end.

Kaz and I strolled leisurely past the booths that were open for business and chatted with the muses and merchants, and Kaz slipped in a charming question here or there. No one else had much information about the counterfeit coins or Mooresy other than to corroborate the fact that he was a new merchant in the market.

A few minutes later, I spotted Prinna’s shiny, white-blonde hair and Greggin at the end of the row. Our two groups wandered closer to each other at an unhurried pace. We met somewhere in the middle, and Greggin made a comment as we passed.

“My friend from the Constabulary is here,” he said in a hushed voice.

I followed his vague gesture and found a thick-shouldered man in a casual white shirt, waistcoat, and tan trousers. If I didn’t know he was this realm’s equivalent of a police officer, I never would have pegged him for one. He wore a relaxed smile in the middle of his bushy mustache and beard, and he strolled almost lazily past the booths. The man stopped and chatted comfortably with a few of the muses, and he tossed a gold solar at one merchant in exchange for what appeared to be a piece of wrapped candy.

My Enchanted lover spotted a rather dainty wrist cuff that she liked, and I bought it for her. We wandered past a few more booths before we turned around and headed back along the other side of the row.

We got about halfway down before I saw a greasy-haired man with a thin mustache stacking items onto a booth in the spot we’d been watching. His dark brown hair looked like he’d dunked his entire head into a vat of oil and then combed it back. He muttered to himself as he laid some oddly cheap-looking items on his booth, and I furrowed my brow at him.

“Mooresy?” Kaz whispered.

I nodded. “Let’s find Prinna and Eggi and tell them he’s here.”

We strolled past Mooresy’s booth, and I couldn’t help but notice he didn’t seem to have a muse. I wondered if that was a tactical decision to keep his dubious activities as well hidden as possible.

Well, that ass was going to learn today how poorly he’d kept his actions hidden.

Kaz and I hurried our pace so we met up with Prinna and Greggin a good distance past Mooresy’s booth. We wandered up to the booth closest to them and pretended to check out the little decorative doodads on display.

“Hello, fine folks–” the brunette muse started to say.

“Silence, please,” Kaz interrupted her with a charming command. “Thank you.”

The muse stood there silently as Prinna and Greggin joined us.

“He’s here,” I said in a hushed tone.

“Yes, he was easy to spot,” Greggin said with a sour expression. “Good gods, no one man requires that much oil in their hair.”

“It’s quite unpleasant,” Prinna agreed.

“Prinna,” I said. “Can you sense him from here?”

“Yes.” The white-blonde witch nodded. “He reeks of deceit, Sam.”

“What else?” I asked.

Prinna tilted her head, led us to the next booth down, and let her hazel eyes wander around the other booths. But I knew she was sniffing out any desires or intentions that were coming off the thin-mustached merchant.

After a few seconds, she turned back around to tell us what she’d felt.

“He desires chaos,” Prinna murmured. “I can sense deceit and… a longing for ruin.”

“He longs for ruin?” Kaz whispered in confusion.

“Not his own,” Prinna said, and her hazel eyes were distant as she read the man’s intentions.

“For the realm,” Greggin surmised.

“Yes…” Prinna hummed.

“Can you sense further into his motivations?” Greggin asked.

“No,” Prinna sighed. “My power does not work that way. I can sense only the emotions, not their reasoning or source.”

“It matters not,” Greggin said in a reassuring tone. “That is a job for the Constabulary. How do we proceed?”

“Kaz.” I smirked at my dark-haired lover. “You’re up.”

“Yes, sir,” Kaz teased with a brilliant smile.

My Enchanted lover gave me a sly wink, and then she turned and wandered slowly toward Mooresy’s booth.

Prinna, Greggin, and I tried not to stare openly as we watched from a distance. I could see the shift in Kaz’s stance, walk, and overall body language as she turned on her magical charm, and by the time she reached Mooresy’s booth, she was practically oozing with it.

From where we waited, we couldn’t hear what was spoken, but I could see the moment Kaz captured Mooresy’s mind with her charm.

He’d stared at the items in his booth with a sour face when she first walked up to the booth, and it took a few seconds before he looked up at her. But the instant his brown eyes made contact with Kaz’s violet eyes, his whole face went slack. His hands stilled on whatever he was organizing on the surface of his booth.

“Let’s get closer,” I said.

Prinna, Greggin, and I started to walk closer, and I spotted Cyril and Greggin’s friend from the Constabulary moving closer, too. The two of them seemed to understand the importance of us not all swooping in at the same time, and they allowed Prinna, Greggin, and I to arrive first. Then Cyril held back a fair distance, and the man from the Constabulary moved in a bit closer.

Mooresy was firmly in Kaz’s grip now, and we moved in close enough to hear what the two were saying.

“Tell me about your gold solars, fine sir,” Kaz said. “Do you make very much gold as a merchant?”

“Yes,” Mooresy said. “But I spend more than I make.”

“How can that be profitable for you, sir?” Kaz asked, and she leaned forward on the booth’s surface.

“My gold solars and I have a secret,” Mooresy said like he could impress Kaz with his deceitful enterprises.

“Is that so?” Kaz purred. “What secret is that?”

Before Mooresy could fall right into our hands, everything came crashing down.

The eardrum-bursting sound ripped through the market, and it was quickly followed by screams of surprise.

In the blink of an eye, one of the steam-powered inventions on display three booths away exploded. Steam shot out and at least one person was burned while a barrage of shrapnel bits went flying through the air.

“Shit,” I hissed as something whizzed past my head, and I dragged Prinna to the ground.

Kaz stood firm to keep Mooresy in her grasp, and much to his credit, Greggin moved to shield her body with his.

Then, as if in slow motion, a brass gear the size of a silver dollar flew into my field of vision, and it slammed right into Mooresy’s temple with the force of a quality pimp slap.

My eyes went wide as Mooresy’s pupils blew out and then quickly returned to their normal size. He shook his head forcefully, but his overly-greasy hair remained perfectly in place.

“Wha–” Mooresy breathed.

Then he seemed to realize what was happening at the same time Kaz was trying to reign him back into her control.

But it was too late, Mooresy was free, and he hooked both of his hands under the edge of his booth. In one harsh motion, the greasy-haired scumbag rage-flipped the entire booth over like a preteen losing badly at Monopoly. His wares went flying in every direction as Kaz threw herself backward out of the way of the heavy table.

“Kaz!” Greggin gasped as he helped stop my Enchanted lover’s momentum before she went careening to the cobblestones.

At the same time, the crowds of the market had erupted into chaos. People were rushing around trying to locate their friends and loved ones, and a few people seemed to have been injured by the explosion. One man had what looked like second-degree burns on his forearm, and a woman had a bleeding cut on her temple that didn’t look too serious.

In the sudden burst of noise and movement, Mooresy found his opportunity to run, and I moved to make chase.

I shoved the rucksack from my shoulders as I released Prinna, and I took off at a sprint after the greasy-haired bastard.

“Get the bag!” I shouted to whichever of my companions was listening.

Mooresy darted between booths into the next row, and I launched myself over a stacked pile of crates with more agility than I’d realized I possessed. He swerved left and tore down a wooden display that boasted one merchant’s goods.

I skidded around the destroyed display and kept pushing myself after him.

From the corner of my eye, I spotted Cyril’s neat dark hair and the thick-shouldered frame of Javreen’s friend from the Constabulary. They were chasing after Mooresy on either side of me, and I thought if we moved in around him from three sides, we could cage him in.

“Stay on him, Sam!” Cyril shouted as he veered a bit wider.

I nodded and pushed myself to run faster.

Mooresy looked over his shoulder at us, and there was fear on his face as he darted sharply around the corner of a booth loaded with jewelry, decorative collars, and wrist cuffs.

Somewhere in the back of my mind, I was impressed at both his speed and the pace the man from the Constabulary was able to keep. But I was the one closing the gap between Mooresy and us, probably due to the good shoes I had on my feet. Both Cyril and the Constable wore shoes that looked to be made for form rather than function, and I knew they couldn’t be giving them the best traction around corners.

Mooresy’s face dripped with anxious sweat, and my heart pounded in my chest as I closed the gap between us even further. The bastard grabbed onto the thin corner post of a small cart of fresh produce as he rounded a corner, and he toppled the whole thing. The cart and all its contents spilled across the width of the row. Brightly pink round fruit rolled everywhere, and large things that I assumed were the tatoes Greggin had served at dinner piled closer to the toppled cart.

I was forced to take a running leap over the trashed produce. My knees ached with the rough landing on the other side, but I pushed myself to keep going.

Mooresy was only a few feet away from my reach, and I dug the balls of my feet into the cobblestones. The bastard turned back to look over his shoulder again, and I could see how scared he was. He turned to look in both directions for anything that could help him, and it was just enough hesitation that his feet missed a step.

I launched forward, flung my arms out ahead of me, and threw my entire body into Mooresy’s thin frame. I locked my arms around his torso as we both went careening to the ground.

The shock of pain struck through my shoulder, hip, elbow, and knee as I slammed into the cobblestones, and I knew I would be sore tomorrow. I craned my neck up to keep my head from hitting the ground, and Mooresy curled into a tight ball to protect his body.

We slid a few feet across the rough stones, and I was so thankful for the sturdy fabric of my pants that protected my skin from some serious road rash.

Mooresy scrambled to get away from me, and I locked my fingers into his shirttails that had come loose when he’d fled. I yanked him back toward me.

“Ah!” Mooresy gasped as he tumbled backward.

I pulled my knee up tight and rammed it into his stomach probably a bit harder than I needed to, but Mooresy was a tough lanky bastard. He grunted, reached into the back of his belt, and pulled out a five-inch knife from somewhere.

“Aaah!” Mooresy roared at me as he brandished the slightly rusty blade.

Great, now I had to contend with a blade and the possibility of tetanus. Without really thinking about it, I pulled my short sword from my hip, and in one rough swing, I sent his little knife skidding across the cobblestones.

“Noo!” Mooresy shriveled into terror.

“Look at me!” Kaz shouted as she came sliding forward.

My violet-eyed lover skidded across the stones as she crouched in front of Mooresy, and she grabbed hold of his jaw before he could escape again.

“Look at me,” Kaz’s voice dripped with magical charm.

Mooresy’s entire body relaxed in the blink of an eye, and I knew Kaz had him firmly in her hold once more.

Cyril, Javreen’s other security guards, the Constable, Prinna, and Greggin all arrived in the next few seconds.

“Tell me about your gold solars.” Kaz stared hard into Mooresy’s narrow face. “What’s their secret?”

“They are fake,” Mooresy confessed in a toneless voice.

His blank face, relaxed body, and monotone voice reminded me of the way my classmates had behaved after the party hypnotist my college had hired for our Spring Fling Field Day my junior year had finished his performance. A small crowd started to gather around us, and I could tell they were extremely curious about what was going on and why I’d chased this man through the market with such hostility.

“Tell me more,” Kaz said, and her voice was like a sweetly poisoned concoction.

“I created fake solars,” Mooresy explained. “I filled them with boreim.”

Several shocked gasps worked through the small crowd, and the people started to whisper amongst themselves.

“Do you have any on your person?” Greggin asked.

Mooresy didn’t answer until Kaz instructed him to answer.

“Only these,” Mooresy said in a dull tone, and he pulled three coins from his pocket.

“Sam?” Kaz took the coins from Mooresy and handed them to me.

“Sir.” One of Javreen’s security guards offered me my rucksack.

“Thanks,” I said, and I pulled out my scale and the gold testing kit. “Greggin, uh, Master Javreen, will you explain this to the Constable, please?”

“Of course, Sam.” Javreen nodded. “And you may call me Greggin.”

I smiled as I pulled out the necessary supplies, and I looked up at Cyril.

“I need two cups of water,” I said.

“Right away,” Cyril said, and he darted out of view.

Greggin explained the process of the gold testing kit as well as our preliminary test of the counterfeit coins we’d checked in his office. The Constable asked a question or two, but seemed to understand the process well enough.

“Show me,” the Constable said.

I quickly weighed the coins Mooresy had handed over as well as an authentic solar we’d brought along as our control. The Constable nodded thoughtfully at the clear discrepancy in their weights as I explained to make sure there was no confusion.

Cyril returned then, and he crouched down beside me.

“Here, Sam,” Cyril said as he handed me two simple metal cups with fresh water in them.

“Thanks,” I said as I stirred the baking soda into one of the cups.

I scratched the false coin, the real coin, and the fourteen and twenty-two karat gold testing needles across the testing plate. Then I ran the coordinating testing solutions across the lines, waited thirty seconds, and dipped the plate into the baking soda solution to stop the chemical reaction. After a quick rinse in the plain water, I stood up and showed the constable the testing plate.

“So these have a lower purity content than the authentic coin,” the constable said.

“Exactly,” I said. “The outermost layer is a lower quality gold, and they are boreim in the center. They aren’t even gold all the way through.”

The crowd rumbled with further excitement and shock, and I heard more than a few people say things that involved the words sorcery, wizardry, and magic. We staunchly ignored the gossiping crowd and carried on with our business.

“Ask him where his counterfeit coins are,” the Constable said in a deeply rumbling voice.

“Where are your fake coins?” Kaz asked in that magically charming voice. “All of them?”

“At my home,” Mooresy answered. “It is where I cast them.”

“Right,” the constable said in a business-like tone. “You are under arrest Mister…?”

“Tell the Constable your name,” Kaz instructed.

“Mooresy,” the thin bastard said. “Jerrit Mooresy.”

“Jerrit Mooresy,” the constable repeated with a slightly disgusted sneer. “You are under arrest for the falsification of solars. And possibly other crimes, should we discover more upon the investigation of your home and associates.”

The constable pulled a pair of thick cuffs that were in no way decorative from the pocket of his waistcoat, and Mooresy held up his wrists without a bit of fight. Kaz held eye contact with the greasy-haired man until the constable had the cuffs secured around Mooresy’s thin wrists. Then he was hauled to his feet, and his eyes dilated and shrank again as Kaz’s hold was released.

“What…?” Mooresy breathed, and everything seemed to shift into perspective in a rush. “Oh… no! No, no, no! You must be brought down!”

I was surprised by the sudden rage that spewed from Mooresy’s every pore, and he turned bright red in the face as he screamed.

“This realm is corrupt!” he shouted and pulled on the cuffs. “No one man should have as much money as you bastards! Gold is the root of all the evil in Bioniin! I was going to save the people!”

“Ugh,” Greggin groaned and shuddered. “Disgraceful.”

“You have too much power!” Mooresy screamed, and his eyes turned a bit crazy as he stared at the small crowd around us in desperation. “These families must be brought down! Don’t you see it? They control everything through their stockpiles of gold! I was going to set you all free! Freeeee!”

“Oh, do shut up,” the constable growled, and he gave Mooresy a hard right hook across his narrow jaw.

Mooresy’s entire frame sagged as he dropped into unconsciousness, and the constable nodded to us all.

“Excellent work, Master Javreen,” the constable said.

A quiet rumble of shock worked through the crowd at the identification of one of the highest-level family members in the ill-fitting clothing.

“Venturer, well done.” The constable reached out to shake my hand.

“Thank you,” I said. “I’m glad we were able to help. Do you need anything else from us?”

“No, sir,” the constable said. “I’ve all the evidence we need from you, and now this criminal is in safe hands. Many thanks, and may the remainder of your day be pleasant.”

“I shall come by later today to give my testimony, Charlen,” Greggin said, and he clapped the constable on his thick shoulder.

“At your leisure, Greggin,” he replied.

Then he tipped his head in thanks and dragged Mooresy off.

“We did it?” Prinna giggled with disbelief. “Did we do it?”

“We did,” Kaz laughed, and she took Prinna’s hands in hers.

“Oh, my god,” I chuckled with awe. “That was insane!”

“Well done, my friends!” Greggin cheered.

Then the crowd who’d waited almost silently as Mooresy was arrested started to clap their hands and cheer softly for us.

“Sam the venturer!” Greggin announced to the crowd. “He has helped us apprehend the man responsible for aiming to debase our currency! Mooresy will be brought to justice thanks to Sam, Kaz, and Prinna!”

The crowd gasped and clapped, and I gave an awkward sort of wave to everyone as they praised us. That’s when I spotted the young man I’d spoken with outside the silversmith’s shop, and I made a point to catch his eye and nod.

He seemed amazed that I clearly recognized him, and he waved back with an awestruck look.

“They are quite talented at acquiring goods one might otherwise think impossible!” Greggin added with a wink in my direction. “I highly recommend their mercantile services and goods.”

“Are you truly Master Javreen?” one woman asked.

“I am,” Greggin chuckled. “I took on a disguise this day to keep from disrupting this investigation. What do you think of my new attire?”

“It’s quite fun to see, sir!” a young boy called from his perch on his father’s shoulders.

“Thank you, good boy!” Greggin laughed. “Now, if you will excuse us, we hate to take up more of your day with this unpleasantness. Please, carry on with your shopping!”

The crowd lingered another moment before Cyril and Javreen’s other men started to make it clear with their body language that they should move along. But I called out to the young man from the silversmith’s shop before he could leave.

“Hey!” I called. “I remember you, I’ll have some knives you might like in a few days!”

“Truly, sir?” the young man asked with bright eyes.

“Yes.” I nodded. “Come and find me in the market, I’ll have what you’re looking for, at a price you can afford.”

“Yes, sir!” the young man called back with enthusiasm. “I will, sir! Thank you!”

He hurried away with a childlike grin, and I couldn’t wait to see the excitement on his face when I gave him the first pick of my blades.

“Well done, friends,” Greggin said again with a pleased grin and a relieved sigh. “You have saved our realm from financial ruin, collapse, and certain poverty.”

“I’m really glad we were able to help,” I said, and I clapped Greggin on the shoulder. “And, hey, thanks for the shout-out. Your kind words will definitely bring in business for us.”

“Speaking of business,” Greggin said, and he snapped his fingers at Cyril. “I have something for you. A little gratitude fee, I suppose you could call it.”

Cyril accepted a leather coin purse from one of the other men, and he passed it to me with a knowing grin. Then three more purses were passed to me, and my eyes went wide as my arms were slowly loaded down with the hefty weight.

“A what?” I asked in an awe-struck voice.

Kaz and Prinna leaned in as I accepted the last heavy leather purse, and they clinked and clanked with the unmistakable weight of a lot of gold solars.

“What is this?” I asked with narrowed eyes. “Greggin…”

“Hard work deserves payment,” Greggin insisted. “Two thousand solars. For your time, your travel, your troubles, and our gratitude.”

“Two… thou…” I mumbled dumbly, and my fingers curled tighter around the purses.

Kaz helpfully took one of them off my hands, and Prinna scooped up a second. I continued to cling to the other two purses, and I marveled at how fucking heavy and valuable a relatively small bag could be.

“Master Javreen, that is very generous of you,” Prinna said with wide eyes.

“Are you certain you wish to pay us so much?” Kaz asked with a barely contained smile.

“I am quite certain.” Greggin nodded. “And I do hope this is the beginning of a lifelong friendship. I meant what I told the people about your skills and goods. I hope to see you frequently in Bioniin, and know that there is always a room for you to enjoy when you are in the city.”

“I… wow,” I chuckled. “We really appreciate that, sir. Thank you. We’re really glad we could help.”

“As am I.” Greggin nodded pleasantly. “I am sure you are all quite tired after so many days of adventure. I won’t take up more of your time, and I wish you safe travels to your Earth realm. Please, do come back soon.”

“We’ll be back,” I laughed. “We still have days left on our pass for the market to use.”

“Excellent,” Greggin chuckled. “Perhaps we can have luncheon together one day while you are here.”

“That would be nice,” I said.

“Lady Astrea would love for you to be present when the, uh…” Greggin looked around and lowered his voice. “The auto-varrin is first presented.”

“We wouldn’t miss it,” I chuckled.

“Good.” Greggin grinned. “And I would not be surprised in the least if she requires more tools or materials before the machine is complete.”

“Well…” I smirked. “You know you can count on us to help with that sort of thing.”

“You will be our very first choice,” Greggin said, and he held his hand out to me. “Safe travels, friends.”

Kaz, Prinna, and I said our final goodbyes to Javreen and his employees, and then we collected all of our belongings and headed back to the Twin Crest Inn.

It really had been a long few days, and I was starting to feel the ache from the hit I’d taken on the ground. A nice hot shower and a full body massage sounded really fucking good, and I got the feeling my ladies would happily pamper me.

“You were amazing, Sam,” Kaz said as we walked.

“Were you hurt when you hit the ground?” Prinna worried.

“Well, it didn’t feel good.” I smirked. “But I’ll be alright.”

“Perhaps a bit of tender loving care would set you right,” Kaz teased.

“That sounds fucking perfect,” I breathed.

Kaz and Prinna grinned mischievously at me, and we started to discuss what kind of food we’d order tonight. I had zero desire to leave the inn for a day or two when we got back, except maybe to go see Big John for a big old pile of cash.

Holy shit, I’d just made five thousand solars in a handful of days for not a whole lot of work. Once I traded enough of it for American money, I was going to hire all the contractors we needed to get the inn into better shape. We would start with the electrical system and the roof, and then we’d move on to the inside of the inn.

There was a ton of fucking work ahead of us, but we had plenty of money to take care of it now. We’d made a powerful friend who was already talking us up to the locals, too, and I had two gorgeous magical women at my side.

I still had a ton of questions about what it meant to be a venturer, but I was loving the journey of figuring it out. If being able to stop the economic downfall of this entire realm was part of it, I could only imagine what other realms might need from a venturer like myself.

I wondered again if I would ever meet another venturer, and I couldn’t wait to figure out how other people traveled between the realms, too.

Maybe one of those fourth-floor doors held the answers to these exciting questions.

Only time, and a lot of realm-hopping adventures, could answer them.

I grinned at the thought of what lay ahead, and even the work we had to put into the inn to get it up and running was exciting. There was so much to look forward to.

Life was fucking good, millions of dollars were practically falling into my lap, and it was only looking better and better from here on out.

End of Book 2
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