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001 Book 1 - Misfit Mage - Recap

Our story began with Jason being pursued naked through a hotel by a squad of hit men. Cornered and caught, his Waker Moment was both brutal and ugly. Just when one of the hit men, “Thing One”, was about to administer the killing blow, Jason tapped into the Source of Creation and transformed into a supernatural being.

Jason was rescued by two unlikely individuals: his landlady, Sandy, and the maintenance man, John. Along with fellow tenant “Little Miss Sunshine” Annabeth, Jason was nursed back to health and welcomed into a new world of magic and danger. He quickly discovered that Sandy was a battle mage, John was part mountain troll, and Annabeth was a mage who could hear and influence magic with sound. Even the House, an old mansion converted into apartments, was magical and part of a network of magical Houses all over the world.

Jason’s magic wasn’t big and fancy, like throwing fireballs or shooting lightning. Instead, his power was constrained by distance, and any magic he performed needed to happen as close to his body as possible. However, just because it was limited by distance didn’t mean his power was weak. His ability to see magic and how it worked at the smallest levels allowed him to do some wonderful things. He used a penny to store his power, and in the process, created an awake and aware charm. He figured out how to infuse magic into his cells, which significantly improved the rate at which he healed. He also unwrapped the layers of contamination off of a magic sword and convinced the sword to fight for him.

Jason’s circle of friends continued to grow as an Incubus, Tyler, was summoned by the House to help him with his Remnant problem. The Remnants, leftover spirits from his Waker Moment, were too powerful for Tyler to handle like he would normally, so he ended up sticking around and draining their magic over time. In the process, Jason and Tyler became friends with the hope of becoming even more.

Jason’s life changed again when he was rescued by a tiny black and white kitten named Bermuda Moses. Bermuda snuggled his way into Jason’s heart, and it wasn’t long before he trained Jason to provide affection and treats upon demand.

His life would have been rainbows and sunshine, except the House he was now a part of was at war with the Louisville Mages. Isobel, their leader, had already captured and stolen the magic of one Housemate, and she was looking to do the same to the rest of them. She especially had it out for Jason, as he’d destroyed one of her golems.

Isobel battled the Housemates in the park outside their House and attempted to steal all their charms. When that didn't succeed, she enlisted the aid of neighboring schools, and they engaged in a full-scale assault on the House. John and Tyler took out the mages, while Sandy and Annabeth worked the shields and defended the House. In the end, many of the opposing mages lost their lives, and the attack was beaten back.

Since a full assault didn’t work, Isobel tried a sneak attack against Sandy at the grocery store. This time, it succeeded, and she put Sandy in a sucker circle and started taking her magic. Jason figured out how to track the mages, and the Housemates battled Isobel and some of her inner circle in a warehouse. Isobel was tough and powerful, but in the end, John won his fight as Jason rescued Sandy.

There were other forces at work, as the House was attacked at the same time by a necro golem. Jason raced home, and with the help of Bermuda, a magic sword, and his Granny Godmothers, he dismantled the golem down to its core.

The House was safe for the moment, but they knew it would only be a matter of time until the next attack happened.


002 Book 2 - Melee Mage - Recap

The House had survived its battles, but the Housemates were not in great shape. Sandy was comatose and drained of magic. John had tapped too deeply into his mountain side and was now being compelled to merge with the earth. Jason had been skewered by a magic sword and needed time to recover.

Annabeth was the only person left in fighting condition. Feeling the weight of her responsibilities, she convinced Jason to upgrade her magic to a matrix format. The plan was for her to become even more powerful and hopefully defeat any future attacks. The matrix required a lot more magic that she had available, however, and instead of turning into an even better mage, she collapsed and became comatose like Sandy.

Jason’s bad luck continued as a powerful rotten mage showed up at that moment and attempted to take Annabeth. Jason fought him, and with the help of his little soul creations and Bermuda, he won the fight. In the process, the rotten mage exploded, wrecking the park and spewing rotten magic everywhere.

Now the last person standing, Jason made a whole host of Granny Godmothers and tasked them with cleaning up the rotten magic in the park. He also made a new creation, Octa, to take all the neutral magic from the Grannies and give it to Sandy and Annabeth. If they recovered their power, they could get back on their feet again.

Annabeth had recovered first when Tyler showed up and introduced them to a special training place on a beach that the House had created for them. Tyler had always felt that mages needed to learn how to fight physically, not just with their magic, and began teaching Jason and Annabeth. With the help of his sandy training partner, Sparkles, Jason learned how to punch, block, and dodge.

Jason merged some of his magic with Tyler’s, and in the process, felt exactly how Tyler moved and fought. This knocked years off his training process and also had some very unexpected consequences in the bedroom. Jason and Tyler became lovers, although their relationship wasn’t officially formalized.

Intense training led to intense injury, which caused Jason to make a new creation, Tea, to help him recover faster. Tea was a tree Ent, who used healing spores and healing runes to bring Jason to the very peak of physical fitness. The healing spores were hallucinogenic, though, and in his hallucinations, Jason met Anna Lykit. She was his Analytical Side’s drag alter ego, and she absolutely loved to play tricks on him.

Sandy finally woke up to realize that she was losing John to the earth. In a desperate bid to save him, she merged her magic with his and pulled him back into the regular world. They both declared their love for each other and the All-Rune took all the Housemates to a special place and performed the marriage ceremony. Afterwards, Sandy and John went to another House to begin their honeymoon.

With Isobel gone, the mages of her inner circle discovered she had been stealing their power all along. Her master rune was gone, and now the mages found out they could steal magic from each other, setting off a battle royale for power. Josette, the last founder of the Louisville Mages, told Jason and Annabeth that she was fearful that Karl and Marius would win this final battle. They were Isobel’s original companions, and if they gained all that power, they would be unstoppable.

Tyler introduced the Arena to their training beach and Jason and Annabeth both learned how to fight multiple opponents. This served Jason well, as he was visited by both Penny and Eggy and told he needed to defeat a pack of roving rotten mages. This was a huge opportunity to reduce the amount of power available to Karl if he won the battle royale. Jason had the fight of his life, as the rotten mages were crazy, but powerful. Bermuda was injured, and the fight caused quite a bit of property damage, but in the end, Jason found a way to defeat the mages and release all their stolen magic.


003 Cast of Characters - Recap

Our tale continues right after the events of the last book, so it seems wise to name the characters and their current condition.

John: After weeks of communing with the Earth, life took a radically different direction for him. He broke out of his rocky shell, merged his magic with Sandy, and married the woman he loved. Now, he is on his honeymoon, and hopefully having the best time of his life.

Sandy: She got her man back, saved her magic, and got married all in one afternoon. After weeks of being comatose, life suddenly kicked into high gear for her. Now, her man is back, he’s human, and their lives are joined even more closely than before. She’s on her honeymoon with John, and hopefully having a wonderful time.

Annabeth: She is healthy and cheerful as always. Getting a magic matrix was the right move for her. She is more powerful, recovering faster, training harder, and very much enjoying her second chance at life.

Jason: He seriously overloaded his body and magic when he stopped Big Ugly. He’s been taking some recovery time and Tea and his Grove have been spreading their healing spores to get him back into shape. He turned off his magic sight and hasn’t used his power at all, so he isn’t sure how well his power is recovering. It’s lost that overloaded feeling, though, so hopefully it’s back to normal.

Bermuda: He got hit pretty hard in the fight, so he’s been recovering too. Tea has been working on him, so he’s been one spaced out kitty. He’s been power napping, though, and it seems like there is no lasting damage.

Tyler: He is doing well. He’s running the missions for the House, training Annabeth, and making sure Jason is taken care of.

Penny: She’s awake and doing well.

Eggy: He’s sitting in his stand by the window. Happily watching the world go by.


01 Invitation

On the sixth day after fighting Big Ugly, Bermuda got up, stretched, and then walked into the kitchen on his own. Best of all, he walked normally. He wasn’t weaving or limping or acting like he’d been injured at all. I got up too, stretched, and felt just fine. Actually, I felt better than fine—I felt full of energy. I went to my massive bathroom mirror and gave myself a good once over. I looked healthy. My skin was healed, my cuts were gone, and my burns had healed with no scars. Go, Team Tea!

To be back to full health after just six days was outstanding. I still had nightmares about Isobel and the golem. If that had happened today, I would have healed so much faster. When I’d started this process, I wanted some sort of defense. I’d found that with pigeon-stepping and blocking—but being able to recover like this, that was a form of defense too.

I decided a shower was in order. I’d been lying around for days and hadn’t been paying that much attention to personal hygiene. Bermuda decided to join me. He hopped up on his customary place on the back of the toilet and started his own bath. The rain water shower heads in my walk-through shower were so nice. I just stood there, soaking it up for a good while. Then I went to the air side and got my blow dry. Now that I was feeling better, the frisky fairies were back, and I started thinking about a whole different type of blowing.

As if he’d been summoned by magic, Tyler walked in and said, “Hi.”

I said, “Hi,” back in a happy, but sexy, voice. He got the clue, and between one blink and the next, his clothes vanished. That was a seriously good superpower to have!

We made love on my enormous bed under the slow-turning ceiling fan. We took our time, and I luxuriated in all the good feelings of being back to full health. Afterwards, of course, I had to take another shower, but I didn’t mind. Tyler was with me, and we were chatting the whole time.

We had just finished when I heard a knock on the door. It didn’t sound like Annabeth’s light tapping. I wrapped a towel around myself and went to see. It was John!

He looked good. His eyes were clear, his smile was easy, and he had a nice tan. Obviously, his two-week honeymoon had done him a world of good.

“John!” I squealed and gave him a great big hug.

“John!” Tyler yelled and made it into a group hug.

“Ah! It is good to be back!” John laughed and picked both of us up, giving us a squeeze. He was a little too enthusiastic in his greeting, because when he put us down, I felt a little dizzy and saw spots. Still, I felt fully hugged.

“Meet us downstairs,” he said. “We have much to discuss, and there is little time.”

That sounded rather mysterious, but he didn’t say anything else. Instead, he left to go tell Annabeth.

Tyler, of course, pulled his magic clothing trick, and suddenly he was ready to go. I had to run to my walk-in closet and get dressed, but it didn’t take me long. Bermuda raised his head to see what all the fuss was about, but then put it back down again after a big yawn. I guess we weren’t exciting enough.

Sandy greeted us at the door to her apartment, and once again it was hugs all round. She looked good too. The tired lethargy of low magic was gone, replaced by the vibrant and healthy Sandy I was used to.

Annabeth and John joined us, and we moved the reunion inside. Sandy had made coffee, and Annabeth started making tea. John and Tyler would rather have had a beer, but Sandy’s refrigerator wasn’t fully stocked, so they settled for coffee. The air was filled with cheerful voices, and I paused for a moment to just take it all in.

We were all here.

We were all okay.

This was what I’d been working towards for weeks now. All the training, fighting, and healing had been worth it. The family was back together. Even Sandy’s two cats, Snowy and Biscuit, were part of the celebration. Once again, this felt like home. Whatever showed up, we would face it, together.

Sandy raised her glass in a toast.

“To homecoming and a fresh beginning.”

“Hear, hear!” We all chimed in and touched cups.

“This isn’t exactly how I envisioned arriving home again,” Sandy said. “I thought I’d settle in for a day, then restock the pantry and have a big supper. John could check out his brews, and we would have a lovely evening—eating, drinking, and catching up until the wee hours of the morning.

“Instead, I got a notification this morning. The Gathering starts tomorrow, which means we need to leave today, and our portal...” She paused to double-check the time. “Our time for departure is in six hours.”

“What!?” I exclaimed. Six hours wasn’t much time. What the heck?

“They just now told you about––whatever that is?” Annabeth asked. “That isn’t any way to do things. They should have told you days ago. Or weeks ago. This is nuts!” She looked very indignant.

“Well…” Sandy said slowly and glanced at John. “I received a message weeks ago letting me know this was coming up.” She looked a bit chagrined. “It’s just that I lost my magic and spent weeks in a coma. Then, when I woke up, I didn’t turn on my Bank Stamp. It takes magic to work, and I didn’t have any to spare.

“After we got married, we went on our honeymoon, and it just didn’t occur to me to check my messages. I almost never have any I care about, and I’m not in the habit of checking them. I was having such a wonderful time with John that I didn’t really think about anything else.”

“And now we have six hours to get ready before a portal shows up,” Annabeth finished for her. “I have so many questions that I don’t know where to start.” She waved her hands in the air like she could shoo away the flies of disorganization. Annabeth liked to have all her ducks in a row, and the six-hour notice had her flustered. But she shook it off and gave Sandy her best sunshine smile.

“First, and most importantly, how was your honeymoon?”

That was her first question? The honeymoon? Really? I would have led with the Gathering, or the Bank Stamp.

“It was amazing,” John rumbled. He took Sandy’s hand and smiled at her. The love in his look was like the sun coming out from behind a cloud. She smiled back, and for a moment, they were lost in each other. It was such a simple moment, but I felt it. Love was a beautiful thing.

“The House kept us busy,” Sandy said. “Which was good. We both needed to catch up on life after being out of it for so long. We started our honeymoon at House Sydney where we went deep sea fishing, saw shows at the Sydney Opera House, and ate at some amazing restaurants.”

“We spent a lot of time in bed too,” John interjected proudly.

Sandy blushed a bit and smacked him lightly on the shoulder. “Yes, we spent a lot of time getting to know each other again.”

“In the biblical sense.” John winked at us. He was clearly quite proud that this had been a “real” honeymoon.

Sandy smacked him again, much harder this time. She shared a look with Annabeth that clearly said, “Men! You gotta love ’em.”

John shared a look with me that said, “Women! You gotta love tweaking their twitter. They protest, but they love it!”

“I think they got the idea, John,” she said. “Anyway, our next stop was House Paris. We spent our evenings eating the most amazing pastries and taking walks along the river. Paris at night is truly the City of Love.” Sandy sighed at the memory of it all, and Annabeth reached out to hold her hand. They just beamed at each other, letting a simple glance tell the story of how magical and romantic it was.

John gave Tyler and me another slow wink, letting us know in his own way how he remembered Paris. I grinned back.

Sandy and John were so fun to be with. I was glad they were back, even if it was only for a bit.

“From there, we went to House London, but we were only there for one night before we received our invitation. Once I read it, we rushed back.” Sandy pulled out a large white envelope. It had “House Louisville” written in beautiful calligraphy on the front with the lettering in shiny gold. It looked so real I wondered if it was actual gold. She opened it up, and inside was a folded note of heavy parchment. It was a light rose color and smelled like a summer morning. Someone had gone all out on this invitation.

“It is with great pleasure that we Gather once again to celebrate the shelter that is our House,” Sandy read aloud. “It provides us with safety from our foes, a place to learn, and a community with which to grow. It is right and proper that we celebrate what we have achieved, and learn from each other how to be better.

“As the Head of House Louisville, you are invited to attend this Gathering, and bring along such persons as you feel will celebrate and grow with you. The choice of whom to bring is yours and yours alone, although we ask that you limit your party to twenty persons and they must be residents of your House. We also ask that you spend a moment sharing the insights you have gained and participate in the discussion with your peers, as they share their knowledge also.

“As has become tradition, there will be a banquet, a dance, a tournament, a fair, a concert, a talent show, and a circle. Please plan accordingly. Also, please note the Gathering is at House Atayk in Realm Atayk and, as such, does not provide electricity, only magic, for all your needs. Again, please plan accordingly. For security and resource reasons, there will be only one portal for entrance and one for exit. Please be ready at your scheduled time and be prepared to quickly load in and load out.

“I know you share in my enthusiasm as we Gather once again, and I wish you knowledge, companionship, and celebration! Let the jubilee begin!

“Yours in hope, Gamila, House Grand Matron.”

Sandy folded the invitation and set it on the counter. I picked it up for a closer examination. Was that actually gold? The first letter of the invitation was all big and swirly, so I lightly tried to bend it. If it was just ink, it should be flexible. If it was partially gold, it should be stiff. The invitation resisted my gentle pressure. Holy cow, I think it might really be gold!

Biscuit came over to see what I was interested in. When he moved, Snowy snuggled even closer to her momma. She needed her love time!

Biscuit gave the invitation a sniff, then turned up his nose and went back to Sandy. “Before we get too deep into planning for the Gathering,” Sandy continued, “how was your time here at the House? Hopefully, it was quiet?”

“Well…” Annabeth took over as the storyteller, as we all gave each other an amused look.

Our time in the House hadn’t been quiet at all. She talked about the arena and how we had finally put our punching and movement skills together with some actual battle training. Then she covered Eggy waking up and my Throne Room conversation about how the sucker mages would quickly become too powerful for us, so a preemptive strike was necessary.

I took over at that point and told them about Bait, Goo Lady, Crazy Big Sword, and Big Ugly. They looked surprised and concerned about how tough it had been. They were both very relieved I was alright and physically recovered. I still wasn’t sure about my magic. I hadn’t tested it yet, although it was feeling much better. Sandy seemed especially upset that I’d gotten into that much danger. Apparently, she’d thought we’d been chilling and taking it easy the whole time.

We kept the story as short as possible, but it still took a while to tell. I went to take a sip of coffee and realized I’d somehow drunk it all. It looked like everyone else had finished their drinks too, so we took a break to brew another pot and made some more tea as well. Although Sandy was the one that looked upset, it was actually John that said something about it.

“It’s not a good idea to go into battle without backup,” he said sternly. “I’m very glad everything turned out alright in the end, but it could have gone horribly wrong. Having at least one other person there to divide the enemy’s attention, or drag you out of danger, is essential. Going alone is never good.” He gave me a grim look. “Believe me. I’ve been in enough battles. I know.”

“I agree,” I said and looked to Annabeth for support. “It’s just that there wasn’t anyone else. Someone had to stay to protect the House, and Annabeth is the only one that could work the shields. Tyler wasn’t available because the House had him out on a mission. My only backup was Bermuda.”

“Hmmm…” John grumbled and gave Tyler and Annabeth stern looks too. “You couldn’t have waited and gone out with Tyler when he got back?”

“Eggy and Penny were very insistent that it had to be that night,” I replied. “They had information from the All-Rune about the mages, and if they hadn’t been taken out, they would have merged their power and become too strong for us to handle.”

“It wasn’t just Eggy and Penny saying this,” Annabeth backed me up. “The House sent me a dream about it too. It really scared me, and I went downstairs to tell Jason about it. He was already up and getting ready. I know going out that night wasn’t the best idea, and we have talked about it and realized how lucky Jason was, but it seemed like the only option.”

“Hmmm...” John grumbled again. He wasn’t happy about it, but it was all done now, and he couldn’t say too much. We got our drinks and settled back down again.

“Well, this leads right into something we need to discuss,” Sandy said. “Who is going to the Gathering? When I got the invitation this morning, I thought we would all go, but that isn’t going to work out, is it?”

I shook my head. “This brings up the same concerns we had before. Someone needs to stay here to guard the House and handle the shields. I don’t know how fast Karl is going to win his war, but as soon as he does, he’s headed here to burn us down. We have to be ready.”

“Let’s start with the obvious choices,” Tyler chimed in. “Sandy needs to go, as she is the Head of Household. She is the most important person here, and she needs this event to learn and network.” He looked at Sandy, and she nodded in agreement.

“I’m out of the running because I’m not a member of this House.” He gave me a sad look. “I’ve spent a lot of time here and I feel like I belong, but as far as the House is concerned, I’m a member of a different House.

“The other thing is, I’m not a reliable person for defense, either. The House just pulls me around as it needs. I wasn’t here that night for Jason, and I might not be here when you need me again. If I am here, I’ll defend this place with everything I have, but I don’t think you all can count on me.”

He sounded a little bitter and sad, so I reached out and took his hand.

“It’s okay, Tyler,” I said. “We will make this work. You do a special job for the House that no one else can. You’re making a huge difference in new supernatural lives all over the world. That takes commitment, and I understand.” I looked around the kitchen. “We understand.” Everyone else voiced their agreement and gave him their support too.

“Since Sandy has to go and Tyler might not be here, the only person who’s left to spin the shields is me,” Annabeth said. “I have to stay.” We all looked at each other, but nobody disagreed.

“Are you okay with that?” Sandy asked gently.

“I would have liked to have gone, but I’ll be perfectly happy here too,” Annabeth replied. “There will be another Gathering when we aren’t under attack, and I can go then.” She gave us all a cheerful smile. Annabeth was awesome like that. She just supported us where she could and made it look easy. I reached over and gave her hand a squeeze.

“If Annabeth is staying, then I’m the next logical person to stay with her,” John said firmly. “Jason, you did a great job the other night, but if they come back while Sandy is gone, we’ll need the strongest defender here.”

I’d seen John when he’d fought the mages off last time. He’d been a one-man army. He’d thrown stones that landed with the force of bombs, and his giant stone cylinder had taken apart their magic battering ram like it was made of toothpicks. He was right. He was clearly the best defender we had, and we needed him here.

Sandy looked upset, but she didn’t disagree. They had just come back from their honeymoon, so I’m sure it was hard to think of being away from him. For a moment, nobody said anything, and then John leaned in and gave her a gentle kiss.

“Well, we can’t just let Sandy go on her own,” I said. “A Head of House without a Household would just be weird. Sandy needs a wingman, and I’m the last person standing.”

Things were getting a bit too serious, so I stood up and bowed to her in grand style.

“Milady, if thou wouldst have me, I would be honored to escort you to the ball.” I swept an invisible hat off my head and struck a dramatic pose. They all laughed, and Sandy held out her hand to me, like she was offering it for a kiss.

“Sir Knight, I would be most delighted for your company on such a noble adventure. I have no doubt we will have lots of fine moments and titillating conversation.” I kissed her hand and put my invisible hat back on with a flourish.

“Or as Anna Lykit would say,” I paused dramatically, “we’ll slay the bitches!” I gave it three snaps for added effect.

“To slaying the bitches!” Tyler and Annabeth clicked their glasses and toasted our adventure. John and Sandy looked a bit confused, but they grabbed their drinks and joined in.

When I sat back down, the mood was much lighter, with a touch of excitement in the air.

“I know we need to pack for the trip,” I said, “but is there anything else we need to think about?”

“I’ll take care of the cats,” John said. He snagged Biscuit and started rubbing behind his ears. He liked that. I thought about being without Bermuda. That didn’t sound fun at all. Of course, a huge gathering of mages with lectures and events was probably not a good place for a pet.

“Is Bermuda allowed to come?” I asked. Sandy checked the invitation again.

“I’m not sure,” she said. “It doesn’t say he can’t come, and the House seems to let him do whatever he wants. On the other hand, this is a special portal going to a new realm and a big event, so it might not let him through. I’ve never been to a Gathering myself, so I don’t know.” She looked at Tyler, and he just shrugged. He didn’t know either.

“I guess we’ll let the House and Bermuda decide. If he wants to come with us and the House will let him, then he can count as one of our twenty guests.”

I nodded. That sounded like a plan to me. Bermuda was used to napping on the bed and playing in the sand. He might think this whole Gathering thing was a huge bore.

“There is one more thing we need to discuss,” Sandy said, “and now is the time to do it before we are around a lot of other supernaturals.” She gave us all a serious look. “I was thinking about this while we were on our honeymoon. I was mentally going over all the things that had happened and realized that other supernaturals, even those in other Houses, would react very differently.

“First, let’s talk about Penny and Eggy. As awake and aware charms, they are incredibly valuable. After hearing about how they are linked with you, Jason, I’ve come to realize that it wouldn’t do any good for someone to take them from you. You are their ‘source,’ as Eggy calls it. But most supernaturals wouldn’t know anything about that. They would just assume Penny could provide them with the same magic storage and support she has given you.”

She paused to let that sink in. I hadn’t thought about this before. We all supported each other, and we would never steal from each other. I’d never thought of Penny as extremely valuable before, but now that Sandy had said it, I realized she was. She’d always been valuable to me, of course. Without her, I wouldn’t have a matrix, and I wouldn’t have won my fight with Big Ugly.

I remembered our mage fight in the park before my face got punched in. That seemed like so long ago. There had been the moment where we had been charging charms at the picnic bench, and Isobel and her inner circle had shown up. There had been pure greed in their eyes. They’d wanted Sandy’s charms in the worst kind of way. And those had just been regular charms. Penny and Eggy were very rare and special charms. I’m sure there were a lot of supernaturals that would want them.

“I think the best thing to do is to just not talk about them outside of our little group. Interesting news travels pretty quickly, and even if we tell someone we trust, they could pass the information along. Someone with real power might decide they want Penny and come for her when you’re out of the House.”

“I think that’s a good idea,” Annabeth spoke up. “I also think that should apply to your wedding rings too. They were blessed by the All-Rune and absorbed some sort of rune and a whole storm’s worth of power. I don’t know what they do, but I’m sure they are more than just metal.”

“Agreed,” John said. “I haven’t figured out what they can do yet, but I can feel the magic in them, and they are anything but normal.” He played with his ring thoughtfully. I’d noticed that both he and Sandy touched their rings a lot. I didn’t think they even noticed they were doing it.

“That’s not the biggest thing we need to keep secret, though,” Sandy paused dramatically. “That would be Jason’s ability to clean and distribute magic.”

I blinked in surprise and glanced over at Annabeth. She looked just as surprised as I was.

“The whole supernatural world is about gaining power and having more magic,” Sandy continued. “You took two mages that were very low on magic and got us back on our feet in only a few weeks. Even more than that, you did it with no contamination. I know you’ve only been a mage for a short time, Jason, but that is unheard of.”

I’d been feeling a bit scared for Penny. Now I was feeling a bit scared for myself.

“If mages or naturals knew what you were capable of, they would do everything possible to make you give them clean power. The nicer ones might stick to only trying to convince you. The meaner ones would probably take Bermuda, or one of us, and try to get you to swear to them. Even the supernaturals that are hundreds of years old would be interested in your abilities. Once you’d sworn to them, then they could use you however they wanted.”

Oh wow. That was a dire warning indeed.

“I would like to jump in here and back up what Sandy is saying,” Tyler said. “The House attracts the most tolerant and friendly of the supernatural world. I know you and Annabeth have had some rough times so far, but you’ve had it easy compared to how bad it can be. Older mages can be vicious and self-centered. Mainly because that is what they’ve needed to become in order to survive. Very young mages are not seen as real members of the supernatural world yet. They are insignificant at best, or bite size snacks at worst, to the real powers of the world. If an older mage finds out you have something they want, they won’t hesitate to take it and use it however they see fit.”

I wasn’t sure how to respond to all this, so I just nodded in agreement and held onto Tyler's hand. I knew the supernatural world could be vicious. I’d just been used to thinking of myself as a small and insignificant part of it. Now I was learning that I was unique and valuable, and not in a good way. One of my greatest fears was when Isobel had said she’d come back and turn me into her slave. She’d only said that because I’d really pissed her off and stolen her golem. Now it sounded like this possibility was back, and there might be a lot of powerful mages that wanted to own me. I wasn’t happy about that at all, but now wasn’t the time for a breakdown. We had an event to get to. Nobody knew about me yet, so there was still time to get more powerful and defend myself. I took a deep breath and put on a smile.

“Thanks for telling me that,” I said to Sandy. “You’ve certainly given me something to think about, and I will certainly be very careful what I talk about at the Gathering. This doesn’t change the fact that I’m going with you, though, and we have just a few hours to get ready.”

“Right,” Tyler chimed in. He was picking up on my mood. “Let’s get to packing!” Annabeth had a few questions for Sandy, so we left them to it and headed to my room. We went into my huge walk-in closet, pulled out my small suitcase, and looked at my meager selection of clothes.

“What am I going to wear?” I sighed.

I felt lost. The Gathering seemed a bit like a business conference, and I didn’t really have any clothes that fit that sort of scene. I had one suit that I’d used for poker tournaments, and the rest were comfortable clothes like jeans and t-shirts. I was still at the beginning of my poker career, so all the money I’d won had gone into raising my stake. Poker was a game of risk, so it was important to have as large a pool of money as possible to play with. That way, when you lost, you could still enter the next tournament. I was a careful player, and as a result, I’d spent very little on my clothes.

“You’ll be fine,” Tyler said soothingly. “You’re really there to support Sandy and be her helper. The good news is you’ll look the part.” He said the last part jokingly, but suddenly I felt really bad. There was no time to get better clothes. This was it. I was going to the Gathering, supporting Sandy and representing the House, and this was all I had.

My face must have shown how I felt, because Tyler picked me up and gave me a big squeeze. “Aww baby. I was just teasing. You’ll be fine.” He kissed me. “Trust me. You are going to do just great. The only thing you really need when meeting new people is an easy smile, and you have that. When you smile, the space around you lights up. People want to be near you and talk to you. They don’t care what you’re wearing.”

He kissed me again. Somehow, he always made me feel better.

“I bet I know how to get your mind off of clothes.” His voice got husky, and his brown eyes twinkled.

He kissed me again, but this time it wasn’t just to make me feel better. This time it had heat—a very special, incubus kind of heat. We had just made love that morning, so there was no way I should have been recharged already. Tea and his Grove were on the job, though, and my new perfectly fit, perfectly amazing body let me know in the best way possible that it was ready to tango.

I wrapped my arms and legs around him and melted into all those muscles. Tyler was crazy strong, and he held me up like I didn’t weigh a thing. He nibbled down my neck, and I broke out in goosebumps. Hot damn, I was going to miss this while I was gone.

Always before, it had been Tyler leaving me. The House would send him away on a mission, and I would miss him, but I was still home. I would still sleep in my own bed, shower in my own ocean-themed bathroom, train at the beach gym, or hang out with my House friends.

This time it was me leaving, and that felt weird and a bit scary. This time I was the one going out on the mission, and Tyler would be staying here. Suddenly, I wanted to memorize this. I wanted to remember how Tyler smelled, how his shoulders felt as he flexed, how his arms felt wrapped around me. I wanted to burn all this into my memory and take it with me. I knew I wouldn’t be gone that long, a little more than a week, but right then, it felt like forever.

Then Tyler stopped and peeled me off him.

“What?” I said. I did not want to go.

“It’s been my experience that packing is best done quickly.” Tyler grinned at me. I glanced at my small suitcase, and by the time I’d glanced back, he was naked and walking out of the closet. He paused and looked back over his shoulder. “I’ll be waiting.” He licked his lips and then sashayed away––slowly. My baby had the ass of a ballet dancer and the legs to match. I was a lucky, lucky man.

My blood was rushing to all the naughty bits instead of my brain, but I didn’t let that stop me. I threw open my suitcase and packed it in record time. Before I’d come to the House, I’d lived my life out of this little suitcase, so I was very familiar with how to make everything fit. Shoes, socks, underwear, pants, shirts, and the suit were all dumped inside. I dashed to the bathroom and added a razor, deodorant, toothbrush, and toothpaste. After a quick thought, I added a bar of soap and a towel. The House we were going to didn’t have electricity, so who knew how old it was and what amenities it had. Better to be safe than sorry.

I had to sit on the suitcase to zip it closed, but then I was ready. I started stripping out of my clothes as I hurried back to the bedroom. Tyler chuckled at me, making his six-pack flex and ripple. His perfect nut brown skin contrasted with the ocean blue bedspread and highlighted his inviting smile. I paused for a moment to let my eyes drink him in, then I pounced.

I wanted him so badly. He was right there, and yet, somehow, I missed him already. I would have exploded in two minutes, but Tyler slowed it down. He took his time, exploring my body like he’d never held it before. He licked my abs and took his time nuzzling my muscles. It felt weird, but very nice, to have muscles of my own. Tea and his Grove had given me a complete makeover when they’d healed me. Before, I’d been in good shape—for a nerd. Now I had the body of an Olympic athlete, like I was a gold medal swimmer or something. I was still skinny, but I was all muscle and gradually adding on a bit more each day. Now I was fast and powerful, with great reflexes, wonderful flexibility, and apparently, a really quick recharge time.

When Tyler finally made love to me, he did it so we were close. Like he was inside me, covering me, and kissing me all at the same time. It was almost too much.

Almost.

I let my senses drink him like he was a fine wine. I inhaled him. Tasted him. Clung to him and called his name over and over like a prayer. I made a memory of us together. I was going away, and this memory was coming with me.

I was technically immortal now, but the supernatural world was dangerous. I was only immortal as long as I could stay alive. I wasn’t taking anything for granted. Least of all Tyler.

He was kind. He was thoughtful. He listened to me and laughed at all my crazy antics. I was the best version of myself when I was around him. My heart was overflowing, and when we exploded together, we didn’t let go. We just slowed the rhythm down and finally stopped—still wrapped in each other. For a while, we didn’t say anything, and I took several more snapshots for my memory album. I was heels to Jesus, covered up in a man blanket, and happy as could be. This was a perfect moment.

All things have to end, though, and finally Tyler rolled off me. Bermuda had been waiting for us to finish, and he came over and curled up by my head. He licked my ear a few times, then gave a little sigh and started purring. The giant fan blades overhead cooled me down with a light breeze. The waves crashed on the shore outside my window. My God, life was good.

“I have something I want to talk to you about,” Tyler said. He sounded serious. “I didn’t think we would have to cover this for a while, but now you are heading to the Gathering, there is something we need to discuss.”

“Sure,” I said. Good communication was key in any relationship. He paused for a moment, gathering his thoughts.

“The whole idea behind marriage, originally, was property rights and ownership,” he said.

Huh? Where was this going?

“It started out as one guy owning several women, mainly because so many women died in childbirth. Then it changed to one man and one woman at a time. It was still about property and resources, though. Marriage was more about security and managing a household than it was about sex and love.

“Then women got a lot more freedom and the ability to own property, and the concept of sex and marriage changed again. It became fashionable to be in love, although you wanted to limit your number of partners because of sexually transmitted diseases. I’m saying all this to say, none of this applies to the supernatural world. The rules are very different.”

Ahhh. Now I saw where this was going.

“When you’re a supernatural, you don’t have diseases, so there is no real limit on how many sexual partners you can have. Property is completely different too. Something is only yours as long as you can defend it. If a stronger mage wants something, he can take it, and nobody will think twice about it. That’s just the way it is. Because of this, there is no need for marriage in the supernatural world, and there is no reason to limit having sex.

“As a side note, there are a lot of other relationships in the supernatural world. The most common one is between teacher and student. Because the student swears on their magic and their magic compels them to keep their word, there are a whole range of relationships that can happen between teacher and student. Sex, giving magic, and free labor are almost always part of the student teacher bond.”

I rubbed Bermuda’s head and let him finish. He had a point to all this I was sure.

“One other thing to cover before I talk about us,” he continued. “Sex is one of the few ways of transferring magic where both parties can end up with more power than when they started. It’s not a lot, but it is a tiny bit more. As long as it is somewhat consensual, it also causes some of the least contamination as well. Because of this, there is a lot of sex in the supernatural world. Like a lot. The whole thing has turned into a bit of a game. It’s almost like the whole baseball card thing, where everyone is looking to trade up.”

“Trade up?” I asked.

“That’s when you have sex with someone more powerful than yourself. You’re trading up. You get a bit of their power. They get a bit of yours. But their power is stronger, so you get more. It’s called trading up.”

I didn’t want to get personal yet, so I went with a different example.

“So when Sandy and John are playing the Duchess and the Coachman, that would be trading up from Sandy’s point of view?”

“Exactly,” Tyler said. “Sandy is a prodigy, and she’s powerful for her age, but as far as raw magic, John is a lot more advanced than she is.”

I thought about it for a second.

“So, does that mean that part of the reason that Sandy is currently so strong is because she’s banging John?” I asked. That sounded cynical, but I wanted to make sure that I understood all the ramifications.

“Actually, yes,” Tyler said. “We know that their relationship is true, and they are madly in love with each other. They gave their vows to each other in a place that doesn’t allow any untruth to exist. Sandy joined her life with John, knowing that if he lost his battle, they would both be sucked into the earth. You don’t do that unless you are very sure of what the other person means to you.

“Looking at it from the outside, though, Sandy looks like a gold digger. I’m sure there were people in House Chicago that thought she’d found herself a sugar daddy. She got him to fall in love with her, and she’s been leaching off him ever since. That is one fast track to power, and I’m sure they were as jealous as could be. I don’t know this for sure, but I’m guessing that’s one reason we haven’t gotten help from some of the other Houses. They are jealous of her talent and jealous of her relationship with John.”

“Wow!” I said. “That is a whole new way of looking at things.”

“Does that mean people will think I’m a gold digger too?” I asked. “Will they think I’m using you as a fast track to power?”

On one hand, I didn’t care what other people thought about me. I made my own path. On the other hand, if they were going to judge me, I wanted to know about it.

Tyler just laughed.

“With me, it’s different. I think all the Houses know about my ability to eat negative emotions. They will probably just think you are a very disturbed individual and it’s taking a lot of work to make you right again. People will probably try to get the story of your Waker Moment out of you, and they’ll expect it to be something truly horrendous.”

Oh. Well. I guess I was going to be the poster child for emotional therapy. That was okay if Tyler was good with everything.

“I know I should not even have to ask this, but you don’t think I’m a gold digger, right?” I asked.

Tyler laughed again.

“Of course not! I’m the one sticking around and keeping the party going. Besides, you didn’t even know how this worked until I said something just now.

“Seriously, though, I don’t think you are getting any sort of advantage from me at all. Your soul is just too thick for my power to work, so we aren’t trading power like normal partners. I actually wish it wasn’t. I wish you got an advantage from being with me. I like being with you, Jason. I like you more than any other person I’ve met since becoming a supernatural.”

He cupped my face with his hand and pulled me in extra close. I gazed into his brown eyes, only inches away from his long lashes and perfectly arched eyebrows. Tyler was all man, but in some ways, he was devastatingly pretty.

I swallowed hard and blinked, trying to stay focused on what he was saying.

“I’m afraid you’re going to get all the bad reputation and none of the good power that should come with us being together like this. And for that, I’m really sorry.”

He kissed me softly and tenderly.

“Don’t worry about me,” I stammered. He was so close I was finding it hard to breathe. “I will be just fine. And I wouldn’t trade our time together for anything.”

I kissed him back. Then he kissed me. Then I kissed him. It was a little slice of heaven. I made another memory.

“Just to finish this up,” I paused our lip cuddling, “was there anything else you wanted me to know? Our conversation kind of went all over the place there.”

“Oh, yes,” he said. “I just wanted to be clear that you are going to have lots of opportunities to trade up during the Gathering. In fact, it’s going to be expected. They won’t have incubus powers like I do, so the whole ‘power exchange’ thing may work and really help your growth. I know you are still a very young supernatural and still think of sex and relationships in the mundane way, but this could be a big opportunity for you, and I want you to feel free to take it.”

Oh. Wow. That was a load full.

“So…” I said slowly. “You are saying you want me to have sex with other people?”

“I’m saying I’m an incubus and that I have sex all the time with lots and lots of people. I’m also saying John and Sandy’s relationship is very unusual in the supernatural world and that you probably shouldn’t model your future expectations on them. I’m also saying that you are going to be surrounded by mages and naturals that are hundreds of years older than you. If you have the opportunity to power up, you should take it.” Tyler was speaking slowly and clearly. He wanted to get his point across with as little ambiguity as possible.

It hit me that this was a very adult moment. Like this was a mature conversation to be having. This wasn’t just kisses and happy times. This was the “work” they talk about in relationships. This was being open, vulnerable, and willing to define what works and what doesn’t for each other. This was serious, so I took a moment to gather my thoughts.

“First of all, thank you for telling me all this and being up front with everything,” I said sincerely. “This is my first real relationship, so I might not get everything right. But I’ll do my best.”

Tyler looked deep into my eyes and nodded.

“I’m still very fresh from the mundane world, so I’m going to use the terms I know to describe what I think you’re saying. I guess, first of all, are we in a relationship? Do you consider us to be more than lovers?” I thought about everything he’d taught me already about fighting and what he’d said about teachers. “Are we more than a teacher and student?”

I stopped. I was scared to ask any more. What if he said “no”?

“I’d like us to be in a relationship, if you would like that too,” Tyler replied softly. It occurred to me that Tyler was such a private person that this conversation had to be scary for him too.

Putting my heart out there was not an easy thing for me. I’d gotten very good at being fake happy with all the guys I’d slept with after my dad had kicked me out. I had needed food and a place to stay, and nobody wanted to shack up with a boy with a bad attitude. This was for real, though. This was me giving my heart and finding real happiness.

“I would like that very much,” I said just as softly. “So, does this mean you are my boyfriend?”

“I think this means I’m your boyfriend.” Tyler tried on the words for size. Then he got a big smile on his face. “And this means you are my boyfriend.”

“Yep,” I said. “I’m your official boyfriend.”

Oh wow. Those words. I didn’t know how much they would mean to me. I suddenly felt like I was going to explode. I kissed him. It wasn’t soft this time. It was full of tongue and tango. Then I stopped and pulled back.

“I can’t believe I’m saying this, but just to be absolutely clear, we have an open relationship.”

“Yep,” Tyler said as he pulled me to him. “And I’m getting ready to show you just how open we can be.”

He growled, and a fire burned through me. He was my boyfriend, and we’d navigated the whole “open relationship” thing. Anything else could wait.

I growled back. Bermuda got up off my pillow and padded away, shooting us a look of disgust. According to him, napping was where it was at. He’d had enough of this lovemaking nonsense.

This time Tyler didn’t go slow. He let me have it. I loved it all and begged for more. That was a mistake. Tyler kicked it into another gear, and I almost couldn’t handle it.

Almost.

We finished up on the bathroom floor, although I really didn’t remember getting there. It was a good thing we did, though, because my phone timer went off. It was time to get ready and head downstairs. I was exhausted. Happy, but exhausted, so Tyler picked me up and carried me into my beautiful walk-in shower.

The rain water from all the shower heads felt so nice, and I just stood there as Tyler lathered me up with body wash and made sure every part of me was fresh and clean. The recovery time on my new body was unreal, and by the time we made it to the drying section, my legs had stopped shaking. By the time I was dry, I could actually walk straight. I fixed my hair, put on fresh clothes, and went to go get Bermuda. He was nowhere to be found.

I looked everywhere—under the bed, behind the plants, in the closet. I even looked up at the fan in case he’d figured out how to fly. There was no sign of him. I was really hoping he would be able to come to the Gathering with me, but I guess that wasn’t to be. I still grabbed the backpack he liked to ride in, just in case he had wandered down to Sandy’s apartment. Disappointed, but out of time, I grabbed my suitcase and headed out with Tyler.

As we walked down the hallway, Tyler did something totally unexpected. He reached out and held my hand. It was such a simple gesture. We’d walked down this hallway many times together. But this time, it was different. This time my boyfriend was holding my hand.

I got a big grin on my face, and I didn’t mind who saw it. Tyler liked me. Tyler was holding my hand. Tyler was my boyfriend. What a difference an afternoon could make!

We paused before going into Sandy’s apartment. I didn’t want to let his hand go, and he seemed like he had something to say.

“What?” I asked.

“I think maybe, when this is all over and nobody is trying to kill us, I’d like for us to go on a real date.”

“You mean, like with candlelight and spaghetti and everything?” I asked playfully. For some reason, Lady and the Tramp popped into my head.

“Sure,” he laughed. “Dinner and maybe some dancing. I think dancing together would be a lot of fun.”

I gave his hand a squeeze.

“I’d like that,” I said happily. “It’s a date. When this is all over and nobody is trying to kill us, we’ll go dancing.”

We just stood there for a moment, smiling at each other like two goofy teenagers. The little girl inside me was going all ‘Squee!’ and ready to have that date right now, but time was ticking and I had somewhere to be. Finally, I regretfully let him go and went inside.

Sandy, John, and Annabeth were already there. Annabeth seemed happy, like she always was, but Sandy seemed extra bubbly and cheerful. I saw John give Tyler a broad wink, and Tyler winked back. Then they both laughed and gave each other high fives.

“Men!” Sandy said, trying to sound reproving, but then she got a big satisfied smile on her face and gave a little giggle.

What? Sandy was giggling? It seemed like John had been doing some fine work as well. Sandy liked to laugh, but she was not a giggler. I guess she was today.

Sandy bounced over and gave me a spontaneous hug. Then Annabeth got one too. I cocked an eyebrow at Annabeth, but she just smiled back and went with it.

John gave me a mug of his famous ale, and I sipped it cautiously. I knew what his ale could do. It went down so easily, and then I ended up passed out on the floor. I couldn’t do that today. I took a quick look around for Bermuda, but didn’t see him. I said goodbye to Snowy and Biscuit, but they didn’t seem to mind that I was going.

All too soon, the wall in Sandy’s living room flashed, and a golden archway appeared. It was time to go.

I kissed Tyler one last time. I was going to miss this strong, handsome man. We broke apart, and I went to grab my suitcase, and then I realized just how much I was going to miss him. So I kissed him again. Okay, that really was the last time. He wrapped one arm around me, put the other hand behind my head, and kissed me deeply. He kissed me so hard I forgot to breathe. I felt my legs get weak, and only Tyler’s powerful arms kept me up. I heard Annabeth laughing, and then she pulled us apart.

“Boys! Boys!” she commanded. “It’s only a week. You will live. You’ll see each other again.” She got between us and pushed me away. Tyler was like gravity. I could barely tear myself away. She gave me the suitcase and pushed me towards the portal.

“Stay right there,” she instructed Tyler when it looked like he was going to walk after me.

“Yes, ma’am,” he said with a grin, before giving me a longing look. I realized Sandy wasn’t with me, and when I looked over, I saw why. She was all wrapped up in her new husband. She was getting sucked in by her own man-gravity.

Annabeth gave me the hairy eyeball. “Stay!” she commanded, and then went to pull Sandy away from John. She had to get between them too, but in the end, she got Sandy right beside me with her suitcase as well.

“You two are going to do great!” she said cheerfully. “You’re going to have a wonderful time, represent the House well, and learn lots of new things. When you get back, we’ll be right here waiting for you.” She gave us both a quick hug.

“Now, enough goodbyes!” she said in her mom voice.

“Go!”

And that is what we did. Sandy grabbed my hand, gave me a big smile, and we stepped through the archway together.


02 Arrival

We ended up in a gazebo, which wasn’t what I was expecting at all. Granted, it was a huge gazebo, but I thought we were going to a House. It was beautiful, though, with hanging ferns, comfy benches, and thousands of little twinkling lights. Some sort of classical music was playing in the background. I looked closer and realized the lights were actually flowers. There were leafy green vines climbing all over the structure, and growing on those vines were thousands of white flowers. In the middle of each of them was a bright, twinkling light. It was the afternoon when we’d left, but it was nighttime here, and all the little lights made the place feel festive and fun.

I took a quick look around to see over a hundred people in different groups standing around chatting. Before I could take in more than that, a kind-faced woman came over and greeted us.

“Hello, and welcome to House Atayk.” She clasped her hands together in a strange-looking pose and gave us a small bow. Sandy bowed back. I followed her lead.

“Kindly step away from the portal so the rest of your party may follow.” She gestured in front of us, and we both stepped forward, trailing our luggage behind. We knew there wasn’t anyone else coming through, but the woman made it so easy to follow her directions. Behind us, the portal gave a small pop and disappeared.

A look of surprise flashed across the woman’s face. She looked at us, looked at where the portal should have been, and then looked back at us.

“I’m sorry, but there appears to be some sort of mistake,” she stammered. “I’ve never had the portal close so quickly before. Normally, it stays open for several minutes, and we have plenty of time to move the guests through.”

“It’s okay,” Sandy said soothingly. “We are the only ones from our House coming to the Gathering. The portal was welcome to close whenever it wanted.”

“It’s just the two of you?” She sounded shocked. Like she couldn’t believe only two people from a House would attend the Gathering.

Sandy nodded.

The woman looked at us for a moment, unsure of what to do. We had certainly thrown her out of her normal routine.

“I’m sorry,” she said. “I’ve just never had this happen before. Getting an invitation to the Gathering is highly coveted, and there are only twenty open places for each House. The spots are always filled, and sometimes we’ve even had people try to sneak in as stowaways. That never works, of course, but still, we have those that try. Having eighteen empty invitations, though, that is just unheard of.”

“If it helps, we would have enjoyed having a few more people with us, but they had to stay behind and defend the House,” Sandy said with a sigh.

“Defend the House?” she echoed. Then something seemed to click with her. “By any chance, are you from House Louisville?”

“That we are,” Sandy said. “I’m Sandy, the Head of Household, and this is Jason.”

“Oh! Well. It is certainly nice to meet both of you.” She did her hand thing and bowed to both of us again. “I am Aoede, and I am very happy to welcome you.

“Since you are such a new House, and under attack too, it makes perfect sense that only a few of you could come. I’m pretty sure neither of you have been to a Gathering before?” She gave us a questioning look. Sandy shook her head. “Well, I’m so glad you are here. You are going to love it! Being at your first Gathering is something special.” She gave a wistful sigh. “It’s like falling in love for the first time. You will forever remember these next few days.”

It seemed Aoede was a bit of a romantic. Normally, I’d say I was a realist. But Tyler, the sweetest, hottest incubus ever, was now my boyfriend, so I was ready to swing to the romantic side and see the world through rose-colored glasses.

“Now come with me. We’ll get in line, and I’ll get you oriented.” She led us towards the other side of the gazebo.

I thought the other people were just standing around in no particular order, but as we moved along, I realized they were grouped together, with the clusters forming a line. I also found out the music wasn’t a recording; it was an actual string quartet. Two men and two women were dressed like they had stepped right off the stage of My Fair Lady.

“We use this gazebo as our load-in location for two reasons,” Aoede continued as she walked. “The main reason is for organization. The Caller at the front of the line spaces out the guests so they can walk to the House without tripping over each other, and when they reach the House, they have plenty of time to get organized and disperse before the next group arrives. It’s a two-stage system, but it works well.”

We reached the end of the line, and I got my first view of where we were headed. My jaw dropped. House Atayk was the most beautiful thing I’d ever seen. It was also enormous. It had all the grandeur of Biltmore Estate, but at least fifty times bigger. It looked like a fairytale, with columns and arches and peaks and balconies and gargoyles. It was lit up, like an oasis of light, and it seemed to promise romance, mystery, and happiness. It was like a beautiful woman, dressed in her finest jewels, promising both a stately elegance and bawdy good time. I felt drawn to it––as if it was magnetic.

I finally looked away to see Aoede smiling at me fondly.

“She is beautiful, no?”

“Oh, yes!” I breathed. “Your House is lovely.”

She laughed—a happy, welcoming laugh. She was obviously proud of her House and loved showing it off.

I looked over at Sandy, and she was having the same reaction.

“House Chicago is big, and I never thought I’d see anything beat it, but this is just out of this world,” she said.

“Literally,” I interjected.

Sandy laughed. “Yep. It’s in its own realm, so it’s literally out of this world.”

Aoede smiled politely, but I didn’t think she got my humor.

“So what is the second reason?” Sandy asked.

Do what? Oh. The second reason we came through the portal to the gazebo instead of directly into the House.

“Vanity,” Aoede said. “The House likes to be looked at.” She laughed. “It makes sense, though. Architecture is there to be admired, and if you don’t start your journey at a distance, how can you really appreciate the artistry of it all?”

The view was amazing, and I was glad I’d gotten to enjoy the majesty of the House before we were inside. I had a whole new perspective on what we were getting into.

“It’s not just vanity on the part of the House,” Aoede continued. “It also gives the guest Houses a chance to be seen by the others and have their group moment in the spotlight. The processional started out as a simple tradition, but since then it’s become much more than that. Now it has become a bit of a contest to see which Houses can outdo each other on spectacle.

“It starts with the Caller. That’s the person at the exit of the gazebo. He announces the name of your House, and that is usually when the group unveils their first surprise. Then you wind through the front garden until you reach the House. The path is over a mile long, so you have plenty of time to check everyone out and appreciate all the time and artistry that has gone into their procession. About three-quarters of the way to the House is the Oval. It is normally used as a small outdoor gathering space for a meeting or concert. For tonight, it is the perfect place to stop and show off your skills. Keep an eye on it, and you’ll see all kinds of interesting things.

“Since this is your first time here, don’t worry too much about creating something yourself. Just enjoy the show and get ideas for next time. Oh, it looks like the Caller is getting ready to announce a House. Let’s watch.” She pulled us to the side so we could get a better view.

The Caller was talking to someone in the group at the very front of the gazebo. He stepped back and waited for a moment. The group whispered among themselves, but it was hard to see if they were doing anything, as all the figures were dressed in black. Finally, they finished and nodded to the Caller. They were ready.

“House Atayk is proud to welcome, House Lima!”

The Caller’s voice boomed out, and a soft, round light flew up from the group. It hovered about twenty feet in the air and then started spinning. As it spun, it started separating out colors, then the whole ball whipped apart and suddenly the air was filled with beautiful parrots. They had white beaks and bright red heads. The red turned into different colors before finishing as an electric blue on the tips of the wings and the tails.

They were stunning. Definitely the most beautiful birds I’d seen in real life. They flew overhead for a moment, calling to each other with harsh cries. Then they flew back down and each one settled on a member of House Lima. As soon as they did, the black outfits exploded in color. Their hues echoed the birds, with white hats, red capes, and green shirts fading into electric blue pants. The group then turned and glided off down the path. And I do mean glided. It looked like they were floating along on an invisible stream. It was an impressive display of power and artistry, and there was a loud round of applause from those of us still at the gazebo.

As soon as they moved off, everyone went back to chatting, so I took the opportunity to ask Aoede a few questions.

“How many Houses are there?”

“Two hundred and fifty-six,” Aoede said. “There used to be less, but with the world population growing the way it is, the House has been adding a new branch every forty years or so.”

“So what makes a new House appear?” I asked. “And who determines where it is going to be?”

“That is a good question. The truth is, we don’t know exactly. The House is alive, so it grows where it wants, when it wants.” Aoede shrugged. “The theory is that the House grows wherever there is a need. Sometimes it seems like it grows with the population. Sometimes it opens a new House where there is a natural disaster. That isn’t always true, though. Take your House, for example. Louisville is the largest city in Kentucky, but it doesn’t rank very high when you consider all the cities in the world. There also hasn’t been any sort of natural disaster near there since the flood of 1937. So why did it open a branch in Louisville a year and a half ago? Nobody knows.”

That was interesting. Was it to stop the Louisville mages? Or was it bigger than that?

“You said it opened a new branch, so are all the Houses connected?” I asked.

“Oh, yes. All the Houses are connected, just like the branches of a tree. Some Houses are enormous and have been around for thousands of years. Some are only a few hundred years old. The theory is that they all have the same source. It is said that somewhere there is a rune that powers and guides them.”

“You mean the All-Rune?” I asked.

She gave me an odd look. “I’ve heard of that, but most people consider it to be a myth. Runes are complicated things, and there is no way that one rune can encompass everything. It’s an interesting idea and a fun story to tell younger supernaturals, but no senior mage that I know of actually believes it exists.”

I shared a quick glance with Sandy. We both knew it was real, alright. If it was supposed to be a secret, though, I wasn’t going to go around talking about it.

“As for the idea that a rune is the source of all the Houses, that is just a theory. Actually, I don’t know that you would call it a theory because that would mean there was evidence to support an assumption. As far as I know, there is no evidence of this. It could just be a project for a mage that is thousands of years old. Sort of like Realm Lord Atayk is for House Atayk.”

That sounded very confusing, although she said it like this was common knowledge.

“I don’t understand,” I said. “I’ve never been to a realm before, and I’m so new to everything. I’m sure you’ve already explained this a lot, but could you give me the beginner version?”

“Sure,” she smiled. “A realm is a place that is connected to Earth, but it’s a totally different space. Each realm is its own contained world. It can be small, like a personal realm, all the way up to vast places that are the size of continents. Each realm can have its own rules, and they can differ greatly from what you are used to. For example, it is always night here, and there are very few animals or insects. In other realms, it is completely different, with a huge number of animals and plants. Days don’t have to be twenty-four hours. There might only be one or two seasons, and even something as basic as gravity might be different.”

Realms sounded a lot like different dimensions or multiple universes like in the comics. She indicated that realms were self-contained and smaller than Earth, so a different universe probably wasn’t the best way to think about it. Maybe as pocket dimensions?

“From what we know, there are two different types of realms: natural and conjured. Natural realms form where there is a catastrophic event on Earth that takes a lot of life. It requires something really big, like a volcano or earthquake, and it has to affect a lot of living things like plants and animals, to generate enough magic to form a realm. When the realm forms, it is usually a snapshot of the world before the tragedy happened.

“Natural realms are usually unstable, and they can last anywhere from a couple weeks to a couple hundred years before they fall apart. Occasionally, though, something happens to stabilize the realm, and it lasts much longer than that.”

Interesting. I wondered if there was a realm filled with dinosaurs? That would be awesome! Of course, that was millions of years ago. The realm would have probably fallen apart by now.

I wondered if this was all new to Sandy? I glanced over at her, but she looked like she was only half listening. I guess she knew this already. Aoede was still on a roll, though. It seemed she enjoyed having an eager listener.

“Conjured realms, on the other hand, are completely sourced by a very powerful mage. I have no idea how they do it, but somehow they use magic to split apart space itself and form a whole new realm. Since they created the place, they get to set it up however they like. Usually, maintaining a realm takes a lot more time and energy than one person can provide, no matter how powerful they are. So a Realm Lord will recruit sponsors to finish the land and help with its upkeep.”

“So that’s what happened here?” I asked.

“Yes,” she nodded. “Lord Atayk created this realm a couple thousand years ago. It’s rumored that he was working on something at the time that was sensitive to light. He started out working underground but ran into problems with temperature and moisture. So he changed his plans, gathered his power, and made a realm.”

“So this place is like his own personal workshop,” I said.

“That’s one way of looking at it,” she nodded.

“Is Lord Atayk still here?”

“As far as I know, he is. I haven’t seen him, of course, but some of the really old mages say he still talks to them occasionally. Rumor has it he lives on the top floor of the House and he uses the mountain as his studio.”

I looked past the House for the first time and saw an enormous mountain range in the back. I was used to the hills of Kentucky, but this was enormous. It looked like something out of an Ansel Adams picture. Whatever he was working on, it must have required a lot of room.

“So how did the House get here?” I asked.

“Lord Atayk has always been a Houseguest,” she said, “even when he was a fresh new mage. Once he made the realm, he asked the House to grow a branch here, and paid the cost himself. His idea was that this House would be a place of healing for new supernaturals, and a place of experimentation and reflection for older supernaturals.”

She gestured to the left side of the House.

“There is an entire section dedicated to new mages who are experiencing emotional and physical trauma. Waker Moments can be nasty things. And the way new mages are treated by the supernatural community can be pretty awful too. If a mage is accepted by the House, but they are too damaged to be part of regular society, then the House will send them here to get the help they need.”

“That sounds pretty amazing,” I said.

“Lord Atayk survived and became very powerful, but he never forgot it was the House that kept him safe.”

I stood for a moment, looking at the magnificent House. It was more than just a pretty place. It was a way to honor the All-Rune for creating a home, and to create safety and healing for lots of new supernaturals. There was still so much for me to learn, but maybe someday I’d be powerful enough to make a difference too. I certainly hoped so.

Another woman gestured at Aoede, and she turned to us. “I have to go and get ready for the next arrivals. Just stay in line, wait for the Caller to announce you before you head out, and don’t go too fast. You’ll be fine. Once you get to the House, just look for someone with a badge if you need anything.”

She tapped her necklace, a large purple star outlined in gold. Actually, I guess it was more like a lanyard, not a necklace. I looked over at the other woman. She had a purple star as well, but it was pinned to her dress. At least I knew what to look for now.

“It has been wonderful talking to you!” she said warmly. She was a really nice person, sort of like a tamer version of Annabeth. “Here is my contact information in case you run into any problems and can’t find a volunteer. Also, if you want to, just drop me a note afterwards and let me know how you liked it. You both are going to have so much fun!”

She held out the back of her right wrist, and Sandy reached over and tapped the back of her wrist against it. There was a small glow, and then Sandy withdrew her hand. Aoede offered her wrist to me, then she paused.

“You don’t have a Bank Stamp.” She looked at Sandy, then back at me, then back at Sandy again. I was guessing this was a problem? The other woman gestured at Aoede again, but she held up one finger like ‘give me a minute’.

“No, he doesn’t have a Bank Stamp,” Sandy said. “He’s only been a supernatural for a couple months now. The Bank usually won’t initiate anyone until they are at least a decade old.”

Aoede looked at me again. Like, really looked at me.

“He’s a Spark,” Aoede said.

“He’s a Spark,” Sandy confirmed.

They were talking about me like I wasn’t there, but I didn’t mind. I was learning new stuff, or at least, new questions to ask. I’d never heard the term ‘Spark’ before. Sandy had mentioned a Bank Stamp a few hours earlier, but I hadn’t had time to learn about that yet either.

“I’d bet anything that you are the youngest person ever invited to the Gathering,” Aoede was talking to me again. “Still, records are made to be broken, and I’m glad I was here to see it.

“Without Bank access, you are going to run into problems. You won’t be able to view the map, so it will be difficult for you to get around. You won’t have the schedule of events, or any general update messages. The biggest problem, though, will be that you won’t be able to understand anyone else unless they are speaking in English.

“The easiest thing for you to do is to always be with someone you trust. They can help you get around and interpret as needed. I’d also suggest sticking to the talks that are given in English. There are going to be over a hundred languages here, but at least English is a popular one. I’m also going to do one more thing for you...”

She trailed off, and her eyes focused on something only she could see. She made a few gestures in the air and then looked back at us.

“There. All done.” She smiled brightly. “I sent out a general notification to the entire House. They now know you are here, how many of you are attending, and that your party contains a Spark with no Bank access. Everyone will help keep an eye out for you and provide any assistance needed. Remember, we are always glad to help!” She tapped her purple star, then gave us her hand pose and bow again. We bowed back. Then she hurried off. I assumed to get ready for the next group to arrive.

It sounded like I was the baby of the Gathering. Like they were going to have to keep an extra eye on me to make sure I didn’t get lost or do anything stupid. I didn’t like the feelings that came with that. I was used to taking care of myself. I was reliable and resourceful. I was here to help support Sandy, not have her take care of me.

I stopped and took a deep breath. It felt good, so I did it again, letting all the frustration out. I channeled Annabeth and just accepted the situation. Aoede was probably right. I was sure I was the youngest supernatural here, and I didn’t have the Bank Stamp, maps, translations and whatever else. I’d make it work. I always did.

“So what is this Bank thing?” I asked Sandy.

“I’m sorry about that,” Sandy replied. She sounded a little frustrated too. “In our rush to get here, it never occurred to me that you didn’t have a Bank Stamp yet. It isn’t something you’ve needed up to this point. I just never thought about how it would hamper you once we got here. Don’t worry. We’ll stick together and do just fine.”

“We sure will,” I said. “We’ve been through a lot worse than this before and we’ve made it work very well.” I put on my best cheerful smile. I wasn’t going to let Sandy get upset on my account. “You mentioned a Bank Stamp back at our House, but we haven’t had a chance to chat about it yet. What is it exactly?”

“The Bank Stamp is just a magical imprint that lets you access all the functions of the Bank,” Sandy said.

Okay. That was nice to know, but I could have figured that out on my own. I was ready to go with a lot more questions, but Sandy just laughed and held up her hand.

“I can see by the look on your face that you need a lot more than that. Let me give you an overview of the Bank and see if that answers all those questions I see brewing inside that curious head of yours.

“The Bank started thousands and thousands of years ago. Legend has it there were two brothers who both became supernaturals and both founded large and powerful schools. The schools pioneered a lot of the basic mage techniques that are still in use today. They were the first ones to put runes into charms and trade them with each other. It didn’t take long before the current system of bartering broke down and resulted in some serious fights. To keep the peace, the brothers came together and made the basic unit of magical currency, the pearl.

“A pearl looks like a real pearl, but it is a solid piece of magic. It’s formed from the caster’s magic and has their exact color and saturation. Once mages found out they could not only make the pearls, but absorb them too, it started an entire market for trading. They discovered that absorbing a pearl that was the same color as their own made for very little contamination.

“Finding someone that had their exact hue was difficult, so there needed to be a way to store pearls until the right buyer came along. The brothers got together again and created the first version of the Bank.

“At first, all it did was verify that the pearls were the right sizes and rated their color and hue. As you can imagine, supernaturals had already figured out how to cheat the system by making the pearls slightly smaller or less dense. The Bank put a stop to that, as well as added a color cataloging system.

“After a while, it started acting like a real bank. You could now pay for things with your Bank Stamp rather than carrying around actual pearls. This dramatically reduced the amount of robberies, and soon everyone wanted a Bank Stamp, regardless of what school they belonged to.

“From there, they started adding other services, like communications, entertainment, ownership, tournament rankings, and personal rankings. In a very real way, the supernatural world had debit cards, Google Translate, YouTube, and Messenger as far back as Roman times.”

“In some ways, that sounds pretty awesome,” I said thoughtfully. “On the other hand, social media is used for scamming people and spreading propaganda. How has the supernatural world dealt with those problems?”

“Well, for one thing, you can’t pretend to be someone else. Your magical signature is unique, so all messages and correspondence have to come from you directly. If you scam someone, they will know exactly who did it and will hunt you down. If they are powerful enough, they will probably kill you and take everything you own.

“The other thing is, only people can own things and send messages. So you can’t get scammed by some company or some faceless person on the other side of the world. If you buy something, you buy it from a person. If it isn’t what you want, you can take that up with them directly. That keeps a lot of the bureaucracy and corruption out of the system. On the other hand, it makes it a lot like a schoolyard, where the biggest person gets what they want. But that is a whole different discussion.”

“This all sounds pretty awesome,” I said. “So why doesn’t everyone get a Bank Stamp right away?”

“Power,” Sandy said simply. “The link takes power to work, and brand new supernaturals are just getting their feet under them. They don’t have any power to spare. That’s partially why I wasn’t checking my messages. The Bank Stamp powered down on its own while I was recovering. Once I got enough power to wake up, I still didn’t want to activate the Stamp. After we got married, I had all the power I needed, but then I had other things on my mind.”

Her eyes got a faraway look, and a smile crossed her face. I’m sure John had kept her occupied with lots of happy things other than checking her messages. Nudge, nudge, wink, wink.

One group had made it to the Oval, so we paused our discussion to see what they would do. It didn’t seem like much in the beginning. They pulled out some instruments that looked like long reeds and began to play. Some blew into them and some used them as light percussion. It sounded natural and earthy and reminded me of a soft breeze on a summer's day. That must have been what they were intending, because long stalks of wheat started growing out of the ground.

I was pretty sure what I was seeing was an illusion, but it looked amazingly real. They kept playing, and soon they were surrounded by a thick field of grain that rippled in an invisible breeze. Then, most of them stopped, and they started beating the wheat with their sticks. The golden grains flew up in the air and swirled around. The stalks disappeared, and the grains settled on the ground all around them. The music changed. Now it was deep and rough, and a giant stone wheel appeared. Some of the mages started chanting, and the stone wheel started rolling around them. At first, I wasn’t sure what they were doing, but then the wheel gradually became covered in white, and I realized they were grinding the grains into flour.

Next, a thick wooden table grew out of the ground, and they started mixing dough and rolling it out. They formed the dough into round balls, and then the table turned into a fire brick oven. I’d enjoyed the visuals and the music up to that point. I thought it was nice, but I wasn’t blown away by it, until the smell of fresh-baked bread started wafting through the air. It smelled soooooo good. My mouth began watering, and suddenly I was hungry. They pulled the bread out of the oven, and the loaves had beautiful golden crusts. They were thick and round and very different from the bread that was normally available in a grocery store.

The head mage tore his loaf in two and raised it to the sky. The rich smell of fresh bread intensified. He certainly had everyone’s attention now. Then, slowly and deliberately, he took a huge bite. A look of pure bliss crossed his face as he chewed. The rest of his Housemates tore open their bread and started eating too. For a moment, everyone present seemed to stop and just watch them eat. I was betting there wasn’t a person present that didn’t want some fresh bread right now.

With a wave of his hand, the brick oven disappeared and the instruments vanished. Still munching their bread, the House members moved out of the Oval and continued on their way. I had no idea what House they belonged to, but they’d certainly made an impression.

“That was amazing!” Sandy looked like she had just finished watching the best Netflix series ever. She was slightly leaning towards the Oval, taking deep breaths to catch the last of the scent. “Now I really want to do some baking.”

“I’m sure you do,” I laughed. “And I want to be there to taste everything you make.” I thought about the dinners and the good times I’d had with Sandy and our crew.

“I’ve really missed you,” I said and gave her a big hug. “The House just wasn’t the same with you and John gone.”

“I’ve missed you too,” Sandy said sincerely. “I’m sure the Gathering will be a wonderful adventure and we’ll learn all sorts of things, but I’m really looking forward to going home and getting back to normal.”

We stood there together for a moment, enjoying the cool night breeze and the live music. The Caller introduced the next House, Ürümqi, and this time a freakin’ train pulled up. It was very modern looking, with a bullet shaped front and a body made of glass. Actually, it probably wasn’t glass, but it was clear like that. The tracks formed in front of it and vanished behind. The sides shimmered and the House members stepped on board. Then the train slowly took off down the winding garden path. It was neat as hell.

The line moved forward, and we shuffled along with it. I was taking in all the different languages and outfits of the other Houses around us when something occurred to me.

“I just realized we are the only people here with luggage,” I told Sandy quietly. She took a quick look around.

“You’re right. Surely they have clothes and stuff just like we do.”

“Do you think they sent their luggage ahead?” I asked.

“I don’t see how,” Sandy replied. “Aoede would have taken our luggage if there was some sort of portal system. I was able to check all my messages before we left, and they didn’t mention anything about packing and sending our stuff early.” She gestured to the other side of the gazebo where a portal had just formed. “Another House is arriving. Let’s keep an eye on them and see what they do.”

Aoede and another woman greeted the Head of Household and organized the guests stepping through. It seemed to involve a lot of drama, with lots of well wishes, final hugs, and a few dashing back through the portal because they forgot something. Finally, everyone was at the Gathering that needed to be, and the orientation started. I’d kept an eye on them the whole time, and at no point did they bring any luggage either.

I looked at Sandy, and she just shrugged. “I have no idea. We’ll figure it out for next time.” She gestured at all the other groups with their fancy outfits and easy manner. “I know we look like novices, but that’s because we are. We’ll have opportunities to ask questions, and next time we will be more prepared. This time, though, we are going to stand out a bit. And that’s okay.”

Another group of Houseguests had reached the Oval, so we turned to watch. This time, it had a Chinese Dragon festival theme. The lead person pulled out a giant paper mache dragon head and put it on. Then the rest of the dragon's body formed behind it, and more people ducked inside to become the legs and get it moving.

An illusionary crowd formed with buildings and stalls, and soon the dragon was doing all kinds of acrobatics to make its way through the crowd. At one point, the dragon ran up a wall, and then slacklined across a string of lights to another building. The gymnastics and balance of the Houseguests inside the dragon were insane. If that would have been all they had done, I would have called it a success, but the lighting grew more vivid, and the dragon morphed.

It grew in size and turned into a real Chinese dragon with four legs, a long tail, and whiskers that squirmed like snakes. It roared and attacked the crowd, smacking down a few festival goers before they could escape. All seemed lost, until a trio of warriors appeared, decked out in ancient Chinese armor and wielding long spears. The battle was on, and it changed from being a light-hearted festive battle to a real deadly fight.

The dragon tried to smash them down and eat them. Spears broke, the dragon bled from multiple wounds, and two of the trio went down, before the final warrior landed the killing blow. When he did, the scene switched back to being fun and playful again. The dragon exploded into a fountain of gold coins and brightly wrapped packages. They soared really high, and when they showered down, it was over a much larger radius than just the Oval. The other Houses got in on the action too as they jumped in the air and cast spells to catch all the sparkly loot before it hit the ground.

I think their act had taken too long, as the Caller announced the next House as soon as it was quiet enough. This time the Houseguests climbed aboard a cloud and floated away. The line moved forward, and we moved with it. There was only one more group in front of us, and then it would be our turn.

Now we had been here for a few minutes and knew what to expect, we felt more relaxed. We spent our time chatting about the House, the gardens, and the other Houseguests. As I was pointing out items of interest, it turned out my sight was a lot better than Sandy’s. I’d lost my natural sight for several weeks when I’d had my face punched in by a golem. My supernatural healing had kicked in, and I’d grown a whole new set of eyeballs. I hadn’t been very happy about it at the time, but now it seemed like my sight was perfect. Actually, it was better than perfect. I could see amazing detail at long distances as well as see in the dark. Since this whole realm stayed permanently night, it was turning out to be a nice advantage.

Annabeth and I had played a fun game of ‘I Spy’ back in Louisville, and my sight was much better than hers. Sandy had been a supernatural for a long time, though, and I’d thought her vision would be perfect too. It turned out she could see the Oval pretty clearly, but there were lots of little details with the House that she was missing.

The next set of Houseguests made it to the Oval, and this time they didn’t do anything fancy. Instead, they just grouped together and sang like a choir. I have no idea what the actual words were, as it was in a different language. The tone was upbeat, yet wistful. Sort of like Africa by Toto. They did an excellent job, and it made a nice contrast to the magic-heavy acts that had gone before. There was a smattering of applause, and then the Caller announced the next House.

“House Atayk is proud to welcome, House Perth!”

This time, a troop of kangaroos showed up. They were wearing saddles bejeweled with diamonds and pearls. They were right in front of us, so I got a good look as the Houseguests' outfits flared with light, and suddenly they were decked out with diamonds and pearls too. Whoever had made their outfits was an artist. There were just enough diamonds to make it sparkle, but they used the symmetry of the pearls to give it texture and flow. I’d always liked pearls, and these costumes were beautiful. I didn’t get to admire Perth's outfits long before they vaulted into the saddles, waved at the other Houses, and hopped off.

We moved forward, and this time we were at the front of the line. The Caller gave us a smile, looked us over, then looked behind us. Not seeing anyone else, he looked back at us and cocked his eyebrow in question.

“It’s just the two of us,” Sandy explained. “Our House is under attack and this is all we could spare.”

“House name?” the Caller asked politely.

“House Louisville,” Sandy replied.

“Ahhh. You are the new House, yes?” He gave us an even bigger smile. Sandy nodded.

“Then I bid you welcome! Welcome to House Atayk! It will not be the same as being in your own home, of course, but we will do everything we can to make your stay as comfortable and inviting as possible.” His big voice boomed out in genuine happiness to see us. His manner was so infectious that I felt my nervousness disappear, and I actually felt like they were happy to see us.

“This is the first time for both of you, yes?”

“Yes, it is.” Sandy smiled back. “To be honest, we were nervous about coming here, but you and Aoede have made us feel truly welcome. I’m happy to be here, and now I’m feeling excited too.”

“I remember my first time,” the Caller said wistfully. “It is such a magical experience.” He stared off into the distance for a moment, lost in happy thoughts. Then he focused on us again. “I know you will have a wonderful time. And if there is anything we can do to make your stay more comfortable, please let us know.” He touched his purple star.

“Be sure and go to the cocktail social tonight. The drinks will be delicious, and it will be the best time to meet your fellow guests. Finding friends here will make your visit much more enjoyable. After all, life is better when you’re laughing with friends.” He followed this up with a booming laugh and slapped Sandy on the shoulder like they had been drinking together and he’d just told a great joke. For anyone else, it would have been offensive. Too much too soon. But with him, it felt just right. The Caller was obviously the type of person who had never met a stranger. If you talked with him, then you were his friend.

We paused as another House made it to the Oval. They sat down on chairs that just appeared, and then they all pulled harps out of the air. The harps were all different sizes, from massive harps that were bigger than you’d see in an orchestra, all the way down to smaller handheld ones like on Greek pottery. They started playing, and it sounded like the wind blowing through trees filled with hundreds of wind chimes. It didn’t have any sort of melody or beat like I was used to, but it still set the mood.

An illusion formed overhead of a forest. We zoomed in to a grove of trees, then just one tree, then just one branch, where a mama bird sat on her nest. She was tiny, with a white belly and brown on top. She sort of looked like a little sparrow, but with a longer tail. She moved, and we zoomed in on an egg, which cracked, and a little bird started to appear. It was awkward and wet for a little while, but soon it dried off, flapped its scrawny wings, and then was ready for food.

We followed the little bird as it got food, grew stronger, and finally left the nest. It found some seeds on its own and then had a fun chase with a little insect. The music flew with the chase, and I thought that would be the end of the show as it ate the insect and soared into the sky. But, out of nowhere, a hawk dove down and struck the sparrow. It pinned it to the ground and tore at it with its large beak. I looked at Sandy in shock as the scene faded. The chairs and harps disappeared, and the group moved on.

“This is a common theme with supernatural stories,” Sandy said quietly. “Almost every supernatural knows someone who has lost their life in a fight against someone stronger. We are immortal, but we die pretty easily too. So lots of the stories told are tragedies.”

“I get what you’re saying, but I still think the story would have been better if it ended when the sparrow soared into the sky,” I grumbled.

“We are used to modern movies and books, most of which have some sort of happy ending. But it’s only been recently that the overall life for mortals has gotten better. If you go back a couple hundred years, people died all the time for all kinds of reasons. The old songs and tales from that time were mostly tragedies too. Someone falls in love, their love dies in war or at sea, and they throw themselves off a cliff to go join him. Usually, it has a pretty melody but macabre lyrics. When you consider that most of the supernaturals here are older than me, it makes sense they would stick with tragedy as their theme.”

I nodded in agreement. I was sure if I lived long enough, I’d see all kinds of tragedy in my life. I still liked my happy endings, though. Just because life was dark sometimes didn’t mean you couldn’t be the light.

“Are you ready?” the Caller asked.

Sandy looked at me, and I nodded.

“Yes, we are,” she said firmly.

“Very well then.” The Caller stepped back so he wouldn’t blow out our eardrums.

“For the first time,” he bellowed, “House Atayk is proud to welcome House Louisville.”

Everyone stopped chatting and moving and turned to look at us.

“As a House and as a people, this is their inaugural Gathering. Let us show them the kindest greetings and the warmest acceptance.” His voice made it all the way to the House and echoed back to us, as the sound of applause quickly gathered. I looked back at all the people in the gazebo. They smiled and clapped, and a few even gave me a cheerful wave.

I still felt very much like a novice and poor country bumpkin as I grabbed the handle on my suitcase and began wheeling down the garden path with Sandy. We didn’t glide or float or ride away. Instead, we just simply walked, dragging our spare clothes behind us.

The applause didn’t stop. If anything, it got louder, and a few whistles and cheers broke out. I thought I would feel small and a bit embarrassed. Instead, the sounds of the other Houseguests lifted me up. I found I was smiling as Sandy started waving at the other groups. I started waving too.

I felt wonderful, excited, and happy. This was an adventure. I didn’t know these people, but we had the House in common, and that was enough. With a light heart and a firm step, we headed on down the garden path.


03 Making a Ruckus

The night air was beautiful and the path was easy to walk on, so we just enjoyed the spectacle for a while. This was certainly the most magical night I’d experienced so far, and I was glad we were doing this together. With all the displays of power and the pageantry, I felt like I was in a fairy tale.

“So, what are we going to do when we get to the Oval?” I asked.

“I’ve been wondering the same thing,” Sandy said. “Shows like we’ve seen so far take months of planning and practice. Not to mention a boatload of power. There is no way we could do anything like that.”

“This is our first time here,” I said. “So I’m sure we could get away with not doing anything.”

“You mean we could walk into the Oval, wave at everyone, and leave?” she asked. I shrugged at her. She gave me a perplexed look. “Is that really what you want to do?”

“Heck, no,” I replied. “I know this is our first time, but I feel like I want to do something.”

“Me too,” Sandy replied. “We’ve defended the House and beaten some powerful people. So we should be able to come up with a presentation, even if it’s short. We just need something that will leave an impression.”

“Agreed,” I said. “We are looking for short, but impactful. We don’t have time to make something new, so it has gotta be something we already know, and know how to do well.” Sandy nodded in agreement. “So what can you do really well?” I asked her.

“I can make fire,” Sandy said without even thinking about it. “I enjoy making charms and I can use them to do a lot of things, but fire is my strongest ability. What about you?”

I thought about it. What was my strongest ability? I could see magic and influence it at a microscopic level, which had allowed me to awaken my cells and heal myself. That was a wonderful thing, but it wasn’t exactly big and flashy. I could make my little creations, but they were invisible. Besides, cleaning contamination out of the air with my Granny Godmothers or breaking off tiny pieces of rock with my Miners weren’t exactly going to be crowd pleasers.

“I’m good at light,” I said. “I’ve created these little fireflies I call Flashers, and I’ve boosted them with the light rune you showed me.”

“Oh, I remember your light!” Sandy exclaimed. “You lit up my lab like nothing I’ve seen before. It was so bright I could see the bones in my hand.”

I gestured at the sky.

“Plus, it’s night. So everyone’s pupils will be wide open. Even a regular light would have more of an impact.”

“For sure,” Sandy agreed. “So we are going to use light and fire. Now, what are we actually going to do?”

We traded ideas back and forth for a while. We thought about creating a ring of fire, and then exploding it into light. We thought about a column of fire. Or maybe a spiral of light. All of which had already been incorporated into other shows, though. The other Houses had far more time to prepare than us, so anything we did wouldn't look near as good.

“You know,” Sandy said thoughtfully, “what really makes the most impact from fire is the heat. Fire is pretty to look at, but it’s not that bright. What if we used your light as the visual element, and I created the heat for them to feel?”

“You’re thinking of the bread, aren’t you?” I laughed.

“Oh, yes,” she said. “What made it so good wasn’t the music and the illusion, although those were excellent. What made it really memorable was the smell.”

“So we are going for the visual of a burst of light and the feeling of heat,” I summarized. “But how are you going to heat this whole place? And can you do heat as well as you do fire?”

“I think I can,” she said. “Let me try something.”

She looked down at the path for a moment, then stopped and picked up a tiny stone. It was about as small as a little robin’s egg. She concentrated and split it into two, then she split it again. She held onto one fragment, and let the rest fall.

“Since my power has merged with John’s, I find it is so much easier to work with rocks,” Sandy told me. “I’m hoping that his power and mine will create something new.”

“So what are you going to do?” I asked.

“I’m going to try melting the rock,” Sandy replied.

I watched as the tiny stone fragment lifted off her hand and floated several feet in front of us. For a moment, nothing happened. Then the small fragment glowed brightly, and a wave of heat hit us.

It was intense. It felt like I was standing by a huge oven and someone had opened the door. The top layer of my skin dried out as I instinctively turned my head, throwing up my arms.

​“Sorry!” Sandy exclaimed, and immediately the heat started receding. It took a few moments, but the glow faded and I couldn’t feel the heat anymore.

​“Wow! I think that would be considered a success,” I said.

​“For sure. That was a lot more of a reaction than I expected. This is new for me, but I could actually feel the rock. It isn’t just one element; there were a few others in there too. It’s interesting because now they seem like flavors—like I’m tasting the rock somehow. No wonder John loves playing with his stones.”

“And I hear they are mighty fine stones too,” I said with a wink.

“This girl doesn’t kiss and tell,” Sandy said, laughing. Then she got a far-off look in her eyes, followed by a sexy grin.

“Okay, I’ll tell you a little,” she snickered. “There is nothing wrong with his stones. Believe me. These last couple weeks have been amazing.”

“So, no regrets?” I asked.

“No regrets,” Sandy said firmly.

I put my arm around her shoulders and gave her a side hug. I’d lucked out ending up in the same House with Sandy and John. They were a wonderful couple. She put her arm around my waist and hugged me back.

“Anyway, back to the heat,” she continued. “I noticed that when I was throwing flames, I was heating the air and burning magic. Since I could feel the stone so clearly, I burned it instead. That worked very well, but I felt like it was something more. It was like the earth joined in somehow and added its heat too.”

“So you turned it into lava?” I asked.

“I think so,” Sandy sounded excited, but uncertain. “I’ll have to experiment with John later to find out what’s really going on. I just know that it felt easy to create all that heat, which is great because we have a huge area we need to influence.”

“So, you’re thinking of sending a big rock up in the air with my light, then turning it into lava?” I asked.

“I was until you said that,” Sandy winced. “Suddenly, I’m seeing all kinds of problems with that idea. We’ll be right under the rock, so what if we catch ourselves on fire? That wouldn’t be smart.”

“It would make an impression, though!” I laughed. “The wrong impression, but still, an impression.”

“Also, what if we set the garden on fire? House Atayk wouldn’t appreciate that one bit.”

I walked for a moment, playing over some scenarios in my head.

“You know, we don’t really need to heat all the air. That isn’t our objective. We just want the different groups to feel a blast of heat to go with the light. So how about we use one rock per group of Houseguests, and then burn them up in waves across the garden? Each group will feel a lot more heat since they get their own stone, and it will be easier for you since the overall mass of all the rocks will be smaller. They’ll also cool off a lot quicker. We already know how much heat a tiny rock can give, so you just need to make them bigger so they cover twenty people.”

“That’s a good idea,” Sandy said. “I just hope I can control that many rocks at once.”

“And you’ll have to do it at a long distance,” I added.

“Distance isn’t a problem for me,” Sandy stated. “At least, not the distance needed for this garden. I can handle this easily.”

It must be nice. I felt a little spark of envy. Size and separation were major weaknesses of mine. All my magic needed to be done as close to my skin as possible. I’d never asked, but I assumed Sandy had an affinity for distance.

She started experimenting with rock sizes, the amount of heat they produced, and how many rocks she could keep in the air at one time. While she did that, I started working on my Flasher.

He was the cutest little cartoon lightning bug. He had adorable eyes, perky antennas, four wings, and a big butt that lit up like the sun. Normally I made him a ‘Flasher’ with a trench coat, but this time I left it off. I needed him to be as bright as possible in all directions. I covered his glowing butt in light runes and then added in a duplicator ring. I then went back over him and added in as much detail as possible. The more details he had, the more magic he could hold, and I needed him to hold a lot of magic. I wanted to really light this place up!

I finished up my Flasher and focused back on what was happening in the larger world. Sandy was looking very satisfied with herself. She’d originally had a lot of problems keeping twenty stones in the air and in the right place in relation to the groups. All the Houseguests were moving down the winding path, so the rocks had to move with them. It had been too much for her to keep track of. So she’d come up with a simple solution. She’d made the stones lift in the air relative to the ground, but she’d made them then move relative to the lead person in the party. That way, when the group moved, the rock moved with them. Simple and easy.

Now, all she had to do was charge them with magic and get them ready. I did the same thing with my Flasher. I filled him till he was bursting with power, duplicated him, and then started filling the next one. We walked down the path, charging our stones and soul creations, while admiring the performances at the Oval and the gazebo.

I was fascinated by all the details that went into the presentations. One group left the gazebo on a raft, which was winding through an illusory swamp. They had so much ambience, from swamp bubbles that rose in the air and popped, to the buzzing of insects. They even had long poles they used to propel the raft down the path.

Right after them, there was a performance in the Oval about birds in the sky, but it just didn’t have the same feeling to it. The swamp theme was in High Definition, while the bird presentation looked like it was on an old television. The bird group made up for their fuzzy illusions by expanding the scene so it covered the entire garden and went way up in the sky. It wasn’t a bad show. It just highlighted how differently power could be used.

“Are you ready?” I asked Sandy.

“I have one more stone left,” she replied. “How are you doing?”

“I’ve got twenty Flashers fully charged and ready to go. I have no idea how bright of a light they will make, but it should be pretty good.”

“I’m sure it will be just fine,” she said. “All these shows have got me thinking, though. I know we are going with a big flash and heat, but what if we added just a tiny intro?”

“What did you have in mind?”

“Well, since we are only two people and this is our first time, there is going to be a certain expectation about what we can do. How about we lean into that a bit? Give them what they are expecting. Then hit them with the light and heat.”

“I think that’s a great idea,” I replied. “Anything we can do to surprise them works for me.”

We bounced ideas back and forth before settling on a simple addition. That’s when I brought up my own idea.

“Since we have sight and touch covered, and we still have time, I was wondering if you would be open to working on sound? I saw a fireworks display before that had these shells that didn’t go up very high and they weren’t all that flashy, but they made a huge sound—like a cannon going off.”

“I know what you’re talking about,” Sandy chimed in. “Those things are incredibly loud. If you’re close enough, you can feel your body vibrate with the sound waves. Is that something you can do? I don’t think I have any charms that will work.”

“I don’t know yet,” I replied, “but we still have two more groups in front of us before it is our turn in the Oval. I’d like to give it a try and see if I can come up with something.”

“Go for it.” Sandy sounded excited. “Just make sure and keep your tests small. We don’t want to ruin someone else’s presentation.”

Okay, how was I going to actually make this work? I had a couple ideas, so I started with the simplest one. I held up my right hand and zoomed into my palm. Firecrackers make noise, so I started there.

I made a little bottle rocket, added in some fun graphics that said ‘BOOM’ in bright red with yellow, jagged, explody-looking things around it, and filled it with magic. It didn’t take much, but that was the point. I aimed it into the sky, lit the fuse, and it took off. It got a few inches off my palm, when it exploded and made a tiny pop.

I wasn’t expecting much. I’d made it pretty small after all, but I’d expected more than that. If I hadn’t been listening for it, I don’t think I would have even noticed. That wasn’t going to work. Even if I made it much bigger and stuffed it full of magic, I didn’t think it would make a big enough bang. I wanted something that was going to rock this place.

I had a feeling I was just burning magic to make noise. That was the least efficient way of doing something. I needed to apply what I knew about sound to get more bang for my buck.

I paused for a moment to chuckle internally at my phrasing. Sometimes I’m so punny. Hehehe.

Okay. Sound. Sound travels through the air in waves. The bigger the wave, the bigger the sound. I know generally how a speaker works. The flat part of the speaker vibrates and that makes the sounds. Maybe I could make a flat sheet, have it pulse, and see how much sound it made?

I zoomed back onto my palm and made a flat sheet of red rubber, like a balloon. Then I mentally grabbed the middle, pulled it up, and then let it snap back into shape again. I felt a smack on my hand and heard a small pop. That was louder than the bottle rocket, but nowhere near what I needed. It might have worked if I could make a sheet a hundred feet high, but my creations were limited to just three inches total. Even if I made a bunch of them, they still wouldn’t produce enough sound to fill the garden.

I had an affinity for air. I should be able to use that somehow. Right now, I was using other things to move the air. What if I controlled the air directly? Nature hates a vacuum. What kind of sound would it make if I took the air out of a space, then let it rush back in again? Only one way to find out.

This time I made a tiny sphere in the palm of my hand. Then I grabbed the air inside it and pulled it all outside. It was a lot more work than I expected, and the tiny sphere trembled from all the pressure. With a thought, I collapsed the sphere. This time I didn’t get a little pop; I got a loud bang, like I had popped a balloon. That was much better.

I was on the right track, but it wasn’t perfect yet. It had taken a lot of effort to make the vacuum, plus there was only so much air I could take out of a space. What I wanted was a way to ramp it up even more, preferably with less effort. This needed to be something one of my creations could do.

I turned the problem over in my mind as I walked, and then I had an idea. What if I did the opposite? What if I pushed more air into a space, instead of taking it out? Then, when I released it, all that pressurized air would expand and produce a shock wave of sound.

I zoomed into my palm and made the same size sphere as before. This time I pushed air into the sphere, compressing it down like I was trying to fit a pillow into a coffee cup. That seemed to be a lot easier than taking air out. I could have gone into overdrive and really compacted it, but I wanted to keep the comparison as similar as possible. So I tried to use about the same amount of magic as last time. It didn’t take long, and once again, I released the sphere.

This time it was loud! It sounded like a rifle had gone off.

​It was certainly much louder than I’d intended, and Sandy gave me a stern look. Fortunately, another group was performing in the Oval, so the sound was lost in the show. Okay, now I had the idea down, I needed to make it work with a little creation.

What popped into my mind right away was a blowfish. They were cute, easy to visualize, and the little spikes gave them lots of detail. I started out with a super tiny fish. This little guy was going to grow, and I needed to keep this test as small as possible. I gave him big eyes and a narrow little body with cute yellow stripes going down the side. To be honest, I wasn’t sure what blowfish looked like when they weren’t puffed up, so he kinda looked a bit like a yellow Nemo. Oh, well. This was all magic and imagination. I’d make it work.

Once his first shape looked good, it was time to work on his second one. I had him take a deep breath, and he puffed up like a balloon. His fins now looked small and comical sticking out from his sides. I added in little spikes to give him texture and made his tail big enough so he could still swim. His face now looked a bit washed out and small, so I gave him some juicy red lips. I had him swim back and forth a few times, but he was still missing something. I finally added a pair of thick-rimmed black glasses. Now he looked perfect! He looked a bit like a nerd, but science guys love to make things go ‘Bang!’ The glasses doubled as a charm for duplicating and changing his size.

Now everything was ready, it was time for a test. I asked him to change size so he was smaller than a grain of rice. Then I told him to go for it. With a gasp, he opened his mouth wide and sucked in a huge volume of air. He puffed up to about ten times his original volume. Then he closed his mouth and started phase two.

This was the most important part, where he compressed the air. He compressed to about half his size pretty easily. Then his eyes crossed and it got a lot harder. He strained and shrunk down to about a quarter. He was trying so hard his spikes popped out as he compressed the air even more. His eyes were bugging out like crazy, and I thought he was going to rupture, when he finally paused for a sec. Then his mouth snapped open, and all that compressed air rushed out.

The sound was crazy good. It was powerful, but it had a bass to it, like a good belch. It was compressed-gas awesome. Even as tiny as he was, it sounded like a huge three-hundred-pound guy had slammed seventeen beers in a row, and then burped so powerfully he’d blown his own head off. I could only imagine what it would sound like when he was at full size.

Although the sound was powerful, it wasn’t quite the explosion I was looking for. I’d been hoping for more of a boom—like a bomb had detonated. The sound from the blowfish was powerful, but longer in duration. It didn’t release all its energy in one shot.

I thought over different possibilities and realized this might be better than an explosion. A real boom sent out an equal amount of sound all around it. The blowfish had all that pressure coming out of its mouth, which meant the sound was more directional. I could use that. I didn’t need the sound heading towards the mountains or up into the sky. I needed it directed down towards the guests in the garden and the gazebo. I could only generate so much sound with each blowfish, and directional sound would give me more bang for my buck.

This little guy might be useful in battle too. I’m sure having a loud noise go off by your ear when you’re trying to fight would be very distracting. I didn’t have a rune to make it super powerful, like my light, but it could still be effective. Having directional sound, in this scenario, would be a lot better. My enemy would get an earful, and it wouldn’t be too loud for my allies.

I was running out of time, so I decided to go with the blowfish. I’d wanted a boomer and ended up with a belcher. A cute, nerdy belcher.

I took a moment to go over my Belcher Blowfish one more time. I needed him to have as much compression power as possible, and that meant he needed to have lots of detail. I ended up adding one more yellow stripe and a few more spikes. The group in front of us had reached the Oval and were doing their show. I’d wanted to add even more texture for scales, but what I had would have to do.

I asked him to grow to about two inches long, and then I filled him with magic. I duplicated him, moved his twin to my other hand, and started filling him too. I was so focused on my magic, I missed most of what House Perth, the group in front of us, did for their act. I just knew we were next, and I wanted to charge up as many Belcher Blowfish as possible.

I caught enough of the act to know that House Perth did a whole routine built around fire, which made me very glad we hadn’t settled on any sort of ‘pillar of fire’ idea. We would have looked like a second-rate copy cat compared to them. Their routine wasn’t that long, and they soon got onto their kangaroos and hopped away.

Several minutes later, it was our turn. We’d reached the Oval. I felt a little jumpy. We’d pulled this show out of our ass, so hopefully it worked.

“Are you ready?” Sandy asked quietly.

“I’ve got twenty-two Flashers and eleven Belchers. I’m as ready as I’m going to be,” I replied.

“Belchers?” She gave a quizzical look.

“I was going for Boomers, but got sidetracked,” I explained. Which was really no explanation at all. Sandy just shrugged and went with the flow. It was too late to make any changes at this point.

“Are you ready?” I asked.

“Yes,” she said firmly. “The stones are lined up and fully charged. I even went back to the groups that were more spread out and added a second stone for the people in the back.”

She squared her shoulders and put on her game face.

“Let’s do this.”

We stepped out onto the Oval, pulling our luggage behind us. The ground of the Oval was slightly raised, so I could see all the groups in the garden, and they could see us. I felt like I was on a stage, and that was no place for our suitcases. We were going to put on a show, however brief it was going to be, so I took the luggage ahead to where the path continued on the other side. That’s when I realized we were not alone. There was a man, dressed in all black, approaching us.

“Greetings,” he said pleasantly. “I am the Recorder for this evening, and I have not received any notes about your performance. You only have a few minutes for your show, so we will need to discuss quickly. Where is the rest of your party?” He looked back down the path.

“It’s just the two of us,” Sandy said, and the man looked confused. I had a feeling we were going to get this a lot. “We are House Louisville, and this is our first time at the Gathering.”

“Oh,” the man said. He still looked perplexed, but then he realized who we were. “Oh! Yes. You’re the special group.” He paused, like he was hesitant to say something.

“You know you are not required to do anything, right?”

“We figured as much,” Sandy replied. “But we still wanted to do a little something. It’s going to be a very short routine with light and heat.”

“Since the routine involves light, you need to keep it lower than the height of the House,” he said. “Realm Lord Atayk has protected his work for the duration of the Gathering, but it’s still not a good idea to light up the mountains too much.”

Well, crap. I hadn’t thought about that. Oh, well. There wasn’t enough time to change the routine now. I hadn’t planned on sending the Flashers that high anyway.

“I don’t mean to pry, but have you been practicing this routine for long?” he asked politely.

“We’ve just been working on it since we left the gazebo,” Sandy replied.

“Oh...” he looked worried.

“And it’s just the two of you? You haven’t had any resources from the rest of your House?”

“Yes,” Sandy said. “It’s just the two of us.” She gave him a hard look. “I feel like you want to say something. Just spit it out. What’s the problem?”

“Well, it’s not really a problem, and I’m sure a short routine will be wonderful. It’s just that...” he paused again. Sandy gave him ‘the look.’

“It’s just that there are only two of you, and the front gardens are a fairly large place. My concern is that whatever you are going to do will not fill the space. I fear it will feel small, and since you are a new House, I don’t want you to be embarrassed.”

Now it was out in the open, he rushed to explain.

“I don’t know if you are aware, but the Houses spend months preparing for their shows. It’s not just the aesthetics, although that takes time and practice, but it also takes a lot of power. They have thousands of House members that donate their magic to this event, and even then, they often have to scale back the productions because they require too much power.”

He gave us a sad smile.

“I don’t mean to disparage you at all, but you are just two mages. One of you is at the Seed stage, if I’m not mistaken.” He was looking at Sandy. Then he turned to me. “And one of you is barely even a Spark.

“There is just no possible way you could fill this place with enough light or heat to create any sort of reaction. I’ve been a Recorder for over a hundred years, and I’ve heard the gossip and rumors that can follow a bad showing. It’s not something you can live down. It can haunt your House for a very long time.”

I got what he was saying, but Sandy wasn’t one to back down from a challenge, and she already had a fired up grin on her face.

“So you’re suggesting that the expectations for our performance will be very low?” she said.

“Yes. That is one way of looking at it,” he nodded. “I would say that other Houses would look at your potential the same way I have, and as a result, they won’t be expecting much.”

“Good,” Sandy said firmly. “I certainly appreciate you voicing your concern and watching out for us. We are going to do our best, though, and I’m confident about how it will turn out.”

The Recorder gave a small bow, wished us all the best, and faded back into the garden. Even with his black clothing, I could still see him clearly with my night vision. I decided to keep an eye on him to see how he reacted to our little show. I appreciated his warning, and maybe we were being overconfident. Maybe this would end up being a disaster. I liked a challenge, though, and I knew Sandy did too. It was time to see what we could do.

Twenty-one Flashers flew up and formed a circle about forty feet in the air. They hovered there, with their butt lights pointed down towards the garden. Their elevation was a little taller than a four-story building but a lot lower than the total height of House Atayk. I didn’t want to piss off the lord of the realm, after all.

The eleven Belchers formed a circle right below them—their juicy lips pointed down and out towards the garden as well.

We were all set up.

I nodded at Sandy. She nodded back. I triggered the Belchers first, as they needed time to work, and they started sucking in huge gulps of air. Now, it was time to put on a show!

Sandy turned toward me and made a grand sweeping gesture, like she was summoning magic into me. I took my last remaining Flasher and threw him up into the air. The little Flasher puttered into the sky, trailing a tiny bit of light behind it. He got about three stories in the air, then gave a tiny flash of light. It had about as much presence as one of those handheld sparklers. It was a wimpy, pathetic showing, and exactly in line with what the Houses were probably thinking we could do.

The Flasher turned off his light and zoomed back to my hand as I took a quick look around. The Recorder looked resigned. He’d warned us, and this was what we’d produced. House Perth was closest, and most of them looked sympathetic. Some of the other Houses weren’t so kind. I saw everything from disapproval all the way to malicious smiles. The Recorder was right. If this was all we’d been able to do, the gossip mill would have chewed us up.

I tried hard not to smile in anticipation, as I didn’t want to give anything away. The Flasher landed in my hand, ready for the next run. I nodded at Sandy.

She drew back and gestured even bigger this time. She finished on her tiptoes, arms stretched to the heavens, imploring me with every fiber of her being. I made a bigger production on my end too. I reached down to the ground, like I needed all the range I could get. Then I pivoted and threw my hand to the sky. My little Flasher flared, a bit brighter this time, and soared into the sky. This time he went a tad higher, about three and a half stories, and his flash was much brighter. It still wasn’t anywhere near full brightness, but it was enough to light up the Oval a bit.

The Flasher went dark and flew back to my hand as I took a second look around. The Recorder now looked sad. We’d tried again, and it just wasn’t good enough. House Perth looked even more supportive. We were the underdogs, and they tried to get a sympathy clap going. It rippled through a few of the Houses, but it died quickly. The bitchy Houses just looked even bitchier. Most of the Houses figured our little show was over and started to talk to each other.

“Ready?” Sandy asked.

She was excited, and I grinned back. My Belchers had expanded to full size, taking in as much air as they could, and then started compressing down. They were past the point of being cross-eyed. They were almost ready to blow.

“Oh, yes!” I replied. “Let’s do this.”

Sandy backed up, reached down like she was grabbing the base of a small tree, and screamed. All the background muttering stopped as she pulled from the earth and started spinning towards me. I knew it was all an act, but Sandy made it look good. I almost felt like she was spinning a giant hammer and getting ready to hit me with it. Still screaming, she reached me and let go of her massive imaginary hammer. Inspired by her performance, I screamed bloody murder as well, grabbed the fictional hammer out of the air, spun it around, and tossed it into the sky.

The special Flasher flew like a shining star directly into the middle of the ring of regular Flashers, and then they all let loose.

The garden lit up like a nuclear bomb.

I’ve never used twenty-two Flashers before. And these weren’t even my normal Flasher design. I’d stuffed them full of more magic than I had any Flashers before, and they had instructions to shine, holding nothing back, until they burned out.

I’d thrown up my arms to protect my eyes, but I’d left a little gap to see through. The House lit up like it was daylight, and then it got so bright it just turned white. Sandy had already dropped to the ground to protect herself, and I followed right behind her. I buried my face in the grass, just as the Belchers went off. They were a little out of sync with the light, but it didn’t matter. The sound shook me. I could feel it in my heart. I felt like lightning had struck right beside me and the thunder was rolling over me.

Then Sandy went to work, and I heard screams and cries of panic. I didn’t think we had a stone near us, but heat still rolled over me. It scorched the air, dried my skin, and it was so intense I thought for a moment I’d caught on fire. The Flashers winked out, and I lifted my head.

The garden was in chaos.

Illusions had shattered, as the mages that held them together had lost their concentration. Most of the mages were blinded by the light, and the heat had put all of them in defensive mode.

Shields were up.

Weapons were out.

Mages were running around screaming.

I think Sandy had overdone it a bit, as a few of them were on fire. Not like a crazy inferno of flames. More like their clothes were ruined. Some of those mages were not going to be happy with us.

The Belchers faded into silence as the echo of their massive chorus rolled back from bouncing off the House. I quickly dismissed my little creations. We didn’t need any more light or sound now.

Sandy pulled her head out of the grass and looked around wide-eyed. She gestured, and a moment later, all her stones came back to us. Most of them were white and looked like they had burned to a chalky powder. They still had a lot of heat, but Sandy started pulling it out and venting it into the sky.

When she was done, we got to our feet and dusted ourselves off.

“I think this is going to be memorable,” I said dryly.

“Oh, yes,” Sandy looked around in awe. “Maybe a bit too memorable.”

I looked over at the Recorder. His eyes were glowing with magic as he slowly scanned the garden. He seemed thrilled. His gaze panned over to us, and a big grin came to his face as he started walking towards us. His eyes were still glowing, so I assumed we were being recorded.

“So what did you think?” Sandy asked when he reached us.

“That was bloody brilliant!” he enthused. “I’ve never seen anything like it. Just look at all this.” He gestured at all the chaos.

“We might have overdone it a bit,” Sandy said sheepishly.

“You think?” he laughed. “I don’t know that I’ve ever seen grown mages scream like babies. And now they’re running around like headless chickens. I thought you might be the talk of the evening, but I never expected anything like this!”

He sounded upbeat and happy, so I thought I’d ask about how this was going to turn out.

“Do you think we will get in trouble?”

“I’m sure you will be fine,” he shrugged it off. “This is your first time here, so I’m sure nobody has explained the rules yet. They probably just figured there wasn’t much you could do. You’ve certainly caused a lot of excitement, though. I’m sure it’s good for some of these stodgy old bastards to have their feathers ruffled a bit. I’d suggest letting the hysteria die down, and then keep walking towards the House like nothing’s wrong.”

At that moment, a voice boomed out.

“Houseguests, stay where you are and gather yourselves.” The voice was loud, much louder than the Caller’s, and it cut through all the chaos.

“We will restart the procession shortly.” I looked toward the House, and there was a tall woman standing at the entrance.

“Ohhh. You got the attention of the Grand Matron,” the Recorder said. He still sounded like he was having a great time, but I wasn’t sure that having her show up was the best thing for us. I started to have that feeling you get when you’re a kid and you know you’re “In Trouble.”

The overall noise level dropped, and the Houses started sorting themselves out. Some of them, however, were still being all loud and dramatic. I’m sure we’d startled them with the light, the noise, and the heat, but it wasn’t like we’d cut off their hands or anything. I guess the Grand Matron felt the same way because her presence flooded the garden.

I suddenly felt pressure, like I was underwater. Deep underwater. It was hard to move, and breathing was difficult. I just stood there, flexed my magic, and focused on being okay.

The Grand Matron got what she wanted. All the drama queens either froze or fell over, but at least they stopped screaming and running around. The pressure lasted for several more moments, just enough to drive the point home, and then it disappeared. After that, the House groups quickly got themselves together. They fixed their costumes, recreated their transportation, and got ready to continue.

The Grand Matron kept an eye on everyone, and once she judged that most of them were ready to move, she gave the call.

“The procession can resume.”

Everyone started floating/hopping/flying/sailing down the path again, which meant that we needed to be on our way too.

“Thank you for your show,” the Recorder said warmly. “That was the most fun I’ve had in a long time. I’ll have the view posted to the Bank later tonight. I imagine a lot of the Houses will watch it, so expect to be semi-famous for the next few days. I’ll be around for the rest of the Gathering, so be sure and say hi when you see me.”

He shook our hands warmly before turning to get ready for the next group. Sandy and I walked to the other side of the Oval where the path started up again and picked up our luggage. I took a quick look around, and sure enough, we were still getting a lot of attention.

“Ready?” Sandy asked.

“Ready,” I said firmly.

We turned and headed on down the path together.


04 Juicy Weapon

The rest of the procession was uneventful. Now we didn’t have to focus on our own show, we were free to just enjoy what everyone else was doing. The Houseguests continued to arrive at the Gazebo and created ever more fantastical modes of transportation as they were announced and started their procession. The shows at the Oval were breathtaking, telling stories of wonder, discovery, and life. Once again, I felt like I was in a fairytale.

That feeling continued when we reached the House. There was a grand stairway leading up to an enormous doorway, which was thrown wide open and shining light into the night. The whole thing was massive, and I didn’t realize just how big it was until we picked up our suitcases and started up the stairs. This spacious entrance was big enough that Cinderella, her pumpkin coach, and ten teams of horses could have swept up those steps.

Our House in Louisville had presence and stateliness, but this was on a whole other level. Ours was a nice house. This was like walking into a palace.

We reached the top of the stairs, put down our luggage, and rolled through the lofty doorway. The scale and grandeur continued on the inside too. The foyer was the size of a football field, with two magnificent staircases on either side. There wasn’t a normal ceiling either—it just went up and up and up, lined with floors and ornate railings. Apparently, this was not only a majestic House, but functional as well.

Mages floated down from upper floors to greet the new arrivals, and some of the groups of arrivals were taking off into the air to fly to whatever floor they needed. There were hundreds of Houseguests, chatting and heading somewhere, but it didn’t feel crowded at all because there was so much room.

We both stopped and just looked around in awe for a moment, taking it all in. I thought Sandy might be a bit more used to this than I, but she also looked around in wonder. With our suitcases and practical clothes, I felt like we were the poor country cousins that had come for a visit.

A woman with the palest skin and whitest hair I’d ever seen came towards us. She was wearing a white shirt and white pants, so she looked a bit like a ghost. The only pops of color were her brilliant green eyes and the purple and gold star that showed she was one of the helpers.

“Welcome to House Atayk,” she said pleasantly. “My name is Ruth. Aoede messaged me and asked me to keep an eye out for you. You are House Louisville, yes?”

“Yes, we are,” Sandy said. “Thank you for your hospitality. I can’t imagine how you all stay so organized.”

Ghost Lady laughed pleasantly.

“Hosting over five thousand guests is a real challenge. The first years had a lot of problems, I assure you. We’ve gotten much better, and now it flows pretty smoothly. Before your evening begins, I need to ask you a few questions. We did not get a response to our questionnaire, so we’ve made a few assumptions. I want to make sure they are correct so we can make your stay here as wonderful as possible. Let’s step out of the main doorway so we don’t block the flow of the next arrivals.”

We walked towards one of the grand staircases while she continued with her light chatter. She asked how our procession had been. She’d heard there had been quite a commotion, but she hadn’t taken the time to see what it was all about. Sandy kept it vague and just said it had been exciting and she should watch the recording later. It probably wasn’t a good idea to tell her we had been the ones causing all the fuss.

Before long, we arrived at a good out-of-the-way spot, and the questioning began. It soon became clear Sandy hadn’t sent them anything, other than the fact that she would be attending.

“Do either of you have a food allergy?” Ghost Lady started her questions. I shook my head and Sandy did too. I thought that was a perfectly good question, but I guess she thought we might take offense to it as she hurried to explain herself.

“I’m so sorry for how basic some of these questions are, but both of you are such young supernaturals and I don’t know how far along you are with your Perfect Bodies. I’d rather ask and head off any problems rather than assume.”

“That’s quite okay,” Sandy said soothingly. “This is all new to us too, so ask away.”

“Do you have any sleeping requirements?” Ruth asked. “Like a bed, mat, sling, dirt. Or any special lighting or temperature requirements?”

“A regular bed is fine,” Sandy said. “Although I’m curious, who needs dirt?”

“We actually have a few guests that require dirt,” she replied. “Probably the most popular ones are the Lagerel, which are from a realm where the trees are sentient and have become the highest life form. They need to sleep, just like we do, and they bury their roots in the ground before they do so.

“We also have a group of people that are used to extreme cold, and they require everything in their rooms to be made of ice. I was pretty sure you would have the standard requirements for the United States, but I wanted to be sure.”

She tapped something in the air that I couldn’t see. I figured she was making notes in some sort of magical database.

“Let’s discuss speed next. How fast do you travel indoors, and can you fly?”

I thought this was a strange question, but Sandy looked like this was something she was expecting.

“We can walk or run at human normal. At this point, neither one of us can fly.”

“Very good,” Ghost Lady continued. “Just so you know, stay to your right as you travel down the hallways. If you’re walking, stay to the far right. The faster you travel, the more you can move toward the center. The fastest travelers will fly overhead. You will be using the stairs to move between floors, and again, the slowest travelers should stay to the right. I would suggest you stay away from the atriums, as those are for people who can levitate between floors, and they typically move very quickly.

“It is best to keep an eye out for the fastest travelers. If they have the power to move that quickly, then they have a lot more power than you. A collision won’t bother them at all, but it will probably ruin your day.”

She gave us a look, and we both nodded to show we understood. She was going over simple rules, but I was glad to know them. I had no desire to get mowed down by a master mage.

“Next, do you have any special magical requirements? Or magical disabilities?”

Sandy was ready to say “No,” but I raised my hand.

“I don’t have a Bank Stamp,” I said.

“Oh,” she said. “That is worth noting. Hang on.” She waved her hand, scrolling through notes only she could see. “I see here that Aoede noted that in the comments section, but that is often overlooked. Let me add it to the magic restrictions section as well.” She tapped in the air for a moment.

“Not having a Bank Stamp is going to be a problem for you,” she said. “Mainly because you won’t have a map, a schedule of events, or any way to ask for help. You also won’t have a translator for any of the House discussions, but you can get around that by just going to the ones in English.”

“Is there any way for me to get a Bank Stamp?” I inquired. That would solve all my problems. I didn’t know how much magic it needed to operate, but I was pretty sure between Penny and the matrix we could handle it. Unfortunately, Ruth shook her head.

“The only people allowed into this realm are Houseguests or vendors that have the right alignment. The Bank, by its nature, is neutral, so it is not allowed. I suggest you make lots of friends while you are here and ask them for the information you need.

“Now, next question, the tournament. I’m going to assume that neither of you wish to participate.”

We both shook our heads. We were here to learn and network. The tournament would have to wait until some time in the future. Besides, I was just a newbie. These mages would be way out of my league.

“On to the talent show. There are only twenty spots allowed, and the competition to be part of it is fierce. I’m going to assume you will not be taking part this year?”

Again, we both shook our heads.

“I know we covered food allergies earlier, but let me circle back and talk about the food in general. Most of the Houseguests that come to the Gathering are senior mages, and they’ve had their Perfect Bodies for a long time. Even lottery winners that fill in the lucky slots for the groups have to meet a minimum threshold of power and ability. Because of this, they can handle food that is a lot more intense than the normal food you would find in the mundane world. If you aren’t sure what something is, just ask your waiter, and see if it is appropriate for a Spark to eat. If they say to avoid it, or if it looks weird enough, then I’d suggest you pass. Your body is still almost human, so it won’t be able to handle everything. Also, if a food is noted as spicy or hot, don’t even touch it!”

She said that last part with emphasis, and I took it to heart. I enjoy a bit of chipotle heat every now and then, but I’m a total wimp for real spicy foods. She didn’t have to tell me twice.

“Your suite is classed as nineteenth century European, which I think will work for you. It has two rooms, which you need, but it’s a little more remote than I’d like. We decided this was the best for you, though, since it is on the same floor as most of the House discussions you could attend, and only one or two floors away from the dance, the banquet, and the talent show. Since both of you are younger mages, traveling multiple floors and longer distances will wear you out quickly. This House is a lot bigger than you think, and moving through it can take some time.”

All of that sounded fine to me. I was used to simple living and cheap hotel rooms. I didn’t need anything fancy. As long as the bed was comfortable and there were snacks to eat, I was good to go.

“Now, Sandy, it is time for me to take you to your first event at the lounge. This is where all the Heads of Household gather and have a good chat before the full events start.”

Sandy gave me a look, and I could tell she didn’t want to go. I wouldn’t want to be thrown into a room full of strangers either. Her Paleness caught the look and continued firmly.

“This is also where you can get oriented for all the events and talks coming up this week. The Heads are a friendly bunch, so you might as well start networking right away. Plus, they would much rather chat with you than go through the process of settling in.”

She looked down at our two suitcases.

“It looks like you don’t have much, and I’m sure Jason can handle it just fine. Normally, there are several people that need to move in, but having only two people should make it much easier.”

Sandy still looked like she’d rather chew glass than go meet the other Heads, but this was what we’d come for. Meeting the other Heads and creating those connections were important, and I wasn’t going to give her an out.

“You go on,” I told her firmly. “I got this.”

I held out my hand for her luggage, and she reluctantly passed it over.

“Now I just need a guide to our rooms,” I said.

“I would be happy to help with that,” a manly voice said behind me.

I turned around and my first thought was that I was looking at Superman’s less attractive brother. He was taller than me, about six feet two inches, with black hair and broad shoulders. His hair even had the part on the side with the nice church-boy comb over. His jaw was square, and he had blue eyes. He should have been devastatingly handsome. But somehow, he just wasn’t.

His eyes were too close together, which made him look shifty, and his nose was big and looked like it had been broken more than once. His smile was much wider than it needed to be, and he leaned forward a bit. He looked like he wanted to be friendly, but he was trying way too hard.

He didn’t have the purple and gold star of the organizers on his robe, but our Lady in White didn’t seem to mind.

“Excellent!” she said brightly. “And you are?”

“Eugene Duarte, at your service.” He stepped back and bowed. It was a good bow too, full of drama and flourish. His arms started about chest level, and then dropped and flared to the side as his upper body lowered. I made a mental note to try this myself, although I’d want to practice in front of a mirror first. Bowing like a brain-addled chicken would not be cute.

“The Master is settled in, and he instructed me to go out and make myself useful. And this sounds like something I could do that would be genuinely helpful. This is my third Gathering, so I have a good idea of the layout of the House. If you would be so kind as to let me know their room location, I will escort him there forthwith.”

“Of course,” she said and flicked something at his Bank Stamp. She turned to me. “This is an excellent opportunity to make your first friend at the event. Go with Eugene and get settled in. Sandy will return to you later.”

She linked arms with Sandy. “Now come. Let us away.” And with that, they set off together. Sandy had time to give me one more mournful look before she was out of range. I responded with a bright smile that said I was going to be okay and she was too. Go get ‘em, gurl!

I turned back to Eugene.

“Okay! Where are we headed?” I asked brightly.

“Follow me,” he said. “We are taking the Manful Staircase to the third floor and all the way to the back.”

He set off rather quickly, so I grabbed the two suitcases and followed him. He noticed and stopped just as quickly.

“Are those really yours?” he asked with part disdain and part disbelief.

“I’m afraid so,” I replied. “This is our first time here, and we weren’t sure what to bring. So we loaded up the suitcases and here we are.”

He sighed and looked at the cases helplessly. I guessed that being seen with luggage was horribly gauche, and they were bringing his social standing down just by being in their presence. He sighed again, then reached out and took Sandy’s suitcase for himself.

At that point, I decided he wasn’t too bad. He came off as a bit vain, but he was willing to be helpful, even if it made him look bad. I could work with that.

“Thank you,” I said sincerely. I looked him straight in the eyes to let him know I knew that dragging our luggage behind him was not a good look.

“You are most welcome,” he said wryly. His return look said this was a bit more than he’d bargained for, but in for a penny, in for a pound.

“So, how does everyone get away with not having luggage?” I asked. “I’m sure the other Houses have lots of clothes and stuff. Are they sending it all ahead?”

“The House puts everything they need into their pockets.” He seemed surprised by the question. I was surprised by the answer. There was no way they were fitting all their clothes into their pockets.

“What do you mean by ‘Pocket?’” I asked. “For me, this is considered a pocket.” I pulled out the pocket of my jeans. He just laughed.

“Oh, no. There is no way anything would fit into something that size.” He seemed genuinely amused. “Besides, why would a mage make flaps in their clothes? Anything you put in there would just weigh you down and bang around when you moved.”

“So what do you use?” I asked.

“I use a pocket. A real pocket.” He gestured at my jeans, “Not that little thing.”

I was about to joke with him that what I had down there wasn’t little at all, but we’d just met and that seemed a little too bold.

“And what is a real pocket?” I asked.

“It’s your own space. It’s like your own realm, but it’s tied to you. You need to have a reasonable amount of power before you can make one. And obviously, the more power you have, the bigger your pocket can be.”

Hold up––he was talking about a Bag of Holding! A pocket to him was an inventory space like they have in Role Playing Games. OMG!

“I guess you could think of them as tiny realms. Or you could think of realms as really huge pockets.” Oblivious to my excitement, he kept on chatting away. “Of course, realms have a lot more to them than just space. I haven’t made a realm, so I wouldn’t know for certain, but the idea is the same, I think.”

“So, you have your own pocket?” I asked.

“I have a small one,” he said. “It’s just a few inches wide, but it’s a start. Older mages have pockets the size of walk-in closets, and that’s what their Houses used to bring everything to the Gathering.”

That was too awesome. I’d always wanted to have my own hidden inventory. I wondered how much power it took to create one?

I realized he was grinning at me.

“What?”

“I was teasing you a bit,” he said. “I know what regular pockets are. I’m not that old.” Then he laughed like he had pulled the funniest prank in the world. I smiled and nodded. The guy was helping me out after all, but I really didn’t think it was that funny.

We arrived at the Manful Stairs, and I stopped in admiration. They were called the Manful Stairs for a reason. There was a nine-foot-tall marble statue of a naked man at the base of the stairs, and he was fine! He had one hand reaching up in the air, like he was going to pluck an apple out of a tree, the other arm slightly back, and his legs looked like he had just stopped walking. The statue had drama, motion, and every part of him was naked in the best way possible. His arms were beautifully muscled, his shoulders were broad, his abs had all kinds of ripples, and his butt was to die for. Top all that off with a cute face and great legs, and I was in awe.

“Oh. My. God.” I breathed.

Eugene kept going, but he backed up when he realized I’d stopped.

“Yeah, he’s nice,” he said nonchalantly. “There’s one of these on every floor. It’s the same over on the Maiden Stairs. I think they made these so it was easy to tell which floor and which staircase you’re on. This place is so big it’s easy to get turned around.”

I made a mental note to come back here and walk around this statue. I needed to spend a little time on my art appreciation. I also made a note to go all the way up the staircase. If the rest of the statues were like this guy, I wanted to see them all!

“Most of the figures have a nickname,” he continued. “So it’s easy to use them in directions, or as a gathering spot.”

“What is his nickname?” I asked.

“It’s Adam. People say it looks like he is reaching up to pluck an apple from the tree in the Garden of Eden. It’s supposed to be thought provoking. What if Adam got his own apple from the tree and blamed it on Eve when everything went wrong?”

Eugene gave it a critical eye.

“Personally, I don’t see it. It’s just a naked guy trying to change a light bulb.”

I had to laugh at that. My dramatic, very fine Adam was Eugene’s simple handyman.

“Well, if he was getting an apple, you know what it would be called, right?”

“What?” He said.

“Adam’s Apple,” I said delightedly. I loved a good pun.

He still looked confused. Then he got it, and he roared with laughter. He gave it way more laughter than it deserved, like deep belly booming laughter, but at least we were sharing a moment together.

I was starting to think that maybe Eugene was a little socially awkward. Or maybe he just didn’t have much to laugh at normally, and he was taking this opportunity to let it all out. Either way, if he laughed at my puns, he was alright in my book.

He finally settled down, and we picked up the luggage and headed up the stairs. They were huge. We could probably fit over twenty people on one step. They were made of some sort of white stone with flecks of gold in it. There were wide stone railings on either side, and each of the supporting columns was a naked man. This truly was a manful staircase. And a gay man’s dream. It was so majestic and over the top; it made my gay heart squee. I wanted a staircase like this. I had no idea what I’d do with one, but I wanted it.

The staircase made a complete circle as it rose in the air before coming to the second floor. I could see it spiraling up and up and up through all the floors. It didn’t have any support, though, and that much weight should have brought the whole thing crashing down. Thank goodness for magic.

“So how old are you?” I asked, picking up from our conversation about the pockets.

“I’m ninety-nine years, eight months old,” he said proudly. He looked at me like that was something special and I should know what it was.

“That sounds nice,” I said. I wasn’t sure what else to say, although I was surprised he was older than Sandy.

“This is the last Gathering for me to compete in the tournament,” he said. “I’ve trained hard. My Master has taught me well. I’m ready.” He looked fierce, and he rolled his shoulders a bit, like he was warming up for a fight.

“You won’t be able to compete after this?” I asked, confused. “The tournament only accepts up to a hundred? That seems strange.”

He looked as confused as me for a moment. Then he roared with laughter again.

“Ah! You tease me back. I knew I’d like you.” He punched me on the arm in a friendly way. It was a pretty solid punch. Tyler would have approved.

“The tournament has different brackets to split up the power. It wouldn’t be fair to have a young mage fight a mighty master. What I meant was that this is the last Gathering for me to fight in the lowest bracket.”

This guy was almost a hundred supernatural years old, and he was fighting in the newbie bracket? That seemed crazy. Sandy was seventy-three years old, a Head of Household, and she seemed like a master mage to me. But she’d only be fighting at the lowest level with this guy. Wow.

For a moment it hit me just how young our House was compared to everyone else.

“So what are the different brackets in the tournament?” I asked because that might give me an idea of just how old these people were.

“The first bracket goes up to a hundred, as you know. Following that are two hundred, three hundred, and four hundred. The next bracket is the most popular, and it is between four and six hundred. Then there are eight hundred and a thousand years old. There are fewer older mages, and they don’t fight as much, so the number of contestants really drops in the upper brackets. Beyond that, they don’t actually have brackets. Sometimes the grand masters will have exhibition matches, or occasionally a grudge match.”

“Why don’t the older mages fight as much?”

“I don’t think they like to give away just how powerful they are. At that point, they probably have lots of students and powerful charms. They don’t want to give away their fighting styles, or show their weaknesses and possibly lose everything they have gained.”

He gave me a serious look.

“I know the House is mostly a good place, but this is a savage world. Those with the power just take what they want. The only true way for you to survive is to become powerful yourself.”

“Is that why you’re in the tournament? To get stronger?”

He nodded.

“Training is everything. I found the best Master that would have me and swore obedience to him. We have worked hard for years. And now I’m ready. There are many others like me, so the competition will be fierce. The Masters like to display their skills as teachers on someone so young, and it only helped me get better that much quicker.”

He got a big grin on his face.

“Plus, the prizes don’t hurt. The Master will get most of the pearls, but I get to keep everything else if I win. Last year they gave away a custom charmed weapon of your choice. You picked the weapon, and a charmsmith made it just for you.”

A charmed weapon sounded like a very useful thing to have. I’d seen Sandy fight with her brass knuckles, and she’d used them to pop shields like soap bubbles.

“So what training have you been doing?” I asked.

It was the right question. Eugene the socially-awkward-brother-of-Superman fell away, and Eugene the hard-training-battle-mage took over. He was so excited, he talked about that all the way to the suite. I added in some nods and laughs and agreed in the right places. Otherwise, I just soaked up as much of the information as I could and enjoyed the walk.

He wasn’t kidding that he swore everything to this Master. The guy could control him completely. He used that to push Eugene hard on his training—much harder than he could ever go on his own. This was both good and bad. Eugene would frequently get hurt and have to spend time recovering, but that was all lumped under building character. I wondered if the Master would have achieved better results if he’d gone just a bit easier.

Some of the things he did was stuff I recognized as training, but some of it was just servant work. He cooked, cleaned, and ran errands—stuff like that. Fortunately, this Master had lots of students, so he had plenty of people to wait on his every wish and command. It wasn’t all just dumped on Eugene. I’m sure his Master had his own training where he pushed himself, but it sure sounded like he got waited on like a king.

Some of it just, though, seemed like fraternity hazing type stuff. He was required to offer sex to anyone more powerful than himself at his school and do whatever they required of him. Also, for six months, he was required to manifest his magic weapon and rub his manly juices into it at least once a day while reflecting on the character, form, and spiritual essence of the weapon.

Sigmund Freud would have had a field day with that.

I’m sure Anna Lykit would have a few naughty things to say about that too. Hehe.

Speaking of things Anna Lykit would like, we passed by the manly statue on the second floor. Adam had been a clean, handsome young man. This guy was an older, powerful daddy type. He looked strong enough to wrestle a bear, with sharp craggy eyes that meant business. Even in marble, his presence was powerful. My dick wanted to say “Yes, Sir!” and my ass wanted to roll over for him.

Fortunately, we kept walking, and I didn’t embarrass myself. The third floor statue was a sort of merboy, except instead of having just one tail, both of his legs had fins and a tail each. He had pointed ears, fins up his back, and the perfect swimmer build. He managed to look ethereal and good looking in a pretty sort of way, while also looking very mischievous. He seemed like the kind of guy that would be easy to drink with. You’d end up in some sort of secret underground grotto where you’d have so much sex you’d pass out exhausted. When you woke up, he’d be playing on your Xbox, which he’d stolen. You’d be pissed, but you couldn’t stay mad, so you’d end up playing with him and eating peanut butter and jelly sandwiches.

Wow! Those were some oddly specific fantasies related to this guy. I wonder what that said about me? I shook my head to clear it and kept walking. Thank goodness Eugene was still talking, or I’d have said something embarrassing by now.

We got off on the third floor and walked down the main hallway. We were the slowest travelers by far, so we stayed as far right as possible. The Lady in White hadn’t been kidding about how fast these people moved. There were very few people walking like us. The next fastest category was runner, and they were flat out moving. I could only guess they were the servants of Masters, and they were racing to fetch something or get something done. The next speed up from the runners was the gliders. They hovered about an inch off the ground and zoomed down the hall like they were on scooters.

The fastest group were the people in the air over our heads. They sat in the air, with their feet in front of them, and arms in tight. It was like they were sitting in a race car. Or a rocket ship. They moved like that too. The wind as they went by was almost enough to knock me over.

The hall itself had an underwater theme. The walls were covered in a thick layer of seaweed that seemed to grow into the room as if the air was water. As the people moved by, the seaweed rippled and waved, like they were passing speedboats. The light had an underwater shimmering feeling as well. Even the carpet under our feet was soft and spongy and colored a bit like a coral reef.

Wait a minute. That wasn’t carpet. They were actual dense plants growing across the floor. They must be very hardy to stand up to all the foot traffic.

We passed several arches into large empty rooms. I figured they were the meeting rooms we’d be spending time in as the Heads of Households gave their talks.

We needed to turn left, to head deeper into the house, which meant we needed to cross all the crazy traffic. Eugene showed it was easier than I thought. We just set out at normal speed, trailing our luggage behind us, and all the mages zoomed around us. I realized that as long as our speed stayed consistent and people could plan for our passing, we probably wouldn’t get hit. Some mages came awfully close, though, and it was a bit nerve-wracking.

Once we were off the main hall, it didn’t feel as crazy. The new hall was just as wide, but with fewer people. Eugene was now talking about his bow, his magical weapon he used to fight. He’d already discussed at great length how intimate he’d gotten with his magical wood and how spiritual it had felt. Now he was onto shooting with it. Apparently, each arrow was a spell. The bow let him shoot his spells farther, faster, and with a much higher density of magic. That sounded pretty cool to me.

He seemed oblivious to all the sexual undertones of shooting with his weapon, and more than once I just wanted to riff a joke off what he was saying. I was able to bite my tongue and hold it all in until he started talking about how his shots were ‘leaning to the left.’ I tried to stuff the laughter down so hard I snorted and ended up having a coughing fit. He stopped to ask if I was okay, and I just waved it off.

As we walked along, I noticed there were crabs and other tiny creatures moving through the seaweed on the wall. They were brilliant blues, oranges, and yellows—just like you’d find on a coral reef. The entire ecosystem was fascinating, and it helped take my mind off him talking about ‘the riser’ of his bow.

We turned down a smaller hallway, and then down another one. I still had a good idea of where I was in relation to the entrance, until we got to a five-way intersection and took a hallway that went down. That didn’t make sense. I really lost my way when we hit a roundabout with a bunch of hallways leading off it. I’d seen a roundabout on a road before, but never inside. We took the sixth hallway off that and went back up again. This time, the walls were decorated with coats of arms. They were huge, at least sixteen feet wide, and made up of shields, swords, suns, lions, and all kinds of mythical beasts. I thought they were just paintings, until I noticed a lion leave one coat of arms and start a fight with a hydra-looking thing in the coat of arms next to it.

We took a few more turns, and then Eugene stopped. We were in front of a large, light blue door with shiny white trim. The trim itself was very ornate and looked like a mix of ocean waves crashing and long, thin trumpets. I was glad it was so memorable, because there weren't any sort of numbers or letters to show where we were.

“This is it,” he said cheerfully, and set Sandy’s luggage up against the wall. He seemed glad to be rid of it. “This has been a very enjoyable errand. Much better than I thought it might be.”

Socially awkward Eugene was back. Was that supposed to mean he’d thought I’d be boring? He had a big smile on his face, so I knew he didn’t mean anything by it. I just let the awkward phrasing roll off me. He seemed like a good guy. Very focused on his training and weirdly intimate with his bow, but still a good guy.

“Thank you for telling me all about the tournament,” I said sincerely. “I’d love to see it, but we are here to learn from the other Heads, so we’ll be attending the talks and miss the events.”

“Oh no, you can still attend,” he said eagerly. “Some of the matches are during the discussions, but most of them are in the evening. If you like, I can stop by and pick you up, and we could go together.”

“That would be most excellent!” I said sincerely. “When you aren’t competing, we can watch the other matches, and you can tell me how you think they did. It’s always a lot more fun to do stuff like this with someone who knows what they’re talking about.”

Okay. I was laying it on a bit thick, but it would be fun to go with him and actually see other mages fighting. I’d seen Karl and Cassandra fight to the death in the alley behind our House in Louisville, and that had made me realize just how much I still had to learn. I was getting good at physical fighting, but I needed to get good at magical fighting too.

“Yeah. That would be great,” Eugene said enthusiastically. “I’m sure you’ll want to go to the opening banquet and the dance, but we can get together after that. I’ll message your Head and get it set up.”

“Great,” I said brightly.

He nodded, and we both just stood there for a moment. I felt like I’d just made a date with him and now it was getting awkward again. I looked back at the door and realized it didn’t have a doorknob.

“How do I get inside?” I asked.

“Oh. You just put your hand on the door and say your name. Once the door recognizes you, it will just open automatically from then on.”

That sounded like a wonderful system to keep people out who shouldn’t be there. Also, there wouldn’t be any problems with someone losing their room key. I put my hand on the door.

“Jason Cole,” I stated firmly.

I felt a gentle touch, and the door pulled at my magic. It was sort of like when Tyler’s magic pulled at mine to make a love connection, but this was a lot softer and barely noticeable.

The door swung open, and I could see a large sitting room, which was also decorated in blue and white.

“Would you like to come inside?” I asked. It felt strange to just leave Eugene standing there, although I really wanted to just go inside and get unpacked.

“Oh,” he said sadly, “I’m very sorry, but I can’t trade up with you.”

Say what?

“My Master has forbidden me from trading down with anyone, and you are just a few weeks old. I would lose too much in the trade, and I need to remain in top condition for the tournament.”

Ohhh. He thought that when I’d invited him in that meant I wanted to have sex with him. Thank goodness Tyler had filled me in on how casual the hookup etiquette was.

“I didn’t mean to lead you on,” he continued apologetically. “I’m a top contender in the tournament and I’m in superior physical shape, so it’s only natural that you’d want me.” He sighed and gave me a wry smile. “My Master said this might happen and I needed to be careful. I’m sorry. I just wasn’t thinking.”

I was so shocked I didn’t know what to say. He genuinely thought I’d be so overcome with passion at the sight of him that I’d be begging to jump his bones.

“You will find someone to trade up with, I’m sure. Just ask around and keep your options open. You’re not bad looking, so that’ll help. You’re a little skinny, but a few years of training will take care of that. Besides, some people like ‘em skinny.”

He stopped and seemed to be unsure of what to say that wouldn’t leave me in tears.

My first instinct was to tell him “Thanks, but No Thanks”. I had a drop dead gorgeous man at home with lots more power than he’d ever dreamed of who loved to ‘trade down’ with me over and over again. Thank you very much. Plus, my soul was so dense, trading up probably wouldn’t work with him anyway.

I didn’t say anything, though. Instead, I took a deep breath and let all that go. Eugene was just calling it like he saw it. He wasn’t being mean, and he certainly didn’t intend to hurt me. And I didn’t want to hurt him either.

“How about we just settle for a hug?” I suggested, and that is what we did. He was taller than me, and he had a lot of muscles. If I hadn’t met Tyler and gotten hooked on world class incubus nookie, I would have enjoyed a roll in the hay with this awkward guide.

Instead, I settled for a good squeeze and an extra press against his baby maker. It wouldn’t hurt to let the man have his fantasy.

I must have gotten a bigger reaction that I’d planned for because he looked flustered. We quickly said goodbye, and then he hurried off. I watched him for a moment. He certainly was an interesting fellow. Then I grabbed the luggage and headed inside.


05 Centaur Llama

I entered what looked like a formal living room. Or maybe one of those old greeting rooms where gentlemen callers were entertained. I think this first room was highly decorated and perfect, so people coming over wouldn’t see the more liveable parts of the house.

The entire space was decorated to the max, and continued the light blue and white theme of the door. The first thing that caught my eye was a huge fireplace, outlined in white stones with a wide white marble mantle. On the mantle were several shiny white vases filled with colorful flowers. They provided the much needed pops of color and natural greens to tone down the monochromatic feel of the room. There were two fancy blue sofas that looked more decorative than functional. The kind that would make me want to sit up straight rather than curl up with a blanket and read a good book.

The walls, of course, were light blue with thick white trim everywhere. There were a few portraits on the walls of some people that looked like they were right out of the seventeen hundreds. The portraits were real oil paintings, and the frames were almost bigger than the artwork. Other than that, there were a variety of knickknacks and other set pieces, like a serving cart for snacks. It was currently empty, but I made a mental note to sneak in donuts at some point. There had to be a place to get food around here.

There were three doorways leading off of the room, so I went to check them out. The first one led to a bathroom with a sink, mirror, and toilet. The toilet was one of those really old-fashioned ones where the water was stored up farther on the wall and you had to stand up to flush. It was all clean and nice, but it made me nervous about the plumbing in the rest of the place.

The next door on the left led into a nice large bedroom. It had a king-sized four-poster bed, and the room was big enough to sleep and get ready in. There was a large, freestanding armoire for clothes, a dresser, and a desk for makeup and fixing your hair. The best part about the room was how soothing it felt. The greeting room was busy, almost too busy, but this was a space you could relax in. The walls were a deep chocolate, and the floor was mostly a giant shaggy rug. The only ornate thing in the room was a full-length mirror. It had a swirly white border and stand, and it kind of looked like you could ask it who was the “fairest of them all.”

There was one doorway in here, so I took a peek. It led into a fully furnished, fully modern bathroom with a walk-in shower and large soaker tub. This place was perfect for Sandy. She could unwind from her day with a bubble bath, and there was plenty of room for her to get ready in the morning. I still had another room to check out, but I didn’t think it would get better than this. I went ahead and wheeled in Sandy’s suitcase and left it.

I grabbed my suitcase and was wheeling it toward the second bedroom when I heard an “aaawwr?” I felt my heart skip a beat. Bermuda?

I rushed into the room, and there on the king-sized four-poster bed was Bermuda! He was all laid back on the pillows like it was no big thing, giving me a happy, sleepy look. “Raaarw?” he said again, like “Where have you been? I’ve been sleeping here all alone, and now I need some love!”

I quickly left my suitcase and crawled up onto the bed with him. He started purring loudly and gave me a headbutt and a few licks as we curled up together. I wrapped my arms around him, giving him kisses. He purred even louder, if that was possible, as we cuddled together.

I was so happy to see him I was at a loss for words. Bermuda was home. Bermuda was my furry baby. As long as he was with me, everything would be alright. I rubbed his belly, behind his ear, and under his chin. He gave me those half-lidded eyes that say “I love you, Daddy,” and he made paw scrunchies on my chest.

We cuddled for several minutes before I looked around, and I realized we were not alone. There was a Centaur Llama in the room.

I looked again, and realized he wasn’t a centaur and he wasn’t a llama, but he sure kinda looked like it. He had the shaggy llama coat over all, and his face and ears looked llama-like. He also looked like a centaur because the upper half of him was human-like, with a clearly defined chest, shoulders, and two arms.

I hadn’t noticed him right away because he was being so quiet, and he was cleaning. He had a feather duster and was using it to clean the other half of the room. I think it was a magical feather duster too, as it glowed in my magic sight and everywhere it went, the dust disappeared. I noticed the rest of the room, and he was certainly needed. The dust was layered on thick. It looked like this room had not been used in a long time.

He looked over and noticed me noticing him.

“Greetings, young master,” he said. He sounded old and melancholy, like Gandalf had lost all will to live and decided to become a house elf. I realized his fur wasn’t naturally white; it was the light gray that comes from age.

“I pray you, do not be harsh with me. Your rooms are not ready, and for that I apologize. These old bones are not as fast as they once were.”

“Oh. No problem. That’s fine,” I said. He gave me a skeptical look, so I kept going.

“Really! It’s fine. It’s just me at the moment, and I don’t have much to unpack. Sandy is gone to some sort of meeting of the Heads, so she won’t be back until later. The other rooms look great, and you have plenty of time. Just do your thing and don’t hurt yourself.”

He gave me another suspicious look, like I was just saying that to get him to lower his guard, and then I was going to smack him over the head––or something.

“Do you normally run into problems?” I asked. Everyone I’d run into at the House had been so nice so far. I couldn’t imagine anyone being mean to this fellow.

“Old mages expect everything to be perfect, and they get upset easily. Younger mages like to play pranks.” He gave a look that clearly said I was in the ‘young mage’ territory and needed to be kept an eye on. “They have too much energy, and I’m a slow-moving target. I’ve learned it is best to remain unseen.”

“Oh,” I said. I guess I could see that. The other guests just wanted to get here, get unpacked, and get out the door to whatever adventure was waiting. They probably weren’t gentle to anyone slowing them down. As for playing pranks, I’d been the recipient of lots of ‘pranks’ at school. I’d usually end up being hurt or humiliated. Pranks between friends were fun and ended up on YouTube. Pranks on strangers or those that were different were usually cruel.

“I’m sorry you were pranked before. I’ve had that happen a lot to me and it’s not fun. I know we’ve just met, but I can promise you I won’t do anything to you that you don’t want.”

He looked a bit happier about that and kept cleaning.

“My name is Jason,” I said. “What is your name?”

He looked surprised I’d asked, and he paused long enough that I wondered if he was going to answer.

“My name is Aawewewelalalalabunabuca,” he said in a sing-song voice. I don’t want to harp on the llama side, but it kind of sounded like he was bleating and yodeling at the same time.

“Oh, wow,” I said. “I don’t think that there is any way I can remember that, or even reproduce that if I could. Is there a nickname, or an English name I can call you?”

“You can’t translate?” He sounded surprised.

“I don’t have a Bank Stamp,” I said. “I’ve been told that it does all the translation.”

He dusted for a few more moments.

“You must be very young if you don’t have a Stamp,” he said. “And yet you have a guardian?” He looked at the object of my affection, who was currently on his back, all four legs spread out, getting a belly rub of epic proportions.

“I’m not sure if he’s my guardian,” I replied. “But I love him very much, as you can see, and he seems to go wherever he wants to in the House. I thought that was just our House in Louisville, but I guess it includes this House too.”

“Hufffff,” he said. “I guess there is still hope for you.”

“Thanks.” I smiled. “I’ll try not to grow up to be an asshole.” He looked at me to see if I was making fun of him. “Assholes suck,” I said sincerely.

“Assholes suck,” he said sagely. Then he laughed. I think my honesty had tickled his funny bone.

He cleaned, I loved, and we just existed together in harmony for a few moments.

“I do not have a short name that would work in English,” he finally said. “Do you have a suggestion for me?”

Let’s see... I couldn’t call him Centaur Llama. That might be offensive. If he thought of himself as a human, he might be offended by the llama side. If he thought of himself as a creature, then he might be offended by the human side.

How about just going with CL? Or a name that started with CL? Like Clementine. But that was a big name. This was supposed to be shorter.

“How about Clem?” I suggested. “I heard a lot of L’s and a strong C in your name. That reminded me of Clementine, but that’s too long. So I thought of Clem.”

“Clllllm?” he said tentatively.

“That’s hard for you to say,” I interjected. “How about just CL? Does that work for you?”

“CLl,” he said.

“Yep. CLl.”

He smiled really big, showing off thick square teeth. “CLl. I like it.”

I decided to make it more formal.

“Greetings, CLl. I am Jason.” I gave a sort of bow. I didn’t want to get out of bed and stop loving Bermuda, so I gave the best bed bow I could.

“Greetings, Jason. I am CLl.” He nodded his head in my direction, but he didn’t stop working.

“And I’d like you to meet Bermuda, my furry friend,” I said lightly. Bermuda rolled over, sat up, and gave him the full intent cat stare. It was almost like he knew what we were up to, and now he was being introduced, he wanted to check out CLl for himself.

They stared at each other for a moment, and then CLl’s eyes got really big.

“It is the greatest honor to meet you,” CLl said reverently, and swept into a deep, respectful bow. Then he stayed there until Bermuda looked away. I guess my baby had made an impression.

Satisfied that all was well, Bermuda snuggled back up with me again, and started grooming himself. CLl went back to cleaning, and all was quiet for a bit.

His movements were practiced and efficient, but I could tell he was old and his bones hurt him. He was not only dusting the furniture, as I had a desk, a chair, a dresser, and an armoire as well, but he was also dusting the walls. The bedroom went up pretty high, at least ten or eleven feet, and at one point he stood on his back legs to do some high dusting. It took him two tries to make it, and I could hear his bones pop. He was trying to be quiet, but still gave a sigh of pain.

“Do you mind if I ask you a question?” I said.

“Yoyarreyustgoy toyakayway,” he replied.

Do what?

“I forget you don’t have a translator,” he sighed. “In my language it means ‘How can I stop the tides?’”

Well...

I think he just threw some shade. It wasn’t a drag queen level read, but it was still shade. I was starting to like this guy.

“So how come you are here getting the rooms ready and dusting? This is the House. Can’t you ask the House to get everything ready?”

“Ah! To be so young again,” he said in his Old Gandalf voice. “To think that everything could be solved with magic. Just wave your hand and ‘Poof’ it’s all done.”

He wagged his duster at me.

“Everything has a price, young master. Everything. I’m not a mage like yourself, but from what I’ve seen, what separates the good mages from the masters is learning how to negotiate that price. Learn how to stretch your magic. To pay as little as possible to achieve what you need. Spend your magic like it is the most valuable thing in the world.”

He jabbed the duster at me like it was a wand.

“Because it is.”

And with that, he turned around and continued dusting.

I totally agreed with him. When I’d had my magic assessment with Sandy, she’d shown me how paying attention to physics and using runes got dramatically better results with a lot less effort. It was something I’d taken to heart––something I enjoyed thinking about, like a puzzle.

“I agree with that,” I said. “But I don’t see how this is saving magic. I’m sure the House would use magic to clean off the dust, but so does your duster.”

“The truth is the House isn’t that good at dusting,” he shrugged. “It’s good at making new things, like walls and rooms, but it’s terrible at doing simple things like dusting or heating water or serving food. It would cost a mage a reasonable amount of magic to have the House get these rooms ready. It costs nothing for me to work here, and although this duster cleans up everything, it really doesn’t take that much to power it.”

That sounded intriguing.

“I thought the duster was just doing a great job of making the dust go away. Does it do more than that?”

“Oh, yes!” for the first time, my ancient room steward seemed excited about something. “This is the Feather C 250. It’s the best and latest word in sanitation magic. There isn’t anything it can’t do. It takes care of dust, of course, but it also sanitizes and cleans everything from soap scum to grease stains. You can clean the bathroom, wash dirty dishes, and take kid’s crayon marks off the walls. This model is so advanced it even tightens the handles on drawers and buffs the floors. There ain't nothing more nifty than my Feather C 250.”

He said the last part like it was a slogan as he gazed at it fondly. I looked at it with new respect too. It looked so simple, but it certainly did a lot.

“And, of course, it’s very efficient,” he said, finishing off our conversation.

I’m sure it was. It sounded like he had his own version of a magic wand. It was nice to see not everything in this supernatural world was about weapons and killing people. Although I guess you could kill someone, then clean up the blood and the DNA evidence with the Feather C 250.

Okay. That wasn’t macabre or anything. I shook my head to get rid of the image of a dead man on the floor outlined in tape. Time to change the subject.

“So, how do you know English?” I asked. “It sounds like you have your own language. And how did you end up cleaning these rooms? It is very nice that I can understand you. I'm sure someone else could clean the room just fine, but I'm glad it is you that is here.”

He looked pleased at the compliment, and a little sad at the same time.

“Young master, I’m not here because I’m the best. I’m here because I’m the worst.”

“No way!” I said indignantly. “I think you are doing a wonderful job. And we are having such a pleasant chat. I think you are just perfect.”

“Well, thank you. That is very nice to hear,” he said with gratitude, but his ears pulled in close to his head and he gave me a glum look. “The truth is I don’t have the speed of my youth. Some would even say I’m slow. And that is why I’m here. Your House is the youngest at this Gathering, which means you have the lowest standing of all the guests. That’s why your rooms are out of the way and in the back. They haven’t had a total refresh, only a clean, and even that is being done by the most expendable centaur.”

He shrugged as if to say he was sorry. Then he hunched a bit, like he thought I was going to fly in a rage and hit him or something. I just smiled gently.

“Well, of course we are the lowest on the ladder, CLl. That is only natural. I’m so new at this, but you have to start somewhere. In America, we even have a song about it.”

“Really?” CLl sounded relieved.

“It goes like this, ‘I’ve got friends in low places...’”

And that is how I ended up teaching my new friend how to sing a Garth Brooks song as he finished up the bedroom and started cleaning the bathroom. He had a very pleasant baritone voice, and we harmonized well together.

I made a mental promise to myself to never become a stuck-up, self-centered mage. Being friendly and kind is who I wanted to be. And it can lead to wonderful moments like this. The work went quickly, and he was almost done before I got to my next question.

“So, you never said how you learned to speak English,” I said.

“I learned from a young master, not unlike yourself,” he said. “He had a particularly rough Waker Moment and ended up here in the ward for young mages. I think he needed a friend who wasn’t magical, and I was the closest thing to that. I cleaned his room, and he taught me to speak English. He told me about his family and homeland, and it was nice to take a break and just talk for a while. I’m not a healer or anything, but I listened, and that seemed to help. He really loved to tell jokes too.”

He got a twinkle in his eye, and I knew a joke was coming.

“Knock knock.”

Ohhhh. We were doing knock knock jokes. That’s great. Puns are the highest form of humor.

“Who’s there?” I said the traditional words.

“To.” He started grinning, but I didn’t see where this was going yet.

“To who?” I replied.

“No, it’s to whom!” He started cracking up. The joke wasn’t that funny, but he had a braying kind of laugh, which was just over the top, and I found myself laughing with him.

Since he liked knock knock jokes, I told him the one about ‘Cash’ (Cash who? No thanks, but I’ll take some peanuts) and that set him off laughing again.

We traded a few more jokes while he finished the bathroom. I hadn’t noticed anywhere else that needed cleaning, so that must be the last of what he needed to do here. I thought he would move on, but he ended up sitting down on the floor, and we continued chatting. I thought he would sit down like a dog, with his front legs straight and his butt on the ground. Instead, he sat all the way down on the ground, with both legs tucked, like a cat. It was kinda neat, and he looked very comfortable.

“So what happened to your friend? The one that you learned English from?”

“He got better,” CLl replied. “He moved out of the ward and stayed here for a while, learning basic magic and continuing to adjust to the supernatural world. This House is mainly for advanced mages, though, so he eventually moved back to his old House.”

“Do you stay in touch?” I asked.

“Yes. He writes to me now and then. But it’s not the same,” he said wistfully. “I’d like to go and visit, but I’m not a mage.” He said it like that explained everything, but I wasn’t sure what he meant.

“I thought the House took care of portals and moved people around,” I said. “Surely it could move you around between Houses?”

“It can,” he replied. “But someone has to pay the cost. Nothing is for free.” He sighed, and I took a moment to scan him with my magic sight. When I did, I was so surprised I scanned him again.

CLl had no aura. He had no defense against magic at all. I could see every part of his body, just like I was looking at my own. The poor guy was eaten up with arthritis, and his ankles were swollen and sore. No wonder he was slow. I’m sure it hurt to move.

The other thing that was interesting was he had a hard core of power, about as big as a walnut, right below his heart. His whole life setup was very different from anything I’d seen so far. Up to this point, I’d have said that all living things had an aura that protected and defined them. Inside that aura, there was magic. Cats, dogs, and rabbits all had auras and a bit of magic. Bugs had it, although their aura stopped at their exoskeleton. Even plants had an aura and a touch of magic.

Everybody had an aura, except for CLl. I was just getting ready to remark on this when CLl stood up and slipped. The floor wasn’t slick or anything, and CLl didn’t slip much, but it was enough to shake him, and it looked like it really hurt. He froze, shuddering, before carefully getting the rest of the way to his four feet. He let out a long breath, and his head dropped. Then he took a shuddering breath in and let it out again.

“Ow,” he said, trying to pass it off as a little slip up. But I could see he was still tense and shaking. I put a hand on his shoulder to steady him. He felt hot to the touch.

“I think that was a bit more than Ow,” I said.

“Maybe a little bit more,” he grimaced and tried to laugh it off. “I tell you, young master, getting old ain't for the faint of heart. I get aches in places you didn’t even know could ache. And it’s not just some of the time. I ache all the time. I have to pee at the worst moments, and oddly, sometimes I can’t pee at all. Some of my favorite foods give me heartburn now, and sometimes I get chills for no reason at all. My granny used to wear a blanket all the time, and I thought it was strange. Now I know why.”

I scanned him again while he talked. I had an idea, and this time I was looking at the overall problems in his system. His damage really wasn’t that bad. It was persistent, and just about everything looked a bit worn, but it wasn’t like he had broken bones or had been beaten up. There was a lot of work to do, but it was still less than was needed when Isobel had kicked the crap out of me.

“Young master, you will never know the misery of growing old, and that is a good thing. Just know, when you are with old people and they slow you down, they aren’t doing it on purpose. Getting old sucks.”

“I’m sure it does,” I said soothingly. I waited for a moment, then decided to just ask. “CLl, what if I could make it suck less?”

“What?” he sounded weary. Like the weight of the world was on his shoulders and he was tired of carrying it around. “What do you mean?”

“Well, I don’t know this for sure, but I think I could heal some of this.” I waved at the worst parts of his body. He started to say something, so I hurried to continue. “I can’t give you any guarantees, and I don’t know how much I can heal, but I think I’d like to try.”

“Young master,” he shook his head. “I’m sure you feel like you can move mountains with your new magic, but I’ve heard that healing takes a tremendous amount of power and a whole lot of knowledge. I certainly appreciate the thought, and it is very kind of you to offer to help. I’m afraid that even trying to heal a tiny part of me would burn you out and set you back years in your development.” He said in a kind, but firm tone.

I wasn’t ready to give up yet, though.

“My face was smashed in by a golem,” I said quietly. “His fist was huge and made of stone. It smashed in my forehead, popped my eyeballs, and caved in all the bones in my face. It knocked out my teeth and broke my jaw into multiple pieces.”

He was looking at me in surprise as I spoke.

“And that was just the start of the fight. I had a powerful mage kick the crap out of me and break several more bones. CLl, I’m not a stranger to getting injured and healing myself. I can see exactly what is troubling you, and I think I can make it better. I can’t guarantee it, but I really think I can help.”

He still looked at me like I was crazy. He also looked at me with a glimmer of hope. Crazy and hope wrestled in his mind for a moment, and I could see when the hope won.

“Okay,” he sighed. “If you’re crazy enough to want to help me, then I’m crazy enough to try it. I’m an old centaur anyway, so what have I got to lose?”

“Good!” I said, giving him a hug. It was the first time I’d hugged a centaur-like creature, so it was strange, but still good. He seemed a bit awkward at first, but hugged me back.

“Before we begin, are you finished with the rooms?”

“Yes. Everything is completed. Why?”

“Well, I use healing spores as a way to focus my magic. They’re powerful and work with your body to heal you naturally, but they also make you feel good.” He nodded, but he wasn’t getting it.

“They make you feel really good,” I said, but now he just looked confused. “Like reeeeeeeaaaaly good,” I said, puffing on an imaginary smoke and trying to look very high. He laughed.

“I think I know what you are saying, but that won’t affect me. I already mix a little of the Purple Queen in my diet. My niece says it makes me a lot easier to live with.” He gave his braying laugh again. I’m sure a little mellowing out helped their relationship. He had been fun to hang out with, but I had a feeling he could get cranky when his arthritis was flaring up.

“Sounds good,” I said. “Give me a minute to put this together.”

I closed my eyes and focused inward. I could feel Tea hanging out in my right hand by my Gem Cell Gauntlet. He was my healing Tree Ent, and together with his grove, he was responsible for making sure my body was healthy and in tip-top shape.

‘Tea?’ I said.

‘Here,’ he answered promptly. ‘What can I do for you?’

I shared what I’d seen of CLl and what was troubling him.

‘He isn’t a human,’ I said. ‘But do you think you can help him anyway?’

He thought about it for a moment.

‘I think so. The spores work with cells to refresh and restore them. He’s made of cells, so it should still work. The healing rune amplifies the spores’ ability a lot, but as far as I know it isn’t specific to just humans. I think it works at the cellular level too, so you should be able to heal him just as easily as you heal yourself.’

‘Great! Let's give it a shot,’ I said, and then started working on the specifics. I didn’t want to do too much on the first try, like I usually did. That had gotten me into trouble before, so this time I wanted to start with a light touch. If all went well and CLl started feeling better, then we could always do it again.

I’d used over fifty healing Ents on myself, so I decided to start out with two. I’d used my Gem Cells for power and created a whole lattice on either hand, so I figured I'd send over two of them as well. The Ents and the Gem Cells would probably run out of power before they made too many changes to CLl.

Part of me wanted to double this, but I listened to the voice of reason. I took a moment to fill the two Ents and the two Gem Cells up to the max on their power. My magic flowed smoothly, and there were no problems. I’d already tested my magic at the Oval, but it was still nice to verify that everything was working fine. When they were ready, I put my hand on CLl’s shoulder, and my two Ents grabbed their Gem Cells and swung over to CLl’s body.

I’d made Tea and his Grove so they could move through me just fine. I’d wondered if they would have any problems with CLl, but that didn’t seem to be the case. They stretched their arms and swung through CLl’s system like Tarzan swinging through the jungle in search of a banana pie.

They set up shop on either end of CLl, planting the Gem Cell, and then let their fingers and toes grow and wind their way through his system. Then they both stopped and froze for a long time. I’d seen this happen before. They were mapping out CLl’s body and figuring out what needed fixing. After a bit, CLl spoke up.

“I don’t feel anything,” he said cautiously.

“You won’t yet,” I replied. “Just hang on. The spell is working, but it takes a bit to get started.”

I called it a spell because I didn’t want to say too much. I remembered what Sandy had said about keeping my powers secret. He gave me a skeptical look, but stood quietly and let the process continue.

“Since we are waiting, this is a good time to unpack,” I said. “I didn’t bring that much, so it shouldn’t take long.”

CLl seemed to like the idea, so I opened up my suitcase and got to work. I put my jeans and shirts in the dresser drawers and hung my one good suit in the armoire. CLl brushed everything with his magic feather duster wand and all the wrinkles fell out. He did that to my folded clothes too, and their folds looked more even and they seemed to lay better. He was like a furry, four-footed Mary Poppins.

The amount of clothes I had was just sad, and CLl kept looking in the suitcase like more outfits were going to appear.

“Is that everything?” he asked.

I nodded.

“Yep. That’s everything.” I tried to sound cheerful, like nothing was wrong.

“Does Sandy have about the same amount of clothes?” he asked cautiously.

“I think so,” I replied. “She just has one suitcase as well. It’s a bit bigger than mine, but not by much. She’s a battle mage, so she doesn’t go for a lot of that girly stuff.”

“I see...” he said in the tone of voice that said we were up shit creek without a paddle. I didn’t know what else to say. These were the clothes I had, and I couldn’t go around naked. Well, I guess I could, but it would send the wrong message. Plus, it would be a bit breezy. If Tyler was here, he would just transform and wear whatever clothes he wanted. I really wished I had his ability. Then I really wished I had Tyler. We hadn’t been apart that long, but I missed him already.

I was saved from thinking about Tyler too much, when both of the Tree Ents finished their analysis and kicked into gear. Their feet flattened out into boards, and they began surfing through CLl, spraying spores out their hands. It was pretty cool to watch, although I was surprised at just how fast and how big the moss grew. Had the moss grown that fast for me? This was a different perspective, but I didn’t think so. As the two surfing Ents kept up their healing, I noticed the moss wasn’t stopping. It just kept growing and growing.

“Oh. I feel something.” CLl stopped and looked at himself.

“I was wondering if you would,” I said. “The healing just started. What does it feel like to you?”

“It feels...” he paused and got this lopsided grin. “It feels good. Like someone is spreading warm butter on my bones.” That was an odd comment, but overall the experience sounded positive.

“Now it feels like sweet buttercream icing on my muscles.” I could see him relax a bit, like he was getting a good massage.

“Whatever you’re doing, keep it up. This feels good.” He relaxed a bit more.

“Oh, baby,” he moaned softly. “Ohhhhhhh. That feels good. Ummmhummmmmm. Ohhhhhhh.” I couldn’t help laughing. He sounded like he needed a room and some alone time.

“Why don’t you head back to your place and relax for a while?” I suggested. “The process will keep going on its own. I don’t need to do anything more.”

He was still moaning in pleasure as I zoomed in to see how things were going. I was shocked to see the Ents were finished with the first pass and starting on the second, more detailed, run. Both Ents still had plenty of power, and the Gem Cells were over half full. Maybe it was the lack of aura, but my magic was being a lot more effective in his body than mine.

I took his hand and started leading him towards the front door. I had no idea where he lived, but hopefully he would get there alright. His grin became even more lopsided, and his eyes got that happy spaced-out look.

“You are the best mage ever!” he proclaimed. Then he licked my face. I think it was the llama version of a kiss, and it was very surprising. I didn’t have to look to know the mushrooms were kicking in.

“Like really,” he said emotionally. “I thought you were just a skinny little thing, only two legs and no backend, but you...” He hugged me and licked me again. “You are alright in my books.”

“Well, thank you very much,” I replied. “You are alright yourself.”

We were in the sitting room and heading towards the front door.

“I want cake,” he said brightly.

“I think you have some cake at home,” I said, trying to keep him focused in the right direction.

“I should go get some,” he declared and took a right turn towards the fireplace.

“Where are you going?” I tugged on his arm, trying to get him pointed towards the front door again.

“Home,” he said, confused. Then his eyes lit up, and he giggled. If you’ve never heard a Centaur Llama giggle, you are missing out. It’s funny as hell.

“Young master, we don’t use the hallways. Those are for you magical folk who won’t get squished. Instead, the House has given us our own ways.” He wiggled his fingers in the air, like he was an old school magician summoning the mysteries of the universe. Then he giggled again, and I giggled with him. He might be used to his Purple Queen, but Tea’s healing ‘shrooms were on a whole ‘nother level.

Then he turned and walked into the fireplace. I gasped and thought the upper half of him would bump into the wall. But somehow the fireplace stretched, and he walked through. He was still talking about cake when the back half of him passed the threshold. The fireplace shifted, and everything went back to normal. Once again, it was regular height with an empty grill waiting for wood. Nothing on the mantle had been knocked about or disturbed.

I touched it just to be sure. It was real. Who knew Centaur Llamas had Santa Claus powers?

Now he was gone, the rooms were quiet again. I looked around the sitting room for a few minutes to see if there were any other obvious surprises, but I couldn’t see anything. I went back into my bedroom, finished unpacking my toiletries, and curled up on the bed with Bermuda while I waited on Sandy.

I lay there for a while, just thinking, when I felt a stirring in my lower region. Nature was letting me know that what comes in, must go out. Since I wasn’t doing anything productive anyway, I might as well use the time to dump a load.

I gave Bermuda a kiss and told him I’d be back and then trotted off to the bathroom. It was modest, nothing like my underwater treasure themed one at home and not as nice as the one in Sandy’s room, but it had all the necessary elements a bathroom should have.

Except for one very important thing—toilet paper.
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I figured that it just hadn’t been put out already, but when I checked in the vanity, there was no toilet paper to be found. No big deal, I’d just borrow some from Sandy’s bathroom. Except hers didn’t have any toilet paper either, and I realized there wasn’t even a holder for it.

This seemed strange. CLl appeared to be good at his job. Wasn’t making sure of the availability of tissue products supposed to be part of refreshing any bathroom? I thought about using paper towels, but the bathroom only had hand towels and washcloths.

I would have called for assistance, but there wasn’t a phone in the room. I guess no electricity meant no phones too. I’m sure they weren’t needed since most mages could message with their Bank Stamp.

Meanwhile, nature continued to call. It wasn’t urgent yet, but she was certainly putting me on notice. This was a matter that couldn’t afford to wait much longer.

Before I started doing anything too crazy, I decided to look in the hallway and see if there was a helper that could message housekeeping for me. Fortunately, that ended up being the case.

There was a cute little pixie of a girl, sporting a gold and purple helper badge, hurrying down the hallway.

“Ummm. Pardon me,” I said, but she seemed lost in thought and didn’t hear.

“Hello!” I said louder, waving my hands. That did the trick.

She smiled and hurried over, but there was an underlying edge of irritation and frustration.

“Is everything okay?” I asked. Now she was close, I could see she was older than I thought. She was definitely a woman, but still very pixie-like. She was small and pretty, with wide eyes and a cute little nose. She also seemed like a person who usually smiled.

“It’s just first night frazzles,” she said. “Everyone’s arriving, and the guests in my section seem to be having problems of one sort or another. It will be okay. But right now it’s frustrating.”

I’m sure the first night was rough for all the assistants. It sounded like she needed to vent, so I nodded my head in sympathy.

“Oh. Gosh. I’m so sorry to hear that,” I said sincerely.

“It’s fine,” she said, waving it off. “It’s just that I have tree folk without a steady supply of their mineral water, which is a real problem, mixed in with a bunch of nitpicky issues. One House has too much light. One doesn’t have enough. I have one House that is upset they don’t have any greeting snacks, compared to another House who needs a whole new room added to their suite. I only have a limited number of morphous points to work with, and I can’t ask for more unless there is a major issue. I can convert more myself, but I only have so much magic to work with, and I still need some for the rest of the Gathering.”

“What are morphous points?” I asked.

“You know... points you can spend to change the house.” She gave me an odd look. “Don’t they call them morphous points in your House? It’s when you give magic to the House, and then request something in the House to morph into something else. Or maybe you just ask for something that wasn’t there before. The point system is just an easy way to see how many credits you have and how much you can change.”

“Oh! I think I know what you are talking about,” I said. “I’ve never heard of a point system, though. We’ve just given magic to the House and hoped for the best.”

“Oh dear,” she shook her head. “That is the worst thing you could do. The House tries to be helpful, it really does, but it usually picks the most expensive and magic intensive way of giving you what you asked for. That is a totally rookie thing to do. You’ll ask for a new color on the walls, and the House will end up giving you living paint that changes color as you touch it. It’ll be beautiful and totally awesome, but cost a hundred times more than a regular paint job.”

Ohhh. That was good to know and certainly fit what had happened so far. I’d asked for a nice stand for Eggy and gotten a magical sea foam stand made of glass that slowly moved over time. It was totally awesome, but I’m sure it had cost a lot more magic than just a regular non-moving stand.

“So, what is the right way to do it?” I asked. I still had a living room and kitchen to remodel after all. My Granny Godmothers were cleaning up the park and putting some of that recovered magic to the House, but there hadn’t been any changes yet. If I found out how to do it cheaper and faster, that would be a real bonus from this trip.

“The best way is to tell the House exactly what you want,” the pixie girl replied. “Don’t leave anything to chance. Say what it should look like, any materials it should be made of, or if it should copy or match something else. The more information you give the house, the closer the final result will be to what you need.”

That made sense, and must have been how Annabeth had gotten her place remodeled so well. She'd used pictures of what she’d thought looked good, and the House had made it work from there. I just needed to do that same thing for the rest of my place. I’m sure Annabeth would be happy to help. She liked Architectural Digest, and all those fancy house porn magazines.

“Thanks for the suggestion,” I said. “I’m still so new to everything, and any information is helpful at this point. So, how many points do you have?”

“Well, I have almost a hundred thousand morphous points, which should have been plenty. But making a whole new room is going to take up most of them. The rest will go into fixing the water problem with the tree folk. If I have any points left over, I’ll use them to fix the suite with the low lighting. The suite with too much light should be easy. I can cover up a few of the lights, and they should be good to go.” She continued to look thoughtful for a moment, obviously still planning out her fix-it strategy. Then she focused on me again.

“Forgive me. I didn’t mean to burden you with my problems. I’m guessing you flagged me down with a problem of your own.” She straightened up and clasped her hands in front of her. She was ready and willing to listen to what I needed. Unspoken was the hope that I didn’t need anything that required morphous points.

“My problem is simple and shouldn’t require any magic,” I said. “I just need some toilet paper. I’ve checked everywhere, and there is none to be found.”

“Toilet paper?” She looked confused.

“You know, it’s white, comes in a roll?” She still looked blank. “You use it to clean up after yourself after you do a number 2?” I made vague butt-wiping motions to get the point across. I was trying to be polite and not get graphic, but come on. How can someone be confused by toilet paper? Like the kid’s book says, Everyone Poops.

“Oh! Toilet paper,” she nodded. “Now I know what you’re talking about. It’s a fairly modern invention by the mundanes and is quite wasteful from what I understand. I haven’t been Earthside in a long time, so I haven’t used it myself.”

Modern? Toilet paper was modern? How old was this woman?

“Really?” I gave her a look of total disbelief. I couldn’t help but sniff the air. She seemed okay, and there weren’t any flies hanging around.

“So what do you use instead?” I was almost afraid to ask.

“I use my freshness charm, of course,” she said, like that explained everything. Seeing my look of confusion, she continued. “Hasn’t anyone talked to you about using freshness charms?” I shook my head, and she sighed.

“Freshness charms take care of all your basic bodily functions. They have been around for thousands of years, so I’m not sure how you missed out on using them. They’ve become especially popular recently with their responsible disposal upgrades as well as the many spa options.” She perked up and seemed quite happy to tell me all about it.

“Older charms only took care of your hygiene, and while that is important, it’s not everything. The newer charms take your natural by-product, clean it, and send it where it is needed. For example, I donate all my liquids to a village near the Thar Desert that struggles to get clean water. The charm takes care of everything for me. It purifies the water and relocates it to a storage container for their use.”

Was she pulling my leg? She seemed serious. I knew people were into recycling, but this seemed a bit overboard.

“What about number 2?” I asked.

“Same sort of thing,” she said matter-of-factly. “It goes into their compost piles to provide life to a whole new generation of plants. Best of all, it strips out my natural magic and gives it back to me. The charm keeps some of that so it stays powered. But I’ll keep the rest of it.”

“You’re pulling magic out of your poop?” This was the strangest conversation I think I’d ever had.

“Of course,” she said. “Your body fluids are inside your aura and saturated with your magic, just like the rest of your body. When you poop, that is magic leaving your body. Just like if you got cut and started bleeding. This doesn’t matter a lot in the beginning, when a mage’s magic density is very low. Once they get powerful, though, it becomes necessary to monitor any expenditure of magic and keep as much as possible.”

I’d never thought about that. Holy crap, we were talking about magic crap. My new world was a strange place.

“After all,” she continued, “it doesn’t make sense to cultivate ambient mana, gain mana from swears, and absorb mana from pearls, only to pee it all out of your system. That’s just wasteful.”

Then she got a sly grin, which made her look even more pixie-like.

“If that’s all the charm did, it would be wonderful, but it has spa options.” She said ‘spa options’ like the charm was a ticket to heaven.

“I’m almost afraid to ask,” I said playfully, “but what are the spa options?”

“Just what it sounds like, silly.” She poked me playfully. “It’s like having a spa in your pocket. You want a hot bath? No problem. A seaweed wrap? No problem! It creates a microfilm of warm water all over you, then wraps you in the seaweed fibers for as long as you want. It has a cycle as short as one minute for an ultra fast refresh, or you can luxuriate for an entire hour. If you want a nice massage, it does that for you too. Sometimes, I just sit and have it rub my feet for me while I’m sipping on a glass of wine.”

She sighed and looked away with the dreamiest expression.

“Believe me, once you use your first good freshness charm, you never go back.”

Then she got a bit of a naughty look, and her eyes sparkled.

“It’s even got another option, for those days when a girl needs some relaxation, but she doesn’t want all the drama that comes from... someone else.”

Ohhhh. Do tell. No wonder she liked her Freshness Moments.

“You mean it provides a stairway to heaven?” I quipped.

“I’m talking about me, myself, and Ohhhh My,” she quipped back.

“A little tickle on the pickle?” I chuckled.

“I think that is more your option than mine.” She grinned and poked me again. “Although I hear there are freshness charms that are specially for men. I don’t have any of those, of course, but I’m sure someone has a spare freshness charm I can give you. I’ll message around, see what I can find, and have someone drop it off.”

“There is just one slight problem,” I said quickly, before she could hurry away. She’d had the look in her eyes that said I was a problem solved. Time to move on.

“And that is?”

“I can’t use charms,” I said sadly.

“What do you mean? Everyone can use charms.” She gave me a disbelieving look. “Even naturals can use freshness charms. Only the newest of Sparks have a problem, and even then it works itself out in a few weeks. If you have magic, and you must since you are here, then you can use charms.”

“I guess I’m one of those rare Sparks,” I told her. “But I can’t use charms. They just don’t work for me. I’ve tried over and over. Believe me, I’ve tried, but I cannot get charms to work.”

“You’re a Spark?” she asked. I could tell she thought I was lying, although she was confused as to why I was saying this.

“Yes,” I said firmly. “Aoede met us when we first came through the gate to this realm and sent out a message to everyone letting them know about our House. This is our first time, and our group is a bit different from the norm.”

“I’ve been too busy to check messages,” she said. “Hang on.” She tapped the Bank Stamp on her wrist, and then swiped and flicked in the air for a couple minutes. She must have had a lot of messages. Then she focused back on me again.

“You’re House Louisville?” She sounded resigned, like she was wondering what else could go wrong tonight. I nodded. She went back to reading her message.

“How old are you?” she asked.

“I’m not sure exactly,” I said. I tried to add it up in my head, but I wasn’t a good judge of time. “At least two months. Maybe three.”

“You’re a baby,” she breathed. Then she gave me an odd look. “You’re very cute.” She lightly stroked the side of my face. “But you’re so young. Oh, my.”

“Thanks,” I said––to the cute part. I wasn’t sure about the baby part.

“And you don’t have a Bank Stamp?”

“Nope,” I replied.

“Well, no wonder you came out in the hallway to flag me down. It makes perfect sense now.” She sighed, like the world was on her shoulders.

Was I not supposed to flag her down? Was I being rude? I didn’t want to be rude.

“I’m sorry if I did something wrong,” I said. “I wasn’t sure what else to do. And I didn’t mean to keep you out here in the hallway. Would you like to come inside?”

“Oh, sweetie,” she cooed. “That is very nice of you to ask, but you are way too young for me to trade up.”

“Oh, no. That’s not what I meant,” I stammered.

“I appreciate your courage, and you are very sweet.” She ran her hand lightly over my chest and my abs. “You are certainly nice enough, don’t get me wrong, but the difference between us is just too great. My power might overwhelm you, and that wouldn’t be good at all.”

My goodness. What was with everyone thinking I wanted to have sex with them? Tyler was so right. Trading up was an obsession with these people.

I decided just to let it go like I had with Eugene. If she thought it was sweet that I wanted to trade some sweaty magic with her and felt flattered by that, then it was fine with me. Hopefully, it would provide a little more motivation for her to help me when I needed it.

“Well, that is quite alright,” I said. “However, I still have the original problem. I need to get some toilet paper.”

“I’m afraid you aren’t going to find any here,” she said sadly. “It just isn’t something we stock. Even the younger mages on the cradle floor, the ones that have waker moment issues, are taught to use basic freshness charms.”

She looked resigned, and slightly amused in a “Murphy’s Law got me again” kind of way.

“I think the only way you are going to be able to get toilet paper is to ask the House.”

“And that will require morphous points,” I said wryly. Pixie girl was cursed. She had all these problems she needed to solve, and they all required points.

She nodded.

“I don’t suppose you would have any morphous points?” she asked. “I know it’s a long shot––a very long shot––but maybe someone in your House gifted you a few points before you left. That would be such a nice, thoughtful thing to do. After all, anything’s possible, right?” She didn’t look very hopeful. At least she was thinking about all the possibilities.

“I’m sorry to ask. It’s just that I’ve thought about everything else I need to do tonight, and I’m already overloaded. I need every possible point I can get.”

“Sure,” I replied. “I understand. I appreciate your time and help, and I’m sure it’s not easy keeping everyone happy. So, how do I check for points?”

“It’s simple, really,” she said. “You just ask the House. It will show you the number of points you have.”

Oh. That sounded a lot like checking my levels at Tyler’s special gym on the beach. If it was like that, then this was going to be easy.

“House,” I said clearly, “show me my morphous points.”

A scroll popped up in the air in front of me, just like when I checked my punching stats.

Jason Cole

Morphous Points = 179,867

I read the number. Then read it again. I guess I was taking too long because Pixie Girl poked me.

“How many points do you have?”

“A little over a hundred seventy nine thousand points.” I was stunned.

“What? No way! That’s more than I have for this whole section. There is no way you could have that many points.” She was stunned too, and gave me a look like I was pulling her leg.

“That is what it says,” I replied. “I’m as shocked as you are.”

“House,” she said, “please share this information with me for the next five minutes with this young man’s approval.” She gave me a playful, but challenging look.

“I agree,” I said. I didn’t mind sharing the info, because I wasn’t lying. Plus, I was curious about sharing information, and I wanted to see how it would happen.

The scroll in front of me grew more solid looking, and it started glowing with a red border. Pixie Girl looked at it, and I could see her mouth moving as she read off the number. Then she read it off again.

“That is just crazy. How on earth do you have that many points? No offense, but you’re a Spark, so it should take a week of motivated gathering to get enough magic to generate even one point. I have about a hundred thousand points, and that is only because a group of mages all chipped in over a period of months. That’s why I’m doing my best to work with the points I have. Getting more points takes time and magic. You can’t just have that many points and not know it.”

I really hadn’t known all that. No wonder she was flabbergasted. My Granny Godmothers had been busy! I also realized I couldn’t talk about my little creations, and I didn’t want to get into my battles and all the cleanup we were doing.

“It might be something John did,” I said. “He’s our House handyman. He’s a natural and part mountain troll, so he’s very in touch with the earth and stone and all that. He seems to have a great relationship with the House, and it makes whatever changes he wants.”

This was all true, in the strictest sense, even if it painted a false picture. John was the House handyman, and he had made huge changes to Sandy’s bedroom when she and Annabeth were comatose. The House certainly liked him, and he seemed to have plenty of magic to spare.

“I think I would like to meet this John, and see if he would help me with a few things,” she said, still giving me a funny look.

“I’m sure you will, someday,” I replied. “He’s with Sandy, our Head of House, so he will probably be coming to future Gatherings with her.”

“Why didn’t he come this time?” she asked.

“He’s guarding the House with Annabeth. She has to handle the shields, and he can fend off the mages the next time we are attacked. We know the next assault is coming soon; we just don’t know when.”

Pixie Girl’s eyes kept getting bigger as I was talking. I’m guessing House Atayk wasn’t attacked very often, if at all, since it was in its own realm.

“You’re House Louisville!” she exclaimed. I nodded. “Oh. Now it all makes sense. I’ve just heard about your House and some of what you’ve been going through. I’m so sorry you’ve been in the middle of all that. I can’t imagine having a Waker Moment, and then going right into a war. That must be terrible.”

I just nodded. Parts of it had been terrible. Parts of it had been wonderful too. I’d met Tyler when a remnant tried to kill me, and I’d been rescued by Bermuda after fighting a golem in the park. I couldn’t imagine my life right now without those two. Because of our war, I’d learned how to heal and how to fight. Sandy and John had gotten married, and I’d been a part of that special night. What stood out to me right now were all the wonderful moments, and how it had brought our band of friends together.

“The House can award morphous points for doing something special. Maybe you got all these points from defending your House.” She was back on the points again. I needed to close that conversation as I’d said too much. I was still used to being around close friends.

“Maybe. I don’t know since I just now learned what they are and how to see how many I have.” Time to segue. “I know you are really tight on points, and I seem to have a lot, so maybe I could give you some to help out.”

“Really?” She seemed incredulous. And hopeful.

“How many do you want?” I asked.

“You better not ask that,” she laughed. “I want them all! Seriously, though, let me figure out how many I need.”

She did some math in her head for a minute.

“I could really use another eight hundred,” she said finally. Then she squirmed a bit, like she was almost afraid to ask for that much.

“How do I transfer points?” I asked.

“You just tell the House to do the transfer, and it happens right away.” She was very hopeful now.

“House,” I said, “transfer one thousand morphous points from my account to this lovely lady’s account.” I realized I didn’t even know her name yet.

“I’m Elizabeth,” she said. “Elizabeth Walter.”

“I’m Jason Cole,” I replied. “It’s nice to meet you.”

“I think I can safely say that the pleasure is all mine.” She took my hand in both of hers and kissed it. “I’m terribly grateful for all your help. And I’m supposed to be the one helping you.”

“You’re welcome. I gave you a few extra points, just in case you run into someone else in the hallway that needs your help.”

“That was very thoughtful. Few people would be as generous with points as you have been. And while I’m very glad to be the recipient of that generosity, you probably shouldn’t be handing out points like that.” She looked both grateful and serious at the same time. “I know you have a lot of points now, but you’re a Spark, so they aren’t something you can generate quickly. They are valuable, so treat them that way.”

She was right. My Granny Godmothers were cleaning up the park and bringing all that formerly contaminated magic back to the House. Once they were done and the park was clean, my easy source of House points was going to go away.

“I hear you, and I’ll be careful,” I replied. Then I felt a rumbling down below. “And now, back to the topic of toilet paper. It seems like I have the points I need, but what is the process exactly?”

“Start by telling the House what you want. Be as exact as possible. Also, let the House know how urgent it is that this happens right away. The House doesn’t do its magic while someone is looking, so you’ll need to leave the room and come back. If all goes well, you’ll have your tissues.

“Well, I hate to just run away,” she continued, “but I have to get going. I still have a lot of work to get done tonight.”

She gave me a flirty smile and touched my arm.

“You’ve been so sweet and helpful that I think I might stop by tonight after I’m finished. Maybe trading up is in order after all.” She gave me a saucy wink.

“Oh. Thank you, but I wasn’t giving you the points for that,” I stammered.

“I know,” she said. “And that’s what makes you a sweet young man.” She leaned in even closer. “And don’t worry. I’ll be gentle.”

I leaned away. “I appreciate the thought. But I’m gay.” I thought that would end it, but she just looked confused.

“I like guys,” I further clarified. I guess gay is a fairly recent term, and she said she hadn’t been out of the realm in a while. “Plus, I’m seeing someone.” I backed away further. She was coming on a bit strong.

“Oh,” she said. “I keep forgetting you're a Spark. Once you get past a couple hundred years, it all starts to blend a bit more. You end up liking a broader range of people and sampling the love of those you’d never consider before. You still have your main preferences, of course, but sometimes a change is nice too.”

She sighed and stepped back.

“I will stop by and check on you, though. Without a Bank Stamp, you can’t message for assistance, so there might be other things you might need help with.”

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

“Good bye, then,” she leaned in, and kissed me on the cheek.

“Good bye,” I said as she turned and dashed off down the hallway.

Well, that had certainly been educational. Now it was time to put that knowledge to work. I put my hand on the door to open it and went inside. I went to my bathroom and thought for a moment about what to say.

“House, I need four rolls of toilet paper. Just regular toilet paper will do. It needs to be white, quilted, and double ply. It should be soft enough for my tushy, but strong enough to take care of business. Also, timing is of the essence here. This is an urgent request.”

I stood there for a moment. Was I missing anything?

“Just put the toilet rolls on the counter. There isn’t any need to include a holder. And thank you for your help. It is much appreciated.”

I thought about it for another minute, but I couldn’t think of anything I’d missed. I decided to leave the bathroom and see if the House would do its thing. I went back into the bedroom and snuggled with Bermuda a bit more. He was still sleepy, and his fur felt extra soft and warm. Finally, after a few minutes, I kissed his head and went back into the bathroom.

There, on the vanity, were four beautiful rolls of toilet paper! It worked! This opened up a whole new world of possibilities. What else could I summon when I got home? A new TV? A new couch?

Now I had everything I needed, I dropped trou, sat on the porcelain throne, and made like a king. There wasn’t any electricity here, so I hadn’t brought my phone and I had nothing to read. My mind wandered, and I got to wondering how many points four rolls of toilet paper had cost me.

“House, show me my morphous points.”

The scroll popped up in front of me again.

Jason Cole

Morphous Points = 178,842

I’d forgotten exactly how many points I’d had the last time I’d asked, so that didn’t help me. Maybe I could go about this in a different way.

“House, please show how many morphous points it cost me to get these rolls. Also, I’m new to all this, so any extra information you could provide about the cost would be helpful.” I didn’t know if this would work, but it was worth a shot. To my delight, the scroll rolled closed, then opened with new information.

Toilet Paper

Specifications: Regular. White. Quilted. Two-Ply. Cheek Soft. Wiper Strong. Rush job.

~

Option 1: Product creation

Option 1: MP cost: 125

~

Option 2: Product fetch. Nearest product on Earth.

Option 2: MP cost: 25

~

Option 2 selected

Well, that was certainly interesting. I’d thought the House just went “Poof” and it showed up. I hadn’t given any thought to how it actually happened. So the House could make TP out of thin air, but it cost a lot of magic to make that happen. Or it swiped it off the shelf at Walmart and brought it here for a lot less. Does this mean that somewhere there was a twelve pack of TP that was now missing four rolls? Also, how much more had it cost because I was in a realm?

“House, another question to help me understand. If I was at home in my regular bathroom, and I’d asked you to fetch the same four rolls, how many morphous points would that have cost?”

Once again, the scroll rolled closed, then opened with new information.

The cost to fetch four rolls of toilet paper, the good stuff, two-ply and all, would be ZERO. You could just ask your hunk of man candy to get you some butt wipes. Or you could call Annabeth. Or John. Seriously, dude, don’t use Morphous Points for bowel towels. Find another way.

Once I finished reading, the scroll snapped shut and faded away. The House was feeling feisty tonight. Plus, it had called me ‘dude’. I had to laugh. I’m sure the House was busy keeping track of the Gathering and opening the gates to bring everyone here. It clearly had better things to do than answer all my questions.

“Thank you, House,” I said into the air. “Sorry to bother you.” I didn’t get any response, but it seemed like the right thing to say.

One thing that Pixie Girl had said came back to me. She’d said it would take someone at my level about a week to generate one Morphous Point. That meant that for a normal mage at my level, four rolls of toilet paper were worth twenty-five weeks of magic gathering. That was a terrible exchange ratio. I made a mental note to give my Grannies special thanks for all their hard work when I got back.

I had just finished my business and washed my hands when I heard the front door open. Sandy was back! I hurried through the bedroom and back to the greeting room to meet her.

“Hey!” I gave her a big hug. “How was the ultra-privileged head of the household lounge?”

“Surprisingly, it went well,” she said. “I’m not a big fan of mingling and small talk, but a few of the other Heads introduced me to their groups, and I ended up having a great time.”

“I hoped it wouldn’t be too bad,” I said. “After all, they have all been new to this at some point themselves. I figured they would either be friendly or, at the worst, just ignore you and hang out with their own friends.”

“Most of them were very nice,” Sandy said. “They were warm and sweet and supportive, and everything I think someone that runs a House should be like. There was one group, though, that was very aloof. I don’t know why, but they seemed to have it out for me in particular. I had one guy in that group giving me some looks that were downright cold. I have no idea what that was all about, but I’m going to just ignore him.

“But enough about me. How was your time? Did you get to our rooms alright?”

“I did,” I said, “although it’s been pretty exciting overall.”

I told her about Eugene, how he was in the tournament, and how interesting his training had been. Bermuda padded in while we were talking, so Sandy picked him up and gave him some love. She was glad he was here too, as it made our suite seem a bit more like home.

I told her about CLl, healing him, and how he’d staggered home through the fireplace. Sandy started unpacking while we talked. It didn’t take her long at all. She’d packed just as light as I had. Then we talked about Pixie Girl and toilet paper. Turns out, one of Sandy’s many charms was a freshness charm, so she was good to go. It was the older kind, though, without the spa options.

I thought we’d call it a night, but the evening wasn’t over yet. We still had a Welcome Party to go to. Sandy said she’d heard it was not to be missed. I gave her time to freshen up, and I took the time to change. I kept my jeans on, but went with a nicer shirt. I wasn’t sure if I should wear something upscale, nightclub, or just casual. What I had on wouldn’t turn any heads, but hopefully, I would just blend in.

I also remembered that Bermuda needed some extra bathroom facilities too. So I spent some more points to get him a litter box, food and water bowls, and a bag of food. Surprisingly, all that only cost me six points. I guess Bermuda got a special discount. Since I’d spent so little, I also ordered a few bags of treats. Party Mix, original flavor. They were his favorite.

We met back in the greeting room and headed out. Sandy had kept it simple too, with jeans and a purple shirt. She was wearing all her charms, though, and she jingled when she walked. We were in a place of magic, so it was probably better to have the charms than leave them in her room. Bermuda was tired of napping, and he wasn’t going to be left behind, so I ended up carrying him. I complained that he was going to get hair on my shirt, but secretly I was very happy to have him with me. Plus, he would probably be a great conversation starter. After all, who can resist a cute kitten?

Sandy used her map to guide us back through the maze of hallways, and it wasn’t long before we arrived. The Welcome Party was on our floor and in one of the huge rooms near the Manful Staircase. I thought the room would be set up like a party: dimly lit, dance music, and a bar in the corner. Instead, it was surprisingly well lit, with groups of musicians playing jazz or soul. The music was loud enough to put a bit of pep in your step and provide ambience, but it was still easy to hear people and hold a conversation.

What made it fascinating were the drinks! They didn’t have a simple bar station where you waited in line and left with a plastic cup filled with alcohol. Oh, no. These were full on themed areas of cocktail magnificence. The Gods of Mount Olympus would have felt right at home strolling through this get-together.

My favorite was the citrus rum waterfall. The waterfall was about two stories high and made up of all kinds of carved citrus. The rum cascaded over the top and ran down the wall of fruit to pool at the bottom. Little pixies filled up pails of rum from the pool and flew them back up to the top. The rum then flowed down the waterfall again, picking up even more flavor. Our bartenders were pirates and wenches, and they served the drinks in old scuffed-up flagons. It was perfect. In addition to all the citrus, the rum had spices in it too, like Captain Morgan, and it went down so easily.

There were sweet drinks with umbrellas served from a surf shack by bartenders in G-strings. We had ice-cold beer in huge wooden flagons from a dwarven-inspired mountain home. Ice pixies and sugar plum fairies served from a lake of clear vodka and spiked your beverage with what looked like gems and gold.

The place was huge, and whatever type of spirit you wanted, it was available and served in a creative, themed way. We had wines made from all kinds of fruit, whiskeys, vodka, gin, rum, beer, ale, and so many more. I’m not a big alcohol person, as spirits and poker don’t mix. Probably the best drink I’d had up to this point was at John’s place when I’d ended up passed out on the floor.

Besides all the libation, there were servers walking about with equally creative hors d'oeuvres. I ate a cherry bomb. An actual bomb. The server lit the ‘stem’ of the cherry, and I popped it in my mouth as it was sparkling down. Then it exploded, and I had a cherry experience like no other. Fortunately, I love cherries, so that was a good thing.

I ate a jellyfish that swam through the air and sat on my hand. It wasn’t that big, and it tasted like gummy worms. One of the most surprising things I encountered was eggs and toast. It looked like an egg, over easy, on a piece of toast. When I bit into it, though, I tasted toasted chocolate and ice cream. The center of the egg was an orange sherbet sort of thing, and the whites of the egg were a smooth vanilla. The toast was toasted chocolate. It was crunchy, cool, and flavorful. I loved it.

I could see why Sandy had wanted to come. It was a welcoming party like nothing I’d ever experienced before. In addition to food and drinks, we also met a lot of wonderful people. Sandy had already broken the ice with lots of the House Heads, and that continued at the party. We were introduced to a lot of people. Like a lot. Way more than I could ever remember, although I tried at the start of the evening. Once the alcohol started hitting, though, the only things I could remember were my funny names for them. Parrot Nose Boy. Broccoli Girl (her hair looked like broccoli and her outfit was green). Sir Laughs-A-Lot (he laughed, a lot, at everything).

Two people whose names I did remember were Balaji and Aamya. They were from India, House Hyderabad, and they stayed with us the whole evening. Aamya was the head of her House, and she’d really hit it off with Sandy. They were both fun to be with, and yet badass in their own way. Aamya had been Head for a long time, and she had her shit together. I was shocked to hear her House had over a million supernaturals living under one magical roof. I couldn’t imagine what it would take to organize that many people and have them live together in peace.

Balaji acted like her younger brother, although I don’t think they were actually related. They joked and laughed together, and it was easy to see they trusted each other and had been together for a long time. There was something he said that made me think he was also her bodyguard, but I was getting too far into my cups at that point to remember what it was. I just knew he was easy to be with, and he seemed to enjoy sharing my adventure.

They had both been to a lot of Gatherings, and they seemed to really enjoy our sense of wonder and amazement. They were also paying it forward, as their first Gathering had been a bit of a mess, and an older mage had taken them under his wing and shown them around. Plus, they were both excited about practicing their English with us. I was just happy to have some new friends, and I felt like I could relax now Sandy had made her first supportive contact.

The undisputed star of the night, though, was Bermuda. Everybody loved him. He lay in my arms, purred, looked around, and accepted all the love and adoration that came his way. I thought he might be jumpy from all the people, but he did great. I think he thought everyone was there to tell him how wonderful he was, and he agreed with them. I told him not to get a big head, but he gave me a look like ‘Don’t be jealous. They can’t help but love me.’

We were also the talk of the evening, although most of the sups didn’t know it was us. Everyone wanted to share where they were and what happened to them when it went down in the garden. The light made a huge impression, and all the stories mentioned how blinded they were, even by the reflected light. Some Houseguests had windows, and they said their rooms had lit up so brightly that everything looked pure white. The thing that really got everyone, though, was the heat. Sups talked about catching on fire, or having someone in their party burst into flame.

As the night went on, the stories got even bigger, and even more people were torched. I whispered to Sandy at one point that there was no way that many people had caught on fire. No way. She laughed and said they were having a good time and enjoying their stories, true or not. We just listened, gasped in all the right spots, and moved on.

Besides the effect of it all, mages were also wondering how we did it. Many of the mages had put months of effort and magic into their own creations, and they knew how hard it would be to provide that much light and heat. One guy, who was supposed to be an expert, figured out it would take a team of a hundred mages over a year to generate enough power to fill the garden with that much heat and light. Most agreed there was no way that two mages could have done all that on their own. Especially at the last minute.

The only bummer was nobody was awed by my Belchers. I thought they had done an amazing job and really filled the garden with sound. Compared to the light and heat, though, they were sucking hind teats. Oh, well. Can’t win them all.

Despite how amazing everything was, I was being extra careful about how much I drank. I don’t normally drink a lot, and I didn’t want to become totally hammered on my first night. Although that would have been so easy to do. I was doing good, with a happy glow and not too much of a wobble, when I got a drink from a genie with a blue bottle.

It all started with a guy that reminded me of Jafar from Aladdin. He had an oily, sinister vibe, but when he started talking, he seemed normal enough. Sandy and Aamya had wandered away briefly. Balaji was close, but he was talking with someone else. There wasn’t anything really unusual about him, as people had been introducing themselves to me all night. The only thing that struck me as odd, other than his vibe, was he didn’t talk to or pet Bermuda. He just ignored him like he wasn’t there. He said he was from House blah blah blah, and he hoped I was having a wonderful Gathering. He noticed I was having trouble focusing, so he suggested we have a special drink he knew about that helped with nights like this.

He flagged down a tall woman dressed as a genie levitating a bottle made of deep blue glass. It was cobalt blue, except it had swirls in it, and when I looked closely, it seemed to sparkle. He spoke to her in a language I didn’t recognize, and she pulled out two gold shot glasses. She gave one to me, and it was so heavy I wondered if it was real gold. Then she poured out a tiny drop of clear liquid. It looked and smelled like water. Jafar smiled, toasted the Gathering, and then tossed off his shot. I waited to see how he would react first, before following suit. He seemed fine, so I downed my teaspoon of liquid too. It tasted like water, so for a moment I thought he was just pulling my leg.

Then it hit, and a clarity flowed through me. The buzz lifted, and my mind felt sharp. The wobble went away, and I felt fresh. Whatever this was, it was awesome. My mind was also now sharp enough to realize that having an unknown drink with a guy that reminded me of a villain was probably not a good idea. The drink had done what he said it would, though, so maybe I’d just read him wrong. We were handing the gold glasses back to the genie when Balaji turned around and saw what was going on.

“Everything alright?” He stepped close, and it felt like he was ready for trouble.

“We were just toasting the Gathering,” Jafar said. He seemed very happy for some reason. He gave me a small bow. “I hope your first time here will be both memorable and exciting.

“And now, I’ll leave you to it.” He stepped away smoothly and faded into the crowd. I realized the tall genie had already moved on.

“What did he want?” Balaji sounded suspicious. I told him about our chat, our drink, and how I was feeling right now.

“I’m very surprised he wanted to talk with you,” Balaji said. “He’s part of a group that thinks the House should be a military type operation. They call new supernaturals “rats” and feel they should only join the House after they have survived in the wild for many years. They feel it weeds out the weak. You are way too young for him to be recruiting you. Did he say anything that sounded off? Or did he do anything strange?”

“I don’t think so,” I said. “He gave me a vibe like a movie villain, but he was very polite and didn’t do anything sinister. I’ve met so many new people tonight with different customs, different languages, and different looks. I’m way out of my normal element here and I don’t want to offend anyone, so I just made small talk and went along with him. This has been a wonderful adventure so far, and I don’t want to ruin it.”

“I’m sure it’s fine,” Balaji seemed to relax a bit. “Maybe they found out you and Sandy were the source of the ruckus earlier, and they thought you had enough talent to get their attention.”

“Maybe,” I said. But that didn’t sound right.

Sandy and Aamya came back, and they told us an interesting story about having a drink from a blue bottle. Aamya was concerned because she recognized the genie from the group that was hostile to new sups. We filled them in on our encounter and spent a few minutes trying to figure out what their game was.

Sandy and I both felt great, so we kept going for a while longer as there were a few more Houses Aamya wanted to introduce us to. We continued to meet, mingle, and have a good time. Just because I felt clear didn’t mean the alcohol wasn’t affecting me, so I was even more careful about how much I drank as I moved forward.

I had just eaten a spun-sugar lightning bolt when I realized something was off. The server held a dense cloud, like it was a tray, and these two-foot-long lightning bolts were sticking out of it. They were made of spun sugar, so they were very fragile, but they had a delightful crunch, and tasted of raspberries. I was just about finished when my hand shook, and I suddenly couldn’t feel my fingers anymore. The piece of lightning bolt I had left fell out of my hand and shattered on the floor. I laughed it off and put my arm around Balaji to steady myself.

Wait. Why did I need to steady myself? I wasn’t feeling dizzy. It took me a moment, but then I started feeling weak. I put my other arm around him, like a friendly hug. I just needed a moment.

Then my knees gave out. I had no strength. I tried to stay up, but I slid down his body like a whore dropping in for a blow job. As my face slid down his chest, I realized he had a lot of nice muscles hidden under his clothes. My nose slid down his fine abs, and my cheek rested gently against his crotch for a brief moment, before the rest of me gave way and I toppled over.

I felt so embarrassed.

Wait. Why was I on the floor?

And why was Sandy on the floor?

She was probably just being supportive. She’s amazing like that. If I fall out on the floor, then she’s down there with me. Supporting her House.

Wait. That didn’t sound right either.

Why was I saying “Wait” all the time? Was I going crazy?

Oh, Balaji picked me up. That was nice. I’m sure it was impolite to be lying on the floor in all this august company.

Aamya had Sandy. Good.

We were running now. Damn! Balaji could move!

Pixie Girl was running with us. She was messaging peeps too. Oh, now she was opening the door of our suite. She’s such a nice girl. Woman. She’s a woman. She’s older than me. Like way older. Probably ancient. Better not mention that.

Ohhh, it’s my bathroom. It looks so clean! CLl did such a great job. He really is a nice guy.

I gotta puke.

Oh, crap. I couldn’t turn my head.

Damn! Did all that come out of me?

CLl was going to be so mad. I’d completely messed up his clean bathroom.

Gotta puke again.

Balaji took off my clothes. Probably a good thing, although they were ruined now. Stains like that weren’t going to come out.

He was stripping out of his own clothes too. Oh, I think I ruined his outfit as well. I’m sorry! So sorry!

Gosh, he really had a nice body. It wasn’t my normal type—very thick and powerful, but I’m sure he’d be quite the daddy in bed.

I had to puke again. Oh good, he was holding me up so I could pray to the porcelain god. Most of that round made it in the offering bowl. Score!

Round five was coming up. Was it round five? I’d lost track. Round six. Round seven.

It was starting to hurt now. I felt like I was trying to upchuck my balls. Ugh.

Taking a break. Lying on the cool floor.

Someone was washing me off. Nice. Wait! Don’t use my toilet paper for cleanup! That cost me a crap load of points.

Hehehe. Crap load. Toilet Paper. Get it?

I think I’m going to close my eyes now. Night-night.


07 Cobalt Slug

I was shaking. Why was I shaking?

I was in bed. Tyler was wrapped around me, holding me tight. Bermuda was snuggled up to my face, licking me. That felt soothing.

My magic sight kicked in and I realized it wasn’t Tyler. It was Balaji.

Why was he in bed with me? My head felt like it was stuffed full of cotton. It was hard to think.

‘You’ve been poisoned,’ my Analytical Side spoke up, ‘and Balaji is here to make sure you don’t do something awful. Like swallow your tongue and choke to death. Or throw up again, while lying on your back, and choke to death. Or shake so much you get tangled up in the sheets and choke to death.’

‘I’m sensing a theme to his concerns,’ I said.

‘Well, there’s been a lot of discussion about that topic,’ he replied. ‘We’ve had a whole range of people in here trying to help, but as you know, healing charms just don’t work that well on you. Finally, it was decided that Balaji would stay here with you and see if you could overcome it on your own. They are very concerned, and frankly, so am I.’

‘Well, gee, thanks for the support,’ I said sarcastically.

‘Oh, dear chap, no,’ my Analytical Side waved his hand in the air. ‘I usually have every faith in our abilities, but this is different from what we’ve faced before. For starters, it’s a two-pronged attack, physical and magical. Tea is all over the physical side, but I haven’t been able to do anything on the magical side with you so out of it.’

He sounded urgent, but I was still feeling very woozy. I needed a moment to gather myself before I started doing anything.

‘So, how did I get poisoned?’ I asked.

‘It was that stupid Jafar-looking wanker,’ my Analytical Side said. ‘Technically, you weren’t poisoned. You were just given a very expensive and powerful drink.’

‘Do what?’ I was confused.

‘Think of it this way,’ he continued. ‘If someone gave you a shot of old Scottish whiskey, you’d savor the experience and send them a thank you note. On the other hand, if someone gave a baby that same shot of whiskey, it would seriously mess with their system. It might even kill them.

‘That’s what’s happened to you. Mr. Suspicious got you to drink something that was designed for old, powerful mages. Their magic-enhanced bodies recover a lot faster, so it takes a powerful beverage to give them a buzz.’

‘Why did this happen?’ I was frustrated. ‘I thought the House would protect me. I thought that people who were part of the House were the good guys.’

‘It’s a loophole,’ he shrugged. ‘Did you mention to Jafar that you were a Spark?’

‘I don’t think so,’ I replied.

‘Trust me, you didn’t,’ my Analytical Side continued in his lecturing tone. ‘You were at an event where most mages were at a much higher level, and he suggested you have a high-level drink. You agreed and drank it with your own hand––giving him no indication you couldn’t handle it. So he has every right to claim this was an accident.

‘Even though we know damn well it wasn’t,’ he gave me a furious look. ‘They got to Sandy too. From what I gather, they are working hard to stabilize her as well.’

‘Okay, so I drank some rotgut moonshine, and now I’ve got the hangover blues,’ I said. ‘How do I fix this?’

I felt frustrated and upset. This was supposed to be a safe place. This was supposed to be a time of wonder and adventure. And now some assholes had ruined it. Grrr.

‘You’ve done step one, which was to throw up as much as you could. That got all the liquid that hadn’t been absorbed yet out of your stomach. Right now, you have physical poison in your system that Tea is working on, and you have some dense, hostile magic inside you that’s wreaking havoc with your matrix. It isn’t moving fast, but it has already done a lot of damage. So you need to come up with a solution fairly quickly.’

Normally my Analytical Side hammed up his British accent and threw in a couple of choice bits of cockney slang. He must be really worried, because that was missing now. He was all business, so I needed to shape up promptly.

‘Tea!’ I called.

‘Here!’ he called back. I zoomed in so I could see him better.

‘What’s the status?’

‘The drink had more than just alcohol in it. It was laced with something else to give it more kick. Normally, I’d just flood your system with healing spores, and you’d be good as new in a few days. Right now, though, you need to be as clear-headed as possible to take care of the magic side. So I’m being very targeted with my spore usage.

‘In addition to that, I’m working on trying to burn out some of the effects.’ He said that in a very satisfied way, like it was a brilliant solution. I just saw myself flaming out and going up in smoke.

‘I’m sorry,’ I said. ‘I’m not following you.’

‘Imagine you took ten shots of vodka and then threw up,’ he said. ‘That would help clear your stomach, but you would still have lots of alcohol in your blood. One way to clear that out is to work your muscles and burn up all that bad energy. I thought if you went for a five-mile run, you’d feel a lot better after you finished.

‘Obviously you can’t go for a run right now, so instead, I’m causing you to shiver like you’re wrapped up with Jack Frost. It’s a static form of exercise, but it’s still burning off the poison.’

That was a very creative idea. Thank goodness I’d made Tea, his grove, and my gem cell gauntlets to power them all. They were keeping me alive right now.

‘Thank you,’ I said sincerely. ‘It sounds like you have this under control. I’ll leave you to it.’

He bowed slightly and then hurried away. He had things to do, and so did I. I scanned my aura for the hostile magic and found it right away. There was a dark chunk of magic in my middle, and it was tearing my matrix apart.

The magic was a deep cobalt blue, oblong shaped, and very dense. It kept its shape and stuck together, almost like honey floating through water. It seemed to bunch up thickly, and then stretch out, like it was a worm or a slug.

I could see brief flashes all around it too, like little sparks of static electricity. I zoomed in for a closer look. The glob of magic wasn’t just breaking my matrix apart; it was also splitting apart the emerald green and sapphire blue spheres that were its basic building blocks. It was putting enough pressure on the spheres to break them down into their individual capsules.

Then I saw what was causing the flashes, and I pulled back in horror. That damn thing was taking my sapphire magic, converting it to cobalt blue, and assimilating it. I had the damn Borg inside me! It was eating my magic!

For a moment, I froze in shock. I was used to being the one with the most saturated magic. When it came to color vs color, I always won. I’d converted a crap ton of neutral magic with Penny, and my little Grannies were the ones cleaning up putrid magic in the park. I’m talking about hijacked rotten nasty magic, and my magic beat it. How could this cobalt slug be worse than that?

I felt hot anger roll through me. Color density was my affinity. There was no way this magic could be in my aura, on my home turf, and beat me at my own game.

I pulled out to get an overall view of the damage and felt my heart sink. It was bad. Really bad. The hostile magic had burrowed through my matrix, like a mole through loose dirt. Unlike moles, who are trying to actually make tunnels and set up a home, this magic was just trying to wreck my system.

The matrix in my chest was in tatters. Most of it had been torn apart, with spheres and capsules floating around in a dense soup. There was some good news. The matrices in my arms, legs, head, and lower stomach were still together. They weren’t connected to each other, though, so there was no way to coordinate my power. The damn slug had taken out my core.

My first thought had been to flood my system with magic and see if that overwhelmed the hostile power. That wasn’t going to work now. I needed to stop it while I worked on a solution to get rid of it. Since it was co-opting my magic, it was just going to get bigger and more powerful. I couldn’t let that happen.

I felt the urgency, but my mind was mushy. It was hard to think. Normally, I’d have a lot of ideas, but the physical side of this poison was still messing with me. Gahhhhhhhhh. I shook my head in frustration.

‘Suggestions?’ I asked my Analytical Side.

‘Try zooming in and stopping it,’ he replied. ‘This is still your body and your aura. If that doesn’t work, try inviting that magic to switch to your side. You’ve done it before with neutral magic.’

Those were some good suggestions! Thank goodness part of me was still functioning well.

I flew right up to the front of the cobalt slug and put a mental hand on the front of it.

‘Stop!’ I commanded.

Now I was so close I could feel its intention—its power.

It was strong. No wonder it was converting my magic. I could also feel its hatred towards me. It hated who I was. Hated what I stood for. This seemed strange, but it felt personal. This was magic that had been crafted just for me. It had a plan. And that plan was to tear me apart any way it could.

Again, I felt my anger rising. What did this magic think it was? This was my body. I shouldn’t have been attacked like this. This magic shouldn’t be happening. I was an invited guest in a magical House that was founded on love, acceptance, and home.

I took that anger and slammed it into the cobalt blue power. It reacted by hardening up. I felt a military vibe coming from it. Like I was fighting an army of Roman warriors with those giant, heavy shields. The enemy magic locked its shields together and shut me out. I could make a little dent, but as soon as I quit pushing, it smoothed out.

This wasn’t quite what I’d planned, but smacking the slug felt good, so I did it a few more times. It helped to vent my anger a bit, and in the process, I noticed something. The cobalt magic didn’t have more saturation than me. In fact, now I was this close to it, I could see it looked kind of dusty and flat. I certainly had more soul saturation than this thing. What it had, that I was missing, was density.

I had isolated balls of magic. This thing was one solid mass. My enemy had a steel dagger, while I was fighting with a plastic knife. I needed more density. More power. I needed to upgrade my matrix. Somehow.

I had stopped the malicious power from moving forward. But that didn’t do me any good because it just reformed and set off in a different direction. Damn.

I tried blocking it in, but it was like slime. It just kept oozing through the cracks. I finally wrapped the whole thing in my awareness and clamped down hard. That stopped it. It wiggled and squirmed, but it couldn’t break free. I felt victorious until I realized I couldn’t hold it and work on a solution at the same time.

Maybe I could convert it? I went into salesman mode and tried to coax out some of the magic. Once again, the shields went up. I felt the magic capsules band together. I was the Enemy. I must be resisted at all costs. I must be taken down.

I was trying to talk nice, while it screamed back pure hate. This wasn’t going to work. I also realized I was talking cordially, but under it all, I was still frustrated and upset. Forget that, I was mad. It was raging at me, and I was just raging back. There was no way it was going to convert like this.

Maybe I didn’t need it to convert? Maybe I could just throw it out? It couldn’t harm me if it was out of my system.

That didn’t work. The magic was dense, and moving it was impossible. I could contain it, but I couldn’t budge it.

Hmmmmmm.

Maybe there was another way to neutralize it. It was eating my sapphire blue magic, so what if I took that away and wrapped it in layers of emerald green? I couldn’t stop it from moving, but I might be able to stop it from eating my magic and growing bigger. It was worth a shot.

The shattered remains of my matrix were all around me, so there were plenty of green capsules to work with. I called them to me and wrapped them around the cobalt slug. Then I waited a moment to see what would happen.

So far, so good. The hostile magic was trying to convert my power, but the emerald green was different enough for it to resist the attempt. At least for now. Just to be on the safe side, I called more green capsules and wrapped it in several more layers. It was like slime packaged in bubble wrap, but it was working.

‘Penny!’ I called.

‘I’m right here,’ she chimed, and suddenly she was. She was taller than me and built like an Amazon warrior. Her skin was silver, and her eyes and hair were copper. She flowed and moved with liquid grace and power. Her hair fluttered in an invisible breeze as she gave me a fierce look. Normally, she was a naked goddess, but this time she was covered in armor and carried a spear. My charm was ready for battle!

‘Can you keep this intruder covered in green magic?’ I asked. ‘I need to work on making my magic denser somehow.’

‘Of course,’ she replied. She held out her spear, and suddenly green capsules started shooting out of it like it was a magic super soaker.

Penny was the only charm I’d made, and through a happy accident, she was both awake and aware. I’d been trying to create a magic battery, and she’d ended up being that and so much more. Having someone who could manipulate and store my magic had been very useful and had saved me more than once.

And that gave me an idea. Why not ask her for help? Her magic was much thicker than this slug. I knew because I’d converted it from neutral magic to my magic. She only had the physical space of a penny, but she could hold magic the size of a large pond.

‘Penny,’ I said, ‘two things, real quick.’ She’d been using her spear to cover the slug in another layer of green capsules. She stopped and gave me her full attention.

‘First, don’t touch the slug yet. It hates me and seems to be able to corrupt my blue magic. I don’t want you to become contaminated.’

‘Show me,’ she said. We could share images and memories, and Penny loved to see things from my perspective. She thought being a fleshy creature was fascinating. I shared my thoughts of last night and everything I’d seen and tried since waking up.

‘Your power in me is stored differently than in you. You’re a fleshy creature after all and still quite limited. I don’t think this spell can hurt me, although I’m not completely certain. I’ll wait for you to do your part, and then we can attack together.’

‘That sounds great,’ I replied. ‘Now, second thought. I need to make my magic denser. I know you’re a charm and I’m a mage, but do you have any suggestions?’

She nodded right away. I guess she had already given this some thought.

‘What you need is an alloy. That way, your green and blue mana can enhance each other. In your current state, they are next to each other, but each color isn’t really supporting the other one.’

That sounded like a good way to think about it. My head was still feeling spacey, though, so the idea wasn’t quite there yet.

‘Can you say more about that?’ I asked.

‘Certainly. Let’s use gold as an example. I know you humans love the stuff. I find it boring as heck. It’s very self absorbed, and not helpful at all. You’re lucky you didn’t make a charm out of gold. You’d have been very disappointed with the results.’

I hadn’t thought about metals having different personalities. That was an interesting discussion––for another time.

‘Anyway, gold, on its own, is a soft metal. You need to mix it with something else to strengthen it. Like zinc or copper as an example.’ She proudly gestured at her own fine metals.

‘You have two colors to work with. Find out if they are stronger together.’

She got back to work. She had said her piece, and the conversation was over. I had work to do too, but I took a moment to just watch the hostile magic and see how it was doing.

It was still moving around and wrecking things, but it seemed more aimless now. If I were to guess, it had just headed toward the highest concentration of magic before. Now it was wrapped in my emerald capsules, it wasn’t sure which way to go. Since Penny could spray it with magic, she was keeping well out of its range of influence and seemed to be safe.

Satisfied that everything was as good as it was going to get, I flew to a safe spot to begin my testing. The slug had already been through here, so I had lots of spheres and capsules of both colors just floating around.

The last time I’d experimented with putting my capsules together, I hadn’t been at my best. It had been right after getting golem punched and having Isobel kick the crap out of me. I had broken bones, and I’d been severely sleep deprived. This time I was poisoned, and I was still having problems thinking. Even if I found a solution today and rebuilt my matrix successfully, I wanted to come back at a later time when I was at the top of my game and see if I could do even better.

Still, I was doing better than last time, and I needed to find a solution right now. I started with what I knew. Capsules were the smallest part of magic that I’d found. I’d zoomed in so much they kind of looked like those fish oil capsules you find in the health section of a store. They were oblong, kind of liquid looking, and I could squeeze them a bit.

When I put enough of them together, they sort of popped and condensed into a much bigger sphere. It took sixty capsules to make one sphere for emerald green magic. It took thirty-five sapphire blue capsules to make one blue sphere. That was actually a lot of capsules. Annabeth only had fifteen capsules per sphere, and Sandy had twenty. Actually, it had ended up being twenty-five when I’d had to start over to include John’s magic.

What a night that had been! John had woken up, Sandy had saved him from the earth, and he’d saved her from magic deprivation. They had become oath-bound to each other, and then gotten married and blessed by the All-Rune.

I really missed John, and I wished he was here. He would have been so fascinated by all the beverages tonight, and I’m sure he would have figured out how to duplicate some of them when we got home. If he were here, Jafar would never have gotten close to me or Sandy. He was always on the lookout for trouble, and John was nobody you wanted to mess with.

Wait a minute. Sandy and John’s magic. I’d already mixed magic before. I’d already made an ‘alloy’!

The night I’d made my matrix, I’d tried to mix both of my colors together. I’d dumped green and blue capsules together, and nothing had happened. I’d just figured it wouldn’t work and moved on. The ratio had been about half, though. Half blue and half green. When I’d mixed Sandy and John’s together, Sandy had been very low on magic, so I’d used mostly John’s magic, and just one capsule from Sandy. That had to be it. It was the ratio. I needed mostly one color and only a dab of the other one.

I felt my excitement rising, pushing back some of the mental fog. I could do this.

I called together sixty emerald capsules and one sapphire. Nothing happened, which was a good sign. Normally the green would just collapse into a sphere, so nothing happening meant the blue was having an influence. If I was right, I just needed to keep adding green until I got the pop.

I added one more green, then another, and another. I climbed up to sixty-eight green capsules and I was starting to think this would not work, when I got the pop, and all the capsules collapsed into a sphere. I could see all the green surrounding the lone spot of blue in the center. It had worked!

I was on the right track, but I needed to do better. This was certainly denser than my current spheres, but the cobalt magic was much more compact than that. Time to see what I could do with two blues.

I pushed my first alloy to the side—it would be useful as a reference—and started over with different capsules. This time it took seventy-four green and two blue before it popped into a sphere. I pushed that one to the side as well and kept going. Eighty greens matched three blues and eighty-six greens matched four blues.

Then it stopped. Anything over four blues wouldn’t condense, no matter how many greens I matched them with. My brain was still feeling foggy, and I couldn’t think of anything else to try. I decided to take a quick break and see how Penny and the slug were doing.

The hostile magic had wormed its way up to my right shoulder and was aimlessly destroying my matrix there. Penny was keeping it coated in green capsules, and it looked like that was still working out okay. It didn’t seem to be getting any bigger, and I couldn’t see any of the lightning sparks like before. If it started going down my arm, that would be a problem. Until then, I still had time to experiment a bit more.

I went back to my safe spot and thought about what to do. Four was the max for natural compression, but could I get it to five by helping it along? I’d surrounded the cobalt magic and held it steady. Could I do the same here?

The green count had been going up by six for each new blue, so it made sense to try five blue and ninety-two green. Nothing popped, of course, but this time I wrapped my awareness around all the capsules and squeezed. It felt just like holding onto the cobalt magic, like I was trying to squish slime.

I tried containing and compressing it as hard as I could. Nothing happened, but I could feel it all moving around inside. Then I tried a different approach. This time I contained and focused on a gentle, even pressure all around. I felt something shift again, and this time I got the pop! Success!

I released the pressure and moved back. Instead of staying as a sphere, it broke down in capsules again. Damn. Not a success. But a way forward nonetheless. I’d made a sphere, but it hadn’t been stable. What had changed?

I’d felt things shift. Did placement matter? I looked at the capsules. Maybe it did!

Four blue capsules were in the center, with ninety-two green ones around it and a lone blue one at the top. Somehow, it had broken away from the others and moved to the top.

That had to be it. I’d just been putting the blue in the middle and piling the green around them. What if the center could only hold so much, but there was room for more at the poles? Only one way to find out.

I added one more blue and six more green, but this time I put one blue at the top and one blue at the bottom. This time, I didn’t even need to apply pressure. The whole thing popped into a sphere. Woot!

I pushed that one to the side with my other successes and noticed something interesting. Even though it had two more blue and twelve more green than the previous four blue successes, the resulting sphere was smaller. This was excellent news. Not only was I able to get more capsules to pop, the result was even denser than before.

Time to see if I could do four in the center and two on each pole with the corresponding number of green to match. Yes!

How about three blue on the north and south poles and four in the center? Nope. Could I do three on the poles and add more in the center? No again.

I kept on trying different combinations, but I couldn’t get a match. Two-four-two was the only combination that seemed to work. I felt like I was missing something, but I couldn’t figure out what it was.

I took a break and flew back up to check on the slug. It was at the edge of my shoulder and looked like it was going to head down my arm. That was okay. I could rebuild it all later.

Wait! Penny was on my right hand. I did NOT want this hostile thing to actually get to the base of her power. I still had a few minutes, but time was ticking down.

All the work Tea was doing was making a difference. I was still shaking like ice in a blender, but now I could feel my mental fog lifting a bit. If there was any other possible way of making my magic denser, I needed to figure it out now, or go with what I had.

I went back to my work area and stared at my two-four-two sphere. I felt an idea trying to break through, but I just couldn’t get it. On impulse, I reached out and spun the sphere. It whizzed around its poles, similar to the way the Earth rotated on its axis. Actually, the Earth’s axis isn’t straight up and down. It’s tilted, and that’s what causes the shift from summer to winter. I tilted the sphere slightly, but I over corrected and the sphere kept tilting, until what used to be the poles was now down around the equator.

The background idea finally popped out. A sphere didn’t have just a top and bottom. It also had a left and right and a front and back. A sphere had six axes, not just two! That was it!

I was almost shaking with excitement as I made my new sphere. I put four blue in the middle, two blue at the top and two blue at the bottom. Then I added two more blue at each of the four points on the equator; north, south, east, west. I was still not thinking clearly enough to do the math, so I kept on adding green to the sphere and hoping for the best. I added a lot of green. It seemed to go on and on, and the sphere got bigger and bigger. I’d just about given up hope when I got a pop.

The new sphere was small. It was about the same size as the green sphere I’d started out with before I’d added any blue to it. The new sphere, though, held sixteen blue and one hundred and fifty-eight green! That was just crazy. The new configuration packed in almost three times as many capsules into the same space. Surely, this would be compact enough to stop the slug.

There was only one way to find out, so I converted the rest of my test spheres to the new format and took them with me as I flew up to check on Penny. The hostile magic had made its way into the upper part of my right arm and was continuing to wreak havoc. I needed to get my new matrix going quickly. Fortunately, I knew just the place to start.

‘Penny, I have a new alloy,’ I told her excitedly. Then I shared my memories with her about how I’d put it together.

‘Excellent!’ she said. ‘Hugs now, or after the battle?’ She knew I liked hugs, although she really didn’t understand why. She just passed it off as a thing that humans liked. It seemed like she enjoyed battle, though. I got a real bloodthirsty vibe coming from her. She wanted to hurt the cobalt magic. She wanted to hurt it badly.

‘Hugs afterwards,’ I told her. ‘Right now, I’m going to need a lot of your spare magic to power the new matrix. Can you take care of the slug and still give me power at the same time?’

‘Of course,’ she said confidently. ‘Start by my ring. I’ll give you all the magic you need.’

I picked up my new spheres and flew down to where Penny was wrapped around my forefinger. Penny could be any shape she needed. She’d even been a mask for my face for a while when I’d been repairing my skull and jaw, but this was her favorite spot. She looked like a simple plain band, and she didn’t radiate any power, so most people wouldn’t know she was so much more.

I picked a spot to start with and started breaking down my matrix into individual capsules. Then I started combining everything into the new spheres. Once I had several, I started placing them in the form of a basic square matrix. As I worked, I noticed another advantage of the new alloy spheres. They could exist much closer together than the old spheres made up of just one color of magic.

I put together a quick ten by ten by ten alloy matrix and compared it to the blue and green matrix around it. It looked like not only were the new alloy spheres three times denser, but I could fit seven times as many spheres in the same space. That meant this new matrix was going to be twenty-one times denser than before!

My magic was going to get a huge upgrade. Like huge. A denser matrix meant I could channel more magic into my creations and do it faster. It meant that I’d be more magically resistant to attacks. It meant that I could convert my physical cells to awakened cells at a faster rate. This was good stuff!

Hopefully, it was good enough to take care of my slug problem. Time to find out.

The last time I’d made my matrix, I’d done it by hand. I’d crafted each sphere and placed them carefully into their assigned spots. That worked, but it was tedious and slow as hell. Fortunately, Annabeth had shown me a better way, and I’d already tried it on Sandy. This was going to be a lot of fun.

I started by getting a sense of my new alloy matrix. First, I listened to it. This is where Annabeth’s talent was way ahead of mine. She could listen to a baby matrix, get it, and then sing the rest into existence. I wasn’t that good, so I had to try to utilize all my senses. I couldn’t hear my old matrix. Whatever sound it made was just too small for me to hear. But my new one, that had a tone.

It kind of sounded like someone was playing a low note on the cello. It was pleasant, soothing, and made a nice background. It wasn’t hurried, but it wasn’t sleepy either. It was the kind of sound they use in the movies when the hero is looking out at the city at night. The lights are twinkling, and the world is full of quiet possibilities. It’s the note of contemplation, acceptance, and peace. Maybe the character goes in and snuggles up in bed, feeling good about his day. Or maybe the character gets dressed and heads out into the night, ready for some adventure. The more I listened, the more I liked this note. It was me.

I tasted them. This hadn’t worked last time, but this time they sort of tasted like boiled potatoes? That seemed strange, but I wasn’t here to judge.

I felt them. They weren’t really squishy any more. They felt like hard rubber. For some reason, the matrix itself reminded me of travel. Like a tire rolling down a road.

I smelled them. Again, they reminded me of rubber.

Sight was easy. The matrix looked dense, powerful, and stable.

I was ready. Holding the sound, taste, feel, sight, and smell of the alloy matrix in my mind, I gently pushed it out to its surroundings.

‘Thank you for what you’ve been,’ I said to the old matrix. ‘Now, become something more.’

I’ve always had a great relationship with my magic. I’ve treated it with respect and wonder, and it has always done what I asked of it, and more. This time was no exception.

The nearest spheres exploded into their component capsules, which then reformed into the alloy spheres. These new spheres gracefully floated into place in the new matrix.

The process continued, expanding out from me in a wave of transformation. The whole thing was just amazing, like I was watching a real life sci-fi movie. I felt like I was Magneto, reforming the world around me with my power.

It wasn’t long before the capsules in the old matrix in my hand were all used up, and I hadn’t even filled up my forefinger with the new alloy yet. Time for Penny to kick in and make up the difference. She was going to have to kick in a lot.

‘Penny!’ I called. ‘I’m ready!’

I felt her acknowledgement, and magic started pouring out of her ring. The alloy matrix sucked it in like a hungry squirrel chowing down on peanuts. I filled up my forefinger, then my palm, and then the rest of my fingers. The alloy matrix built up to my elbow and then started on my upper arm where the hostile magic was crawling around.

This was the real test. Would it be able to stop the cobalt slug? Or would the enemy keep smashing me apart?

The alloy matrix continued to grow, reached the cobalt slug, encased it, and kept on going. I flew over to Penny’s side so we could watch what happened together. The slug paused. I’m sure it was sensing a change in its surroundings. Then it started attacking again. This time, though, it couldn’t go anywhere. It smashed into the new matrix, harder and harder, but the spheres held. They didn't shatter, and they didn’t fall out of line.

They weren’t completely firm, either. They had a bit of give to them, and that really helped to blunt the slug’s power. It was like it was trying to break through a wall, but the wall was covered in soft pillows. The matrix gave a bit. Then, when the slug ran out of power, the matrix pushed it back.

We both continued to watch it a bit more. Stage One, containment, was a success. I needed to keep going with the new matrix, then come back and figure out Stage Two, getting rid of this thing.

I realized I was smelling smoke. Like in real life, out in my bedroom, there was smoke. I decided to just let it go. Balaji was here. If I was in danger, he could always pick me up and take me somewhere else.

I also realized I was feeling better. My thoughts didn’t feel as smothered anymore. I still wasn’t out of the woods yet, but I was getting there.

I asked Penny to keep an eye on the slug while I kept building out the grid. My chest area was a total wreck, but that ended up being helpful. It meant that I had a lot of floating magic pieces to work with, and the alloy growth came easily. It took several minutes, but I directed the growth all over the rest of my body. It wasn’t a perfect job. It would need a second pass, but at least all my magic was back to being connected again.

Now, time to deal with my pest problem.

I flew back to Penny and the slug. It hadn’t gone anywhere. Good.

Penny was just standing with her spear, waiting. Given how tall she was and how powerful she felt, I realized she reminded me of Athena, the Goddess of War. I was glad she was on my side.

‘Are you ready?’ she asked.

I nodded.

‘Do your thing,’ I told her. ‘Just don’t get contaminated. If you feel in any danger at all, back off. I can’t afford to lose you.’

I had no idea what she was going to do, but she was ready. She gave me a bloodthirsty smile and raised her spear.

Once again, she shot out green capsules, except this time they shot out like a rail gun. They hit like a rail gun too, tearing through the skin of the slug and deep into its body. I’d pounded on the slug and had barely made a dent. In one move, Penny had almost torn it in half. Damn!

The slug was basically a big mass of hostile magic, or that is what I’d thought up to this point. Seeing it laid open like that, I could see that not all of its magic was the same. The skin of the slug was thick and full of cobalt color. The center was different. The center was soft, juicy, and I could see the individual capsules of magic inside. They weren’t infused with cobalt; they were coated with it. That was a big difference.

Penny attacked it again and again. The slug squirmed and writhed, but it couldn’t defend itself, and it couldn’t go anywhere. Penny’s attacks were successful, but the hostile spell was still there. I needed a way to get rid of it, and I had an idea.

‘Penny, see if you can break off a piece of it,’ I said. ‘Let’s start with something smaller for now.’

She nodded and used her green capsule rail gun / spear to slice off a piece near the back. It started to reattach, but I flexed the matrix and quickly pushed it between the two parts. Then I flexed the matrix again and whisked the piece away until it was well clear of the main slug.

I zoomed in for a closer look, and I could feel the difference right away. This time I wasn’t hit with a wall of hate. Instead, it gave off a whiff of disdain, which I could easily handle. I wanted to convert it, but first I needed to get myself in order. I’d been upset, frustrated, and hungover the last time I’d tried. Of course my invitation hadn’t worked. Tea was taking care of my hangover. Now, I just needed to take care of my attitude.

One of the greatest things I’d discovered when I was healing the first time was how to deal with adversity. Tyler had talked to me first, and he’d said that anything, no matter how bad, can become a new normal. When something is normal, you can work on it. You can come up with new ideas, new solutions. You can plan for an outcome, work towards it, and hopefully get yourself out of whatever trouble you’re in.

Annabeth had talked to me later, and her advice boiled down to one simple phrase. Whatever you resist, persists. If you fight something, resist it, and give it all your energy, it will stick around. On the other hand, if you accept what is happening, like really accept it, then you can start from a new beginning.

I’d taken their talks to heart, and I’d used their advice more than once to get out of a jam. And I was going to use their ideas again. It all begins with acceptance, and that is what I did. I accepted the House wasn’t as safe as I’d hoped it would be. I accepted that my evening had been awesome, and then not so awesome. I accepted that this piece of magic hated me. I was okay. Life is a struggle. Life is work. Life has setbacks.

The greatest thing was that I was still alive. I was a mage. I had magic, new friends, and a new home. Sure, I had to fight for it, but that was okay. I’d probably fight for it a lot. But it was better than the alternative.

If I were dead, there would be no love. No laughter. No magic weddings. No Penny and no Bermuda.

I chose life. I chose acceptance.

I felt my soul settle and strengthen as I reached out and touched the piece of hostile magic. This time I wasn’t met with a shield wall. Instead, I felt a variety of responses, ranging from indifference to animosity. I could work with that.

I started with indifference first. I thought about the good times at the House. Dinners with Sandy and the crew, drinking with John, joking with Annabeth. I touched it gently and offered it the opportunity to be a part of that. Be a part of me. Be a part of the good times.

Over half of the capsules converted right away. I was so surprised. This was hostile magic after all. I didn’t expect to win over so much of it without more of a fight. Only a few minutes ago, it had been part of a larger piece trying to tear me apart.

I kept the invitation going, and more and more of the hostile magic broke away and came to my side. Finally, I was left with less than a quarter of the original magic. I stopped the invitation and took a reading of what was left. The remaining magic was infused with cobalt color, not just coated, and it had a different feel. It seemed more militaristic. It felt like it was part of a unit. They supported each other, and they were trained to fight.

Most of it felt like it wasn’t directly trying to fight me, so again, I could work with that. This time I thought about fighting Big Ugly. I thought about how my physical body, my magic matrix, and Penny had all come together to deliver a blow that had stopped a huge train of a man. A man that had stolen and corrupted the magic of others. My magic was loyal. I was there for my magic, and my magic was there for me. We belonged together, and they could be a part of that.

I extended that invitation, and this time almost all the cobalt capsules were converted. All that was left was a tiny cluster of five capsules, but these capsules hated me. I was finally facing some of the core magic that had kept this whole slug together. I zoomed in for a closer look.

The first thing I noticed was the hostile magic had coated these capsules in a thick slime. As the capsules of magic had left, the hostile magic had distilled down and now it was mostly just thick mucus. I felt hatred coming from it, but it was weak. It kind of reminded me of something I’d seen before, but I couldn’t think what it was.

On impulse, I reached out, grabbed a big glob of the nasty stuff, and pulled it away. As soon as it lost contact with the capsules, it started changing. It started losing its liquidity. It turned into a dry powdery looking substance, and then just faded away, like dust in the wind.

Now I knew what it reminded me of. It was like Thing One, when I’d taken back my power in my Throne Room. He’d been all full of life, power, and anger, but as soon as I took my magic back, he had turned into a dry, weak mess. That’s what was happening here. This cobalt stuff was some sort of spell, or bad soul, and it was powerless without magic to give it life.

Now I knew what to do, I tore into the rest of the goop and ripped it free. Once enough of the nasty coating was gone, the five capsules joined me with no problem. I was just a mental perspective inside my own aura, but I still did a happy dance. I now knew how to beat this sucker!

I zoomed back to the main slug, and this time Penny cut off an even bigger chunk of its backside. I whisked it away to a safe distance and was just getting ready to work on it when I felt the bed shift. The burnt smell was much stronger now. Then I felt someone take my hand, and I knew right away it was Sandy.

After the golem had hit me, I’d spent many days with a smashed up face, so I hadn’t been able to see or talk. Sandy had sat with me and held my hand for hours on end. She did it just to let me know she was there for me. We’d communicated by her asking questions, and I’d squeeze once for Yes and twice for No.

“Jason, can you hear me?” she asked.

Squeeze (yes).

“Are you working on the effects of the drink?”

Squeeze (yes).

Sandy was good at this game. There’s an art to asking yes / no questions so there isn’t any ambiguity.

“Is there anything I can do to help you?”

Squeeze Squeeze (no).

“Is there anything anyone else can do to help?”

Squeeze Squeeze (no).

“Do you want me to leave you alone for now?”

Squeeze (yes).

I’d figured this out. I just needed a bit more time to work on it. My thoughts were feeling much clearer, so I knew Tea was working his magic. I realized I was lying in bed, shaking, so I probably looked like I was dying. Or at least that there was something horribly wrong with me and I needed help right away.

I was getting it under control, though. It wasn’t as bad as it looked, but I wasn’t ready to come out of my detailed view and explain that to everyone. They were just going to have to wait. I picked up other voices in the room. It sounded like there were several people here.

Sandy gave my hand a comforting squeeze back as I pushed all that out of my awareness and got back to the business at hand.

Now I knew what to do, the process went much faster. I didn’t wait for the final few cells to start pulling the goop off, and as a result, the invitation process went much faster. It almost felt like the magic capsules were being held hostage by the cobalt slime, as they took every opportunity to switch to me as fast as they could.

I finished up with that chunk of slug and went back for more. We did two more chunks, each bigger than the last, until I felt confident enough to take on what was left. Despite the danger it represented, the ending happened quickly. One minute I was inviting cells and ripping off slime, and the next it was done.

I stepped back with Penny and looked at where it used to be in satisfaction. The danger was over, but the new matrix wasn’t totally settled in yet. Usually, there was a feeling of elasticity and wholeness when the matrix was settled in. That still wasn’t present yet.

I started from my head and worked my way down. There were surprisingly few problems, considering this had been a rush job. I fixed a few things here and there, and really only had one big alignment issue in my right leg. Once that was fixed, I felt a wave of pure power flow through me. It felt structured, organized, and powerful. It was like my magic booted up, and now it was ready to go.

It felt so nice. I was whole again.

It was time to check on the physical side, so I zoomed over to where Tea was working near my spine.

‘How’s it looking?’ I asked.

‘It’s looking good,’ he said, looking around in satisfaction. ‘We’ve gotten rid of the alcohol, as well as the hallucinogen in the drink. You’re going to feel sore from all the shaking, but a bit of sleep will fix that right up.’

‘Thank you,’ I said sincerely. ‘I don’t know what I’d do without you.’

‘I don’t know what you’d do without me either!’ he chuckled. ‘Now, go on with you. You got a room full of people waiting to make sure you’re okay.’

He gave me a happy bow and then surfed away. I should have noticed this earlier, but I wasn’t shaking anymore. I wasn’t sure when that had stopped.

If I'd been on my own, I would have just snuggled in with Bermuda and gone straight to sleep, but that wasn’t an option at the moment. So I zoomed back out to normal mode and opened my eyes.

The first thing I saw was Sandy’s anxious face. She looked worn out, but very happy to see me. I scooched up in bed and got a very happy hug.

“Oh, Jason,” she said. “I’m so glad to see you are okay.”

“I’m good,” I told her. She didn’t let go, so I went into turbo hug mode.

“Seriously. I’m good.” I could hear other people in the room. “I’ll give you the full story later. Question is, though, are you good?”

“It sucked for a while there,” she said softly, “but I was able to tap into some earth magic and fix it.” She was still hugging me, so she tapped me with her wedding ring.

Ohhh. John or the All-Rune had helped somehow? She smelled like smoke, so something had gone down. It sounded like she had a good story to tell.

I also realized I was naked under the covers, so that kind of limited my movement. Oh, that’s right. Balaji had taken off my clothes after they had gotten splattered with puke. Speaking of Balaji, I gave him a hug after Sandy let me go. Fortunately, he had clothes on now, so it wasn’t that awkward.

“Thank you for taking care of me,” I said sincerely.

“It was no problem,” he said kindly. “Are you sure you’re okay?”

I assured him I was. Then I got asked that question again in a variety of ways by everyone else in the room. It seemed like there were a lot of people here.

Aamya was here, of course, as she’d been the one to carry Sandy back to our rooms. Pixie Girl was here, and she mentioned something about setting Sandy’s room back in order. Aoede, from the gazebo, was here, along with some people I didn’t recognize. It turns out they were two more people from House Hyderabad, as well as Pixie Girl’s superiors.

It all just felt like a blur. It was late. I was tired, and I just wanted to sleep. Aamya took over at that point and got everyone moving. Since Sandy’s room was fixed, and she seemed to be back in good health, she was good to sleep in there. Everyone was very concerned about leaving me on my own, but I kept reassuring them I was fine now.

In the end, Balaji slept in the greeting room so he would be available in case things turned bad again. He was also going to check on both of us every hour to make sure we were alive and doing okay. I was very grateful. I knew I was fine, but I felt better knowing he was going to be checking on Sandy. Sandy gave me a look before she left that let me know she felt the same about him checking on me.

Balaji and Aamya were turning out to be true friends. The kind that stood beside you when you’re in trouble.

Pixie Girl let me know her boss had given her more morphous points to take care of us, and she was supposed to check up on us throughout the Gathering. I got a kiss on the cheek from her and my first hug from Aoede. It was a gentle and stately hug, but still filled with warmth and concern. She said Pixie Girl would check on us when we were in the room, and she was going to check on us at the events. If we needed anything, anything at all, just let her know.

Finally, everyone left, and I settled back down into bed again. Bermuda crawled up on my chest and licked my face, purring all the while. I stroked his silky fur and thought about just how lucky I was. I had the love and affection of a beautiful young kitty. I had the support and help of lots of people here at the Gathering. Sandy was supporting me just as much as I was supporting her. My body was sore, but healthy, and my magic matrix was not only fixed, but so much better.

Tomorrow was a new day. The Gathering was back on track. I was okay. Life was good.

Eventually, Bermuda settled down in his usual spot on my pillow. I rolled over and before I knew it; I was asleep.


08 Discussions

I woke up to the sound of mayhem. My wild child had decided it was time to play. And by play, I mean he tore across my bed in a full sprint, jumped off the bed, bounced off the wall, dashed across the floor, and climbed the armoire.

“Bermuda!” I hissed sleepily. “What the hell are you doing?”

He sprang back on the bed, eyes all wild with ears laid back. Then he dashed off into the bathroom. I groaned. Sometimes he just had way too much energy for me.

I hurriedly summoned two Feather Dots, filled them with magic, but before I could send them off to occupy Bermuda, they popped.

Do what?

That had never happened before.

I rubbed my eyes, waking up a bit more. Sure enough, both Feather Dots had exploded, showering my magic all over the room. What the heck?

‘Penny, my magic is in the air in this room,’ I said. ‘Do what you can to absorb it again. Meanwhile, I’ll see why the Feather Dots exploded.’

‘Of course!’ she said cheerfully. She never slept, so waking up was not a problem with her. She uncurled off of my finger and levitated into the air. Then she flattened into a wafer-thin disk almost a foot wide and slowly started moving around the bedroom. Everywhere she went, she pulled my magic towards her and absorbed it.

Confident that she was doing alright, I turned my attention back to making another Feather Dot. This time I just made one of them, giving it my full attention, even though I’d gotten to where I could make these creations in my sleep. Bermuda was young and full of energy, and he needed his toys at all hours of the day and night.

Feather Dot was basically a flying race car, like a Lamborghini, so that part was easy. I gave Dot special tires that let him drive up walls and doors that transformed into wings so he could fly. He had a bright red light on his rear bumper that looked like a laser dot, and for the pièce de résistance, I added some long semiplume feathers sprouting from the roof.

Bermuda loved to chase Feather Dot, and Feather Dot loved to be chased. It was a match made in heaven. I went over Feather Dot with my magic sight, adding in all the details, and then started filling it with magic. I stopped almost immediately.

Before, I’d spend at least a minute filling him up. Bermuda was fast, and Dot needed all the magic he could hold. However, with the changes I’d made to myself last night, it seemed like now I could pour out a lot more power than before. I’d only spent maybe two seconds filling up Dot, but already he was bursting at the seams.

Feather Dot was raring to go, so I turned him loose. He really had more magic than he could handle, so he was extra super duper fast, but Bermuda was up to the challenge. My bedroom became the new feline parkour course. Thank goodness there wasn’t anything breakable in here.

Balaji opened the door and poked his head inside.

“Is everything alright?” he asked worriedly.

“Everything is fine,” I assured him. “Bermuda just has energy to burn. He’ll get it out of his system soon.”

His eyes widened as he spotted Bermuda jumping onto the desk, and then executing a huge nine-foot leap to the top of the armoire. He also gave a double take when he saw Penny floating around the room, but didn't say anything about it. I’m sure he’d seen stranger things than a floating disk before.

“Okay. If you’re good, I’ll leave you to it.” He watched Bermuda play for a moment, clearly enjoying the show. “I also wanted to let you know I’m getting ready to head out. I need to clean up and get ready for the day.”

“Oh? Is it morning?” I asked. I was used to either waking up with the sun or waking up to the alarm on my phone. That wasn’t going to work here as it was always night, and I didn’t have my phone.

“Yes,” he said with a smile. “It’s probably time for you to get up and get ready for the first House discussion. I’ve already talked with Sandy, and she is awake and feeling well. Also, the House staff has left a breakfast tray out here for you to snack on.”

“Thank you for the wake up notice,” I said. “Will I see you later?”

“Yes,” he replied. “We’ve already coordinated with Sandy, and we will sit together with you at the discussions today.”

“Great!” I said. “I’ll see you soon.”

He nodded and left, closing the door behind him.

I did a full body stretch to wake up and then stayed in bed for another minute. I luxuriated in the feeling of the warm sheets and the brief feeling of sleeping in. I loved a slow start to my morning.

Bermuda ran over me again, and I sighed. On second thought, my morning wasn’t that quiet, so I might as well get up. Before I did, though, I spent a moment just feeling my magic. I didn’t do anything with it; I just flexed it slightly. It felt responsive, powerful, and way stronger than before.

I made a mental note to keep this in mind when I was making my little creations. Until I got used to the new flow, I needed to be extra careful when filling them up.

I hopped out of bed to start my morning routine. It wasn’t until I was in the shower that it occurred to me to check out my physical status. After all, the drink had attacked more than my matrix, and I’d spent a long time in bed shaking to burn out the poison. Surely, I should feel some effect from all that?

I rolled my shoulders, did a few twists, and even a couple squats. I should be feeling sore and sluggish, but I wasn’t. Instead, I felt good. I felt wide awake and full of energy.

This new body was fantastic. I was very grateful to Tea and his Grove for all their work, but I still wasn’t used to being this physically blessed. I was more of a mental type of guy. I liked to solve stuff, figure things out, and learn new things. My idea of a good time was a book, a cat, and a cup of hot chocolate. I liked to walk, so I’ve never really been out of shape, but I’ve never been what might be considered athletic either, until recently.

When Tyler started teaching me to fight, I’d made Tea with his healing rune to help me recover from the intense practices faster, though Tea had done a lot more for me than that. I’d ended up with a body that I thought was just perfect. It was the body of an Olympic athlete. I had powerful legs, a great core, muscular chest, and well-rounded shoulders. I was fast, faster than anyone I’d seen so far, and I recovered really quickly.

I looked and felt better than I ever thought was possible, and I was very grateful. Especially on mornings like this. Satisfied that all was well on the physical side, I finished up my morning routine, got dressed, and walked into our greeting room.

It was a good thing the room was mainly blue and white, because after the calm feel of my bedroom, this room felt busy. Everywhere I looked had some sort of decoration or swirl. I liked a bit of detail and flourish, but this was too much. Although, in a weird way, it woke me up even more, and I felt ready to head out and start our first day of discussions.

One nice thing in the room that I really appreciated was the breakfast cart. It had plenty of food for two people, with cut fruit, bread and jam, biscuits and gravy, and waffles and fried chicken. Someone must have thought we would appreciate a Southern breakfast, and they were not wrong!

The food was real, but there was magic at work on the cart. I could see the faint glow of it surrounding the fare, and as I started eating, I discovered why.

All the food was fresh.

Not just sitting-under-a-heat-lamp nice, but Fresh!

The biscuits tasted like they had just come out of the oven and the gravy as if it had just come off the stove. The fried chicken on the waffles was crisp and juicy, and the waffle had the syrup baked in.

I moaned—it was so good. Then I realized I probably should stop, as it sounded like I needed some alone time. But I moaned again anyway. It was so good!

Sandy came out of her bedroom to see what all the fuss was about and made a plate for herself. Soon, she was moaning too.

I hadn’t realized how hungry I was, but I guess all that activity last night had left me with a calorie deficit. For a while, we were too busy stuffing our faces to talk. I was going back for my second plate, when I saw the cart even had a dish made up for Bermuda. I put it on the floor for him and called him out of the bedroom.

He walked in all satisfied like, “Yeah. I showed that Feather Dot who’s boss.” He sniffed the dish, found its contents satisfactory, and started licking it up. It must have been superb, because when he finished, he spent several minutes sitting there licking his chops with a pleased look on his face.

Once we felt sated, Sandy and I sat back with a lovely cup of coffee and told our stories from last night. I told her all about the cobalt magic, what it had felt like, and how I’d built my new matrix. I also told her about Tea, how he’d fixed up my physical side, and how good I felt this morning.

“You are just amazing, Jason,” Sandy said, shaking her head in wonder. “I love how you visualize magic and how your creations work for you. People are going to look at you and just see a Spark, but you are already so much more than that.”

“Thank you,” I said sincerely. “I have an excellent teacher that encourages me to experiment and try to be the best I can.” I gave her a big smile to show I was meaning her, of course.

“Switching topics, though, what is a Spark? I’ve heard people call me that, but it’s just never been a good time to ask about it before now.”

“A Spark is one of the nicer terms for a brand new mage. It means that the magic of creation hasn’t even settled in yet. It is still just a spark.”

“So how long is a mage considered a Spark?” I asked. “And what comes after that?”

“You’re considered a Spark for the first ten years, so you have a way to go yet,” Sandy settled into her teaching tone. “After that, you become a Seed, and that goes until you’re a hundred.”

“So you are considered a Seed?” I interrupted.

Sandy nodded and kept going. “Next is Root. That lasts until you are a thousand years old. I think most of the people here at the Gathering are at the Root level. Sprout is one thousand to ten thousand years old, and Sapling goes up to thirty thousand years old.”

“That seems like a crazy jump in years between the levels,” I said. “Are there mages running around that are really that old? Why are most of the people here only Roots? I know we are immortal, but I just never really thought about someone being twenty thousand years old.”

“I thought the same thing,” Sandy said. “So I did some research. I think this terminology started a long time ago when there were fewer people around. If you go back two thousand years to zero BC, there were only one hundred twenty million people in the entire world. That’s about the population of the Philippines. Because there weren’t that many people, there also weren't that many supernaturals.

“This is just a guess, but I figure the only way mages had to gain power was through gathering ambient magic. So the process of powering up and get to a new level was a really long one. I think that is why there is such a big difference in years to get to the next stage.

“Currently, over the last thousand years, we’ve had a population explosion, so that's why so many of the mages we have here are at the Root level. The growth of supernaturals hasn’t been linear, it’s been exponential, and it’s still growing like crazy. With all the new supernaturals around, the danger to mages has increased, but so has the opportunity for growth. Now mages feed off of each other rather than waiting hundreds of years to passively absorb magic.”

That sounded like a logical explanation. It also sounded very interesting. I made a mental note to Google world population over time when I got back to Louisville.

“So what kind of power ranking system would you suggest?” I asked. Sandy had obviously given this a lot of thought.

“I’m still relatively young, so I’m not sure this really is the best way, but I’d do something that doubles every level. So Spark would be up to ten years. Then the next level would be twenty years. I knew a lot more at twenty years than I did at ten. The next level would be forty years old. I know I felt a lot more confident, and I had more power when I reached forty. After that would be eighty years, one hundred sixty years, three hundred and twenty years, and then six hundred and forty years. The progression is logical, and it just feels right. Doubling the number of years should make a mage twice as powerful and twice as effective.”

“That sounds like a good system,” I agreed. “Have you told anyone else about this?”

“Sure,” she nodded. “I’ve told several people in House Chicago, and they all agreed there should be a different classification. But almost nobody has agreed on what it should be.” She gave a wry shrug. “I guess that’s why there isn’t a new system.”

I liked Sandy’s setup. It felt right to me too. Of course, the age of a mage wasn’t the only way to gauge power, but it was probably a good rule of thumb.

“I know we need to leave soon and I know I’ve gotten off track, but tell me what happened with you last night,” I said. “Are you okay today? Physically and magically?”

“I’m okay,” she said. “Although I’ve been transformed like you.” She stopped for a minute, searching for the right words. “Basically, John saved me. Aamya got me back to the room, and I was messed up. I couldn’t think. My magic wasn’t responding well, and I had no idea what was wrong. I lay there for a while, feeling totally helpless. All I could remember was wishing John was there. I wanted him so badly. If he had been there, then everything would have been alright.

“I wished for him so much I could actually feel him. But it was in a way I hadn’t felt him before. It was like we were at the opposite ends of a narrow tunnel. I pulled him, and I felt like it should work, but it didn’t. I could hear him, sort of, and I think he could hear me. I kept trying, but I just couldn’t connect. It was so frustrating. Finally, I just relaxed, and I felt like I was floating. I couldn’t think—that drink was too powerful. In the end, that was how I made the connection. Instead of trying to do something myself, I just let the connection come to me.

“It was our wedding rings that did it. I felt them line up somehow and everything clicked. We were magically together again. Once we teamed up, the poison didn’t have a chance. John showed me how to ground myself in the earth, and I let it have all the alcohol and whatever else was mixed in there.”

Her eyes lit up.

“It was the most amazing thing I think I’ve ever experienced. It was so peaceful. I felt grounded in a way like never before.”

She paused again. Searching for the words to convey what she’d experienced.

“I could hear the heartbeat of the earth. I could feel it like a baby feels its mother’s heart. That’s where the real peace came from. There were no emotions, no drama, none of the normal noise I’m used to hearing. I slipped into harmony with its beat, and suddenly I was okay. John was still with me, so I felt safe.

“It wasn’t like it was all quiet, though. There was a lot going on. I could feel life moving and churning on the surface. I could feel a huge amount of pressure down below. I could feel things move, shift, and settle. I could feel my magic settle into that pressure, and then I could feel the magic in the drink pushing back.

“I linked with John, and we just pushed it out. It felt like drama and animosity, and I just wanted it gone. What I didn’t realize was all that pressure created heat, and apparently we caught the bedroom on fire. Aamya said the bed went up in flames like it had been soaked in gasoline.”

“So that was all the smoke I smelled!” I said.

“Yes,” she nodded. “Aamya and Elizabeth freaked out, of course. They got the fire under control pretty quickly, but the bed was ruined and Elizabeth had to ask the House for a new one. I was still one with the earth, so I was okay. It burned off my clothes, but I was fine.”

“That sounds insane!” I gasped. “Are you sure you’re okay?”

“Oh, yes,” Sandy replied. “I’ve never felt better. Now I know why John spent so long talking to the earth. It was an amazing feeling. I really can’t describe it accurately. It was a spiritual experience.”

Her eyes shone with wonder as she searched for the right words. Then she just shook her head.

“I have no words. It was peace. It was grounding. It changed me physically and magically, and I’m still not sure what it all means yet. But I just know I feel amazing today.” Her smile radiated happiness. “And I can still feel John.” She tapped her wedding ring. “I still feel his love and support. He’s not here physically, but it’s like he’s holding my hand.”

“Oh, wow!” I said. “That is just beautiful.” I jumped up, giving her a hug. I was so glad she was doing well. And it sounded like she was doing much better than “well”. She was doing great!

“So, I know this is just the next morning and you are getting used to your changes, but tell me what’s different. Physically and magically. Do you still have a magic matrix?”

She shook her head.

“I don’t think so. I think the magic in the drink ruined that. Now my magic feels like lava. It has flow to it. And it feels dense. My magic has felt off ever since I was drained by Isobel. Even mixing my magic with John didn’t fix that. It has felt sluggish and slow to respond. This morning, though, it feels like it did before. Actually, it feels better than it did before. It feels powerful and eager. It feels like it’s mine again. And believe me, that is an amazing feeling.”

“And how are you feeling physically?” I asked.

“That feels like a big change too. I slept for so long after getting drained that I haven’t felt like my old self physically. I’ve felt slower and weaker, even with John’s power. Now, though, I feel great. This is going to sound weird, but when I was in touch with the earth, I think I gave it my impurities. What that really means, I’m not exactly sure. I just felt like I had something holding me back, and now it’s not anymore. I also felt the pure part of me that was left take over and start growing. Again, what that means, I’m not sure.”

She shivered a little and wrapped her arms around herself. She seemed tentative, but excited and happy. I felt a new sense of life from her.

“This is going to sound corny, but I feel reborn.”

“That’s not corny,” I said. “That’s amazing. And wonderful. And awesome!” We laughed together. Just sharing a moment of being alive and feeling remarkably healthy. This magical world I found myself in was scary. It could be pretty cool too, though. We’d both survived and come out stronger for it. I was very happy about that.

“I could talk about this all morning,” Sandy said, “but we need to get going. Are you ready?”

“I think so,” I replied. I gestured at my jeans and t-shirt. “What is the dress code like?”

“I’ve been told it is whatever is ‘comfortable’,” Sandy said. “Which is a good thing since we are both down a set of clothes and ‘comfortable’ is all I have left.”

And with that, we finished up and headed out. I thought Bermuda would stay behind and sleep all day, but he made it very clear he was coming with me. So I put on the backpack and he hopped inside. Just like when we went running together, he poked his head over my shoulder and enjoyed the view without having to do any of the work.

Sandy navigated the halls again, and this time, we went at a light jog. Everyone either ran or glided or flew, so walking seemed extra slow. Even then, this House was so big it still took over thirty minutes to reach our destination. This time, we were in a space that could have been a large classroom, but instead looked like more of a playroom. I expected the seating to be in rows and the speaker to be at the head of the room, just like a regular presentation.

Instead, there was a raised circular area in the middle of the room, and lots of random seating arrangements around it. I say seating arrangements because they ranged from comfortable couches to recliners to bean bags and giant pillows. The ceiling was very high, at least two stories, and there were alcoves in the wall in case someone wanted to fly up with a group of friends and cuddle up in a cozy nook. As I watched, a guy and two women did exactly that. They picked up a few pillows, floated up gracefully to an open alcove, and settled in and started chatting.

There were already a couple hundred people in the room, and a lot of seating was taken. I saw a comfortable couch down by the speaker’s circle that was open, and I was about to suggest we snag it, when I noticed Aamya and Balaji sitting beside it. They noticed us at the same time and waved us over.

We hurried over, said hello, and found out they had been saving it for us.

“We thought you’d need to be close to the speaker to hear,” Balaji explained. “Everyone here will probably listen to the speaker in whatever language they want with their Bank Stamp. That always makes these discussions feel loud and chaotic. Plus, you’ll see mages arriving, leaving, getting food, and having totally unrelated conversations. Since this is your first time and Sandy is here to learn all she can, we wanted you both to focus on the speaker as much as possible.”

“That is very thoughtful,” I said. “Thank you for that. And thank you so much for taking care of me last night. I certainly appreciate it. I slept a lot better knowing you were checking up on both of us.”

I gave him a big, happy hug, and he just laughed and hugged me back. Then he put his arm around my shoulders while we kept talking. The contact kept me grounded, and it felt nice. There wasn’t anything sexual about it. He was just letting me know I could relax and be comfortable around him. He was creating a safe space, and that felt very reassuring.

“Did you mention food?” I asked. I was surprised to find that after everything I’d eaten this morning, I still wanted more.

Aamya and Sandy stayed with the seats, while Balaji and I headed to an alcove on the side where the snacks were. When I got there, I discovered all kinds of finger foods, similar to what we’d had the previous night, but without all the extra presentation. There were savory meats, breads, fruit, and juices. Even though it was morning, there was also a full bar. I guess it’s always five o’clock somewhere.

All the food had the faint touch of magic, and it tasted so fresh and amazing. There was a centaur llama tending the bar and making sure the food was stocked up. I started making a plate as another centaur llama showed up with a cart of food and more booze. I wanted to say hi and ask about CLl, but they looked very busy. Instead, I just caught their eye and gave them a smile and a quick wave.

We got back and I settled onto the couch. Bermuda climbed onto my lap and turned around three times, finding exactly the right position. The couch was comfortable, and I had snacks and my cat. Life was good. At that point, the speaker showed up and stepped up into the circle. There was a brief round of applause, and then the talk started. Sandy pulled out a notebook and pen, ready to take notes.

I expected it to be more of a lecture, with talking points and maybe the magical equivalent of a PowerPoint presentation. Instead, it really was a discussion. The Head basically talked about the issues she was encountering running her house. She covered both the good and the bad—things that she’d found worked, and then told funny stories about when it all fell apart. She was personable and relatable, and I found myself drawn into her world and her House. Occasionally, other mages stopped her to ask questions or offer their own suggestions in areas she was struggling, which only added to the discussion-feeling atmosphere.

It all seemed chaotic to me, though, as there was a constant flow of people and conversations. People got up to get snacks, participate in other groups, or leave the room to go somewhere else. There were also more people coming in all the time, and they would either join the main discussion or have one of their own. The Head was being interpreted into several other languages, so there was a constant babble of sounds filling the air. I was so glad we were right by the speaker. I could see her clearly, hear what she was saying, and tune out all the other distractions. Sandy took notes and asked some good questions of her own.

I wasn’t sure how long we were there as there wasn’t a clock in the room, and I didn’t have my phone, but at some point the speaker brought her talk to a close and stepped down off the circle. That was our signal to head out to a different room. This time, the discussion had already started, but two people from Aamya’s house had saved us a spot. I got Sandy and Bermuda settled in, and then went to get us some more snacks. There were two centaur llamas for this room and again, they were both too busy to talk. I handed Sandy a drink, some food, and we settled in for another learning experience.

We followed that pattern for four more discussions. I guess the word got out, because the speakers seemed to know we were coming. They faced us more than the rest of the mages, and they always answered Sandy’s questions quickly and thoroughly. I think maybe it felt nice to have someone really pay attention to what was being said and to want to learn from you.

The main thing I got from the discussions was that the Houses were struggling with the expectations of their newer mages. If you went back a couple hundred years, the new mages were in awe of the Houses. They had indoor plumbing, light, heat, and good food. It was a major step up from their current living conditions. The newer mages, though, were used to all that. Everyone already had hot water, electricity, central air, and fine dining. New supernaturals now wanted Wi-Fi to watch shows, electricity for TVs, and cell coverage for their phones. Most of the older mages weren’t even sure what a router or a laptop was.

All of this would have been a minor curiosity of the modern age except for one big thing ––there were a LOT of new mages. The second speaker summed it up best. She said it had taken the world thousands and thousands of years to reach our first population of a billion people. That was in the year 1804. It had taken just twelve years to go from six billion (1999) to seven billion (2011).

When a new mage was welcomed into a House, the tradition had been that everyone gave up some of their magic to create morphous points and form a new room for the arrival. This worked well when the residents were only asked to donate every ten years or so. Now they were being asked to give every couple of months. Since being a supernatural was all about growing in power, this didn’t sit well with the older mages.

I didn’t hear any actual solutions to these problems, and I wasn’t sure there was one. More supernaturals meant more space needed, which meant more magic. There wasn’t any getting around that. It made me think about my own space. Had John and Sandy provided the magic for my starter apartment? What about Annabeth?

Our House was so new, but maybe that was an advantage when it came to technology. We were already set up with electricity, cellular service, and internet access. Any new supernaturals coming to our House would feel right at home.

I didn’t bother Sandy with those thoughts right now, as there would be plenty of time to talk this through when we got back home. Instead, I just made sure Sandy was comfortable, had snacks and drinks, and could give her full attention to the speaker. I didn’t take notes, but I paid attention to the discussion and remembered most of what was said.

I wasn’t only taking care of Sandy; I was taking care of Bermuda too. He decided this was the perfect day for love and snuggles and demanded I pay attention to him at all times. Sometimes I held him in my arms like a baby. Sometimes he rested between my shoulders and the couch and tickled my ear with his paw. One time, he lay on his back on my lap, all four legs in the air, and his head hanging straight down off my knees. It looked like he didn’t have bones in his neck, but somehow it was still cute as hell. He purred as I rubbed his tummy until he fell asleep.

We were on our third discussion when he got up and left for a while. Initially, I wasn’t too worried about him as he seemed capable of moving about the House however he wanted. As the time passed, though, I got apprehensive. Finally, he showed up with the telltale sign of kitty litter on his paws and fish on this breath. Even cats need to go to the bathroom and get a snack.

Balaji stayed with us the whole time, but Aamya got pulled aside a lot. As the day wore on, I realized she was a pretty important person. I guess that made sense as she was the head of a large House. That made it even more special that she was spending time with us.

It was a great day of learning, but I was glad when it finally wound down and we headed back to our suite. Bermuda seemed tired too. He’d napped and loved a lot, but just when he was starting to settle down into a good deep sleep, we’d end up moving to the next discussion. I’d read somewhere that cats need eighteen hours of beauty sleep a day, and he was way behind. When I got back to my bedroom, he crawled up on the bed and passed out. I gave him a goodnight kiss and then started freshening up for the banquet. I’d snacked all day, so I wasn’t starving, but a banquet still sounded nice. I was always up for good food.

I brushed my teeth and was washing my face when I heard a knock at my bedroom door. That seemed curious because Sandy was the only one in the suite with me, and everyone else would have knocked on our main door. When I opened the door, I got a happy surprise—it was CLl!

“Oh, my gosh!” I exclaimed. “Hi! How are you?” I didn’t give him time to answer before giving him a big hug.

“Come on in.” I backed up so he could step inside. “I didn’t expect to see you for a few days at least.” When Tea worked on me, it usually took at least three days for the spores to do their work.

“Your magic really threw me for a loop,” he laughed. “I believe the English phrase is 'tripping balls.' At one point, I thought I was on a cornflake boat trying to paddle upriver on a stream of milk so I wouldn’t get eaten by a giant with no teeth. I thought I could handle it, but I was very wrong.”

“That’s quite okay,” I said. “I had a lovely meal of cat food one time when I was healing. I also discovered I have an inner drag queen that likes to come out and play. She's a real hoot and likes to play pranks on me. Anyway, other than going on a dairy adventure, how are you feeling?”

“I feel great,” he said with a big smile. “Actually, that doesn’t cover it. I feel amazingly, awesomely, fantastically wonderful!” To show it off, he reared up on his hind legs and pawed the air in excitement. I was shocked. That, more than anything, said how good he was feeling. Before, his arthritis had made it painful for him to sit down, much less do a little happy dance.

“Well, I am very glad to hear that!” I waved him down. “Now stand still for a sec while I check you out.”

I didn’t just need my magic sight to see he was doing better. Before, his coat had been streaked with gray and had a flat matte sort of finish. Now his coat shone in the light and had a healthy glow. The gray wasn’t gone, but I could already see some darker hair growing in. Before, his eyes had looked wise, but tired. Now they shone with life and excitement.

I felt like before he’d been Gandalf the Grey. Now he was Gandalf the White, and ready to kick some Balrog ass!

I switched over to my magic sight, and the change was even more profound. All of his arthritis was gone. Every last bit of it. In its place, he now had healthy bones, joints, and ligaments. His muscles were fuller, stronger. His veins were thicker, and his blood moved smoother. He no longer looked old. Instead, he looked like he was in the prime of his life.

This was far beyond what I’d thought was possible. I’d hoped he would feel better and move easier. I’d hoped I could roll back the years a bit and give him a nice comfortable old age. Instead, he was now powerful, fit, and strong. It had only been a day, but Tea and his grove had worked a miracle.

I had a strange feeling at that moment. This shouldn’t be possible for me. I was just a baby mage, and my power on its own wasn’t anything that could do this. It was my little creations, coupled with a powerful healing rune, that were creating this wonder. It was the Ents that mapped out his body and figured out what to do and the best way to do it. They were super charged by a natural expression of the healing rune. I’d taken the rune and figured out how to change it from just lines to something that flowed. Tea had taken that extra step and changed the healing rune into the flowers that grew all over his body. This fusion of soul fragment and natural rune was the real star of the show.

Even so, this healing felt like it was at the grandmaster level. I’d heard Sandy and Annabeth talk about their healing charms, and while they sped up healing, they didn’t create anything like this. CLl was a whole new level of healthy. He wasn’t just healed; he was fixed, and in every way possible. And it had all happened in about a day.

I’d stumbled onto something amazing, and I think I liked it. I liked the thought of being a healer.

‘Thank you,’ I said to the two Ents still inside him. ‘You have done a wonderful job. Just wonderful. I’m so very proud of you.’

They bowed deeply and then settled back into their rest position. There wasn’t anything else for them to work on, so they were just chilling. Both Ents still had plenty of power, and both gem cell batteries were half full. I decided to leave them alone. If they had done all this with half a charge, then they still had plenty of magic left for basic maintenance.

“You look great!” I told CLl. “It looks like your body has been given a complete clean and refresh. I guess all your cleaning karma came back around and got you all fixed up.”

“It’s more than karma.” He gave me a deep look, then he swept in a full bow, both arms swinging all the way back. “Thank you so much.” It looked like he was going to tear up. “Thank you. Thank you. Thank you.”

His sincerity touched me, and it felt so real I was embarrassed. My first instinct was to brush it off and make light of it. But I didn’t want to do that. It was a big deal for him. He had a new body, and it was a big deal for me. I had no idea before this that I could have such a big impact on someone other than myself. Now I knew I had a major affinity for healing, I wanted to use it to make the world a little better.

I settled for giving him a big hug. It ended up being bigger than I thought as he swept me up in the air and gave me a huge snugga bugga shugga hug. It said everything he was trying to say, and I loved it. When he put me back down again, it felt complete, and now it was time to move on.

“I’m so glad you are doing okay, but I have to finish getting ready for the banquet tonight,” I said.

“Yes,” he replied. “That’s why I’m here. I’ve talked to the head staff, and they have given me the responsibility of making sure you are ready for all the events here at the Gathering. I’ve heard about what happened at the Welcome Party, and I’m here to support you at the service level. We are not mages, but we can still do a lot.”

“I have no doubt about your abilities at all,” I said sincerely. “And I am certainly grateful for any support you can provide.”

I was touched by the gesture, but in this case I could already dress myself, so I wasn’t sure how he could help with that. It is always nice to have a second opinion before heading out the door, though. I wanted to look good, even if I didn’t have any fancy clothes.

“Very good,” he said, and he sounded a bit like a butler. I was going to laugh it off until he opened up the armoire and pulled out a suit. It wasn’t my old suit. Not at all. This was a suit with presence, flash, and style. It was deep sapphire blue and trimmed in emerald green. Those were my signature colors, and although the trim made it a bit over-the-top, I loved it. It also came with an emerald green shirt, green socks, and shiny green dress shoes. Wow.

“I love it,” I told CLl as I started getting dressed. “I think this is the fanciest outfit I’ve ever worn. I have a concern, though. While I love how beautiful and vibrant this is, it feels more like a costume than a regular suit.”

CLl just chuckled. “Trust me, young master, once you get there, you will fit right in.”

I still had a few reservations, but I set them aside and just went with it. It wasn’t like I had any real alternative. My old suit wasn’t anywhere near in the same league as this new one, as far as quality and fit.

Once I was completely dressed and standing in front of the mirror, I had to admit I loved it. I looked dashing. Positively dashing. Most of the suit was sapphire blue, and that's what made it work. It was such a deep color that it anchored the emerald green perfectly.

“This suit is fantastic,” I told CLl. I couldn’t tear my eyes away from the mirror; I looked that good. “How on earth did you find this and get it here in time?”

“Oh, I didn’t buy it. My niece made it,” CLl said proudly.

“For real?” I asked, still preening in the mirror.

“How on earth did she make it in less than one day? And how did she know the colors to use?”

“I spoke with Master Sandy about the colors. After I saw you unpack, I knew you would need some new outfits for the event, and I told my niece about it before I completely lost my mind to your healing magic. She took it from there.”

“Well, she is a miracle worker,” I said. “I absolutely love it.”

I couldn’t help myself, and I gave a twirl in front of the mirror. I looked slim, yet powerful. I looked like a magical James Bond. My suit fit that well. I wished Tyler could see me now. He’d seen me at my worst, so it was only fair he saw me at my best. I’d have to give him a personal fashion show when I got back home.

Before I headed out, CLl pulled out his Feather C 250 and gave me a final dusting. It got rid of a few micro-wrinkles and whisked away the cat hairs that had settled on it. We’d only been here a little over a day, and somehow Bermuda had still managed to get cat hair on my new suit.

I headed out into our waiting area, and a few moments later, Sandy joined us. To my surprise, she was wearing a brand new outfit too. It was a cross between a cocktail dress and a full, elegant gown. The front was cut up to the knees, showing a bit of leg and making it easy to move. The back hung lower and flared out, giving her a lovely sense of movement and drama. It cinched at her waist, stayed low in the back, and rose in the front to perfectly accent her breasts. The color was light and dark gray, just like John’s magic, but when the light caught it right, the dress sparkled in orange fire.

She looked so amazing that, for a moment, I was speechless. Her eyes twinkled as she gave a twirl and then struck a pose. The dress was perfectly Sandy, but an elegant and vibrant Sandy I hadn’t seen before. If I was James Bond, she was Lady Bond. She looked beautiful and refined, and somehow badass, all at the same time.

“Wow!” I breathed. “Just wow!”

“You clean up nicely yourself,” Sandy said playfully.

“Can you imagine if John was here and saw you in this dress?” I laughed. “His eyes would pop out!”

“You think?” Sandy twirled again. Her long black hair hung loose in the back, and she looked like she’d been lifted from the cover of a romance novel. Of course, she still wore her charm bracelet and necklace, and they tinkled lightly as she moved.

“For sure,” I nodded. “If he were here right now, I don’t think you’d be going to the banquet, because he’d be carrying you back to the bedroom.”

“That is probably true,” Sandy laughed. “I married a lusty man.” Her eyes got a little dreamy. “And I love him very much.

“Speaking of lusty men,” she continued, “I’m thinking Tyler would carry you to your bedroom too. You look amazing, Jason.”

“What? This old thing?” I preened, and we both laughed together. I really wished Tyler was here.

“Did CLl’s niece make your dress too?” I asked. Sandy nodded.

“I have no idea how she did it. It fits perfectly, and the style and colors fit me to a T.” She shook her head in wonder. “This is a level of magic that is beyond simple creation. This is art filled with passion. You have to love what you do in order to make outfits like this in such a short period of time.”

CLl finished up with whatever he was doing in my bedroom and came in to join us. Sandy continued to rave over her dress, and he accepted all the compliments with pride. He obviously doted on his niece and loved her work.

“Is there any chance she might be able to stop by?” Sandy asked. “I’d love to meet her and thank her in person.”

CLl shook his head sadly.

“I’m afraid not. She has difficulties walking, and the traffic in our hallways moves swiftly. Not as swiftly as your hallways where you fly, but still, it moves fast. Everyone has something to do and some place to be. She has a certain area she can move around safely, but outside of that she can cause a bit of a jam and she tires easily.”

“I’m so sorry to hear that,” Sandy said. I made a mental note to talk about her later with CLl. Maybe my Ents could do something for her.

“Not to worry,” CLl said. “As you can see, she has found other ways of expressing her talents. Lots of us can walk well, but very few of us are clothesmiths of her caliber.”

He sounded smooth and reassuring, like he had said this hundreds of times before, but I thought I detected a note of worry. I underlined my mental note to talk to him about this later.

For now, we needed to get to a banquet. So we said our goodbyes and headed out.


09 Banquet

As we got closer to our destination, I started noticing all the outfits the other mages were wearing. Their designers had walked up to the edge of clothes vs costume––and just kept right on going. Once we made it to the main ballroom, I felt like I was on the set of a romantic fantasy movie. Sandy’s dress only hinted at flames, while one guy looked like he actually wore flames. Another woman had a three-foot-tall wig on her head, with butterflies fluttering around it. All of it was crazy and wonderful, and I didn’t know who to look at first.

The ballroom itself was gorgeous. It felt like a ballroom at a French chateau, with classically painted scenes on the ceiling and thick columns with arches on the sides. Sparkly crystal chandeliers hung every few yards, and the light danced off the polished marble floor.

Sandy had taken my arm like she was a lady out for a stroll with her man. It fit the moment, but we really did it so we wouldn’t get separated by the crowd. We moved out of the way of the entrance, spending a few moments just standing there gawking at everything. I felt like a country bumpkin going to the big city for the first time. This event was Opulent with a capital O.

In contrast to the rest of the scene, the tables were rather plain. They were long, running almost the entire width of the floor, and covered in a simple white tablecloth. The chairs were also simple, sturdy white stools with a cushion for padding. That seemed really out of place until I saw someone sit down at their table. When they did, the chair morphed into a shape that was comfortable, and yet didn’t disturb their outfit. That made a lot more sense because some outfits were quite elaborate and definitely wouldn’t work with a regular high-back chair.

I was just starting to feel relaxed in these surroundings when the lights dimmed, and everyone took that as a sign to find their seat and settle down. Sandy seemed to know where we were going as we walked past several tables and then down an aisle. I was used to most restaurants where the tables usually sat close together, but here there was plenty of room for us to walk down to our seats, so we strolled side by side until Sandy stopped.

We stood at the center of one of the middle tables, our places marked by escort cards. Mine had an ink drawing of the front of our House with my name spelled out in fancy calligraphy. It was beautiful, so I picked it up, and put it in my pocket as a keepsake. This was an evening I wanted to remember.

I sat on my white stool and felt the change as it transformed into a very comfortable high-back chair. It was a bit of a weird feeling to have the seat under me change its form, but it was kinda cool too. I now sat on a chair with lots of padding, and the posture of the back seat wasn’t too aggressive. I could lean back a little, and best of all, it had added arm rests. I love a chair with armrests, but they are usually a bit too high for me. These arm rests were perfect, and I sighed in contentment. We hadn’t had any food yet, and already the night was turning out well.

Sandy’s chair had armrests too and was a bit more upright than mine, but it looked like it fit her as well. Her chair even changed color, so the main part of the chair looked like stone, but the armrests had the orange and red colors of flames. It complemented her dress perfectly.

I was going to comment on how amazing she looked when my chair shimmered and changed color as well. The plain white of the chair was now a velvet sapphire blue, with sparkling emeralds accenting the major lines. It matched my suit perfectly, and my gay heart gave a happy squee.

Just when I thought things couldn’t get better, Balaji showed up and took the seat beside me. He was going to be my right-hand companion for the evening. I was so excited, I jumped up and gave him a big hug. I turned to tell Sandy and realized she was hugging Aamya, who was going to be sitting on her left. This was just perfect!

The cynical side of me realized they were both there to take care of us and make sure nothing bad happened again. I knew they had their own friends and their own house they could have sat with, but selfishly, I was very glad they were there. I’d been a little apprehensive about making conversation with a bunch of strangers, but now I had a friendly face on either side of me, I could relax.

The house lights dimmed a bit more, and a spot on the table in front of me started glowing. Everyone quieted down as the spot began to spark and I looked around to see the same thing was happening every six feet or so on all the tables. The sparks grew higher and higher, almost three feet in the air, before the image of a beautiful lady walked out of them. She was about a foot tall and made of soft yellow light. Her dress would look at home on the red carpet of the Oscars, but it was pretty tame for this event. She bowed slightly as the fountain of sparks faded behind her.

“Greetings, good friends!” she said. “I am Gamila, House Grand Matron, and your host for this evening. I welcome you to the Gathering and tonight’s banquet. Chef Raul Goldy has prepared a procession of tasty morsels that will delight your senses and inspire your imagination. You are in for a real treat tonight! I trust you have already settled into your accommodations and enjoyed your first day of discussions. So tonight is the best time to truly relax and settle into this learning adventure. I will be back later to inform you of the other events we have upcoming, but until then, enjoy your culinary delights.”

She gave a wave and vanished.

I really liked the way she had appeared and given her little talk. Usually at these sorts of things, there was a podium and a speaker, which meant everyone would have to look around someone else or crane their neck to see who’s talking. But by projecting to the middle of the tables, everyone could see her. She’d also been talking in different languages too. Our projection was in English, of course, but I could hear totally different words coming from the table behind me. I couldn’t imagine what it would take to create all these projections speaking in different languages, but the result was totally worth it.

For a moment, all was quiet, and then I heard the sounds of rhythmic clopping. I looked to the end of the table to see an entire crew of centaur llamas prancing their way down the aisles between the tables. They were dressed in tuxedo waiter outfits for their human halves, and held trays laden with spoons. Their upper bodies were steady, like they were floating through the air, while their lower halves were stepping it out like an Irish dance troupe. The intricate rhythm made my heart race, and the sound was powerful enough to rock the place. They clopped their way down the aisle until they reached their assigned spaces, and then they struck a pose. We all burst into applause at the power and precision of their routine.

For a long moment, they stayed frozen, enjoying the sounds of our appreciation, and then they relaxed and began their serving duties. They deftly plucked the little spoons off their trays, setting them in front of us. Everyone only got one spoon, and on each spoon was only a little morsel of food. Oh, but what a work of art that bite-size morsel was.

The spoon itself was interesting, with a flat bottom so the spoon could rest easily on the table, and the handle part had a high arch. The spoon started out with a bit of white sauce, and then it had something that looked like a scallop on it, but it was sculpted like a fairytale castle and dusted with something that made it sparkle. The end result was a tiny fantasy castle surrounded by a moat. It was almost too pretty to eat.

Almost.

I ate the whole thing in one bite, and it was absolutely delicious. It was savory from the gravy, had a meaty texture from the scallop, and a bit of crunch from whatever the castle was sprinkled with. It was a delightful first bite.

As soon as I finished and put the spoon back down, it floated toward the center of the table, and then turned and started floating towards the end. We were all finishing at about the same time, so it created an interesting river of spoons floating just above the tables. I could see a centaur llama at the end, bussing all the finished spoons onto his tray. This was a great start to the banquet, but it wasn’t very much food. I wanted more. A lot more. Hopefully, there would be more substantial portions to come.

I felt a gentle tap on my shoulder, and I looked up to see our smartly dressed waiter leaning in for a quick word.

“Young master,” he said, “CLl sends his greetings. I also wanted to let you know we will keep a special eye on you and your food tonight to make sure all goes well. I hope you don’t mind, but I have taken the liberty of substituting a few of your courses. They were tasty but extremely spicy, and I’m afraid you would not be able to handle them. As such, the kitchen is preparing alternate courses that are just as tasty and hopefully more appropriate to your liking.”

He smiled at me in a friendly way, showing off his square teeth. He seemed younger than the other centaur llamas I’d seen, but I was very glad he was keeping an eye out for me. An excellent waiter can take a good meal and make it a great one.

I nodded and thanked him, and then he tapped Sandy on the shoulder and told her as well. I guess from his point of view, we were both young supernaturals and needed all the help we could get.

The next course started without a lot of fanfare. I was chatting with Balaji when a hand reached around me and deftly set a small empty soup bowl and spoon in front of me. This repeated all up and down the table, and as soon as everyone was ready, I heard the sounds of thunder. I looked to my right, down the table, to see a dark storm cloud coming towards me. It was moving swiftly, and as it passed me, a small dark cloud broke off and hovered over my soup bowl. A tiny shaft of lightning arched down and struck my spoon, followed by an equally tiny crack of thunder. Then it started raining in my bowl.

As it rained, the cloud gradually thinned out, and then drifted away. I was left with a white, creamy looking soup in my bowl. I picked up the spoon, dipped it in the soup, and took a sip. Immediately, I was in heaven as I enjoyed the earthy, rich taste and smooth texture. It was a mushroom soup, but oh so delicious! Certainly the best I’d ever eaten.

I found myself ladling it into my mouth at a rapid rate, so I forced myself to slow down and truly savor it. But even with my attempted restraint, it was gone way too soon. Damn. I wanted a gallon of the stuff. Skip that, I wanted a keg. I wanted to take it home and curl up with it on a rainy day while reading a book. I wanted to sip it gently when I was watching my trashy Netflix shows. If my heart was ever broken, I wanted to eat this instead of a gallon of ice cream.

Okay, that last one was a little overboard, but you get the idea. This was the mushroom soup to end all mushroom soups. This was the crème de la crème, my pièce de résistance, my soul food. Somehow, the soup spoke to me on a fundamental level and gave me a cosmic hug.

As I came off my culinary high, I looked around discreetly. Had I been moaning in ecstasy? That would be so embarrassing. Was I the only one that felt this way? I looked over at Balaji and he looked unfazed, but when I looked the other way at Sandy, she had a dreamy, faraway look in her eyes. It seems I wasn’t the only one that had been smitten. Once we were done, the bowls and spoons again floated toward the end of the table where they were collected by a centaur llama. Since we were going to have lots of courses, this seemed like a neat and efficient way of clearing the table.

I felt completely relaxed in my chair, but I jumped a little when suddenly it started to move beneath me. I sat up straight and looked around in alarm, but other than Sandy, nobody else seemed surprised. I didn’t move far, only about six chair spaces to the left, but it was enough that the people across from us were now completely different. I’d said “hi” to our crosswise tablemates before, and they had been friendly, but they hadn’t really been that interested in talking to us. Our new tablemates, on the other hand, were full of stories and very happy to engage us in conversation. It seemed like they were all from the same House, somewhere in Russia, and they kept us totally entertained with stories about all the shenanigans they got up to back home. Apparently, there was a rather stern leader at their House that they totally enjoyed pranking. It seemed like she always got the best of them, but they never stopped trying.

The next course was a thick slice of homemade bread, generously coated in creamy butter. It was simple, rustic, and easily my second favorite course of the night. This course also came with a glass of white wine. I tried to eat the bread slowly, but again, I was finished before I knew it.

Our next course was a single carrot, about six inches long, cooked al dente and covered in a honey glaze. It was served with a carrot whiskey cocktail. I liked the drink more than the carrot, and when we were finished, the chairs shifted again. I wasn’t so startled this time.

The rest of the dinner continued like that. Every two courses the chairs moved, so we were constantly meeting new and interesting people. What made it work so well was I always had Sandy and Balaji beside me. It was a lovely mix of the familiar and the new.

The courses kept coming, bouncing all over the culinary spectrum. We had a beef medallion dusted with spices followed by a half an egg, still in the shell, with a runny center and a wedge of toast to dip in it. Next, we had a cracker topped with marmalade and then a long lettuce-like leaf I tore into strips and dipped in homemade salad dressing. I’m sure regular chefs would have had a fit about the meal progression, but it was all so different it made every course a surprise.

I thought I would have gotten stuffed full, but my body was still recovering and it welcomed all the food. As I kept eating, it occurred to me that my metabolism must be through the roof. That’s alright. People kept saying I was too skinny, so all this food was just what I needed.

In addition to food, we had lots of different wine and beverage pairings. Most of them were alcoholic, including tequilas, whiskeys, ales, etc., but there was also a wonderful selection of other beverages like carbonated pear juice and blackcurrant juice.

Some courses appeared in magical and wondrous ways, but most of them were served by our young centaur llama. He was so helpful and knowledgeable about the food and beverages, and I felt comfortable eating anything he recommended. There were several courses he substituted, and I was happy to go along with the changes. He kept the alcoholic beverages from being overwhelming and the food from being too intense.

As the evening progressed, I settled into a warm, happy place. The conversation was sparkling and fun, the food surprising and wonderful, and all the wine gave me a pleasant glow. Even my chair reflected the change as it wrapped around me a little more, adding an extra layer of cushion. One of the nicest things about this time was that I got to share it with Sandy. She really opened up and enjoyed herself immensely. She told stories about her early days in Chicago and some of her adventures with John. She was our Head of House and I looked up to her as a leader, but she was a wonderful person too and it was nice to bond with her on such a personal level.

Of course, all good things must come to an end, and the final course arrived with a foot-high image of our Master Chef walking down the center of our table throwing out gold and silver candies. It was a fun end to the perfect evening, and we all responded with cheers and thunderous applause. Our smartly dressed waiters clopped in again, doing their high-stepping rhythm, and we all clapped even harder. I wanted to tell our young centaur llama just how much I appreciated him, but before I knew it, he bowed, waved at us, and then pranced out again.

I thought our evening was over and I wasn’t ready to move yet, when the table started sparking again. Once again, an image of the Grand Matron stepped out and waved at us.

“Wasn’t that amazing?” she waved towards the waiters and the chefs standing on the side. I’d only seen the Master Chef up to this point, but it made sense he would have an entire team working with him. “Let’s give it up one more time to the creators of this fabulous meal!”

We clapped again, but that wasn’t good enough for her. “Come on people, let them know how you really feel! They have been training for this for months, and tonight was spectacular!”

People started cheering and stomping their feet. Then the mages really got into it and let loose with their magic. We had fireworks and all manner of noisemakers. I threw together a couple of Belchers real quick, and the whole dining room vibrated with all that light and sound. Now the evening was finished and the pressure was off, the chef’s support staff started laughing, bowing, and high-fiving each other.

All the noise died down quickly when the Grand Matron started speaking again. “Let’s also remember to show our generosity for a job well done and tip your wait staff!” she called.

My heart dropped. I didn’t have any money. I’d left my wallet in the dresser back in the room. Balaji gave my arm a pat. “Don’t worry,” he said, “I got you.” He put four small purple orbs on the table in front of him.

Ohhh. These must be the magical pearls I’d been hearing about. I could see why they were called pearls, because they were small, about the size of a pea, with a pearlescent exterior. Other than the color, they looked just like pearls. Sandy tapped my other arm, and I looked over at her.

“I’ll take care of us,” she said, putting three fire orange pearls on the table in front of her. They gently rolled toward the center of the table and then started traveling toward the end. Everyone was putting down pearls, and soon there was a small river of orbs flowing past me. It was fascinating seeing them all together like that. Most of the pearls were the same size, but there were some that were much smaller, about a quarter the regular size, and some were bigger. There was one that rolled past that was the size of a jawbreaker. I guess that person had really bonded with their waiter, or maybe they just wanted to show off. Either way, I’m sure the waiters appreciated the extra gratuity.

I felt bad I didn’t have anything to give. Even if I had brought my wallet, it wouldn’t have done me any good. This event was magical currency only. I needed to figure out how to get pearls at some point. At least Sandy and Balaji had covered me so our waiter wouldn’t leave empty-handed.

“I know I speak on behalf of all the staff when I thank you for your kindness and your generosity,” the Grand Matron continued. “This week is going to continue in grand style. While the most important part of your time here is to participate in the discussions and learn from your fellow Housemates, we also have a fine selection of events in the evenings which will allow you to meet new friends and celebrate with old ones.

“The next event tomorrow night will be the dance. This has become a delightful tradition, and it has been a real joy for me to take part in this new frivolity. I must admit, it makes me feel young again, and I hope it does the same for you.”

That sounded like fun. I wasn’t the world’s greatest dancer, but I wasn’t the worst either. Plus, I’d never danced in this improved body of mine. I’d learned a whole new level of rhythm from my martial arts training, so I might actually be kind of good now.

“The tournament also starts tomorrow and runs through the rest of the Gathering,” she continued. “I know many of you are fans of that event and look forward to either participating or cheering on your favorite contender. This year, the prizes are even better.” She paused, and several people at our table leaned forward, hanging on her every word. “The prize for the first level, up to one hundred years, has been increased to fifteen thousand pearls.” I heard people gasp. I had no idea what it was last time, but this time was obviously a lot more. “The prize for the top level,” she paused again, enjoying the anticipation. It was so quiet you could hear a pin drop. “Is one hundred and fifty thousand pearls!” she declared. The place erupted in excitement.

“Is that a lot?” I asked Balaji.

“Oh, yes!” he exclaimed. “That is a huge amount. The tournament has alway been popular before, but it will be even more competitive now.”

The Grand Matron waited a few moments and then made calming motions with her hands. The room quickly quieted again, waiting to hear if there was more.

“In addition to the pearls, the winner of each category will also receive a custom weapon made by our very own weaponsmiths here in the House. The level and power of the weapon will be dependent on the tournament level of the winner.” The crowd started buzzing again, but the Grand Matron kept going. “We started including this addition at the previous Gathering, and it seemed to be very popular. As you know, our House smiths are some of the very best in the supernatural world, so this is nothing to sneeze at. I trust each of the warriors will compete well and fairly, and strive to do their best.

“In addition to the tournament, we will also host a fair, which will be held on the Great Lawn. There are several non-House vendors that are participating, and I hear from my sources that they have brought some of their very best merchandise. In addition to outside sources, each House also has the opportunity to contribute a booth and sell their own wares. I trust you will support your fellow Houses and hopefully find lots of treasures to purchase and take back home with you.

“On the fifth night of the Gathering, we will have our concert. Lady E and Company are back again...” She was going to continue but people had already burst out in applause––including Balaji. He was normally an even-keeled type of guy, but now he seemed really excited. The Grand Matron just laughed.

“It seems like she needs no further introduction. Be there, or miss out on something special.

“The following night is our talent show, and I know many of you have been preparing for this for months. It is always a real treat, and for me personally, it is my favorite event. I can’t wait to be astonished and amazed at just how creative and talented you are.

“The final day, of course, is our grand charging circle. It renews our faith, our power, and our hope. It unites us and binds us in the magic that is our birthright. It also fills the reservoirs of magic for the Houses that need it, so each House must send at least one representative.

“That will complete our Gathering, and you are free to leave immediately afterwards, or spend the night and travel home in the morning. Please let your room stewards know your plans so you can be assigned a time for departure.

“But enough about completion. The joy of life is in the journey, and we have only just begun. I hope the rest of your evening is full of adventure––or peaceful and quiet. Whichever suits you best. Thank you again for a wonderful banquet, and I’ll be around for the rest of the week. When you see me, take the opportunity to approach and introduce yourself. I’d love to meet each and every one of you. Once again, have a wonderful evening and enjoy yourselves.”

And with that, she waved both hands all around, then her image faded out. The murmur of conversation picked up again, and the lights grew brighter. The banquet was over.

I stayed in my chair for a few more moments, savoring the rosy feeling of contentment and happiness. The banquet had been marvelous, and I wasn’t ready to let it go.

All too soon, Sandy and Balaji shifted in their chairs and gave me the ‘you ready?’ look. I sighed and nodded. As we headed out, we discussed our plans. Aamya and Balaji were both still feeling frisky, so they were ready to head out to some after parties and have a good time. Sandy said she wanted to chill for a while, but I was pretty sure she wanted to communicate with John through their rings again. Today had been a good day, but it felt long, so I was ready to head back to our suite too.

We said goodbye to our new friends, and started back. We took our time, enjoying the underwater theme on the wall as well as all the artwork on the side hallways. This really was a beautiful place.

We talked about all the different dishes we’d been served, and which ones we liked best. I hadn’t taken pictures, and we’d had so many courses, so I was sure I’d already forgotten a few. Going back over them again helped fix them all in my mind. I was really looking forward to telling Tyler and Annabeth about our culinary adventure. Annabeth would be more interested in how the food was served and what it looked like. Tyler would want to know how everything tasted.

Sandy’s favorite dish was a simple one, berries and cream. It had started when a vine grew out of the table and grew berries right in front of us. Then a cloud of cream had drifted down the table to settle on top of them. This course had occurred right after two heavier savory courses, and the light and fresh interlude had been perfect.

My favorite course was still the mushroom soup. The presentation had been creative, but it was the soup itself that was to die for. It had ruined me for any other soup. I had tasted the best. Now everything else would be second class.

When we got back to our rooms, CLl was waiting for us. He looked like a butler, standing there in a spiffy-looking jacket with one hand resting behind his back and the other gesturing in welcome.

“CLl!” Sandy didn’t stand on ceremony, and instead gave him a gentle hug. “You look so dashing!”

“He looks almost as good as me,” I chimed in, before giving a hug of my own.

CLl looked a little flustered. I think he still wasn’t used to his guests being so comfortable and personal with him. He’d learn, though. Annabeth had taught me that a hug was good for all occasions, and she was the happiest person I knew.

“Thank you both very much,” he said demurely. “You are too kind.” Then he snapped back into service mode.

“Now, I’m sure you have both had a long evening and would like a little rest and relaxation.” We both nodded. “Master Sandy, I will help you with your dress first, and then I will be over shortly to help you, young master.”

Sandy and I exchanged an amused glance. I’m thinking that since our normal clothes were so comfortable and basic, CLl didn’t trust us to handle our new custom-made clothes. And maybe he was right. I’d never had a suit of this quality before. It probably was a good idea if it was taken care of by a professional.

He offered Sandy his arm, and they swept off in grand style to her bedroom. I decided it was time to check in on my furball and see how he was doing. It turned out, he was doing just fine. Actually, he was doing better than fine. He was laid up in the pillows, all stretched out and comfy to the max.

When I came in, he batted his sleepy eyes at me, gave an enormous yawn, and then rolled over to offer his belly for some rubbing. And that is what I did. I rubbed his tummy just the way he liked it, and that got his motor purring. Then I got all up in his grill and kissed him. He looked all ‘Daddy! What are you doing?’ So I kissed him again. He held my face between his two paws and kissed me back. I called him my shaggy diggy poopy wiggle baby boy, and he stretched and agreed with me.

My baby was the best! No matter what my adventures were, it was so nice to come back and hang out with my black and white kitty. Before things got too mushy, I heard a gentle knock on the door and CLl stepped inside.

“I see you are enjoying your furry guardian,” CLl said with a smile. “I also see he is blessing you with some hair to complement your custom made outfit.”

Oh. That’s right. I still had my fancy suit on. I jumped up and let CLl help me out of it. He hung everything on one of those big thick hangers with a velvet-covered crossbar. Nothing was too good for my new suit! He then dusted it down with his Feather C 250, and all the cat hair and wrinkles vanished. When he was done, it looked like I’d never worn it at all. His feather wand was just amazing and I wanted one.

Since I’d already done the fancy outfit thing and I wasn’t planning on going out again, I decided to go extra comfy and put on some sweatpants and a t-shirt. Once dressed, I kind of felt like I was in a weird space. On one hand, I was in for the evening, on the other hand, I really wasn’t that tired. I didn’t have my phone so I couldn’t play sudoku, and there wasn’t a TV to watch any shows. So what was I going to do?

That’s when it occurred to me that CLl was still standing there. He was trying to look all butler-like, but he was shifting back and forth slightly. It was like he wanted to say something, but didn’t know how to start.

“Is everything okay?” I asked.

“Well, young master, there is something I was hoping to bring up with you.”

“Sure!” I replied. “What’s up?”

He shuffled a bit more, looking even more nervous. This was a very different CLl from the confident assistant he’d projected earlier. I just looked open and encouraging, giving him time to get to the point.

“I was hoping you could heal my niece,” he blurted out. “You’ve already done so much for me and already spent so much of your magic and talent that I feel unworthy of asking for more. But she is my niece.” He gave me a pleading look. “She’s the only family I have left, and she could really use your help.”

“Of course, CLl!” I said. “I’m grateful for the wonderful clothes she made for us, and I’m happy to help her however I can. Regardless of the clothes, I’d be happy to help just because she’s special to you.”

“Thank you,” he said sincerely. He paused. “There is more to this than just healing her like you did me. I don’t know if your spell will work with her.”

I gave him a puzzled look.

“With me, I’ve been healthy and normal before, and you just needed to get me back to that state again. With her, it’s different. She has been crippled ever since she was a tiny cria. Her legs never grew in correctly. She can get around, but it takes a lot of effort and tires her out quickly. I’m afraid that you will spend all your magic trying to heal her, but her body won’t know how to grow back correctly.”

“I hear what you’re saying,” I said thoughtfully. “I agree with you. It is different and I’m not sure if this will work or not. I can only try. And I’m certainly willing to do that.”

“Thank you,” CLl nodded. “There is one other thing. She can’t travel the paths to come here. You will need to go to her.”

“Okay,” I shrugged. “I wasn’t feeling that tired anyway. As long as I can wear what I have on, I’m ready to go now.” This was shaping up to be an adventure. I was excited to see what my healing talents could do.

“What you are wearing is just fine,” CLl said. “In fact, it may be the perfect outfit.” He paused, looking nervous again. “There is just one more thing.”

I laughed. “How many ‘One More Things’ are there going to be? Just say what you need to. We’ll work it out.”

He sighed.

“You have to understand, my people were originally warriors. We fought fiercely in our home realm long ago. We were respected, and nobody messed with our tribes, or our territory. Our realm was created naturally, and it was populated with all the flora and fauna that was natural to Earth at that time. Then, one day, a powerful mage entered the realm and claimed it as his own. We fought him, and it did not go well. He stripped us of our natural magic, banishing us from our home.

“We came to Earth, but it differed greatly from our realm. It seemed like everything we touched was poisonous, and what we ate made us sick. Many died, and we had given up all hope of survival as a species when we found the House. My ancestors made a deal. We would support the Houses in every way we could in exchange for a safe place to live and grow as a people.”

I nodded to let him know I was listening. All this was fascinating, but it still didn’t tell me what his ‘one more thing’ was.

“We settled into the House and prospered. We had food, a safe place to live, and a safe place to raise our young. However, some of my ancestors felt we had now become servants and housekeepers. The House had shields and mages to protect itself. Our warriors were not needed to fight. We are a proud and strong people, but how do we show that when we are dusting furniture and serving food?”

He gestured with his Feather C 250. I knew CLl took a lot of pride in his work, and I thought his feather wand was awesome, but I could see it wasn’t exactly a warrior’s weapon.

“Our ancestors compromised again and came up with an internal code of conduct. We would do good work and be proud of our work externally. In our own living space, though, we would honor our tribal roots. That tradition has been handed down generation to generation, and it is still strong with us today.”

I could see where this was heading.

“So I guess, since I’m going to your place to see your niece, I’m going to need to go through some type of tribal ritual?” He nodded. “So what do I have to do? Get my head shaved? Go have a tribal mud bath?” CLl looked a bit surprised, so I had a little fun with him. “Have sex with the chief’s son? Get my nipples pierced?”

“Oh! No! Nothing like that.” He looked at me again like ‘you have some weird ideas for a human.’ “You just have to fight.”

“I have to fight?”

He nodded.

“It’s mostly ceremonial. It shows you are strong and worthy to enter our home. You will be a strong partner for trading. You will be a strong father for our children if you stay. You will inspire us to be strong also.” He said this almost like it was a ritual phrase. I hoped it was. I had nothing to trade with, and I had no desire to father little furry children.

“You said it’s mostly ceremonial,” I said. “When is it more than that?”

“Some of our guards are a bit more enthusiastic than others,” he sighed. “The other thing is you are coming into our tribe to see a cripple. Our tribe takes good care of her, but it is also seen as a sign of weakness. You are coming into our space to see someone who is not strong in the warrior's sense. Plus, you are a mage. Because of that, I can see the guard testing you harder than normal.”

“I can fight,” I told him confidently. “I can’t fight as well as I can heal, but I have fought for my life before and I’m still alive today. You’ve told me what to expect and why, so I’m going in prepared. Don’t worry, I won’t let you down.”

This was going to be an even bigger adventure than I’d thought. I hadn’t fought since my battle with Big Ugly and his crew. I’d upgraded my matrix, so I knew it was stronger and much denser than before. Now it was time to test my physical side.

I rolled my shoulders and then stepped into my pigeon-stance. It felt familiar and easy. I summoned the smooth power of water and pigeon-stepped forward and backward. Then I summoned the smokey power for my arms and shoulders and threw a couple warm-up punches.

Lightning Punch. Lightning Punch.

Wow. That felt good. It felt like I hadn’t paused my training at all. If anything, now my magic was denser, it felt even faster. I stepped back into my regular stance and nodded at CLl.

“I’m ready. Let’s do this.”
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He looked surprised to see my movements, but he nodded back and gestured for me to precede him out of the bedroom. Bermuda interrupted our plans as he decided he was tired of napping and he wanted to come too. So I pulled out my backpack, and he quickly hopped inside. He liked it when we went out for a run and I did all the work.

Once in the main room, I headed towards the front door, but then I realized we probably were not headed out that way. We were going through the fireplace. I was going to play Santa Claus!

“I’m afraid I’m going to have to carry you,” CLl said apologetically. “The gateway will only allow myself and anything I’m holding to pass.” He gestured at the fireplace.

I started to state the obvious—I could just jump on his back and ride him all the way to his home. Then I realized that might be considered very offensive, like he was a regular horse or something.

“Sounds good,” I said. “How do you want to do this?”

I was half afraid he would do a fireman’s carry and sling me over his shoulder. Instead, he put one arm around my back and one arm under my knees and picked me up like I was a small child. I wrapped my arms around his strong shoulders and held on. Bermuda was just chill. He was like ‘Yeah, I get carried all the time. No biggie.’ I was surprised at just how strong CLl was. I was also surprised how high I was off the ground. He was taller than me, of course, but it didn’t look that tall when I was just standing there. A centaur llama wasn’t as big as a horse, but they were still pretty big. I needed to keep that in mind for the upcoming ceremonial fight.

I thought it might be this amazing magical moment when we stepped through the fireplace, but it just sort of happened, and then it was over. We were now in a well-lit, narrow hallway with white walls and a forest green floor. We were the only ones there, and I could see it quickly joined with a major hallway with a light bit of traffic.

CLl set me down, and I was surprised to discover the green floor was firm but slightly giving. It reminded me of the flooring they use for runners. It had texture to give them extra traction, but it was also slightly spongy to prevent hip and knee injuries.

“I know you just ate a big meal,” CLl said. “Are you okay with running for a bit?”

“I think so,” I said. “Actually, I think moving around a bit will feel good after all that food. Let’s just not go too fast, though.”

“Very good,” he said. “Hold on to my tail, and I’ll help pull you along. There will be others in the hallways, so stay behind me, or you might get knocked over. We’ll start out slow, and if you do well, I’ll pick up the pace.”

That kicked the whole adventure thing up a notch. I used to read Westerns, and they had mentioned that sometimes a horse could help a person travel a long distance, but it wasn’t as a rider. The person would hang onto a stirrup or something like that and run behind the horse. I’d always thought that sounded neat, and now I was going to experience it firsthand.

I got behind CLl and grabbed a handful of his tail. He directed me to grasp it towards the end, as he didn’t want to hit me with his hind legs. Once he thought I was in the right spot, we set off.

We quickly reached the end of our little hallway, and CLl smoothly merged with the light traffic in the main hallway. CLl said he was going slowly, but I felt like we were flying. Being pulled along took some getting used to, but after a few minutes, I felt more comfortable and stretched out my stride a bit more. CLl felt my shift and picked up the pace a bit.

I could see why we were traveling the way we were. Everyone was running in these corridors. There were no flyers or floaters here. There weren’t any walkers either. Everyone ran, and everyone ran quickly.

I probably would have gotten trampled on my own, but since I was running behind CLl, he cut a path for me. We weren’t the only oddly shaped travelers either. Some of the centaurs pulled carts behind them or carried large bundles of goods. These corridors were used for working traffic, as evidenced by tool belts, backpacks, and uniforms of all kinds.

Running like this was awesome! With CLl pulling me along, my strides were huge, and I loved the feeling of the wind whistling by me. Bermuda loved it too. He stood up in the backpack, put his front paws on my shoulder, and pointed his nose into the wind. He looked like he was sticking his head out of a car window, reveling in all the smells and fresh sights.

Our hallway merged into another larger hallway, with even more traffic. It, in turn, merged again, and each time the number of centaur llamas increased. Finally, I could see the end of our current hallway, where it opened up into a space of some kind. I thought CLl would speed up, but instead he slowed down and moved to the side.

“I don’t know who is on duty tonight,” he called back over his shoulder. It seemed like he wanted to say more, but decided not to. That was probably wise, as this was not a good place to hold a private conversation.

We slowed down even more when we reached the end of the hallway and stepped into the land of the centaur llamas. It was so different from the utilitarian hallways we had just exited that I gazed around in wonder. There wasn’t a ceiling. Instead, it had a sky, with the sun and clouds and birds and everything. The walls were covered in vines and flowers, and the space was impossibly huge.

I saw the hallway we had exited was just one of thousands, and the space stretched out in front of us. It was filled with vendor booths, selling everything from raw seafood and quick snacks to all the stuff you would find at a Walmart. The flooring kept the same texture, but changed from a simple forest green to a unique mix of colors and patterns. Despite all the beauty in the floor, it still conveyed clear paths and the direction that traffic should flow.

I was so caught up in looking around that I almost didn’t notice the guard that rapidly approached us. CLl stopped and gave me an aggravated look before plastering a pleasant smile on his face and turned back towards the guard. I guessed he knew this centaur, and it wasn’t one of the ones he was hoping to meet.

As for the guard himself, he looked like he had been lifted right out of Xena: Warrior Princess. He had a spear, a shield, and a leather vest. It gave him some protection, but really just served to show off his powerful arms. He had a square jaw, a flat nose, and his eyes said he had authority and he liked to use it.

He ran up to us and stopped in the nick of time before knocking us over. Even though he was in our personal space, he stood there, looked down at us and flexed slightly, before rattling off a demand in what I assumed was his native language. CLl didn’t budge in the slightest, and he didn’t give any indication that he was having anything other than a pleasant conversation. His response was cordial and polite, but not subservient in the least.

The guard raised his voice slightly and demanded something again. CLl replied back like they were having afternoon tea. This continued for several exchanges. The guard became louder and louder, and we started attracting a lot of attention. I didn’t have any idea what they were saying, but lots of centaur llamas were now looking at me, and I became very aware that I was the only human present. I stood at ease, with my arms clasped behind me, trying to project an aura of calm.

Look away people. There is nothing to see here. This is just another Tuesday, and I’m not nervous at all. Then I realized that wasn’t going to work as I had the world’s cutest kitten looking over my shoulder. Kitten plus human plus loud guard equaled something interesting. They had to check it out.

Things between the guard and CLl escalated, and I thought the guard might actually hit him, when Wonder Woman arrived on the scene. Okay, it wasn’t the real Wonder Woman—it was a smartly dressed centaur llama with a big badge—but she looked just like Gal Gadot, who played WW in the movies. Her hair was braided on top and fell loosely behind her. Her outfit was similar to the guard’s, but he looked like a barbarian in contrast. Her leather armor looked slick and modern somehow, and her badge of authority was much larger than his.

She was downright beautiful, and if I’d been a straight man, I’d have had fantasies about motorboating her perky breasts. Since I was gay, though, I just wanted to draw her––maybe on a hilltop in Ireland, carpeted with purple heather, set against a rising sun as it blushes against the newborn sky. She’d have a powerful spear, and she’d look off into infinity with thoughtful purpose as the wind played with her dark hair.

Now, if only I could actually draw…

Anyway, Wonder Woman quickly took control of the situation and spoke to both of them firmly. She nodded a few times, asked a few questions, and then turned to me.

“Greetings, young mage. I am the Captain of the watch. I’ve been told that you are here to attempt a healing. Is that correct?” Her voice was polite, but firm.

“Yes, ma'am,” I replied.

“You have also been informed that mages and naturals are rarely allowed in our space. As such, you are expected to earn your entrance by trial of combat. Is that correct?”

“Yes, ma'am,” I replied again. “Although I was led to believe the trial was mostly ceremonial?”

“You must win,” she said flatly. “Sometimes the guard is sympathetic to the cause and takes a fall. I’m not sure that will be the case today.” She looked at the guard who was giving me the stink eye. “Since you were detained by Ditumibibubatabassus, it is his right to issue the challenge. Do you accept?”

That was a long, crazy-sounding name and I couldn’t keep calling him Guard, so I decided to call him Dumb Ass. That seemed to fit.

“What are the rules of the fight?” I asked. Some of what she had stated differed from what CLl had said. Maybe CLl didn’t know all the rules, especially if this rarely happened. Either way, it seemed the Captain was the final authority, so I wanted to hear from her what I was getting into.

“The match will be held in the circle,” she stated. “As the challenged party, you have the choice of armament for the engagement. Magical weapons and offensive charms are not allowed. Also, offensive spells are not allowed. Personal mage shields, healing charms, and the like are acceptable.

“The winner is determined in one of three ways. First, he knocks his opponent completely out of the ring. If any part of his opponent is still in the ring, then the match is still on. Second, his opponent is knocked unconscious, or it is determined by the referee that the fighter can no longer continue with the match. Third, his opponent surrenders the match. He can either do this verbally by saying ‘Yield’ or physically by tapping the ground or his opponent.”

Okay, this just got real. This was like the Ultimate Fighting Championships, and I was getting ready to step into the octagon. I’d seen fights like this before, and many times both fighters left the ring a bloody mess.

In this case, I wasn’t fighting another human. I was fighting an eight-foot-tall centaur who was at least triple my weight––maybe even four times my weight––and he looked healthy and strong. This was going to be a hell of a fight.

I could guess the reason behind all this, though. The centaur llamas didn’t want some high and mighty mage all up in their space. So they had created this challenge that was designed to put the mage at a severe disadvantage with no offensive spells. Then they knocked the mage down a peg or two by smacking him around like a pinball. I already knew mages were a proud bunch, so no mage would go through this charade without having a very good reason.

In this case, I had a good reason. I liked CLl a lot, and his niece had already helped us out. Plus, I really liked the idea of being a healer. I wanted to push my talents and see how far they could go. I was willing to get a few bruises for all that.

“I accept,” I told her.

She stepped back and raised her voice.

“The challenge has been issued and accepted. The match will happen immediately. We are headed to the arena.”

The crowd around us broke out in cheers and excitement. It sounded like I was going to be entertainment for a lot of centaurs. Or maybe this was all a mistake, and I was fresh meat? I didn’t like the sound of the word ‘arena’. That had a Roman gladiator fight-to-the-death kind of feel.

Regardless, I grabbed CLl’s tail, and we trotted off again. This time, there was a whole crowd of centaurs running beside us. It seemed like we ran forever, this place was so massive, and then I saw the arena in front of us. It was a half circle, with risers and booths extending at least eight stories in the air. The actual fighting circle started around the first story, and it was raised slightly from the base too. The whole thing was designed so those who had the money could sit in the risers and enjoy looking down on the show. The rest of the people could stay on the ground on the open half of the circle and still get a good view.

A crowd was already forming, but with the Captain leading us, we quickly pushed through. Before I knew it, I was in what looked like a locker room, with only CLl and Bermuda for company. The place had a restroom that I could use, a sink with counter space, and a full-length mirror.

“I did not think all this would happen,” CLl said nervously. He was pacing. Dumb Ass had been taken away to another place, probably very similar to this one, to prepare.

“It’s okay,” I said. “I must admit, I didn’t really understand before why your niece couldn’t have met us somewhere in the middle. Having seen just how massive your homeland is, I finally get it. I have no idea how you have an open sky and this much space inside House Atayk, but somehow it works.”

At that point, the Captain knocked on the door and came inside. She had an older centaur with her that had on a pair of glasses that looked like goggles.

“This fight is supposed to be ceremonial,” CLl stated. I think he was talking to the captain as much as me. “I’m going to go and talk to your opponent and see if we can come to an agreement.”

“I’ve just come from his camp, and I’d suggest you save your breath,” the Captain said. “He has given every indication that he will not back down. This is his moment in the sun, and he is going to milk it for everything it is worth.”

“He knows why our young mage is attempting to enter. I’ve told him,” CLl said, frustrated.

“He knows about the purpose of your visit,” the Captain said. “I’ve gone over it with him again. His feet are set upon the path, and he will not waver.”

“I don’t suppose you could order him to comply?” CLl asked tentatively.

The Captain glared at him sternly for a long moment.

“I’m going to pretend I didn’t hear that.” CLl turned away, clasping his hands in agitation. “Let’s be clear. This is an honorable match, fully sanctioned by the traditions of our people. There will be no subterfuge.” She continued glaring at his back for a moment, and then turned to me.

“As the challenged party, you have the right to declare armament. This includes both weapons and armor. I understand you are a very young mage of only a few months.” She paused and gave me a questioning look. I nodded. “So I’m going to tell you what the most common options are and what I would pick.” I nodded again to let her know I was listening.

“Mages have their shields, of course, so they mostly go with shield charms supplemented by their own personal defenses. This allows their opponents to have a defensive boost as well, so we usually wear leather armor. Your opponent has his uniform vest, which you have seen, but he will probably upgrade that to full body leather.”

I already knew what I was going to pick, so I raised my hand, and she paused.

“We will fight without any armor,” I said. “No magic armor for me and no armor of any kind for him. That includes those arm bracers I saw on him.”

“You’re going to fight naked?” She looked at me like I was crazy.

“I didn’t say I was going to be naked,” I protested. “I’d like to have some clothes on. He is welcome to wear clothes too, if he wants. They just can’t be protective clothing. I can’t use shield charms, so if I can’t have protection, then he shouldn’t have protection either.”

She paused for a moment, considering.

“Naked is just a military term for no armor. But in your case, I think you should actually go in and fight naked. I’d also suggest you apply grease to your body. Your opponent likes to grab and hold while he administers damage. Being slippery could be a real advantage for you.”

That sounded like a good idea. It seemed like my clothes never held together during a battle anyway. Might as well start the match without them.

“Now you have selected armor, you need to decide on your choice of weapon. I would suggest a weapon with reach, like a staff. He has quite a bit of height on you, so hopefully you can keep your distance and maybe get in a lucky shot to his head.”

I raised my hand again.

“No weapons. Physical attacks only.”

I knew how to punch very well. I needed to limit him to the same. I’m sure Tyler knew how to fight very well with a staff, but he hadn’t shown me that yet. Until then, I’d go with what I knew. The Captain, of course, looked at me like I had a hole in my head.

“You can’t be serious.” I gave her a stubborn look. “Your opponent is much bigger and stronger than you. There is no way you can beat him in a regular fight. You must choose a weapon. Any weapon.”

“I know how to punch and how to move,” I said simply, leaving it at that. No sense in telling her more as she might just relay that on to Dumb Ass.

“He is going to see this as being very disrespectful,” the Captain warned. “With no armor and no weapons, it will look like you don’t consider him a threat. He will attempt to punish you to show you should have taken him seriously.”

“I don’t care how he takes it,” I said firmly. “In battle, you limit your opponent, and you go with your strengths. I have no weapons training, and I’m very sure he does. So any weapon I pick will give him an advantage.

“My final choice is naked armor and no weapons.”

She took a deep breath, giving me a long, slow look. I’d almost forgotten about the older centaur with her, but he was making notes in the air. It looked just like when mages were doing something with their Bank Stamps. I looked at his goggles again and realized they probably gave him access to the Bank. Centaur llamas didn’t have access to their magic, so they would need another way to interface with the system.

“I see why you have come to your decision, but it puts you in a situation where you cannot win,” she said slowly. “Your opponent is strong. Much stronger than you. He weighs a lot more, which means he can push you around and own the space much better. He is a guard, so he has trained every day of his adult life. You are a mage who is dependent on magic for survival and success. You are also a very young mage, so your power will be almost nonexistent. There is no way to win this unless your opponent lets you.”

“Then I will have to hope he lets me win,” I said grimly. “I’m here for the right reasons. I’m here to try to make a huge difference in someone’s life. I will not back down.”

“This is going too far,” CLl interjected. “Young master, I never intended for you to get hurt. We will find another way.”

He turned to the Captain.

“We surrender the match.”

“No. We do not,” I said. I hated being pressured like this. It brought out my stubborn side. I’d refused to give up when Isobel had kicked me. I’d refused to give up when I’d been pinned to the ground with a sword. I’d refused to give up when I'd been covered with magic acid, and I refused to give up now.

I couldn’t use spells, but I could use the magic in my body. I could punch very well. Sparkles, my sandy training dummy, could attest to that. I could block. I could pigeon-step, which allowed me to dodge and angle my attacks. I’d fought multiple opponents in the arena on the beach.

I was not helpless. If my opponent underestimated me, then I’d take that advantage too.

“Very well. The match will move forward,” the Captain said. “If you want to make yourself slick, there is a suitable product in the supply cabinet.” She gestured towards the sink. “I must take care of a few things, so I will leave you to it. Betumumamasiter will take care of you from here.”

She left, and the older centaur with the goggles stepped forward.

“Greetings, young master.” He bowed. “I had many questions when I first stepped in here, but you have clarified much with your current conversation. My role in these proceedings is to act as the purse master.” He paused and blinked at me, like I should know what that was. I just looked at him in confusion, so he continued smoothly.

“It is customary for both contestants to put up a suitable amount of currency that is awarded to the winner of the match. This way, both contestants have something to win and something to lose. It keeps the match fair and honest, and ensures both contestants will try their best to win.”

Well, crap. If Dumb Ass put something in the winner’s pot, then he wasn’t going to want to throw the match.

“Have you already talked this over with Dumb Ass?” I asked. He just looked confused. “With my opponent?” I clarified.

“Oh, yes. He has put up the sum of five pearls.”

CLl gasped.

“Is that a lot?” I asked.

“Oh, yes,” CLl said. “We don’t have any magic, so pearls are precious to us. We rarely deal with whole pearls. We mostly use milli-pearls for regular transactions and centi-pearls for larger ones.”

“Wouldn’t that make your currency awfully small?” I asked. “In the metric system, milli is one thousandth of something. I’ve seen a pearl, so one thousandth of a pearl would be very tiny.”

“Oh, we don’t carry around actual pearls,” Goggles interjected. “We have a chit that takes care of all that for us.” He pulled out a coin that was about the size of an American half dollar. He tapped the edge, and a series of numbers rolled across the surface. “When you want to pay for something, you just declare the amount and tap the chits together.”

Well, what do ya know? Looks like they had coin-based debit cards. In some ways, it was even better than a debit card as it could both send and receive money. No ATM required.

“Anyway, back to the purse. Your opponent has put in five pearls. You need to match his contribution if you can. You can also increase the contribution, and it will then be up to him to make up the difference.”

“I think you have this all backwards,” I told Goggles. “I don’t want a big purse. I need him to throw the match, and in order to do that, I need a small purse. If he puts up a bunch of money, then he’s going to want to win, no matter what.”

“That train has already left the station,” Goggles said sadly. “He’s already put a lot of value into the purse. That shows he will not throw the match, no matter the reason for your mission. Now, what are you contributing to the purse?”

“I’m not contributing anything,” I said flatly. “I didn’t want this match in the first place. I have no real desire to fight him, so I am not contributing to the purse. Besides, I don’t have any pearls. I didn’t even know what they were before I came here. I know they are made of magic, but I don’t know how to make them. Even if I did, I’m a Spark, and I doubt I have enough magic to make one.”

This seemed like a good time to undersell my abilities a bit. It was true I didn’t know how to make a pearl, but I had a lot more power than a normal Spark. He didn’t need to know that, though.

“If you don’t match his contribution, then you forfeit the match,” Goggles said.

I glared at him, and he stood firm. I needed to warm up and get ready for the fight, not argue with this guy. I had nothing of value with me. I had some American money back in the room, but it wasn’t accepted in this realm. Other than that, I had nothing.

Or did I?

“What about morphous points?” I asked.

“You have morphous points?” Goggles queried. “You can’t make a pearl, and yet you have House points?” He seemed incredulous.

“I was given some before coming here,” I lied smoothly. “Now, can I use them? Are they worth something?”

“They most certainly are worth something,” Goggles said. “Let me see...” He gestured in the air for a moment. “The conversion ratio is twenty to one.”

“Twenty morphous points are worth one pearl?” I asked in surprise. He nodded.

“From what I understand, the raw magic isn’t exactly equivalent, but morphous points are harder to come by and very useful in the Houses.”

Holy crap! I was rich!

I only needed a hundred morphous points to match Dumb Ass, and I had thousands of them. My Granny Godmothers had come through for me again.

I gave Goggles a hundred points for the pot, and he was turning to go when something occurred to me.

“Just out of curiosity, do you also take bets on the match?”

His eyes lit up.

“Young mage, that is my primary function. Taking care of the purse is just a necessary evil. My real joy is making sure that every being has a personal stake in this event. After all, watching a match without a bet is like eating a meal without salt. It’s bland and tasteless, yes?”

Now this was making more sense. I’m sure a guard fighting a mage was the entertainment of the week. Maybe even the month. And I’m sure that thousands and thousands of pearls were being wagered right now.

Goggles wasn’t just here to collect for the purse. He was listening to everything and sizing me up for the house odds. He wasn’t just making notes for himself earlier. He was probably posting information on a public board to drive interest for the match. Well, two could play that game.

“I’m curious,” I said lightly. “What are the odds on me right now?”

“Currently they are twenty-six to one,” he said promptly. “The odds should be lower, as you are a mage after all, but you are very young, so that drives them up. The fact that you are part of House Louisville, who is at war, should have more users betting on you, but once the news of your armament choice hits the market, that should change.”

“Ahhh, there it is,” he said. “The odds are adjusting. Thirty-two to one. Thirty-seven to one.” We waited a moment. “Forty-eight to one. That sounds about where it should be.”

“So, am I allowed to bet on my own match?” I asked.

“Of course, young master! Of course!” He seemed thrilled by the prospect. “A side bet will show faith in your position and stimulate the market even more. Now, how much would you like to wager?”

“I’d like to wager five thousand morphous points,” I said.

Both CLl and Goggles stared at me. Then Goggles got to work. Their style of betting was similar to horse racing, in that the odds weren’t fixed until the match started. Goggles said this worked best as centaurs worked all hours of the day and night, and this way everyone got their chance to influence the odds. Since I didn’t have a chit or even a Bank account, I ran everything through CLl. A few moments later, it was done.

If I lost, I’d be down five thousand morphous points. That was a lot, but it wasn’t the end of the world for me. On the other hand, if I won, I’d get twelve thousand pearls! Hot Damn!

Goggles was right. Now there was so much on the line, I really wanted to win. The Grand Matron had said there was a fair here as well. I wonder how much stuff twelve thousand pearls would get me? I’d love to go back with some gifts for Tyler, John, and Annabeth. Of course, the odds would keep changing, and I had placed a big bet, so I probably wouldn’t net that much. But even half of that would be a lot of magic money!

Maybe they would have those t-shirts that say ‘My Housemates went to the Gathering and all I got was this lousy t-shirt.’ That would be too funny.

Once he was finished, the bookie left, and I stripped out of my clothes. CLl was still feeling guilty for getting me into this and wanted to talk about it, but I wasn’t sure how soon the match would start and I wanted to be ready. So we settled on him telling me over and over that I didn’t have to do this, that I could still back out, as we both worked on coating my body with grease.

I thought it would be dark and nasty, like putting on motor oil, but it was much closer to putting on a high-quality lotion. The grease smelled nice, like summer flowers, and even had tons of sparkles in it. I’m pretty sure it was supposed to just be a highlight type of gel, like the black streaks football players put under their eyes, rather than an all-over application. Still, it worked, and when we were done, I was slippery as an eel and shimmered like a rainbow.

I glimpsed myself in the mirror, and I looked like a real live Sparkle Girlz doll. I didn’t mind, though. I didn’t feel as naked, and all that glitter just showed off my gay side. I wanted to break out in some Lady Gaga 'Edge of Glory', but instead I settled for flashing a few jazz hands.

Nobody had come to get me yet, so I had time to practice for a few minutes and get warmed up. My fight with Big Ugly and his gang had been about a week ago, and because I’d severely strained my muscles, my joints, and my magic in the battle, I’d taken it easy ever since. Sometimes the best training was allowing for recovery time. Tea and his Grove had done two rounds of healing, and now I felt good. I felt really good.

I needed to get back in the flow, though, so I settled into my pigeon-stance and summoned my energy. I filled my lower half with smooth, heavy energy like water, and then I started flowing backward and forward in the room. In the pigeon-stance, both feet are pointed inward, and this allows for angled stepping. This was the true power of the stance. It allowed me to both dodge and attack away from my opponent's centerline.

Moving this way was more art than science, and it required a certain mental space to get it right. My opponent was much more powerful than I was. If he caught me with a solid attack, the match would be over. On the other hand, I wasn’t powerful enough to take him out quickly, so I’d need to layer my offenses and wear him down. As Muhammad Ali, the world heavyweight boxing champion from Louisville, had said, “Dance like a butterfly, sting like a bee.”

As I moved, I settled into the rhythm, the flow. It felt good. My base energy felt fluid and yet grounding. It was like I was skating on ice, yet sticking to the ground when I needed to.

Next, I filled my upper body with smokey energy and layered on blocking techniques. After all, how does one hit the wind?

Smoke does not fear an attack. It laughs at power. It swirls around opponents’ intentions and smothers their aggression.

Once I felt confident in my defense, I summoned the Lightning and added my punching. Up and down the locker room floor I flowed. Dodging, blocking, striking. Imaginary opponents attacked and fell by the score as I mentally and magically settled into my battle space.

In the middle of it all, I reached out to Penny.

‘We used an abundance of magic to augment my attack last time. I don’t want to blow out my aura again, but let's try upping my base power for this event.’

‘Certainly,’ she replied confidently. I could see her in my mental space, and she still had on her Athena battle outfit.

Magic flowed into my system, and I smoothly incorporated it into my flow. My new matrix easily absorbed the extra power, and for a few moments, I didn’t feel any different. Then I started feeling like I’d had my morning coffee. Maybe a few cups of morning coffee.

Then, I started feeling like I’d had an afternoon expresso.

‘Slow down a bit,’ I said.

A few moments later, I felt like I’d had a double espresso.

‘Slow down a bit more.’

My movements felt good. I felt awake. I felt full of energy.

‘That’s it! We're all good.’

I didn’t want too much energy, or I’d lose my flow.

‘Thank you so much, Penny,’ I told her. Then on impulse I added, ‘I love you.’

Penny had been with me from the beginning of this journey. She’d gathered my magic in that training circle from what seemed forever ago. She was always so supportive and helpful, and I just couldn’t imagine being a mage without her. I know other supernaturals would probably say she was just a charm, and in the real world she was made up of copper and zinc, but she was my friend. And I loved her as a friend.

I felt a flash of surprise from her, followed by the feeling of melting down in a furnace. As a metal, I was feeling toasty warm, very liquid, and excited about what I was going to be next. For a non-biological creature, I counted that as ‘I love you too!’

Thinking of Penny made me think of Eggy. I was surprised to find I still had a connection to him. Even though I was in a realm and he was sitting in my window on Earth, I could still feel him. I strengthened our connection and sent him a flurry of images, updating him about the situation in a few seconds.

‘Any suggestions?’ I asked.

He sent me images of when he was a sword defending his master. He sent all the times where he blocked a blow that would have ended the fight. I got the idea. Defense was supreme. Stay alive. Stay mobile. Stay in the fight.

Then he sent images where one thrust of his blade had ended the battle. It was fascinating because he wasn’t just sending the event; he was sending the intention behind the event. When I attack, I need to attack hard.

These weren’t earth-shattering revelations, but it was good to be reminded of my priorities.

‘Anything else?’ I asked.

‘I will sit and think on this,’ he replied solemnly, and I had to laugh. Sitting and thinking was classic Eggy.

‘Thank you,’ I said. ‘I love you, and I’m very glad you are part of my family.’

I got a flash of surprise from him. Then he and Penny started buzzing back and forth in their Stonespeak. They were probably thinking this was a new fleshy thing and trying to figure out what it meant. I just smiled. It would give him another thing to sit and think about.

I realized I had one more magical connection, Bermuda. That made sense, as he was full of my magic. In a very real way, he was as much my charm as Penny was. When I’d been punched in the face by a golem, he’d been kicked by Isobel and had suffered several broken bones. I’d stuffed him full of my magic, and he’d inspired me to make my first matrix. We’d healed together, played together, and fought enemies together. I was always interacting with him in a real world way, but now I was in this space of connection, I thought I’d ask him.

‘You know what’s going on. Any advice?’

I got back images of the full moon shining on an alley. Cats lined the rooftops and perched on the trash. My Enemy was in front of me. I did not hate him. I did not fear him. He was my Enemy, and that was enough.

I would destroy him.

There was no mercy. There was no revenge. This wasn’t about looking good, or a lofty version of respect. The other cats were here, but they would just bear witness to the battle tonight. I put them out of my mind. I put everything out of my mind, except the joy of battle. Tonight was mine. I hissed and pounced.

I snapped back to myself.

Wow! That had been intense.

Bermuda was my little black and white bundle of furry love. But at some point in his past lives, he had been quite the fighter. I let his mindset sink into me. It was a powerful perspective. I could use it.

There was a knock on the door, and a centaur stepped inside.

“Are you ready?” he asked.

I felt my space.

I was ready.

Physically, mentally, emotionally––I was ready.

I nodded and followed him out. CLl gathered up the backpack and Bermuda and followed behind.

I felt the crowd first. My feet picked up the vibrations of thousands of centaur hooves shifting in excitement.

I heard the crowd next. There was a rumble of excitement, a spark of electricity in the air.

We came to a tunnel and walked almost all the way to the end before the centaur motioned for me to stop. Right outside the exit, I could see a smooth ramp leading up to the circle. I was so close, and yet I felt calm.

The entire circle was raised up above the platform. That made it easier to see the contestants, but it would also make it very clear when someone was knocked out of the ring, as they would fall at least ten feet.

I heard the announcer warming up the crowd. It wasn’t in English, but I could guess what he was saying.

“Today, we have a mage that has come to us. A mage that wants to enter our homes. Walk our halls. Sit at our table and eat our food.

“You know what we told him?” The announcer paused.

“You have to earn it!” The crowd roared.

“You have to earn the right! And you have to earn it against the best! He is your Guard. He is your defender. Here he comes now. Let's give him the welcome he deserves!”

The crowd went wild. They stamped their feet and bellowed out warbling cries. Dumb Ass ran out onto the circle and took a victory lap. He waved his arms at the crowd to scream even louder, and they did. I don’t know if he was genuinely popular or if it was just the emotions of the moment, but the crowd seemed to like him.

CLl shifted nervously behind me. This was far removed from his simple life of cleaning rooms. He’d wanted to create a better life for his niece, his only family, but I’m sure he’d never expected all this to happen. As young as I was, I might have seen more fighting that he had.

Finally, Dumb Ass calmed down and went to his side of the ring. The announcer then introduced me, and his tone changed. If the guard was their champion, I was the worthy supplicant at the gate.

“And now we turn to his opponent. The mage is not here for his own glory. No! He is here as a healer. He is here to help one of our own. He has already helped one of our tribe. An older llama centauro who has done him good service. Out of the kindness of his heart and the strength of his talent, he has turned back the hands of time and now that centaur is healthy. Nay! More than healthy. He is back in the prime of his life!”

The crowd gasped and murmured in disbelief.

“Now he is here to try something greater. He is here to heal one of us who cannot travel to him. Maybe this mage has a big heart. Maybe he does this because he is so young––only a few months old.”

Again, the crowd gasped. A rumble of sympathy and support was growing.

“Regardless of why, he is worthy of your support. He is a mage, but the best kind of mage. Please welcome to the circle, Jason Cole!”

I stepped forward into the light, and the crowd went wild. I stopped, this was my moment after all, and looked around me. The stands were filled to overflowing, and the open half of the arena was packed with centaurs as far as I could see. The roar of the crowd was palpable. It shook the arena, and it shook me.

I felt like one of those early rock stars, like Queen, who performed to huge crowds. Crowds that seemed to stretch as far as the eye could see. Crowds that would be illegal with today’s safety laws.

I should have felt overwhelmed. But I wasn’t. They were all just witnesses. Witnesses on the ground. Witnesses in the stands. Witnesses in the highest booths. They were here to watch and bear testimony to the battle with my Enemy.

Still in the mindset that Bermuda had given me, I walked calmly and gracefully into the circle. Then I turned to the stands and gave a bow. It wasn’t a deep bow as I didn’t really want my bare ass in the air, but I held it for a while, showing respect. I was in their space. I was abiding by their rules. They had survived as a people, and they had already shown me much kindness. I wanted to honor that. The stands went wild.

I then turned to the host of centaurs on the ground and bowed again. They went crazy too. They stamped and cheered and roared out their warbling cries. Then I turned to my opponent and just looked at him calmly.

He was shuffling his feet and rolling his shoulders, staying loose and limber. He looked uncertain for a moment—my calm demeanor threw him—but then all his bluster and confidence came back.

The referee stepped into the circle with little fanfare. I hoped it might have been the Captain, but that probably would have looked like favoritism. I’d never seen this centaur before, but he was big enough to step in and end the fight if he needed to. He also looked older, so hopefully he had lots of experience with this sort of thing.

He motioned both of us to come to the center. When we did, the difference between us was clear for everyone to see. I was five foot ten inches tall. Dumb Ass towered over me at eight feet. I was a skinny, but well defined, one hundred and sixty pounds. He weighed closer to five hundred pounds. Our matchup looked ridiculous. No wonder the odds were so badly against me.

I hadn’t really thought about this before, but I realized in that moment that centaur llamas are bigger than their regular llama cousins on Earth. I’ve seen pictures of llamas before, and they are small and gentle enough to be in petting zoos. There was nothing small or gentle about Dumb Ass. He glared down at me as the referee started talking.

“Let’s have a good match today,” he said with authority. “This is not a fight to the death, so I better not see any deadly strikes. It is also not a grudge match, so there better not be any strikes to maim either. That means no eye gouging, no strikes to the throat, no joint locking, and no strikes to the groin. Are we clear?”

Both of us nodded.

“There are no rounds. You fight until you win. Are we clear?”

We both nodded. This was a great rule for me. With my new body, I could fight at top speed all day. Maybe I could wear Dumb Ass down.

“If you fall out of the ring, you lose the match. If any part of you is still in the ring, then the match is still on. This includes if you are hanging onto the side of the ring. There is still the possibility you could pull yourself up and continue the match. Are we clear?”

We nodded.

“If you are knocked unconscious, or if I feel you cannot continue, I will stop the match. If you feel me grab you and pull you off your opponent, stop fighting. The match is over, and you will have won. If you fight me after I pull you off, I will kick your ass. Are we clear?”

We both nodded, although he seemed to be talking more to Dumb Ass than to me. I’m sure he thought he could handle me pretty easily.

“You can surrender the match either verbally or physically. Just say the word ‘Yield’ and I will stop the fight. If you can not speak, or if you feel you won’t be heard, you can tap out. You can tap your opponent or the ground. Or both. If I see you tapping, I’m stopping the match. If you say you were not tapping out, it is too late; the match has been called, and your opponent has won. Are we clear?”

We both nodded, but this time he was looking at me. Clearly, he was going to be looking for me to surrender as soon as possible.

“Go back to your respective sides, and let's get this thing started!”

I walked back to my side while Dumb Ass pranced back to his. I should have been nervous. I should have been shaking with all the adrenaline running through my system. Instead, I felt this strange cat readiness. My steps were light. My eyes were wide. My tail was fuzzed. Okay, I didn’t have a tail, but mentally, it was fuzzed up and ready for battle.

I reached my side of the circle and turned around.

“Fight!” the ref yelled. And just like that, the match was on.

I thought maybe Dumb Ass would rush me and try to push me off the edge right away. That’s what I would have done if I were him.

Instead, he trotted towards me like he had all the time in the world. Clearly, he didn’t want this fight to end quickly. I moved towards the center, as I didn’t want to get trapped against the edge and fall out of the ring by accident.

As I moved, I settled into my pigeon-steps and summoned my water energy and my smoke. I had a plan. It wasn’t a complicated plan, but at least it was a plan.

Before I started attacking and opening myself up to counter attacks, I first wanted to size him up. I needed to know how fast he was. Supposedly, he trained every day, so how skilled was he? He was part llama, which meant he had four feet to my two. How did that affect his movement? Could I still pigeon-step out of his range?

Like Eggy had said, defense was key. I needed to dance like a butterfly.

Once he was closer, Dumb Ass wasted no time in attacking. He almost caught me flat-footed, as I had no idea he could accelerate that fast. One moment, he was six feet away. The next, he was punching at my head.

I floated to the side and let him speed on by. He turned, again much faster than I thought possible, and charged again. I could sense he was just warming up and playing to the crowd. He wasn’t giving it his all.

But I was already learning he was no joke.

Those nice muscles of his weren’t just for show. I thought he was big enough to be slow, but that wasn’t the case. I could feel the wind from his fists as he barely missed me.

I also discovered I was thinking of him like a car, and that was a mistake. A car would pass by me, drive in a circle, and come back for another pass. That made sense if your back tires didn’t move and it’s just your front tires steering. In this case, he had four legs, and they were all involved in turning. That meant he could stop on a dime, whip around fast, and come right back at me.

I had some advantages, though. I’m pretty sure he was used to fighting with a weapon, as he kept reaching over his shoulder like he was going to grab something. It didn’t seem like hand-to-hand fighting was his preferred method of conflict.

I also think he was used to fighting someone his own height. I had thought since he was taller that he would have the edge over me. Instead, it just limited his reach and the areas he had to hit.

It wasn’t just height either. He was used to fighting someone his own weight. I was a lot lighter than him, which meant I could move faster. And I was certainly using that to my advantage.

I think he thought he could tag me right away, and then take his time tearing me apart. He couldn’t land a solid blow, though, and that frustrated him. He picked up the pace, charging faster and swinging harder. As Tyler had taught me, though, swinging harder meant swinging slower, and it was actually easier to dodge him.

He touched me, more than once. It would be impossible to throw that many punches and not land at least a little something. He never got a solid blow, though, and my slippery lotion helped a lot when he did touch me. His glancing blows just slid right off me. He couldn’t spin me or throw me off balance.

He also started trying to grab me and hold me still. But he couldn’t get a grip, and my sparkly ass just floated away.

It wasn’t long before he gave up toying with me and kicked it into high gear. Now he was really trying his very best to tag me and pound me into the ground.

I survived, but only because I had a huge advantage: my magic sight. I didn’t need to have eyes on him to know exactly where he was and what he was doing. My magic sight extended around me for about twenty feet in all directions, and most importantly for this fight, I could see inside things just as easily. Dumb Ass was like CLl—he didn’t have an aura—so I could see and feel all his muscles.

I didn’t have to wait for him to actually move to see where he was going. I could see it in his muscles as they bunched and stretched. I knew what he was doing at almost the same time he did, and that let me evade him like smoke confounds a knife.

Dumb Ass was going full out, and it takes a lot of energy to do that. It’s equivalent to sprinting at full speed, and he could only do that for so long. There was going to be a point where the fight changed. He was going to step back and recover, to rethink his strategy, and in that moment, his guard was going to be down. That’s when I was going to take the fight to him. This butterfly was going to sting like a bee.

In the meantime, I did my deadly dance with him. The angles of the pigeon-steps baffled him, and he couldn’t seem to figure out where I was going to go next. I switched up my soft blocks that were designed to gently redirect his flow, and instead, started hard striking his arms. If done right, a block could really hurt. Forearms weren’t the tenderest part of the body, but they could take damage. Once muscles are bruised, it's hard to make a fist or grab someone. Repeated hard blocking could break bones, although I wasn’t at that level yet.

I’ll give him this, he was in great shape. He lasted much longer at full speed than I thought he would. He was frustrated, though, and the blocks were hurting him. I saw him shake his hands between strikes to get some feeling back in them.

I waited. I was patient.

And then it happened.

In a split second, the energy of the fight shifted. It’s hard to define exactly, but the intention changed.

And just like that, I turned on the Lightning.

He stepped back, and I stepped forward.

I came in on his right side. He was off center to me, but I was square on his center line. His abs, his lower ribs, and the part where he changed from llama to human were at my level, and that’s where I struck.

My first punch struck in the soft spot below his ribs. There’s muscle there, but not a lot, and I could feel the shock wave from the blow sink into him. As my right fist pulled back, the left one was already on the way. It struck the same spot, sending a follow up shock wave and bruising the muscle a bit more.

Dumb Ass was so surprised I’d hit him that he didn’t even block. He just froze as his mind tried to catch up with what was going on. Tyler had shown me the secret to punching: relax-and-tense-on-contact. Relaxing made my punches lightning quick. Tense-on-contact meant all my focus and power exploded at the right moment to do maximum damage. I’d practiced this for hundreds of hours, and I’d gotten very good at it. I was used to hitting Sparkles, my sandy trainer, who weighed hundreds of pounds, and I was used to hitting my opponents in the arena on the beach.

I said all that to say that although Dumb Ass was a huge, powerful, well-built centaur, he wasn’t half as hard as sand. I was used to hitting heavy solid things, and I tore into him.

His side muscle collapsed on my fifth punch, and my next few blows sunk deep into his organs. He bellowed and dropped his right arm to try to protect himself. I’d already torn up his forearms, so I was more than happy to go to town on his upper arms. I directed all my power into the main bone on his arm and quickly felt his big guns weaken. Soon his arm went slack, and I was able to dig in deep. I hammered at his arm, trying to break it. He back-pedaled like crazy, and now it was him trying to get away from me.

I used that opportunity to hammer his human half. I pounded his stomach and his left side. When he tried to protect them, it just opened up his right side for more punishment. He tried to cover up, but my angled attacks kept finding his weaknesses.

I attacked his arms as much as his body, and soon they were both wrecked. He could no longer block or punch effectively, and I got some excellent shots in on his solar plexus. His human half seized up, and he couldn’t breathe. I switched back to his right side, and this time I went for his ribs. Nothing was protecting them, and his lower ribs were at a perfect height.

Lightning Punch! Snap!

Lightning Punch! Snap!

And just like that, he was now fighting with two broken ribs. He twisted to try and protect himself, and I just switched to his left side.

Snap!

Snap!

Snap!

His left side was now wrecked. He wasn’t going to come back from this.

I paused my attack to see if he was going to surrender. I didn’t want to keep hitting him if he just needed a moment to realize how bad he was and call for the yield.

Instead of calling the fight, he turned and ran. Damn. I didn’t want to lose any more momentum in the fight, so I gave chase.

That was a huge mistake.

He got in his first solid hit of the fight. His back leg kicked out to the side, something that was totally unexpected, something I didn’t even think was possible, and his foot slammed into my upper right thigh.

Immediately, I knew I was in trouble. For a moment, I thought he’d broken my leg. But it held my weight as I staggered away. I felt like I’d been burned; it hurt so bad. It was an intense, searing pain that made me want to just roll around on the ground and cry.

My flow was gone. My pigeon-stepping was gone. My Lightning Punch was gone. I suddenly felt mortal and very vulnerable.

Dumb Ass galloped away before realizing something was different. Then he turned around and saw me. He was hurt and tired, but seeing me stagger gave him hope.

He lined up on me and charged. It was a crazy, desperate, wild charge, but he gave it everything he had left. He wasn’t even trying to hit me. His arms were low and wide. I think he was just trying to run me over, or at least catch me.

I felt like I was looking down the barrel of a rifle and the bullet had already been fired.

At that moment, I knew I couldn’t dodge. I couldn’t flow out of the way. There was no pigeon-stepping out of this one.

This was his last chance to end me. Unfortunately, it was my last chance too.

I felt angry. Why couldn’t this idiot have surrendered when he had the chance? Now one of us was going to get really hurt.

‘Tea!’ I screamed. ‘Give me all you’ve got. I must stay on my feet!’

‘Penny!’ I hollered next. ‘Triple my magic!’

I felt waves of power flow into me.

I faced my charging opponent. I couldn’t run, so I was going to fight. I’d only done this once before, and it had torn my body and my aura. I was acting on instinct, though, and this is what I felt I should do.

Up to this point, I’d fought with water and air. Now it was time for earth. My charging opponent was the unstoppable force.

I was going to be the immovable object.

I slammed my power through my feet into the earth.

‘Hold me,’ I commanded.

I pulled that earth energy up through me. Through my legs. Through my core. Through my chest.

‘Support me,’ I commanded.

Dumb Ass had almost reached me. He filled up my vision. I could see the sweat on his body. The desperation in his eyes.

I summoned the Lightning. This time I didn’t do just one bolt. I called several and wove them together. Lightning comes from the ground too, not just the sky. And that part of the Lightning was what I used now.

My fist shot forward, and I did a perfect tense-on-contact. My magic rolled through me and slammed into him at just the right moment.

‘Stone!’ I commanded. And I turned myself into a living extension of the earth.

If I were just flesh and bone, I would have crumbled. He had a huge amount of momentum behind him, and he should have snapped me like a twig.

As a mage, however, I had access to magic. I had the source of creation running through me. I had the soul to command it and the imagination to shape it.

I imagined I was John in his stone form. I was connected to the earth, and the earth flowed through me. I was thousands of pounds of solid rock. I had been here for hundreds of years, and I’d be here for hundreds of years more.

Nothing could move me.

Nothing could shake me.

Not even a charging centaur.

We impacted at the intersection of two of his center lines. The first centerline ran vertically through the human part of his body. The second centerline ran horizontally down the middle of his centaur side.

My fist struck him at the center of his power, while all that momentum attempted to crush me.

The unstoppable force met the immovable object, and the immovable object won.

The shock wave of my blow rolled through him, while his momentum sunk my fist deep inside him. I felt things break, as his arms became like spaghetti and flapped about.

He staggered backward with a dumbfounded look on his face. Then his legs collapsed.

The whole arena seemed to stop. They were shocked. The referee didn’t move, he just stared.

I felt like I was in shock too, as I wrestled with the earth energy. I pushed all the extra magic back into Penny, and tried to let the stone power go. It was too much. I’d summoned it too strongly for it to quickly fade away.

“Call it,” I said to the ref through gritted teeth.

“He needs help. Call the match.” I glared at him, willing him to snap out of it.

He blinked, and then he was back in the game. He ran over to my opponent and quickly checked him out.

“Medic!” he hollered, and a team of centaur llamas ran into the circle, swarming around the downed guard. The match was over, and my fighting mindset faded. He wasn’t my Enemy any more. I was just glad he was alive.

I double checked with my magic sight. Yes, he was alive, but he was hurt. It was going to take him weeks to recover. I knew from experience that broken bones were no joke. I didn’t hate him. I didn’t even dislike him anymore. I just wanted him to be okay.

I closed my eyes and mentally broke my stone down into smaller rocks. Then I broke the rocks down into sand. Then I let the sand flow out of me, back into the earth.

I felt a hand on my wrist, and I opened my eyes. The referee raised my arm in the air in the classic boxing victory pose.

“Winner!” he roared, and the crowd went wild. I think he would have liked to have paraded me around the circle, but I just nodded at him and took my arm back.

I felt sick from holding too much magic, and my leg was on fire. I wasn’t here for the glory. I just wanted to get back to the locker room and get back into my clothes. I wanted to hug Bermuda, and then I wanted to heal CLl’s niece. I’d had a long day, and it still wasn’t over yet.


11 Odds and Taxes

I waved at CLl who was prancing up and down beside the circle in excitement. He hurried up the ramp, and as he came closer, his excitement turned to concern.

“Are you okay?” he asked.

I grabbed his arm and held on. That was harder than it should have been, as I was still slick with lotion.

“Help me back to the locker room,” I whispered.

He nodded, and we hobbled out of the ring and back into the tunnel. I know that wasn’t a big championship exit, but it was better than the risk of having my leg give way and having to crawl out of the ring.

Once we made it into the tunnel and out of sight of all the crowds, I threw up. I was finally feeling all the adrenaline in my system. My legs shook, and I felt like I was in shock. I spat a few times to clear out my mouth. Then I turned back to CLl.

“Can you carry me?”

“Of course,” he said, scooping me up. Our guide trotted in front of us, showing us the way back. Bermuda ran behind us, looking completely unconcerned. Once we made it to the room, I had CLl set me down in front of the sink, and I started using a hand towel to wipe off the lotion and glitter.

“Young master, let me take care of that,” CLl said as he took the hand towel from me. “After all, I am an expert at cleaning.”

He pulled out his Feather C 250 and began working his unique brand of magic. I held onto the sink, closed my eyes, and focused inward.

‘Tea?’ I called.

‘I’m right here,’ he said. ‘I assume you are here about your leg?’ I zoomed in for a closer look because this time he was covered in healing flowers. He always had a few flowers growing on him, but this time they covered him like they were his clothes.

These flowers were actually healing runes. I’d figured out how to reverse engineer a healing charm back to its basic rune and then modified the rune so it had flow. When I had added the rune to my Ent, he had transformed it into a flower that then grew on him.

‘Yes, I’m here about my leg,’ I replied. ‘This is a terrible time to get injured like this. I need to attend the discussions tomorrow with Sandy. The way my leg feels right now, I think I could be in bed for a week.’

I didn’t really think it would be a week. I’d seen Tea do some amazing things. But I was in a serious amount of pain. It really felt like my leg was broken.

‘The good news is, the bone is okay,’ he said. I sighed in relief. ‘The bad news is your thigh got hit hard, and it took a lot of damage. Don’t worry, I’ve got my team working on it now, but it would be best if you didn’t walk or stand on it for the rest of the night.’

‘I can do that, I think,’ I replied. ‘Now, why are you completely covered up in healing flowers?’

‘I’m worried about what it will take to heal CLl’s niece. This isn’t a regular healing like we did with CLl. Apparently, she’s been this way for a long time. I thought I would grow as many flowers as possible and see if that made a difference with my healing spores.’

‘What did you find out?’ I asked.

‘Nothing yet,’ he said. ‘You stopped me before I performed my first try.’

‘Oh! Don’t let me stop you!’ I exclaimed. ‘I need all the help I can get.’

‘It was awfully nice of you to volunteer to be the test subject,’ he gave a tree chuckle. ‘If you hadn’t offered to get injured like this, I’d have nothing to test my spores on.’

‘I’d hardly call it volunteering,’ I griped, but Tea just waved it away. I think he was genuinely excited to see how fast he could heal me. I wanted that too, so I just let it slide.

‘It’s a shame you couldn’t include the flower in the spore,’ I said thoughtfully. ‘If the flower grew with the moss, you’d have hundreds more healing runes, and they would be all over the injured cells. That would really up the rune power.’

His eyes lit up. ‘That is a fantastic idea!’

‘You can do that?’ I questioned.

Tea seemed to be even more independent than my normal little creations. The Grannies were always helpful, and the miners liked to drink and chip rocks. Tea gave me more of a mad scientist type of vibe, although a very polite one.

‘It’s certainly worth a try.’ He gave a quick bow, then headed off. He didn’t even wait to say goodbye. I was going to ask if he wanted a quick top up on power, but I guess he could do that himself from the gem cell batteries.

I zoomed back out again and focused on the regular world. CLl had finished cleaning me up, and now he was giving himself a quick once over. When he’d carried me, he’d gotten covered in my twinkly goo.

I ran my hands over my abs. The glitter and the extra slick lotion were gone, and now my skin felt very healthy and hydrated. This was just like a day at the spa, if the spa included an attempted beatdown and a sledgehammer to the leg.

I thanked CLl and was getting his help to put on my clothes when there was a knock at the door, and the Captain and Goggles came into the room.

“Congratulations on your match,” the Captain said. “I can honestly say I’ve never seen anything like it.”

“Is he going to be okay?” I asked.

The Captain nodded.

“I think so. The medics tell me he has lots of bruising and broken bones, but his organs are okay, and his vital signs are strong.”

I felt a part of me relax. I had no desire to kill him. Sure, he was a dumb ass for turning this into a real fighting match, but I didn’t want him to come to any lasting harm.

“I am sorry all this happened,” I told her. “I wanted everything to stay simple and easy. This was supposed to just be a quick in and out.”

“I don’t blame you at all,” she said, shaking her head. “I consider this to be his fault. He should have just done a ceremonial encounter right there at the entrance. Instead, he let his pride control his actions, and now he’s paying the price. He’ll live, though, and be wiser for it.”

“So, now that I’ve done your fight and won, would you consider me a guest of your people?” I asked.

She seemed surprised at my wording, but she still nodded.

“Yes, you are free to travel through our land and visit the individual you seek. While you're here, you are a guest of our people.”

“Excellent. Then, as your guest, I am formally requesting assistance with my quest.” I phrased that a bit formally, but hoped that the custom of guest rights was honored here. I loved reading fantasy books, and there was an obligation that came with being a guest in Elven lands. These were totally different people, and this was an actual place, not some fantasy world, but being a guest was universal.

Her eyebrows popped up in surprise, so I quickly continued.

“There are a lot of people out there that now know my name and what I look like. Thousands of people have bet on Dumb Ass, which means there are going to be a lot of losers that are not happy with me. There are also people that have won too, and they will want to congratulate me and ask questions. I still have to be back in time to recover a bit and be part of the Gathering tomorrow. The Grand Matron won’t be happy if I spend too much time outside of the regular course of events. So that means the rest of my visit here needs to happen quickly.”

The Grand Matron probably didn’t even know my name, and she probably didn’t care if visiting mages got up to other adventures. But it couldn’t hurt to remind the captain that I was part of the Gathering and needed to get back to it.

“Well, you are smarter than you look,” she said. I think I just got dissed. Did I look dumb? “For someone so young, you have a good situational awareness.”

Oh, good. She just thought I was young. I liked being young.

“I was afraid I’d have to convince you that you needed my help. And here you are, asking for it. I’m actually quite proud of you.”

I gave her a big smile. Thank goodness we were both thinking the same thing.

“I had a good feeling about you. That’s why I bet on you. I made a right tidy sum tonight.” She looked quite pleased with herself. “Now, I’ll leave you to finish getting ready while I organize the support for the rest of your evening.”

She had bet on me? That was kind of cool. Her suggestion to get slicked up had been very helpful. If Dumb Ass had been able to grab me, the fight could have turned out very differently.

The Captain left the room, and Goggles stepped forward. He started to speak, but I held up my hand.

“Hold up, please. I have to sit down.” I’d been holding onto the sink and putting all my weight on my left leg. I was dressed, and now I needed to get off my feet for a moment.

Fortunately, the locker room had benches, and one was close. CLl helped me hop over, and I lay down on it. I put my leg up on the bench and groaned in relief. It felt so nice to have my leg elevated a bit. Bermuda hopped up on my chest, settled in, and started purring. I’m glad I could make this bench extra comfortable for him. Goggles had moved with us, and he was standing, so it was easy for me to see him. I appreciated his thoughtfulness, as now I didn’t want to move at all.

“Okay,” I said to him. “Whatcha got for me?”

“I know you are in pain, but I trust that what I’m about to say will ease your suffering and make all of this worthwhile.” he said smoothly.

I must admit, I was looking forward to hearing how much I’d won.

“When last we spoke, the odds against you were quite high. Forty-eight to one, I believe.” I nodded at him. That’s what I remembered.

“They did not stay that way.”

Well, that had an ominous ring.

“So, where did they end up?” I asked.

“After I left, the odds came down quite a bit,” he said. “The story of why you were here began to circulate, and that resulted in a lot of sympathy bets. Everyone loves an underdog, of course. And an underdog that is fighting for the right reasons, even better. Also, it got around that you had placed a large bet on yourself, and that show of confidence inspired others. I believe the odds got as low as twelve to one during this time.”

Twelve to one!? Damn. That would only net me three thousand pearls instead of twelve thousand. Goggles had a twinkle in his eye. His story wasn’t finished yet.

“The odds changed again when your opponent stepped into the circle. He looked so imposing and powerful that the odds against you went up and kept climbing. Fifteen to one. Eighteen to one. Twenty-two to one.”

Goggles was really getting into his story. His hands were following the flow of the odds, and he made wide gestures when we talked about the crowd of bettors. He was so animated I had to smile. Clearly, he loved his job.

“When you came out looking so calm and composed, the odds stopped.” His voice dropped to a whisper, building for the big moment. “They didn’t go down, but they stopped climbing.”

“Then the big moment happened!” He gained in volume. “Both of you stood across from each other as the referee was speaking, and the true magnitude of what you would have to overcome in order to win was displayed. This wasn’t just mage vs centaur. This was David vs Goliath. The badger vs the water buffalo. The odds changed for the last time.

“Both of you went to your sides. The referee yelled ‘Fight!’ and the betting stopped.”

He paused. Eyes shining. Breathing fast from all that excitement. I could practically hear the roar of the crowd as they placed their last bets.

“The final odds stood at fifty-two to one!” he declared, and my mouth popped open in surprise. He’d done such a great job of underselling the odds that I’d thought maybe we would end up in the lower thirties. I’d even been happy with the upper twenties. But fifty-two to one, wow!

“So, how many pearls does that come out to?” I wasn’t feeling that great at math at the moment, so I just asked.

“Your official winnings start at thirteen thousand pearls,” he exclaimed. Then he got serious. “Of course, that isn’t the actual amount you take home.”

“Of course,” I said. “Back home, I’m a poker player, so I know you gotta tip the dealer, and the house, and the doorman.”

“And pay taxes,” Goggles said sadly. “Remember, we had to run everything through CLl, so the taxes are all going to fall on him.”

“How much are we talking about?” I asked apprehensively.

“Tax withholdings are fifty percent,” he said. CLl nodded mournfully.

Damn. That was as bad as the U.S.

“Rather than detail everything that came out of the winnings, why don’t you just tell me what the final number is,” I said. “Take out all the customary tips and make sure they get to the right people. I know I started out at two hundred and fifty pearls. How much do I have now?”

“Your final winnings are five thousand two hundred and nineteen pearls,” Goggles said.

Wow. That was a lot. I know it wasn’t thirteen thousand pearls, but I wasn’t complaining either. I’d started this event at zero. I didn’t know I even had anything of value. Now I have over five thousand pearls.

I didn’t really know how valuable that was. But CLl and Dumb Ass had thought five pearls were a big deal. What I had now was a thousand times that much.

“I’m hoping you kept something for yourself?” I asked him.

He nodded. “The amount was modest and appropriate,” he said.

“Good,” I said. “I wouldn’t even know where to start.” I looked at CLl. “You should keep some of the winnings too. I’m using your account, after all.”

He got a big grin on his face.

“I appreciate the idea, but like the Captain, I bet on you too. I originally only wagered a small amount. I wanted to be supportive, but I’m normally very careful with my money. As the oldest working centaur, my salary is quite small. But then I thought about how you had healed me and how you had moved and punched in the locker room, and I ended up betting more. A lot more.

“I got the same odds you did, so my niece and I are now doing quite a bit better than we were. We are going to be okay. You have helped me so much already, and you are going to help us even more. We should be paying you, not the other way around.”

I shifted slightly, and I grimaced as the pain in my leg flared up. “You will help me plenty just by carrying me around,” I said. “As for the pearls, can you work with Sandy to get them transferred over to her? Once I get a Bank account, she can then transfer them to me.”

“There is one more thing we need to cover, and that is your prize earnings,” Goggles said.

“How much was that again?” I asked.

“Your opponent put up five pearls, and you matched his amount. So the prize is a total of ten pearls,” Goggles replied.

“Can I refuse the prize and give it back to him?” I asked. Ten pearls were a tiny amount compared to the thousands I had now. Dumb Ass was going to be out of work for weeks. I’m sure ten pearls would make a much bigger difference in his life.

“You want to take the entire prize of ten pearls and give it to your opponent?” Goggles looked very surprised.

I nodded.

“Yes, I believe that can be done. This is normally the Captain’s responsibility, but since she will be with you for the rest of the evening, I will take care of it.” He made a note.

“There is one more thing.” I looked over at CLl. “There was a young centaur who took excellent care of Sandy and me at dinner tonight. He knows you because he told us you said ‘Hi’. I didn’t have any pearls at the time to tip him, and I’d like to make up for that.”

“Ahhh, yes. I know him,” CLl said. “He lives across the hall from us. He is a fine young centaur, and I knew he’d take excellent care of you. I’ll make sure he is taken care of.”

I closed my eyes as Goggles and CLl settled up accounts. I ran my fingers through Bermuda’s fur as he licked my chin. It was a nice moment of quiet after all the excitement. My furry baby had shown me he had the mindset of a killer. But he loved me very much, and I loved him right back. I’d found no better time for peace and happiness than when we were cuddling and purring together. Well, except for when Tyler was here too. Then it was extra special happiness. Super-Duper Comfy-Cozy Happy!

When someone wasn’t trying to kill me or beat me up, I really had a great life.

The Captain came back and Goggles headed out, but not before leaving me with a last comment.

“Young mage, the more I learn about you, the more it seems like excitement follows you around. I’m going to keep an eye on you during your time here. There may be an opportunity for us to celebrate together again!”

He wasn’t wrong. My life was certainly exciting. And he was right. A wager did add some extra spice to events.

“Are you ready to continue?” the Captain asked.

“Yes,” I replied, sitting up.

CLl had the bright idea of putting on the backpack, placing Bermuda in the backpack, and then carrying me. That made the most sense, except Bermuda would have none of it. He would only get in the backpack if I was wearing it. So we ended up with CLl carrying me, I wore the backpack, and I carried Bermuda. There is no reasoning with cat logic.

CLl carried me carefully out of the room, and I met our new escorts. There were ten big strapping guards, all of them handsome in their own way, and decked out in full riot gear. They all had batons, padded armor, and padded shields. They were ready to rumble!

“Form up!” the Captain commanded, and they moved smoothly into position around us. Then we all set off together. I thought CLl had pulled me along quickly before, but I now discovered that was his slow speed. We flat out moved. I felt like I was riding the wind as he effortlessly carried me along.

It seemed like I was in the Justice League, with Wonder Woman in the lead, the Valkyries all around us, and Jarvis the butler providing the assist. Okay, I’m stretching the analogy a bit, but it really felt epic. I put my arms around CLl’s shoulders and hung on as the wind whipped past my face.

We went a totally different route from how we’d first arrived. The corridors were not as wide and many of the centaurs we passed were carrying food. This must be a service passage. We made quite a bit of noise as we clomped along, and the other centaurs heard us and got the heck out of the way. We received lots of curious looks, but nobody challenged us.

The service passageway eventually widened as we traveled through a warehouse area. I only got quick glimpses through the huge doors, but there were boxes and all sorts of stuff on racks of shelves. I think it could have given Amazon a run for its money.

We left the warehouse area and joined another hallway that looked more domestic. There were all kinds of restaurants, specialty shops with interesting displays, and long hallways with doors that branched off from them. We went through several roundabouts before heading down one hallway containing well-spaced doors. Finally, we stopped at one door that looked quite pretty.

The hallway wasn’t fancy, like some of them I’d seen, but it was clean and well lit. Someone had drawn vines coming out of the ground, climbing up the wall, and covered in deep green leaves and lots of tiny flowers. The whole effect made the door look inviting, like I was stepping into a woodland wonderland.

“Here we are,” CLl said.

He seemed nervous. It was probably because he didn’t normally come home with a mage, a Captain, and a herd of guards. He touched the door with his foot, and it opened for us. He carefully carried me through the doorway, which my leg certainly appreciated.

His place was homey and comfortable, and I liked it right away. I could tell there was a lot of love here. The apartment was laid out like a normal two-bedroom apartment would be back in America. We were in the living room, which turned into the kitchen area as it continued back. I saw what looked like a bedroom and a bathroom on the left, with what I guessed would be a master bedroom on the right. The space felt open and accessible, yet it was packed with memories. There were pictures everywhere—on the walls, on shelves, and on end tables. There were also lots of figurines and nicknacks, most of which had brilliant colors and textures.

The whole space was clean and orderly and it called to the artist in me, which I’m sure was his niece’s contribution. This place had life. I could relax here, eat here, laugh here. When we’d met, I’d instinctively felt that CLl was a quality person. I felt that even more now I had seen his home.

The Captain came in behind us and closed the door. CLl put me down, and I held onto him as I met his niece for the first time.

“Hello, Jason. Welcome to our home.”

I liked her immediately when she came up and gave me a hug. She was small. Much smaller than CLl, more like my height. She wasn’t pretty in the classical sense, but her brown eyes shone with warmth and she looked like she laughed a lot. She had short brown hair and she would have looked a little plain jane except for all the beautiful warm colors in her clothes. She’d gone with a dusty red base, and layered tuscan orange, honey yellow and ochre with highlights of Egyptian blue and even some turquoise. It was like she was wearing her artistic soul and the joy of life.

“My Uncle tells me you do not have a translator and, as a result, have problems with our names. Since you call him CLl, I thought I would offer something to match. How does NLl sound to you?”

“That sounds wonderful, NLl. I appreciate your thoughtfulness, and I’m very pleased to meet you.” I gave her a warm smile.

“First, we have to take care of our most important guest,” she said as she took the backpack from me and set it down in front of a plate of what looked to be tuna. Bermuda gave me a look that said ‘This woman clearly has her priorities straight,’ and then started in on his snack.

“We do not have any chairs, as we have never entertained a human before, but I’ve made a bed of pillows for you. I hope that will work? I saw your fight, so I thought that elevating your leg would be very beneficial.”

“That sounds lovely,” I said as CLl picked me up and put me down in her nest of pillows. It wasn’t exactly a bed, but it was certainly comfortable. Once again, my right leg appreciated being fully relaxed and elevated.

“You’ve seen the fight already?” I asked. “How is that possible?”

“Oh, I just pulled it up on the Viewer,” she said. “The messages went out pretty quickly about what was happening. I would imagine most non-working members of the Centaur Nation have seen it at this point.”

I groaned.

“Does that mean all the centaurs are going to hate me now?”

“Not at all!” she said sharply. “You had a clean fight, no magic spells of any kind, and you beat him fair and square. He’s a bit of a hothead, and this isn’t his first situation.” She looked over at the Captain. “No offense, of course.”

“None taken,” she replied.

NLl turned back to me. “I’m sure people will be upset at losing their pearls, but you have to understand that we bet on just about everything. If there isn’t anything exciting, we find something stupid to bet on. The House opened up a new hallway last month, and the betting on how long it would be rose to furious levels. At least your match was exhilarating and something we haven’t seen in a long time.”

She paused thoughtfully.

“Would you like to see it?”

“Sure!” I replied. I was curious to see exactly what a Viewer was like. Was it better than a TV? I was here on business, but I had a few minutes to spare.

It turns out the Viewer was like a 3D TV, only amazingly high definition, and the size of the image area could be adjusted as big as you wanted. I could see what the Recorder was seeing, and the fight sure looked different when I wasn’t actually a part of it. I couldn’t believe how fast I was, and how many near misses there had been. I’d felt like Dumb Ass had been taking it easy at the start of the fight, but looking at the replay, he’d been going fast and hard for the whole match.

My attack segment was actually pretty short compared to how long he had spent attacking me. I hadn’t realized just how fast I was attacking. It seemed like the fight just reversed abruptly, and then he went down.

“Wow. It sure is strange seeing that from a different perspective,” I said.

“It always is,” the Captain chimed in. “The replay also seems so much quicker, and any mistakes you make also seem much more obvious.”

We could have talked about this all night, but instead I changed the topic.

“NLl, I’m sorry to rush this, but I don’t have much time. Your uncle asked if I could try to heal you the same way I healed him. Is this something you want?”

I needed to ask this. Maybe CLl wanted this more for his niece than she wanted it for herself. Change can be a scary thing.

“Yes,” she nodded firmly. “I’m almost afraid to hope this can happen. My life will be so different, as I don’t move around much now.” She was going to say more, but I could see all sorts of emotions warring inside her.

“I’m also not sure I can make a difference,” I said softly. “I will certainly do my best, and we will just have to see what happens.”

She smiled nervously.

“I understand,” she finally squeaked out.

“Sit beside me,” I instructed. “I need to be able to touch you.”

As she moved around and awkwardly positioned herself beside me, I could see the problem. Her legs seemed to be very stiff and uneven. She was used to them, so it wasn’t a huge issue, but I’m sure it made running through the halls impossible.

Once she was settled beside me, I put a hand on her side and scanned her with my magic sight. It was as I thought. Some muscles were atrophied and not used at all. Some muscles were overused, and they were way too big and stiff. Her joints were huge, way bigger than they should have been. Maybe it was to compensate for the weird torque from her muscles? Not sure. But they needed work too.

The good news was most of her bones were there and they looked normal. Her spine was jacked up, but it was just compensating for the rest of her being out of balance. Hopefully, once her muscles got in sync, it would fix her spine too.

‘Tea, are you seeing all this?’ I asked.

‘I can see what you can see, so yes, I’m seeing all the problems,’ he replied anxiously. ‘I’ve evolved myself a bit since some of my experiments worked. When you’re ready, I’ll duplicate and send my new grove members over.’

I zoomed in to see him. He was still densely covered in healing flower runes, and I thought he looked a bit more detailed than he used to.

‘I’m ready,’ I said, and he triggered his duplication ruby two times. I’d decided two Ents were good. I’d used two on CLl. He was a bigger guy, but he hadn’t needed as much healing. Hopefully, it would all balance out with NLl.

I then went to my main red gem cell in my right hand.

‘I’ll need three new batteries, please,’ I told him.

He twinkled in response and duplicated three times. I’d only used two on CLl, but I thought I might need more power for her.

I gathered everything together, the two Ents and the three gem cell batteries, and gently topped them off with power. Before I sent them over, I gave them a pep talk. I knew the power of a good motivational start. That’s how I’d gotten this amazing body I had now. I’d inspired Tea to really go for it, and he’d delivered beyond my wildest expectation.

‘Before you head out on your latest project, I just want to say thank you. The Ents have done an amazing job for me on my body, and the job they did on CLl is nothing short of inspiring.’ I looked at my two flowering trees, and they both rustled and bowed.

‘Of course, it takes power to do all this, and you gem cells have come through every time. In fact, you are so good that there is still a lot of power left in CLl for his future health and healing.’ I looked at my three hexagonal gem cells. They couldn’t bow, of course, so they shimmied and sparkled a bit.

‘Today, I’m sending you off on a special mission. You aren’t just healing an injury or fusing a broken bone back together, although those are wonderful things to do. No! Instead, I’m asking you to fix something that has been wrong for a very long time.’ I paused. ‘This isn’t just about healing someone. This is about changing a way of life.

‘NLl never ran with the other children when she was young. She’s never done Irish clogging like we saw at the banquet. Going to the store to get a few items has not been easy for her. Especially in this place where it seems like they run everywhere.

‘She hasn’t complained, though. She hasn’t become bitter or thought she was less than the others. Instead, she’s developed her artistic talents. She has become a fabric artisan, and she creates her own beauty in the world. I’ve been asked to give her creativity legs. And now, in turn, I’m asking you. Give her a body that matches her creative spirit. Let her run and experience a larger world than she inhabits now. Let her dance with joy and hop with happiness!’

Okay, I was laying it on a bit thick and taking some creative liberties, but this was supposed to be motivational after all. I almost said they should give her ‘wings beneath her dreams,’ but I was afraid they would take me literally and try to give her wings.

‘In closing, we have a chance to make a positive difference in her life. Do your best. And know that I’m already proud of you.’ I gazed at the five of them gladly, pouring my soul and hope into them. They were so wound up, they practically vibrated with enthusiasm. I was discovering that in the realm of the aura and soul, intentions mattered. Hope mattered. Inspiration mattered. I was giving them all I had, and they were loving it.

They were ready, so I sent them all over to NLl. The Ents placed one battery in her human chest, one at the front of her llama body, and one at the back. Then the Ents put down their roots and started thinking.

This was the part where they mapped out all the changes that needed to happen. It was the most important part of the process, especially for her, and it would probably take a while. So I gave her one more good scan to get a clear ‘before’ image in my head. This time I paid attention to her magic core and realized there was another problem.

CLl’s core was about the size of a walnut, with a hard skin to match. Her core was much larger, about the size of an apple, and the shell was starting to fail. There was a noticeable bulge where the skin was weakest, and the pressure from her magic was starting to bubble out. That couldn’t be good.

Before I said anything and possibly alarmed her, I checked out the other centaur llamas. After all, the Captain and most of her squad were still within range of my magic sight.

It turns out they had cores like CLl, only smaller. They were more like pecans and seemed almost solid. NLl’s core was clearly an anomaly, and the bulge did not look healthy.

“Okay,” I said brightly to NLl. I wanted to start this discussion off on the right foot if possible. “The healing has been set up. Once it gets started, you should feel a pleasant tingle, and then you might start feeling very happy.”

NLl had been tense while I’d been concentrating, but now she relaxed. “You mean Purple Queen happy?” she laughed. “I saw my uncle when he came home. He was hanging out in the clouds!”

“That is true,” he smiled. “I was feeling like Buddha.”

“Well, just take it easy when that happens,” I said. “It would be ironic if you fell down and got hurt while you were healing.”

CLl laughed and looked at his niece fondly. “No worries about that. I’ll be right here to take care of her.”

“I think that is a great idea,” I said, “but who is going to take me home?”

“Ohhhh,” CLl looked surprised. “I hadn’t thought about that.” He gave the Captain a questioning look. She gave him a hard look right back. She was not the kind of centaur to carry a mage around.

“Ummm,” CLl looked torn. I’m sure he didn’t want to leave his niece here while she was tripping the light fantastic. On the other hand, I needed to get back to my suite, and I couldn’t get there on my own.

“Didn’t you say the young waiter from the banquet lived across from you?” I asked. “Maybe he could help.”

“That is a good idea,” CLl said. “I’ll message him.” He tapped on his wristband and then started making motions in the air. I’d never noticed his wristband before. CLl was always dressed like a butler, and I guess it had just gone unnoticed with his uniform. Centaurs might not have a Bank Stamp like mages do, but it seemed like they had found a way to have most of the same functionality.

Now, how was I going to bring up her magic core? I couldn’t just blurt out that it had a soft spot, like a balloon, and I was afraid it was going to pop.

“I have a question for you,” I said to NLl. “Where do you go to check out your magic cores? Do you have a mage that helps you with that?”

“Magic core?” she looked perplexed. So did CLl and the Captain.
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“I’m probably saying it wrong,” I replied. “I haven’t known any centaurs until I came here. I’m talking about the piece of magic that is inside you. It is normally about this big...” I made a small circle with my finger and thumb.

“And it sits right about here.” I gave NLl a pat just behind her front legs.

They still looked confused.

“Jason, we don’t have any magic,” CLl said. “Remember the story I told you about our history? Our ancestors were stripped of magic by the mage that took our homeland. I didn’t go into a lot of detail, but that is why they had so much trouble when they came to Earth. Without magic, we couldn’t figure out what was safe to eat. We couldn’t heal ourselves from all the new bacteria and viruses we came across. Our defense was reduced, because we usually fought with magic. Even the way we gave birth used our powers.

“We were dying as a people, until we came to the House and figured out new, non-magical ways of surviving. We remember the power we used to have, as it lives on in our legends. But we don’t actually have any power today.”

“I recall you telling me that,” I said, “but I thought you said the mage shut your powers away. Not that he actually destroyed them.”

“They are gone,” the Captain said flatly. “We know this. Once our ancestors came to the House, we asked for help from the resident mages. They could find no trace of magic, and they had no idea how to reverse it. For hundreds of years, we petitioned the help of the most powerful mages from all the Houses, but no one could help us. Finally, we stopped asking. We are doing well now. We have learned to thrive without magic. We have a home, and we have our place here. It is enough.”

“So nobody knows you have magic now?” I asked incredulously.

“We work with mages every day,” the Captain said. “They know our story. If they had seen something in us, they would have said so.”

“Maybe they just didn’t look,” I suggested. “Or, if they did see something, they figured it was normal for you. I can tell by the response I’m getting that this is not something you normally discuss.”

“No, we do not,” CLl said in a calming tone, as the Captain was looking upset. “It is a painful part of our history. We are a proud people, and it is hard to talk about something so depressing and frustrating.”

“I completely understand that,” I said softly. “Believe me, the last thing I want to do is piss off the Captain of the Guard while I’m injured and deep in your homeland. I’m not bringing this up because I want to. I’m bringing it up because I have to. We have a very unexpected problem that affects NLl, but in order to talk about that, I first need you to believe me that you have magic.”

The Captain stomped over, stared down at me, and declared with authority, “I believe you are mistaken.”

I stared right back. I was not backing down on this.

“I believe you mean well,” she continued. “I believe you are not aware of the unrest and upset you would cause by saying these things outside of this room. You are a talented mage, but you will not speak of this again.”

Wow. She was serious.

CLl looked ill with worry. NLl looked like she wanted to get up and hobble away, but she was too afraid to move.

That’s when I felt it. There was a weight in the room. It wasn’t magic; it was something else. It felt like something very powerful was looking at me. Something familiar.

I heard a growl. It was deep, full of bass, that rose to an earsplitting yowl. It sounded like someone had stepped on the tail of a tiger.

I looked over at Bermuda, and he was fuzzed up big time. His tail was lashing back and forth, and his eyes were huge. He was giving the Captain the full battle stare.

I now knew that look. In his mind, this was an alley on a moonlit night. The Captain was his Enemy, and we were there to bear witness.

We all just stared at him in shock. Then he slowly stepped forward and growled again.

The Captain, who was still standing over me menacingly, stood her ground.

Then the floor started shaking in sync with Bermuda’s rumble. The furniture began to rattle. The pictures shook on the walls. I could feel it through all my pillows, so I’m sure the centaurs were feeling the vibration coming up through their feet.

My little furry warrior was putting the Captain on notice.

Either back down, or there was going to be a smack down.

Bermuda took one more step forward.

The Captain took one step back.

That set the precedent as Bermuda stalked over and then sat in front of me. The Captain backed up and gave him space.

For a moment, all was quiet. I could still feel the weight in the room. If anything, it felt more pronounced. Then I realized what it was.

It was the same feeling I’d had at Sandy and John’s wedding.

The All-Rune was here!

I felt a sense of destiny pressing down on me. This evening was about more than just healing one centaur llama. This had to be about them getting their magic back.

I waited and listened. Trying to feel if it was giving me directions. But I got nothing.

It was here. It was watching me and supporting me. But it was up to me to make this happen.

“Captain, CLl, NLl, I need you to hear me,” I said with newfound authority and power. “I have the ability to sense magic on a level that I haven’t seen from other mages so far. I can sense even the tiniest unit of magic, and I can sense power that is covered. Magic does not have to be radiating for me to feel it.”

I didn’t go into my whole magic sight thing. That was a bit much for the moment, and probably more than they needed to know about me. They just needed to know that I was special and believe in what I was saying.

“Captain, you have a magic core about this big.” I made a small round shape with my thumb and forefinger. “Your magic is very dense, and it is very contained. It is not emitting magic at all.”

“CLl, you have a magic core that is bigger.” I made another round shape about the size of a walnut. “Your magic is also very dense and contained. It is not emitting magic either.”

“NLl, you have a magic core that is much bigger.” I made an apple-sized round shape. “Your magic is contained, but only barely. It is breaking through its shell, and I don’t know what will happen when it does. None of you have an aura, so there is nothing to contain the magic when it escapes. For all I know, the magic will just leave, dissipating into the air, and I don’t know what will then happen to you.”

I addressed all of them again.

“This is why it is so important that you believe me. Your race has magic. You need to get that basic fact before we can start talking about NLl.”

CLl believed me, and he was afraid for his niece. I could see it in the way he rushed over to hold her hand.

I think NLl believed me too, although she just looked a bit stunned. Here she was hoping to be healed, and now she was hearing she had a whole other problem.

The Captain was wavering, but I could see she still wanted to argue. She opened her mouth to say something, but before she could, I rolled to the edge of the pillows and slapped my hand on the floor.

“HOUSE, Hear ME,” I meant to sound commanding, but somehow, I was sounding like the voice of God.

“I SWEAR upon my magic that what I have said here tonight is the TRUTH. I call upon you to BEAR WITNESS to my words.”

I would never have done this if I hadn’t felt the All-Rune here. I also realized this was exactly the core group needed to bring magic back to their people. NLl was going to be a mage if she didn’t die from magic leakage. CLl was her support, her rock. He would be there for her through thick and thin. The Captain was the person in authority that could advocate for her and keep her safe. I’m sure not all centaur llamas were going to be happy that some of them got their magic back.

Now, they just needed to believe.

For a long moment, nothing happened. Then the floor started vibrating again, except this time the All-Rune kicked it up a notch. He kept the fast, small vibrations, but he added in a whole rolling element. It wasn’t much, but CLl and the Captain were having problems staying on their feet.

Now the All-Rune had their attention, he added lightning.

Incredibly loud, incredibly brilliant lightning.

The air smelled of ozone, and fire and thunder shook my bones. Then a wind sprang up. How the hell we had a windstorm indoors, I have no idea. It blew me, NLl, and all our cushions across the room and into the wall. It picked up force, blowing CLl, the Captain, and all the furniture into the wall too. It was so loud the wind screamed at us, and the pressure was so strong I was having trouble breathing. Everything that wasn’t nailed down flew across the room and slammed into the wall with us.

The All-Rune really wanted to get its point across. And it worked too. I heard the Captain yell something, and just like that, the wind stopped.

I took a moment to get my breath back and looked around. The place was a wreck. All their pictures and figures had fallen off the walls and blown across the room. It wasn’t like it just needed to be put back, either, as most of them were broken. The wind had whipped through the kitchen too, as there were broken plates, silverware, spices, pots, etc., all smashed up against the wall.

CLl looked heartbroken. This was going to take hours to clean up, and I’m sure most of the shattered items couldn’t be replaced. NLl looked furious. She probably spent a lot more time here than CLl. This was her home, her safe space, and it had been violated.

Then I felt the All-Rune flex, and suddenly the most amazing thing happened; everything started moving back. The rugs scooted back into place, and the furniture walked over and sat down on them. The side tables went up as the cutlery flew back into the kitchen. The best part was, the busted pictures started coming back together. The pieces of glass flew back into the frames, fused together, and then hung themselves back on the wall.

It was like watching a movie in reverse. Or like Mary Poppins had snapped her fingers, and now everything was going to be alright again. I zoomed across the floor with all my pillows, and NLl came with me. For some reason, she thought this was the funniest thing, and she laughed and laughed.

Oh! The mushrooms! In the middle of all this excitement, the Ents must have kicked in and started slinging spores.

I checked her out with my magic sight, and sure enough, they were almost done with the first pass. The moss was growing up thick, and it was dotted with hundreds of mushrooms and little white flower runes.

The rest of the room finished repairing, and when it was done, it was as good as new.

I was very glad this miracle had happened. I did not want to be responsible for trashing CLl’s home.

I felt the touch of the All-Rune, but it wasn’t as heavy as before.

“Just to be clear, we are now agreed that you guys have magic cores?” I gave the Captain the hairy eyeball.

She threw up her hands in surrender. “I think it’s pretty obvious the House accepted your oath. So, yes! I agree. We have magic cores. Now, where do we go from here?”

“I pushed for this because of NLl,” I said. “Compared to other centaurs, she has a huge core. The problem is, it is going to rupture. I don’t know when, exactly, but I can see it’s under stress right now.”

“What happens when it ruptures?” CLl asked. I could see he was trying to stay calm, but the way he went back over and held NLl’s hand let me know he was worried.

“I honestly don’t know for sure,” I said. “I have never run across anything like this before. I can only guess.” I stopped. Did I tell them what I really thought was going to happen?

“Go ahead and guess,” the Captain said. “Life is full of the unknown, but it’s better to figure out what you can. A plan based on a guess is still better than no plan at all.”

I gave CLl a questioning look.

“I agree,” he said. “Tell me everything. I’d rather expect the worst than be surprised by it.”

I took a deep breath. I opened my mouth to tell them what I knew, when suddenly it all snapped into place. I had a solid theory for what had happened.

I’ve always been good at seeing patterns. That's why I loved sudoku. I could see the patterns in the numbers lining up, and it just felt right. The additional information from CLl and the Captain, along with what I could see about the cores, settled into place.

It felt right.

“Okay then. Centaurs are the only creatures I’ve seen without an aura. For every other living thing I’ve seen, there was always a touch of magic, and it was always contained inside an aura. You guys are the only ones that break the rules. Or at least you seem to.

“This is all pure conjecture, so don’t think this is the absolute truth or anything, but I think your mage of long ago didn’t break this rule. I think he just bent it. I think he bent it a lot. If I had to guess, he didn’t get rid of your magic. Instead, he crushed it.”

That got me looks of surprise.

“I think he took the auras of your ancestors and compressed them into a teeny tiny ball. Their magic stayed inside their auras and got compressed as well. I think compressing it like that made the aura very hard, like a shell, and it kept any magic from emitting out, which made it very hard to find.

“Somehow, this compression breeds true, and your children were born with the same problem. If I had to guess, and I am guessing, I think this has slowly changed over time.”

CLl and the Captain were hanging on my every word.

“I think when your enemy mage first compressed your auras, he made them very small. How small, I don’t know, but it was tiny enough to evade detection by the best house mages at the time. Over the years, this compression has relaxed a bit. I don’t know how many hundreds of years it has been, but now your cores have gradually decompressed enough that someone like me can see them.”

“I know you are guessing at this, but that makes sense,” the Captain said thoughtfully.

“I’ll keep going then,” I said. “I think centaurs have different magical talents, just like humans. So it follows that some centaurs are born with a lot of magic. Because they have more power, they also have more pressure pushing against their shell. If the shell expands evenly, then there isn’t a problem. But if there is a weak spot, then all that magic pressure will create a bulge in the shell, and eventually it will rupture. It would be like a balloon, except instead of air shooting out, it would be magic.”

“What would happen then?” CLl asked.

Oh, boy. Did I tell him what I really thought? This was personal. This was going to affect NLl.

“Tell me!” CLl demanded.

“I don’t know this for sure, but I think magic equals life. If someone loses a bunch of magic, they lose a bunch of life. They might be sick or listless or start sleeping a lot. If they lose all their magic, they might die.”

There. I said it.

I stayed quiet for a moment, letting them process it.

“I know what happens,” CLl said sadly. He turned to the Captain. “It's the Wasting.”

“You think?” the Captain said. Then she nodded. “It fits the logic.”

“What is the Wasting?” I asked.

“It is our name for what we thought was a terrible disease,” CLl said. “We have centaurs that are perfectly healthy and full of life. Then, one day, they suddenly say they don’t feel well. There is no medical problem that we can see, but they suddenly start to waste away. They get weak and confused. They sleep a lot. Then, about a week later, they die. This started happening a few hundred years ago, and it’s just gotten worse. We’ve consulted mages and natural healers, and nobody has been able to figure out the problem or come up with a cure.

“That is what happened to both of NLl’s parents. That’s why she lives with me.”

He took a deep, shaky breath.

“I’ve never said this out loud, but I’ve always had the fear it could happen to her too.” Tears started down his cheeks.

“She is such a joy to me. She’s supported me in my old age as much as I’ve supported her. I was so afraid I would die and leave her alone.”

He started to cry.

“Now I’m afraid she will die and leave me alone. It’s not fair. She is the one that is so full of life. She laughs all the time, and she is so creative and wonderful. Everyone who knows her loves her. I should be the one going, not her!”

I could hear so much pain. He was angry. He was sad. He was afraid.

He’d been holding this in for so long, and now it just flowed out.

He knelt down beside his niece and held her and cried. She was tripping on mushrooms, so she just looked confused and happy. I was pretty sure she had understood none of this.

I was already on the floor with them, so I scooted over and hugged them both. I hadn’t known CLl for very long, but I was already attached to him, and I would not leave him hanging in his moment of pain.

Captain Wonder Woman just stood there looking uncomfortable. That was okay. When we needed action, that would be her time to shine.

Bermuda joined in, and for a while, we just shared CLl’s heartache. I didn’t know his life story, but at that moment I felt like he was also mourning his family that had already passed on.

Finally, he cried himself out. I continued to hold him and his niece, and Bermuda had climbed into his lap, purring. I knew firsthand how soothing Bermuda’s purrs can be.

CLl turned his tear-stained face to me, giving me the saddest look.

“Can you help her?”

“I don’t know, but I will try,” I replied firmly. “I’ve learned a lot tonight, and I’ve guessed at a lot more. I’ll use that to come up with a plan. I have a few ideas already, but I can’t do anything while she’s tripping like this. We are going to have to let this healing run its course, then we’ll see what we have to work with.”

I turned to the Captain.

“This means I’ll need to see NLl again. Can you work something out where I don’t have to fight to do it?”

“I’ll see what I can do,” the Captain replied. “Maybe we can bring her to you. Or maybe I can get you a temporary pass for the Gathering. Either way, I’ll make it happen.”

“Thank you,” I said sincerely.

At that moment, there was a knock on the door. The Captain went over and opened it, and had a quick conversation with the guard outside. Then the door opened wider, and the young centaur waiter came inside.

I almost whistled in surprise; the human part of my waiter was hot! The light had been low at the banquet and he’d had on a very smart uniform, so the only thing I’d really noticed was that he had cute eyes and a wide smile.

Now, he was shirtless, and I was like ‘Damn!’ He looked like a bodybuilder. The boyish kind before they get too big and start looking weird. His abs were chiseled from marble by a gay sculptor who liked abs. He had an eight pack, and they were the kind of abs that were actual bumps, not just flat outlines. His lats flexed every time he moved his arms, and it looked like wings were ready to fly out. The best part was his shoulders. They were broad, rounded, and herculean. To top all that off, he was so cute.

This hunk of man centaur was going to carry me back to my room? Yes, please!

‘Good god, gurl. Get a grip.’ My Analytical Side smacked me over the head. ‘He’s not even human, and you have a boyfriend. Keep your mind on your business.’

‘Whatever!’ I smacked him back. ‘He’s eye candy. Lovely, delicious eye candy. Besides, I’ve done as much as I can until we see what happens with NLl’s healing. Everything has been so serious, a little fun is in order.’

‘Regardless,’ my Analytical Side smacked me back again, ‘you are representing mages everywhere. The House just backed you up on an oath. This is a momentous moment.’

‘Why don’t you turn into Anna Lykit?’ I suggested. ‘She would try to get me to do naughty, naughty things to Mr. Muscles. It’s a lot more fun to say No to her instead of Yes to you.’ Then I poked him in the ribs. He laughed and tried to poke me back. I jumped on him and tickled him until he snorted.

‘You are just horrid!’ he gasped in between snorts.

I let him up and stuck my tongue out at him.

He stuck out his tongue back.

I made like I was going to tickle him again, and he ran away.

It’s a three-ring circus in my head sometimes. It’s a good thing people can’t see what I’m thinking!

I realized I’d been staring at young muscles the whole time, so I quickly looked away.

Then I couldn’t help myself, and I looked back. He had a grin on his face, like he knew exactly what was going on in my head. He flexed a bit, and I wanted to drool.

“Is that alright, Jason?” the Captain asked.

Do what? Apparently, she had been talking.

“Can you run that by me again?” I asked.

“I said, if you are ready to go, we are ready to escort you to your room.” The Captain sounded stern. She did not like repeating herself.

“It looks like my ride's here,” I said lightly, “so let's do this!”

I gave NLl and CLl the last hugs of the evening.

“I’ll see you tomorrow night,” I told him. “We’ll see how NLl is doing and go from there. Have faith. This is just the start of your journey together.”

Mr. Muscles came over and gave me a hand up. Things had gotten so exciting I’d almost forgotten about my leg, but standing up brought it all back. The pain made me gasp and double over. I held onto Mr. Muscles and breathed through it. Finally, I stood upright again.

“Young master, I'm very sorry to have to meet you again in these circumstances. I was hoping to see you at the dance tomorrow night and maybe chat for a few minutes.”

“Well, I’m very glad to meet you here,” I said sincerely. “As you can see, there is no way for me to run home, so I’m glad you are here to help. Now, I don’t have a translator, so there is no way I can say your name correctly. Would you mind if I give you a nickname?”

“Not at all,” he said with a smile.

“I started out with CLl and his niece NLl. So how would you like MMm?” It probably didn’t match his real name at all, but in my mind he was already Mr. Muscles. So MMm was perfect.

“I like that,” he said. “MMm it is!”

“And you can just call me Jason,” I replied.

“Alright, Jason. Are you ready to go?” he asked.

I nodded. The Captain was looking antsy. She was ready to get the show on the road.

I put on the backpack and Bermuda hopped inside. Then MMm reached down and easily swept me off my feet. My leg bent, and I hissed in pain again. It felt even worse this time. I put my arms around MMm’s shoulders, buried my face in his neck, and took deep breaths until the pain subsided.

Finally, I relaxed a bit, and I realized where my face was. His neck was yummy and warm and way too intimate. We’d only just been introduced, for crying out loud. I quickly leaned back in his arms, giving him a guilty smile.

“Sorry about that.”

“It is all good,” he said with a kind smile.

I waved goodbye to CLl and NLl as MMm gently eased me through the door. The hallway was not what I’d expected. When we had gone inside, it’d been empty. Now it was full of llamas. Several of them had their eyes lit up, so I assumed they were Recorders. As soon as they saw me, they started shouting questions. It looked like the paparazzi had arrived.

Fortunately, the Captain was up to the task. She barked a command, and our honor guard formed up around us. Then we started off at a run down the hallway. Somehow, all the crowd got out of the way in time, so there was no need for the guards to use their riot gear. I also was very glad to see that two guards had been left behind to stand outside CLl’s door. If the paparazzi here were anything like the press at home, they would have been pounding on his door, trying to get a story. CLl didn’t need that right now.

Our group ran down the hall, hit one of the major hallways, and kept going. There was definitely a crowd now. Everyone was staring at me, and it felt unnerving. Plus, we were shifting quickly to avoid knots of people, and it was making me feel sick, so I buried my face in MMm’s neck again and just held on. I could still see with my magic sight, but at least it was better now. We went a different route than before, and finally we came to the wall of hallways. We passed up several of them, and finally took one that looked just like all the rest. I’m so glad I wasn’t trying to get around by myself. I’d get lost in no time.

Once we entered the hallway, we left the crowd behind. I guess only centaur llamas that had duties with the rest of the House were allowed here. I started looking around and enjoying the view. I wasn’t the only one. Bermuda had ducked down in the backpack, as he didn’t like the crowds either. Now, he popped his head up, looked around, and started sniffing the wind.

“Thank you for the ride,” I said.

“You are most welcome,” MMm replied. “I’ve known NLl for a long time. She is a wonderful girl, and I’m glad you were trying to help her. I saw your fight. That was just insane!”

“Yeah, CLl told me about the fight to get into centaur land, but it was just supposed to be ceremonial. Instead, the whole thing blew up into this big deal. Speaking of that, I now have pearls. Well, I sort of have pearls. CLl is holding them for me. He’s going to talk to you about the banquet. I felt so bad when I didn’t have any pearls to give. You were so good to us and made sure we had a wonderful evening.”

“I’m glad you had a good time, and it was a pleasure serving you,” MMm said. “Speaking of which, make sure you don’t eat or drink anything at the Dance tomorrow night until you get with me. The theme of the night is Deadly Bite, and all the food and drink are modeled after something dangerous or poisonous.”

“For real?” I gave him an incredulous look. “Why would anyone want to do that?”

“It’s to show off their perfect bodies and how powerful their magic is,” he replied. “Since we don’t have magic, we have to wear protective gear just to serve the drinks. I’m guessing that your House wants nothing to do with that.”

“Damn right we don’t,” I growled. “One night of poison is enough for me. And thanks for the heads up. I’ll make sure we only taste what you give us.”

We ran in silence for a moment, and I marveled at just how smooth MMm was. His powerful shoulders flexed beneath my hands. I hadn’t noticed his arms before, but he held me like I weighed nothing. I just floated along like I was on a cloud.

“Must be all the muscles,” I murmured.

“You like my muscles?” he asked.

Oh, crap. I’d said that out loud?

“I was just thinking about how smoothly you run,” I blurted. Then I gave him a big grin. “And yes, I like all your muscles.”

Then I thought about what I’d said and it could be taken wrong.

“Not that I want to offend you in any way,” I said quickly.

He just laughed.

“No offense taken. I work at the warehouse during the day. That’s what gives me all this strength. Believe me, carrying you is nothing compared to some of the things I normally move around.”

“So you work two jobs?” I asked.

“Sometimes,” he replied. “I enjoy being a waiter for special events like the Gathering. It lets me meet new people and learn new things. Plus, it gives me extra money for traveling.”

“You like to travel?” I asked. “Where have you gone?”

“Nowhere yet,” he admitted. “I live with my grandmother for now, and she needs me. Someday, though, I’d love to go to different Houses. See their cities. Eat their food. Enjoy all the different ways of living.”

“That sounds wonderful,” I said. “When Louisville is a safer place, I’d love for you to come and visit us. We are a melting pot of different types of cuisine, and we have a vibrant arts scene. We have a little park outside our House that is just wonderful, and they perform Shakespeare in the Park. Maybe Sandy has a charm that can disguise you, and we could sneak you in.”

“I’d like that very much,” MMm said wistfully. Then he looked around. “We are almost at your suite, and I wanted to ask how the healing went.”

“It went very well,” I replied. “We will have to see how it turns out, though. I just started it tonight, and it will have to run its course. As for the rest, I don’t know. We’ll just have to tackle that when we can.”

I was talking to myself more than him at that point. I was already thinking about possible solutions to her core. The Captain looked over her shoulder, shooting me a pointed look. That’s when I realized this was a secret. I wasn’t supposed to be saying anything about this yet.

Then it also hit me what he’d said. He lived with his grandmother. Were his parents dead? Was he in the same situation as NLl? I quickly scanned him and found his core. It was big. Almost as big as NLl’s. Damn.

Fortunately, it didn’t have a big bulge. I gave it a really good look. No small bulges, either. He was good for now. But if I found a solution for NLl, I’d need to apply it to him too.

MMm gave me a strange look, but he didn’t ask anything further, and we soon arrived at the narrow hallway that led to our fireplace. The Captain barked a command, and the unit took up positions against the wall. We continued down the hallway and stepped through the fireplace. Sandy was sitting on the couch, looking worried. She jumped to her feet when we came in, then quickly made room, as two centaur llamas filled up the space pretty quickly.

“Take me to the bedroom before you set me down,” I said, and Sandy opened the door and led the way.

MMm put me down gently, and my leg flared up with white hot pain as it straightened back out again. I held onto the dresser and breathed through it.

Finally, I looked up and gave a weary smile.

“Thank you so much for all your help tonight,” I told the centaurs. “There is no way I could have made it through the evening without you.”

I gestured MMm to come in closer; then I hugged him.

“You are my friend, Jason,” he said sincerely. “I will see you tomorrow night. And if you need it, I’ll carry you home again.”

Then he did something totally surprising. He put his hands on either side of my face and kissed me full on the lips. It wasn’t with tongue or anything, but it was a proper kiss. I was so shocked I didn’t know what to say.

He stepped back, and the Captain stepped forward.

“You are my friend, Jason,” she said sincerely. “I saw you as an opportunity at the start of the evening. But by the time we had reached the end, you had changed my world. That almost never happens. I think we will see much more of each other. Sleep tight and rest well, my little warrior.”

Then she put her hands on either side of my face and kissed me too. Wonder Woman kissed me. Damn! This was a night for kisses.

“I bid you both farewell,” the Captain said formally. Then they turned and left.

Sandy had an amused look on her face. “So, first base, eh?”

“I was as shocked as you were,” I laughed. “Now help me get into bed.”

“What happened?” Sandy asked while she helped me get undressed. I told her the story as we moved along. When she saw my leg, she hissed in sympathy. My right thigh was a mass of black and blue. It looked so bad I even winced in sympathy for myself.

I crawled into bed and kept telling her the story as she put away the backpack and made sure Bermuda had food for the night. Then both of them came back and curled up on the bed with me while I finished my tale.

By the time I was done, I was falling asleep. I’m sure Sandy had so much to say about everything, but I didn’t have the energy for it. She gave me a hug and kissed me on the forehead. Then she paused and did it again.

“That one was for Annabeth,” she said softly. “If she were here, she’d be mothering the heck out of you.”

‘For sure,’ I thought silently, but I was too tired to say anything.

Sandy turned on the light in the bathroom, then closed the door mostly shut. It made for a perfect nightlight. That was so thoughtful. After all, the last thing I needed was to bang my leg into the furniture if I needed to get up in the middle of the night.

She left, and Bermuda rolled over on the pillow and began licking my face.

‘Ahhh. Kitten kisses. The best of them all.’ I thought silently. Then I fell asleep.
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I had a restless night and got up to pee twice. Both times it took a while before the pain subsided enough for me to sleep again. Tea and his grove were on the ball, though, and by morning, I was feeling better.

I was also feeling happy. Not stoner-happy like when I’d had my full-body healing, but more of a relaxing-by-the-beach-with-an-umbrella-drink kind of happy. I scanned my leg, and it was thick with moss, mushrooms, and healing flowers.

‘Hello, mate,’ a cheerful voice said. I looked over to find an angel in my bed. I knew this celestial being, and she liked to play tricks. Her name was Anna Lykit.

She sported a Wonder Woman motif this time, with reds, blues, and gold. Her purple hair was long and curly, like Gal Gadot, and her wings were outlined using the golden lasso of truth. Just to spice things up a bit, she'd also donned extra huge boobs and chunky girl hip pads. As a final touch for some extra pop, her nails were screaming red, three inches long, and splattered with gold stars.

This drag queen does not fade into the background. Oh, no.

‘Hi, Anna,’ I said, blinking the sleepy out of my eyes. ‘You look positively Wonderful!’

She preened and flipped her hair.

‘Well, I am all Woman.’ We laughed together. After all, puns are the highest form of humor.

‘To what do I owe this summoning?’ she inquired.

I showed her my leg. My right thigh was one big, ugly bruise. It looked like it had been painted by Vincent Van Gogh, with dark shades of blue mixed with some black and green.

‘Oh, ducky!’ she grimaced. ‘That looks painful. Look on the bright side, though. At least it wasn’t your third leg.’

I winced. The thought of that kick hitting my naughty bits was cringeworthy.

‘After all,’ she continued, ‘it would be terrible if something happened to your best feature.’

‘I thought my best feature was my winning smile?’ I retorted. Tyler always said he loved my smile. And my eyes. He liked my eyes too.

‘You are so precious!’ she laughed in her husky voice. ‘You just keep right on telling yourself that. Now, are we going to shower together, or what?’

Anna Lykit was a lusty drag queen with a wicked sense of humor. I don’t think there was anything we could talk about that she couldn’t turn into an innuendo. It gets old after a few days, but in small doses, she is hysterical.

‘Sure!’ I said. ‘Lets get wet and naked!’ After all, two can play at that game.

Despite the bruising, my leg was a lot better already. It was sore, and I was limping hard, but at least the pain didn’t take my breath away like it had last night.

Anna was up to her old tricks as she tried to get me to make a mess in the bathroom. She kept moving the toilet around on me as I tried to pee. I was wise to that, though, and I just sat down on the throne. Then I peed. Move it now, Miss Smarty Pants!

She also tried to start a water fight in the shower. We were having a good old time until I realized I was getting water everywhere. Then I just ignored her as best as I could and focused on getting clean.

I didn’t want to make a huge mess, knowing that CLl would be the one to clean it up. That wouldn’t be fair to him. Plus, he’d probably think I’d lost my mind or something.

Bermuda came into the bathroom, hopped up onto the back of the toilet, settled down, and enjoyed the show. Anna Lykit gave him plenty of space. She’d messed with him once, and his claws had popped her like a soap bubble. She wasn’t eager to try that again.

All her antics and running commentary were great for keeping my mind off my injury, which I appreciated. Sure, she might be outrageous, but she also used her powers for good. That’s why, as I was brushing my teeth, it caught me by surprise when I ran out of energy, and suddenly felt like I was going to collapse. I knew from experience that rapid healing really takes the stamina out of a person, but this was intense.

I was just about to get on the floor and start crawling to the bed when I heard a knock on the bedroom door. I yelled for whoever it was to come in. Anyone who could get into our suite had probably already seen me naked. I heard footsteps, and then Balaji poked his head in the bathroom.

“Holy shit!” he exclaimed.

“I know, it’s big,” I said with fake modesty.

‘And it’s his best feature,’ Anna Lykit added.

“Not that, man. Your leg!” Balaji said.

“Yeah, I got in a fight last night with a centaur llama guard and got kicked pretty hard.”

Balaji paused as he tried to process that statement.

“I beg your pardon?”

“It’s a long story,” I said. “Meanwhile, I seem to have run out of energy. Can you help me back to bed?”

“Of course,” he replied.

I put my arm around his shoulder, and he held onto my waist as I hobbled painfully back into the bedroom. I’d been feeling good, but now I’d gone and overdone it. I was exhausted.

We had almost made it to the bed when there was a knock on the door. It was Aamya.

“Holy shit!” she exclaimed.

“I know, it’s big.” I said.

“You get used to it,” Balaji just ran with my humor.

‘And it’s his best feature!’ Anna Lykit chimed in.

Aamya sighed.

“Not that, silly. Your leg!”

“Yeah, I got kicked by a centaur llama.”

“Oh, my goodness! How?”

There was a knock on the door. It was Sandy.

“Wow!” she said.

“I know, it’s big.” I replied.

“You really do get used to it, though,” Balaji deadpanned.

‘Voted best feature in Man Magazine,’ Anna Lykit added.

Sandy and Aamya just looked at each other and rolled their eyes.

“Why don’t you get dressed and you can tell us your story again over breakfast,” Sandy suggested.

Sandy and Aamya left, and Balaji stayed to help. I put on a t-shirt and sweatpants—there was no way a pair of jeans was going to work today. Even getting into sweatpants was pure torture. By the time I made it to the couch in the greeting room, I was so glad to just sit down. I also discovered I was ravenous and shoveled food in my mouth while I told the story again.

“Wow,” Balaji said. “Fifty-two to one odds? That’s crazy!”

“Really?” Aamya said flatly. “That’s what you got out of all that?”

Balaji just grinned at her.

“I think you need to tread carefully, Jason,” Aamya said. “If you can save NLl’s life and she becomes a mage, this will be a huge thing for the centaurs. She will be an instant celebrity, and her life will change overnight. That is not always a good thing.”

“I was thinking along those lines too,” I replied. “I’m sure a bunch of reporters are still outside her door, wanting to see how all this turns out. Is there anything you could suggest to make this better?”

“I’ll request an audience with the Grand Matron and let her know your theory and what has happened,” Aamya replied. “I’m sure she can work with the centaur Council to keep the chaos to a minimum. This is really going to change the centaur world, though, and I think it will be for the better. What the mage did to them has been a sore spot for a long time. Helping them, as a people, transition back into magical beings will alter the lives of thousands of centaurs. What you are doing is truly a remarkable thing, Jason.”

“Well, I haven’t succeeded yet,” I said.

“I think you will,” Aamya said with authority. At that moment, she was speaking as a Head of House. “You are a resourceful person. You’ve found a problem, identified the cause, and I know you will follow through on the cure. If you need my help with anything, just ask.”

I nodded gratefully. It felt nice that she had confidence in me. On the other hand, confidence wasn’t exactly the solution.

“Are you up for going to the discussions today?” Sandy asked. “You are more than welcome to stay here and recover.”

“I’d rather go,” I said. “Staying here would be boring and drive me crazy. I just need help to get there. After that, I can simply sit and listen.”

“I can take care of getting you there,” Balaji said.

And sure enough, he did. Once Sandy was ready, he picked me up, and we flew to the first discussion. I decided I really enjoyed flying. There is something about whizzing along with the wind in your face that’s positively exhilarating.

Anna Lykit, meanwhile, decided she had a huge crush on Balaji. She thought he was the manly man incarnate and wanted to father his children, or at least spend many sweaty hours trying. I told her that made no sense, and she suggested I run my hands over his muscles and see if that changed my mind.

Throughout the first discussion, she did nothing but profess her undying love for him. She sat on his lap and whispered sweet nothings in his ear. When that wasn’t enough, she put his face between her giant titties and got her motorboat on. She was imaginary, so Balaji didn’t know any of this was happening, but it was distracting as hell. I was back to feeling very happy, so I tried my best not to laugh.

Balaji started wondering why I kept looking at him, so I finally had to confess my secret. He thought it was fun, so he started asking me what she was doing now. I shared her best one-liners and her more outrageous moments with him, and he got a real kick out of it.

I had no idea what that discussion was about, as I was finding it hard to focus. The second discussion wasn’t much better. This time Anna decided Balaji wasn’t paying enough attention to her, so he was out. Instead, she was going to ‘work the room’ and get the crowd warmed up. There were lots of people and lots of outfits, so there was plenty of material for her to work with. She was being extra bad, so I had to edit a bit when I was relaying it on to Balaji.

Balaji found the speaker boring too, so he told me to tell her he was sorry he had ignored her and wanted to make it up to her. Could he get her a drink?

That reminded Anna she was thirsty, so she clacked her giant nails, summoning her pool boy. He showed up in a wetsuit, which was way more covered than I’d seen him before, except the suit was crotchless and assless. It was done up in Wonder Woman colors and should have been too much. But somehow he made it work. This time she got one of those drinks that’s in a yard-long tube. It was neon green and looked toxic, but she claimed it was delicious.

Fortunately, in the middle of my Anna Lykit head trip, Sandy was still able to get what she came for. She was doing a great job of taking notes and asking questions. The speakers loved her and gave her lots of attention.

There were snacks in the back of the room, and I was still crazy hungry. Balaji ran food for me for a while, but the centaur llamas that were serving started bringing me food on their own. I was a little shocked at how much I was eating, but I rationalized that I was still a growing young man. The centaur llamas knew who I was, and after a few trips, they asked me to sign autographs. It was weird being famous, but I signed their stuff anyway.

Bermuda came and left as he wanted. The House loved him, and I don’t think he could get lost if he tried.

The day went on, with speaker after speaker. I had food, Anna Lykit for entertainment, and room to stretch out my leg. I think I was more wasted than I realized, but I was happy and Sandy was taken care of, so all was well.

During the last discussion, I noticed Anna Lykit was fading out, and I wasn’t feeling as happy anymore. If I wanted to have a serious chat with Anna, I needed to hurry up and make it happen.

It wouldn’t seem like an eight-foot-tall, purple-haired, angel drag queen would be wise, but she had imparted some good wisdom to me already. We’d had an entire conversation about ‘being safe’ vs ‘being home’ the first time we’d talked that still resonated with me. I couldn’t be safe. I’d never be totally out of danger. But I could be loved. I could have a home. I could support others and have them support me, and she’d helped me realize that.

‘Anna, I’ve been wanting to ask you about how to solve NLl’s problem,’ I said seriously. Then I told her everything I knew about NLl and her core. Anna already knew everything, of course, as she was part of my subconscious, but it was still nice to lay it all out again.

‘Well, ducky, let me have a think for a moment.’ She ordered another drink from her crotchless, assless pool boy and took a long, noisy slurp. She was drinking out of a large mason jar, and I think it was some sort of flavored moonshine. I thought she would pop off with something right away, but she actually sat and thought about it for a while. She put her arm around my shoulders, and we cuddled for a bit. It was quite lovely.

‘You smell nice,’ I murmured.

‘Why, thank you,’ she replied. ‘It is Guerlain Mon Guerlain. It is a great long-lasting perfume that is feminine and floral, yet also has a confident sharpness to it. After all, it’s not enough to just look good.”

She paused thoughtfully.

‘Maybe that is your answer. Let me ask you this question––what comes first for a drag queen, the Look or the Performance?’

Well, that was an interesting turn to the conversation. I had no idea where she was going with this, but I was happy to play along.

‘For a drag queen, I would think the Look comes first,’ I said confidently.

‘Let's test that theory,’ she said and got to her feet. She hopped up on stage with the speaker and did a performance of “My Heart Will Go On” by Celine Dion. It was awful. She sang the words either too late or too early. She made this walking motion with a heart, but it screamed amateur hour. It could have been campy and fun, but it just wasn’t. The whole thing was cringeworthy from start to finish. After the performance was over, she took a bow, went too low, and fell off the stage. She got up, staggered over, and sat down breathlessly beside me.

‘Well, ducky. What did you think?’

‘I didn’t think it was possible for you to look that bad,’ I told her. ‘Even though you were put together well and smelled nice, your performance made you look awful.’

‘Of course,’ she said mysteriously. ‘Care to change your answer?’

‘Oh, yes,’ I replied. ‘I’m now thinking a good performance could rescue any look.’

‘Let's test that theory too,’ she said and got back on stage again. This time she tongue-popped, and suddenly, everything about her was wrong. Her lashes were so long she had trouble keeping her eyes open. Her makeup was rough and looked like it had been slapped on with a trowel. Her hip pads had changed into old pillows, and they looked lumpy as hell. Even her magnificent boobs had changed, and now they were way too small. They looked like raisins on a humpback whale.

This time she performed “It’s All Coming Back to Me Now”, also by Celine Dion, and it was a master class in entertaining. Her lip syncing was spot on. Her movements were heartfelt and matched the lyrics. She even went campy for a bit with “cumming back to me” and somehow it worked.

Despite all that, though, it was hard to look at her. A six-year-old girl could do better makeup than that. At least a six-year-old girl would look cute. Anna just looked tragic. Train wreck tragic.

Anna ended with a flourish and sashayed over to sit beside me again. She gave another tongue-pop, snapping back to her usual beautiful self.

‘What did you think this time?’ she asked.

‘I honestly didn’t know you could look so bad,’ I said. ‘Your performance was amazing, but everything else, uggh!’

‘So what is the answer?’ Anna Lykit asked.

I thought for a moment.

‘The answer is you have to change the question. It’s not either one or the other. It’s both. They both have to be there. A drag queen needs both Looks and Performance. Even if they aren’t gold-level caliber, they both need to be there.’

‘So how does this relate to your problem with NLl’s magic?’ Anna Lykit asked.

How did this relate? I still needed to keep her magic from exploding. With no aura, her magic would just waft away. I thought I had a solution to that, but I wasn’t sure it would work. Hmmmm.

‘I need to change the question,’ I said. ‘I’ve been wondering how to fix her magic, but it’s more than that. I need to think about how I can make her a whole person. That is more than just her magic. That includes her aura, too. I’ve been focused on making sure her magic doesn’t get away. But I also need to figure out how to get her hard, crusty shell of an aura back to the way it needs to be. She needs both her aura and her magic.’

Anna Lykit nodded sagely.

‘I don’t know that’s the entire problem, but it’s a start. It’s certainly a more complete question than you started with.’

She put her hands on either side of my face and gave me a kiss on the lips, llama style. Then she got up and clacked her nails to summon her pool boy. He offered her his hand, and together they sashayed away.

I spent the rest of the discussion running scenarios through my mind. By the time the day was done, I had a plan. It wasn’t a complete plan, and I wanted to discuss it with Sandy first, but it was a plan.

After the Head of Household talks were over, we had a quick huddle to figure out what we were going to do for the rest of the night. The Captain had arranged for NLl’s core healing that night after the dance, so there wasn’t any reason not to go. Sandy asked how my leg was doing and if I wanted to go. My leg was certainly feeling better. I wasn’t ready to run or dance, but I wanted to go.

Aamya left at that point, and Balaji flew me back to the room. We said goodbye, and he promised to come back later to pick me up again. I opened the door and we went inside, only to be greeted by CLl and NLl!

“Oh, my goodness!” I said in shock. “What are you guys doing here?”

Then I realized that might sound like we didn’t want them there, which was not the case at all. Sandy gasped and then went straight over to hug NLl. That set the right tone, so we had hugs all around. CLl was still formal, but he was getting used to the hug thing now.

“NLl finished her healing this morning,” CLl said. “So we did a few things to get ready for tonight, and then snuck out of our apartment and ran here.”

“You ran here?” Sandy asked in wonder.

NLl nodded as she started to tear up. Sandy hugged her again, and for a moment, they just cried and laughed together. CLl stood by, his chest puffed out, and he couldn’t stop smiling. Today, he was a proud and happy uncle. He looked like he was ready to cry too, so I went with a manly question.

“How did you sneak out of your place? The last time we were there, the hallway was packed with Recorders.”

“Word had gotten around that the guard was coming for us tonight, so nobody expected us to make a move on our own,” CLl said. “I’m sure some of them were taking a break, so the hallway wasn’t totally crowded. Once we got out the door, we started running and didn’t stop until we got here.”

“She can run like that now?” I asked. That was awesome news!

“Oh, yes!” CLl’s eyes twinkled. “She is fast. If anything, she’s faster than me.”

“Wow!” I said. “That is so very good to hear. NLl, let's take a good look at you and see how you move now.”

“Of course,” she laughed, giving a twirl. There wasn’t much room for her to move in our sitting room, so it wasn’t like she could run or anything, but even that twirl told me everything I needed to know.

Her movements were smooth and light. Her legs were longer, and they all seemed to be the same length. When she stood there, her stance was centered, and her spine looked straight. Basically, she looked like a normal, athletic centaur llama.

I closed my eyes and checked her out with my magic sight. The view was even better from the inside. Her heart was large and healthy, and her lungs looked powerful. No wonder she’d been able to run all the way here. Her muscles looked supple and toned. She looked like an athlete on the inside too.

I checked up on my two Ents. They both seemed relaxed and very happy with how their work had turned out. They still had plenty of power, and the three gem cell batteries were all over half full. I asked if they wanted to stay or come back home, and they all said they were going to stay until they ran out of power.

I was happy that she'd healed so well, but I was really surprised she’d been able to start running so quickly after not running for her whole life. She’d been able to get around, of course, but she hadn’t been running. Maybe centaurs have an innate ability to run? Sort of like ducks have a natural ability to swim? It didn’t really matter, anyway. Now she could run, she was running, and loving every moment.

The only thing that didn’t look better was her core. It looked worse. The bulge was even more pronounced. I was glad we were going to work on it tonight. The way it looked now, I wasn’t sure it would last the week.

“You look amazing, NLl,” I told her. “Just amazing. How do you feel?”

“I always had an idea of what it would be like to run,” she said. “But this is even better than I’d hoped it would be. To go from not running, to having it be effortless in less than a day, is just unbelievable.” She paused, her eyes shining. “There are no words.” She seemed to search for the words anyway. Then she just laughed. “Really, there are no words.

“I can say thank you, though. Thank you. Thank you. From the bottom of my heart, thank you.”

“You are more than welcome,” I said, smiling. “We still need to work on your core, but then you will be all fixed up and good to go.” I said that like it was no big deal, even though I knew better.

“That is happening tonight, right?” she asked.

“Yes,” I replied. “Unless you want to try it right now.”

“Oh, no,” she said quickly. “I’m not ready. I want to have a few more hours yet.”

She reached out for her uncle's hand and got a serious look.

“I know working on my core is risky. Nobody has ever recovered from the Wasting. If you can pull it off, I’ll be the first llama centauro that survives.” She looked at CLl. “I’ve been told that this is urgent, so I’m ready to try later, but let's hold off until then.”

“Of course,” I said sympathetically. “I completely understand.”

For someone whose life was on the line, she was holding up very well.

As for myself, I was trying not to think about the implications too much. I liked to think of it as a puzzle that needed solving. If I thought too much about the fact that I might kill her, I’d get all nervous and tight. I needed to be at my best, and focusing on the possible horrible outcome wouldn’t bring that out in me.

“Come. You must get ready for the dance.” CLl motioned for me to head into the bedroom. “All is prepared.”

Wondering what exactly that meant, I waved goodbye to Sandy and NLl and headed into my room. I had been wondering what type of dance we were going to. Disco? Seventies with big bell-bottom pants? Eighties with big hair? Foam party?

It turned out it wasn’t the eighties. It was the eighteen eighties. Actually, I’m not sure that’s right. It was just old. Like, way-before-my-time old.

CLl said we would be doing lots of waltzing and group dances tonight. That made me nervous, as I had no idea how to do that.

The costume was totally awesome. I started out with a white, frilly undershirt that seemed to poke out everywhere. Layered over the top of that was a purple shirt, and layered over that a purple tunic. The tunic was a work of art. It had gold stitching all along the edges and a beautiful JC monogrammed in the middle. It cinched in the back, so it hugged my slim waist and flared out over my hips.

My lower half was clothed in bright white tights, which had been tailored to show off my ass and still provide plenty of room for my crotch tiger and two dragons. Since there was little holding it back, my manliness looked huge. I was a manly man's manly man. CLl finished it all off with flat purple shoes.

I was thinking there was no way this was going to work until I saw myself in the mirror. Then I was like ‘damn! I look hot!’ The tunic gave structure to my shoulders and made my chest look bigger than it was. The way it flared over my hips made my waist look tiny, and my tights made me look like a ballet dancer.

“This is just amazing, CLl,” I breathed. I kept turning in the mirror, checking out all the angles.

“I’m so glad you like it, young master,” he said formally, but I knew he was happy. “NLl wanted to do more with this, but she ended up spending most of her time on Sandy’s dress.”

“She did a fantastic job,” I said. “When you talk about it later, tell her I was thrilled.”

“I most certainly will,” he said. Then he got a catch in his voice. “I’m hoping to tell her so much in the time we have left.”

I looked up at him and saw both worry and hope written on his face.

“If I have anything to say about it, your time left will be measured in years,” I said firmly.

I could have said more. That I’d do the best I could. That I would fight like hell to not let him down. But he knew all that already. Instead, I put his arm around me and pulled him beside me in the mirror. Then I leaned into him, letting my presence and warmth say everything for me. For a while we just stood there, seeing each other for who we were, two beings doing the best we could for those we loved.

Now I was ready, we went into the sitting room to wait on the girls. I asked Bermuda if he wanted to come with us and cuddle, but I just got a sleepy look in reply.

Sandy joined us much sooner than I thought was possible, and she looked stunning! The first thing I noticed was her hair. She usually just had it hanging straight back, either loose or in a ponytail, so it was a complete surprise to see it all artfully curled up with curly trails of hair framing her face. A bunch cascaded over one shoulder to fall artfully beside her breasts, which had been pushed up and out. She wore makeup too, which took her to a whole other level of beautiful. John would have done the whole Roger Rabbit Bazinga if he could have seen her.

Her dress was purple and flared way out. Not like a Marie Antoinette hoop skirt out, but still pretty far. The dress parted in the front to show another golden skirt underneath it. I’m not sure what type of material it was, but the whole thing shimmered and twinkled as she moved. It all matched too, as the purple dress had gold thread accents in it, and the gold dress had purple accents.

She looked stunning—like a fairy poking up out of a luscious flower.

“Sandy! You look amazing!” I exclaimed.

“I honestly can’t believe I look like this,” she said in wonder. “I like clothes that are practical and easy, as you know. But I’m discovering that dressing up can also be a lot of fun.”

She turned to NLl, who had followed her out of the bedroom.

“Especially when I have help from someone as talented as you are. I can’t believe how good you made me look. And this dress! Exquisite!”

NLl blushed as we both poured on the praise. I meant every word. She was an artist. I absolutely loved the way Sandy and I looked.

Balaji showed up shortly, so we said our goodbyes. I got full frontal llama kisses from both of them. They were both emotional, but holding up. They were going to stay at our place while we were gone, as there was no sense in trying to go back to llama land. I’m sure all they wanted was some quality family time before NLl put her life in my hands.

Balaji flew both of us to the dance, as there was no way Sandy could run in that dress. We arrived at the same ballroom we’d had the banquet in, but this time the chandeliers were fully lit, and there was a full orchestra on tiered platforms at one end. Both sides had food stations and little alcoves for talking and lounging.

I had thought my costume was stageworthy for any ballet show, but compared to everyone else here, I was the budget production. Their outfits were intense. They had pulled inspiration from just about everywhere: Les Miserables, Jane Austen, Robin Hood: Men in Tights, and every romantic period piece on Netflix. There were huge skirts, enormous hair, top hats, and cod pieces that were suitable for a horse. In short, Anna Lykit in her full glory could have shown up and fit right in.

I loved it. The little gay boy in me was gagging over all the drama. I just wanted to run around and touch everything to make sure it was real.

MMm spotted us as soon as we came in and hurried over. He wasn’t kidding about the centaur llamas taking precautions. He was in a full hazmat suit, with thick rubber gloves and a clear face mask.

“Put these on,” he said, handing us two medallions. “They will protect you from most of the dangers here tonight. Remember, the theme is Deadly Bite, so don’t eat or drink anything unless I hand it to you. Got it?”

“Yes,” I replied. “And thank you for looking after us again.”

“You are welcome,” he bowed. “Actually, House Louisville is my only responsibility tonight.”

“Really?” I asked. “How on earth did you manage that?”

“I volunteered for the position,” he said smugly. “You are currently very valuable to our nation, and the Council wanted someone to keep an eye on you at the events and make sure you stayed safe. No more strange potions for you.”

“Well, cool,” I said with a warm smile. “If someone needs to keep an eye out for us, I’m glad it’s you.”

MMm practically glowed at my praise. Then he got our drink orders and whisked away. I was just starting to feel the music when he came back. I’d ordered a fru fru drink, the more fru the better, and he had certainly delivered. The drink came in a fancy glass vase with two handles. There was a skewer of shaved kiwis with cherries in it and an orange slice on the rim. The drink itself started midnight blue on the bottom and faded up to an icy blue on top. It tasted just as good as it looked, with a cool yet citrus vibe.

Sandy had ordered a white wine, and she took a deep sip and ‘Mmmm’d in happiness.

Balaji didn’t have to worry about staying safe, so he ordered Rum and Arsenic. The drink glowed a swampy green and seemed to swirl on its own. It smelled good, but I wouldn’t have taken a sip if he’d paid me.

The dancing was very different from what I was used to. This was group dancing, where everyone seemed to step forward, then back, then around each other, switching partners every so often. Some dancers kept the steps simple, but some of them went all out and added a lot of flair. It kind of reminded me of the barn dances you see in the old western movies, only in a much more elegant setting.

We chatted and watched for a bit, and the music started seeping into my bones. Without meaning to, I started tapping my foot and swaying in time to the beat. Aamya showed up and pulled Sandy into the dance. She protested, but I could see she was feeling the music too. It turned out she was a fantastic dancer. Even though she was weighed down by all her unfamiliar clothes, she still seemed to float across the floor.

“Would you like to dance?” Balaji asked with a bow.

I tested my leg. Could I dance? Would it hold my weight now? I’m thinking it just might!

I sucked down the last of my delicious cocktail and took Balaji’s hand. He pulled me into the flow, and the dancers seemed to part before us. He found a spot he liked, and soon we were rhythmically stepping together. Balaji’s outfit was poofy, which I thought seemed strange at first, but now it made sense. He had those big puffy shoulders and big puffy high-waisted pants. Standing still, he looked like a weird puffer fish, but once he was in motion, all that poof turned into pure rhythmic awesomeness.

Balaji was smooth. Like Usher smooth. He was the love child of Fred Astaire and Derek Hough. If you took all of BTS and mashed them into one person, that was Balaji.

He took the basic steps and made them look like poetry. I watched him with more than my eyes–I watched him with my magic sight, and soon that took over everything. I closed my eyes and just felt him. I felt the way his magic flowed through the air like water. How he touched the earth with the ease of the wind. How he had a fiery passion at the center of his being. Without thinking about it, I copied him, just like I’d copied Tyler.

It wasn’t at the same level, of course. I’d been sleeping with Tyler and we’d just traded magic, so our bond was crazy intimate. But still, I was feeling Balaji and his smooth moves. I let the music flow through me, and it touched that knot of worry sitting inside me. I let the knot unravel, and for a while I was butter in motion. Balaji kicked it up and added more flair. I was right with him. The music changed into the next song, and the dance pattern shifted. I faltered for a few steps, but I quickly understood the pattern, and picked right back up again.

I finally opened my eyes and became lost in the kaleidoscope of colors and costumes. The song changed again, and again, and again. Every time I found my groove, and settled even more into the motion. I’d danced before, but not like this. I’d danced at the clubs. Sometimes with a partner, but usually on my own. I knew some moves, and I’d danced a celebration of life before, though never with power like this. This was the power of the group. I was part of them, and they were part of me. Together, we were so much more than dancing on our own.

Balaji finally suggested we take a break, and we quickly touched base with Sandy and Aamya. MMm plied us with drinks and food, and I realized I was ravenous.

“Have either of you danced professionally?” Aamya asked. I was stuffing my face, so Sandy answered first.

“I always liked to dance as a kid, but that was a long time ago. I’m not sure I’ve danced since I became a supernatural. I never realized just how much I’d like it. What about you, Jason?”

I hastily swallowed my potato chip, scorpion-looking thing and took a quick sip of my new fru fru concoction.

“I’ve danced in the clubs before, but I wouldn’t say I was great at it. I’m not bad, mind you. But not great. It was nothing like tonight. Tonight I felt so connected and so smooth. I can’t believe how fun it has been.”

Aamya and Balaji shared a look.

“It certainly has been wonderful seeing the both of you pick this up,” Aamya said. “Sandy, when you got on the floor, I realized why they said you were a prodigy. I’d never seen anyone pick up the steps so quickly, or make them look so good.” She turned to me. “And that was all before I saw you, Jason. You picked it up so fast it was extraordinary. Then you added flair, and then you managed to make it look effortless. Like you had been dancing this way for years.”

I just shrugged. I didn’t want to make a big deal of this, even with our new friends.

“Sandy is fire, and she’s been a battle mage for years. Dancing is sort of like fighting, but without all the guts and broken bones. So it makes sense she would be wonderful at it.” We smiled at each other. I was a Sandy fan. She was just awesome in my book.

“As for me, I’ve been training like this. So when Balaji started dancing like Fred Astaire, I just tapped into what he was doing and went with his flow.”

Aamya looked like she was going to say more, but then she dropped it and changed the subject. We finished eating and headed out to the dance floor again. This time we went together as a group, and again I had a lot of fun. I wished the rest of our house were here. John was old enough to have danced like this in his youth, and he would have loved how Sandy looked. Annabeth would have adored the music, and Tyler would hopefully have adored me. Because I certainly would have adored him.

For a moment, I lost myself in the vision of Tyler dressed in tights, a sexy jacket, and a shirt open to the waist, rocking a Spanish fifteen hundreds flair. Yowza. Tyler wasn’t even here, and he put all the other posers here to shame. I missed him.

The music played on, and a few songs later, we took a break again. My leg was reminding me it had only just healed and wasn’t up to full strength yet. I’d had a wonderful evening, and it was time to head home. I opened my mouth to say something, when suddenly I heard an “oof,” and a centaur llama carrying a tray of drinks tripped.

I was too surprised to move, and a split second later, Sandy and I were covered in liquid. My first thought was that this was no big deal. It was just drinks. I’d been doused with liquor before, and I’d just taken it as a good excuse to take off my shirt.

My next thought was my beautiful new costume was ruined. Then I thought that CLl’s Feather C 250 might be able to fix it.

Then I saw the horror on Balaji's face. What? It wasn’t that bad.

Oh, crap!

It’s Deadly Bite Night. Those drinks were poisoned! Not again!

Aamya and Balaji were already in action, and the liquid flew off of me. I looked over at Sandy. She was fine. There wasn’t a spot on her.

I looked down at myself. There wasn’t a spot on me either. I could see splatters on my chair, though, and they were steaming as the liquid ate into it. Holy crap!

“I’m sorry!” The waiter looked terrified. “I’m so sorry. I don’t know what happened!”

Just then, we heard a blood-curdling shriek. I spun around, and a mage dressed like Spanish nobility was limping away as fast as possible. Blood and magic were streaming down his leg.

And standing there, spitting out a piece of the mage and looking very satisfied with himself, was Bermuda. He nonchalantly wandered over as only a cat can and pawed the air for me to pick him up. Which, of course, I did.

Our area was quickly swarmed by hazmat centaurs, and we were ushered away from the spill. It took a few minutes, but it quickly became clear the spill had been intentional. A mage had ordered several of the most deadly drinks available, and then requested they be delivered to a spot that would have the waiter pass right by us. There should be no way a centaur llama with four perfectly good feet should trip right beside us, but that is what happened.

What saved us from any harm were the medallions that MMm had given us. They had been given to the waitstaff for extra protection for the evening, and MMm had wrangled two more for us. It turned out that was the best thought of the night.

The medallions, along with Balaji and Aamya’s quick action, had kept us completely safe. Even our beautiful outfits were fine. Well, except for a little cat hair, but that would come off.

Sandy assured the waiter we were just fine, that he wasn’t in trouble, and this was not his fault. Then she thanked the hazmat staff for their quick action. Meanwhile, I thanked Balaji and Aamya for being so battle ready, and MMm for doing such a wonderful job watching out for us.

Nobody knew who Bermuda had attacked, but I was pretty sure he was the mage responsible for all this. If we hadn’t had something more important to do, it would have been fun to hunt him down. The others seemed to think the mage would heal quickly and get away scot-free.

I knew better. Bermuda’s attack did more than just physical harm. I’m sure it had torn that mage’s aura too. His natural magic had been leaking out, and it would take more than a simple healing charm to fix that. Rotten mages went Boom after Bermuda clawed them. I didn’t know what a regular mage did, but this one was going to find out. Whatever the result, I was sure he was going to be hurting for a long time. That was enough for me, and I was alright with just leaving it at that.
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Everyone agreed our dance night was over and it was time to head back. Aamya offered to fly with Sandy, as she still couldn’t run in her dress. MMm stripped out of his hazmat suit and offered to carry me. I told Balaji to save his magic, and I accepted. Mr. Muscles picked me up, and I snuggled down for a lovely, manly ride all the way back to the suite.

I decided this was the way to travel from now on. When I got home, I was going to have Tyler go shirtless and carry me everywhere. I would caress his muscles while running my fingers through his hair. I’d probably kiss him too.

I snapped back to reality and realized I was running my fingers through Mr. Muscle's hair and caressing him a little inappropriately. I quickly put a pin in my fantasy—I could fully explore that later—and lightly placed my hands on Mr. Muscles’s shoulders in order to keep my hands to myself.

“Sorry,” I said guiltily.

“It’s alright,” he said. Then he joked, “I’m hard to resist.”

“That’s for sure.” I smiled at him. Then I poked his solid chest. “And you are hard.”

He just laughed and kept running. Thank goodness he had a sense of humor. I really needed to keep my Tyler fantasies on a leash.

Before I knew it, we were back at our blue and white suite, and the next part of the night was set to get started. Our sitting room was crowded with four humans and three centaur llamas, and it got even more crowded when the Captain and another centaur walked through the fireplace.

“Who is that?” I asked the Captain.

“I am a representative of the Council,” the llama interjected. “I’m here in an official capacity to record the events of tonight's activities and make sure everything is in order.”

Something about the way he said that was mildly irritating. It was like he was here to make sure the kids didn’t do anything stupid, although he thought they probably would.

I looked at the Captain, but she just gave me a resigned shrug.

“You are welcome to remain as long as you don’t get in the way,” I said evenly. I could tell that phrasing didn’t sit right with him, but I didn’t care.

I went to my bedroom and changed out of my fancy costume. CLl de-wrinkled and de-cat-haired everything, then stored it away properly. My leg looked better, although it was still a mass of blue and green. I slipped into comfortable sweatpants and a t-shirt and went back into the sitting room again. Balaji was on a couch with Aamya. I settled in beside them for the moment.

I took a moment to close my eyes, center myself, and to just breathe. This was an important night. I needed to be at my best. I felt the tension I’d been holding all day slip away, when a sudden heaviness seeped into the room.

I knew that feeling. It was the All-Rune, and I was glad it was here.

I sent a burst of happiness out through my magic to greet the ancient power.

‘Welcome! I am so glad you are here.’

I felt a burst of happiness back.

‘Thank you for your help in the past,’ I continued, ‘and thank you for your attention tonight. I’m nervous about this, and I really hope it goes well.’

I got a sense of time, swirling around like a vortex, with the center focused on this evening. Then a feeling of patience mixed with a sense of excitement surrounded me. It felt like the All-Rune had been waiting for a long time for this, and now was a possible moment, a node of possibility. If I failed tonight, there would be another node in the future, but it might not occur for another hundred years.

So, no pressure or anything.

I kept breathing and feeling for peace. I’m sure the All-Rune meant well, but it had just made me even more nervous. Finally, my breath led me to a peaceful place. Like a cool drink of water on a warm summer day. I mentally savored it and then felt ready to get started. The first part of my plan was to gather as much information as possible, so I opened my eyes and turned toward Balaji.

“Okay, let’s start with you. Take a look at NLl’s magic core and let me know what you see.”

The Recorder was in the middle of the room, and he was peering into my face. I decided to just ignore him. Balaji didn’t even hesitate with his answer.

“Unfortunately, I’m not going to be able to help you at all, Jason. I’ve been checking all the centaurs in the room, and I just can’t see these cores you are talking about. My magic just doesn’t do well with detection.”

“That’s okay,” I replied. “I appreciate you trying. Aamya, can you sense anything?”

The Recorder whipped his head dramatically in her direction.

“I’m not going to be much help either,” she grimaced. “Now I know what to look for, I can see that something should be there, but it’s just a black hole to me. I can’t see her magic or her shell or anything you are describing. It’s just a void.”

The Recorder whipped his head dramatically back to me.

“Thank you for that,” I told her. Then I addressed the Recorder.

“Okay, this is not going to work. You are pulling too much attention in the room, and I need to be able to focus.”

He drew himself up haughtily.

“I'm here for the Council, and they have instructed me to be at the center of these proceedings. If what you say is true and you can succeed, then this will be a night we will want to remember for forever. If what you say is false, then we will see another mage fail, and that will also be instructional for those who are gullible.”

“Gullible?” I repeated.

“You are a very young mage. You’re practically human. For you to come to us, spouting theories and suggesting you can see something nobody else can, makes me wonder what you are up to. What is your angle? What are you hoping to accomplish here?”

“So you’re here to uncover a con artist?” I asked. My voice was raising a bit.

“If that is what you are, I’d be very happy to record your performance and help unmask your scheme,” he said smugly.

“Let me be clear,” I stated. My voice was low and deadly. “There is only one goal in this room, and that is to fix NLl’s core and have her continue to be a happy and healthy centaur. The energy of that intention needs to be the only thing in this room. Everyone is here for that purpose, except for you.”

I felt the All-Rune’s will join with me.

“I do not need to prove anything to you. You are a hindrance to this evening, and as such, you are no longer welcomed here.” My voice had that weird echo it gets when I was speaking with the All-Rune’s power.

“I am from the Council!” He raised his voice as well. “We will be represented. I have a right to be here.”

“That is the failure of the Council to pick you as their representative. Next time they can pick a better person. You are not my responsibility. You will leave.”

“I will not!” he said menacingly. “And you can’t make me. I will find out what you are up to!”

I didn’t have time to deal with this clown. And neither did the All-Rune. I spared a quick look at the Captain, but she just shook her head. I was pretty sure the Recorder’s authority overrode anything she could do. Fortunately, I knew an authority that overrode everyone in this room. I leaned forward and slapped my hand on the floor.

“By the power of the HOUSE,” I said with the voice like god, “you will leave this room and not return.”

“Make me.” The Recorder stamped his foot on the ground, setting his jaw.

Which is why it was funny as hell when the floor disappeared underneath him and he got an “Oh Shit” look as he fell through.

The floor snapped shut behind him, and the entire room was silent as everyone stared at me in shock. Well, everyone except for Sandy. She was already familiar with the All-Rune doing things much bigger than this.

At that moment, there was a polite knock on the door. I didn’t even say anything as the door opened on its own and a mage dressed in all black stepped inside.

“I think the House wanted me to be here,” he said. It was the Recorder from the Oval. The one that had been so helpful and supportive when we’d set some of the mages on fire. “I was doing a piece on the dance, and suddenly, I was outside your door. Based on the fact that everyone is stuffed into this one room, I’m going to assume we are up to something and that a Recorder would be useful.” He was looking at the centaurs and Aamya when he saw Sandy and me.

“Ahhhh! House Louisville. It is so wonderful to see you again!”

“It is wonderful to see you too,” Sandy jumped in smoothly. I was still feeling hot and bothered, so it was probably a good thing she took over.

“It just so happens that we need a Recorder, and we’d love it if you stayed and helped us out.”

“Of course,” he said cheerfully. “Can you give me a quick synopsis of what you are up to? I find it is helpful in knowing what to capture.”

“Sure,” Sandy nodded. “The short version is we are attempting to repair NLl’s magic core, and in the process, allow centaurs to become magical creatures again.”

“Ohhh!” His eyes got big. “I heard a rumor about this, but I just thought it was a hoax. There is no way it could be true. Nobody has been able to figure out what happened to the centaurs, and the best of us have tried.”

“Well, it’s going to happen tonight,” Aamya said firmly, and gave me a wink.

“So, who is the one who can sense the cores?” he asked.

I raised my hand.

“You certainly are an exciting fellow, aren’t you?” he mused. “And who is the centaur who is getting their core repaired?”

NLl raised her hand. He gave her a deep bow.

“You are lovely, my dear, and I sincerely wish you all the best tonight.” He turned back to me. “Now, don’t let me keep you any longer. Just continue with what you had planned. I’ll be recording, and with any luck, you won’t even know I’m here.”

He paused in thought.

“Although I find it odd that with something this big, the Council doesn’t have its own Recorder here.”

“They had one, but he had to drop out unexpectedly,” Sandy deadpanned.

The “Oh Shit” look of the centaur as he went through the floor popped into my mind, and I burst out laughing. I tried to stop, as this was a serious occasion, but Balaji joined in. Then the Captain chuckled, and soon we were all laughing hysterically.

We all tried to pause and get serious, but then someone would start snickering and we’d end up roaring with laughter again.

I laughed so hard my side hurt.

CLl laughed so hard he snorted, which was funny as hell on its own.

The laughter was just what we needed. It cleared the tension out of the air the way a summer rain clears out the heat. It was healing and bonding all at the same time.

Finally, we took a quick break, and I went to the restroom and afterward grabbed a bite to eat. We’d only just gotten started, but the intermission reset the room and brought us together, ready to work again.

“Okay, Sandy, let me know if you can sense anything with NLl,” I said as we started again.

“I can,” she said confidently, “but it’s not with my mage powers. It’s with John’s ability. I can sense a strong sphere of earth power in her, exactly where you say her magic core is located.”

Well, that was certainly interesting.

“It doesn’t feel like dirt or stone,” she continued. “It feels woven somehow. Like it’s a basket?” She sounded tentative. “Oh, wait! I had a gag gift once. It was this woven tube where you would put a finger in either end, and when you tried to pull your fingers out, it would tighten down so you couldn’t escape. I think they were called finger traps? This feels like that.”

This was great information. It looks like I needed to keep an eye out for some sort of weave or pattern as I took her core apart.

“You can see this better than anyone, Jason, so I think you should do your zoom-in thing and really check it out,” Sandy said. “Maybe you’ll see something else that will help you. I have been wanting to ask you, how are you planning on handling her magic? I know you want to take the core apart and fully restore her power, but if you do, her magic will just escape.”

“I was planning on having her swear to me,” I replied. “When I was working with Annabeth, I had her swear both her power and her aura to me for a while. It wasn’t as easy as working with my own magic, of course, but it worked.”

Sandy nodded in understanding, but Aamya looked concerned.

“Jason, are you going to have her cede control of her magic to you? If so, you need to know that this almost never happens.” She looked very serious. “Mages swear on their own power, of course. This is the basis for the teacher-student relationship, as well as most agreements and contracts. When you directly try to control someone else’s magic, however, it almost never goes well. Their magic will fight you for control, and it can fight quite hard. Plus, if you are successful, you’ll need to handle two magics at the same time. That is very difficult to do.”

“It sounds like you’ve had experience with this before?” I asked.

She nodded.

“I took over a friend’s magic once when he was badly injured in an accident. It was a life or death situation and everything turned out alright in the end, but it was extremely difficult. It was not something I would do again, unless the situation was equally dire.”

“I certainly agree with you,” I said. “This fits the criteria, though. NLl can’t feel or control her own magic or aura, so someone will have to do it. This is a life or death situation as NLl’s core is rupturing. I’ve done this twice before, so I have some experience controlling someone else’s magic. This is the only way I can see for NLl to survive, unless you have another suggestion?”

“No, I don’t,” Aamya sighed. “I’ve talked it over with Balaji earlier today, and neither one of us had any actual ideas that would help.”

“Does anyone else have any additional ideas that they would like to offer?” I asked.

I looked around at everyone in the room. They shook their heads. It looked like this was all my responsibility, so I was going to continue the way I thought was best.

I sat on the floor and motioned for NLl to sit beside me.

“I don’t know how long this will take, so we might as well get comfortable.”

Hearing that, CLl ran into my bedroom and came back with pillows and my bedspread. We stood back up, and he made a comfortable little nest for us. We sat back down, and I had to admit, it was a lot better.

“Thank you, CLl,” I said warmly. “This certainly feels nicer.”

NLl agreed, and then we got down to business. We went over the swear together so she knew the words and felt as comfortable with them as possible.

“I know you can’t feel your magic or your aura, but just put as much intention into the words as possible,” I said with confidence. “Your magic and your aura belong to you, and they will do as you ask. I’m only here as a guide to teach your powers a new pattern. This swear is just asking them to pay attention and do their best to learn.”

“I got it.” NLl sounded much calmer than I would have been. Then she took a deep breath and began.

“I, Nanalananenelalughlahne, swear on my magic to grant full access to Jason Cole for the purpose of restoring my magic and my aura to their rightful places. He can see and use my magic like his magic, my body like his body, my aura like his aura. My power and my aura will assist him in every way possible to restore me to full health and power. He will have this ability until such time as I am in full control over my own aura and magic.”

I felt a click, and suddenly there wasn’t a ‘me’ and ‘her’ anymore. Now there was an ‘us’. I put my arm around her and leaned into her as I kicked my sight into high gear, zooming into her core. I’d thought I could see everything clearly before, but now she’d sworn to me, I could see details that hadn’t been there before.

I zoomed onto the surface of the core, looking for any sort of pattern like Sandy had suggested, but it just looked wrinkled and bumpy to me. I dipped below the surface, and that’s when I saw it. There was a direction to the compressed aura. I zoomed in even more, and now I could see the individual threads that made it up. I panned to the right, and suddenly the direction shifted ninety degrees to the right. I panned some more, and the direction shifted back again. I continued zooming in until one thread of aura was as big as a pipe, then I followed it. Sure enough, the thread eventually dipped to go below other threads heading perpendicular to it. For sure, there was a weave. I would never have noticed this without Sandy telling me about it.

I sank deeper into the shell. At first, it was just more of the same—hard threads running throughout, but as I went further down, it started to look different. The threads weren’t as hard anymore. The deeper I sank, the softer they became. Eventually, I reached the surface of the magic they were holding in, and the shell changed again. Right at the surface of the magic, the shell turned into a real aura. It didn’t have threads or anything like that. Instead, it was smooth like a lotion. It was still compressed, of course, but it was the closest thing to a real aura for her I’d seen yet.

I thought about it for a second and came up with a working theory. If I had to guess, the aura needed magic to be soft and actually act like an aura. Magic was like water, moisturizing the aura. The aura near the surface was dry and hard, blocking all attempts at detecting the magic inside.

The threads had to be the key to keeping all this together. Just like the weave in a paper towel keeps it from falling apart when it gets wet, the weave of the shell was keeping it from falling apart as the magic tried to soak into it. It was very much like the finger trap Sandy had mentioned. NLl’s magic couldn’t ‘soak’ its way out because the weave slowed down the rate of absorption and kept the shell together. Without the weave, the shell would just get soggy and fall apart.

So I needed to figure out how to destroy the weave, while soaking the aura shell in her magic long enough to get it nice and soft again. Once the aura was soft, it might snap back to where it was supposed to, and that might fix the magic too.

I had an idea, but first I needed to introduce myself. One of the best things I’d learned was that magic wanted to help, and it worked so much better if you asked it, rather than told it what to do.

I spoke to her magic first. I expanded my awareness until I encompassed all the magic in her core. Including the magic in the bump.

‘Greetings!’ I sent it images of welcome.

‘I am Jason Cole. I am a mage.’ I sent images of my life now. I sent thoughts of my time with my Housemates. I sent thoughts of Tea, the Granny Godmothers, and Octa and her Tangle. It seemed to really like that. I sent thoughts of Bermuda snuggling, laughing, and being happy together. It seemed to like that too.

‘I am your friend.’ I sent images of my time with CLl and meeting NLl. I sent images of my fight to meet her and how the Grove and the Gem Cells had healed her. That got a big reaction. Even inside its shell, the magic knew something had changed for the better.

‘You are not at your optimal location.’ I didn’t want to say her magic was wrong, because it wasn’t. Even packed in like this, it was still keeping her alive. However, it could be better, and that is what I sent images of. I sent images of how her aura and her magic should look inside her. That just got it confused. So I sent images of other beings and how their aura, natural form, and magic all worked together. I kept this up until the magic seemed to understand.

I sent emotions, too. Freedom. Room to move. Anticipation. Hope.

Then I realized I’d been doing all the ‘talking’ so far. As human beings, we don’t want to change unless we feel fully heard. Maybe the same thing was true of magic? I’d heard the stolen magic’s anger when it was in Big Ugly. What was NLl’s saying now?

So I calmed my thoughts and invited her magic to talk to me. At first it was quiet, and I thought I wouldn’t get anything. Then it spoke up. It spoke of pressure. It spoke of growing, but not knowing how. It communicated something like a splitting headache, only it just went on and on and on. It didn’t know any better and it couldn’t see outside the shell, so it just endured. It suffered and held out.

I heard it and echoed it back to let it know I understood. That’s when her magic really let loose. It spoke of years of pain. It was a migraine headache that never stopped. Layered over all that was loneliness. This magic had never talked to anyone else. Sometimes it had sensed there was something else out there. There was more to this world than just pain and pressure, but it had never been able to do anything about it.

I felt all that, and I offered it friendship. If it helped me, it never had to be lonely again. It would never have to be in pain again.

That got a resounding ‘YES!’ from her magic. It was ready for a change.

Next, I shifted my focus to her aura. I hadn’t really talked to an aura before, but it was worth a shot. Come to find out, it felt exactly the same way. The interesting thing was I heard nothing from the dried out portion. It was like it was dead. Or sleeping. As the shell became softer, I gradually heard a tiny bit. It was only when it was very soft and right next to the magic that I heard about pressure and loneliness.

I enlisted the aura into helping me as well—at least the part of it that was still aware. Hopefully, I could wake up the dried out part, and it would just follow along. Now it was time to get this party started.

The first little guys I invited to the party were just the people to bust stuff up, my Miners. They had done a great job on the rocky golem in the park. Hopefully, they could do an equally good job on the core’s rocky exterior.

I created the familiar figure in front of me—blue overalls, miner's helmet with a light, and work boots. I added goggles (safety first!), and then added a little patch that said “I heart NLl”. Might as well make this job personal. I added a jet pack so he could get where he needed to go and as well as a duplicator ring. I also added another ring so he could change his size. I needed the hard, dried chunks of her shell to be as small as possible. I was going to marinate them in her magic, and smaller chunks should get gooey a lot faster than bigger ones.

For his weapon, I gave him a shiny pickaxe with a sharp point on one side and a flat scrapy part on the other side. I figured the point would be good with the hard surface, and then he could flip it around and scrape the shell as it got softer.

He still didn’t seem ready yet. I normally used my Miners to destroy something, but this was more of a rescue operation. I thought about it for a moment, then changed his blue overalls to a bright orange rescue outfit with a green reflective vest that said “RESCUE” in big bold letters on it. That was better.

Finally, I added in a big mustache and gave him kind eyes. Rescuers are good people, and I wanted her magic and aura to know we were on their side. Then I went over him again and added in lots of little details. The more details he had, the more magic he could hold.

Once I was finished, I carefully filled him full of magic and turned him loose. He swung his pickaxe a few times, wiggled his mustache at me, then took off through the air with a happy “Weee!” Then he flew off towards her core, trailing little puffs of smoke behind him.

He was going to need energy to duplicate with, and I couldn’t have him using NLl’s magic. She was going to need everything she had. So I talked to my main red gem cell and had him duplicate a new one just for working on her core.

I used to give the Miners walkie talkies so I could talk to them, but I hadn’t needed that since I’d made my matrix. Now I could just talk to them directly.

‘Use the gem cell and duplicate as many times as you need for your job,’ I told the Miner. ‘If you need more magic, just let me know and I’ll fill up the gem cell again.’

‘What should I work on first?’ he asked gruffly.

‘I’m going to need to bring some of NLl’s magic to the surface of her core, but you can’t just make a hole straight down to it. The magic is under pressure, so if you do that, it will just shoot out like a geyser. I’m thinking you need to first make a basin to hold the magic. Then make a small tunnel that circles around in a spiral that goes down to her magic. The spiral should hopefully slow down the magic’s rate of flow. Also, angle the exit of the tunnel so it aims down into the basin. It should fill up like a kitchen sink fills up with water. Got it?’

‘Aye, aye, Sir! We’ll make it happen.’ He raised his pickaxe in salute and got to work.

I watched for a few moments, but it looked like he had everything in hand. He duplicated many times, then they got to digging. I realized I hadn’t talked to him about keeping the chips of her core small, but seeing them work, I thought they were small enough. Now it was time to work on his companion, the Ass Blaster 2000!

I loved these little guys, and they normally did a great job of eating rock and shooting it far away in little pellets. Today, though, I needed something different.

This time I made him fat, like a thick caterpillar. I made him rescue-orange too, with a big patch of green on the back with the word “RESCUE” in black. I gave him lots of little legs so he could move around on the ground, and I gave him a jetpack too. After all, flying was fun, and he needed to get to the core somehow. I gave him longer legs in the back so he could aim his back half, and then a big tongue, like a frog, so he could lap up the hard aura chips. The idea was that he would pick up the aura chips—marinate and ‘chew’ them in the middle—then shoot the now soft aura out of his back half like a squishy fart.

I decided to give him extra stomachs so he could move the aura along as it softened. I added goggles for safety, a mustache so he would match the Miners, and finally a little tiny miner’s helmet just because it looked cute. I added the duplicator function and the size function to his goggles. I made a second pass over my Miner to add in detail. I then filled him with magic and turned him loose.

He did NOT like the jetpack. Not at all. For some reason, it kept rolling him around in circles. I quickly removed it, and then I saw what the problem was. He already had his own method of propulsion. He just took deep breaths and then blasted the air out the back end. It wasn’t fast, but his little farts got him to where he was going in a stately fashion.

He landed beside the gem cell battery, duplicated several times, and then they all wandered over to the finished basin. The Miners were now working on the spiraling tunnel, and they were almost done. I filled up the gem cell while I was waiting, and it wasn’t long before the first of the Miners came running out of the tunnel. The slower Miners didn’t make it out in time, and were swept out with the first of NLl’s magic.

The Miners had done a bang-up job (pun intended) as her magic flowed out smoothly, splashed into the basin, and gradually filled it up. The lead Ass Blaster stepped forward and used his thick tongue to slurp up her magic. Once the basin got close to full, more of the Ass Blasters stepped up to the edge and started filling up with her magic.

The Miners, meanwhile, had started in on the rest of the core surface and were breaking off little tiny bits of hard aura. The lead Ass Blaster finished filling up with magic first and soon lapped up a lot of the loose aura chips. He swallowed them down into his first stomach, and they started marinating in NLl’s magic. These outer chips were super hard and dry. They’d probably never even touched magic before.

Now the procedure was in place, it was just a matter of working the process. The Miners grew in number and swarmed all over her core, breaking it apart piece by piece. The Ass Blaster 2000s duplicated as well, sucked up her magic, sucked up chips, and started marinating. It quickly became obvious we had a bottleneck at the basin, so the Miners dug two more tunnels to her core. It also became obvious that it was going to take some time for these tough chips to soften, so the Ass Blasters that were full started lifting off the surface of the core to make room for newer Ass Blasters.

As the process continued, her core looked like one of those mining colonies you see on space shows. It was fascinating and neat, but I never lost sight of the fact that I was working with NLl’s life.

I refilled the gem cell several times, and I kept an eye on the first Ass Blaster. The chips were absorbing the magic, and in the process, they were expanding. He now had three stomachs full of aura, with two more still to go.

The Miners got through the hardest layer, and now the work started going faster. These layers were easier to mine, easier to eat, and didn’t take as much marinating time. I still didn’t have any chips finished yet, and I had a sneaky suspicion that all the Ass Blasters were going to be ready at the same time.

As I watched, the Miners broke into the really soft layers. Her magic was soon going to be free.

‘I’m working on your new home, and it’s not ready yet,’ I sent out to NLl’s magic. ‘In a few moments, you are going to feel the pressure go away. I’d ask that you just hang on a few minutes more and don’t expand yet. I need to get your aura ready first.’

I got back a little grumbling and impatience, but mostly excitement and hope. So far, so good.

Then it seemed like everything suddenly happened at once. The Miners broke through a section of fibers, and the shell just fell apart. It was like a balloon made of wet paper, and suddenly her magic was loose.

It roared, like a dam had burst, and exploded in all directions.

‘STOP!’

I clamped my will down hard to contain the explosion.

‘STAY RIGHT WHERE YOU ARE!’

This was not the time to be nice. I would not have her magic fly right out of her body and get lost in the room. Per her oath, her magic was like my magic, and it would obey me.

Her magic churned and roiled, but it held its position. I’d just gotten it under control when the lead Ass Blaster let me know it was time. Ready or not, Operation Aura Splat was getting ready to happen.

He cocked ass, aimed towards her right shoulder, and let loose.

It was the wettest farting sound I’d ever heard. It looked totally gross, but the result was awesome. A tiny piece of aura shot out, looking like a wet string of snot, but as it moved, it expanded. By the time it reached the edge of her body, it was big and misty, like a cloud. This was perfect!

‘Ass Blasters, aim towards an open part of her body and fire at will. If you don’t see an open spot, move around until you do. Good luck!’

Pew! Pew! Pew!

The Ass Blaster 2000 rescue brigade got to work. Soon, there were little aura clouds everywhere. The Miners kept working on the chunks of core left, and soon it was completely broken down. When that happened, I had them fly back to Penny. She thanked them on my behalf and absorbed them back into my magic and soul. Recycling at its finest.

It also occurred to me that now NLl was going to have her own aura and magic in her body, it probably wasn’t a good idea to leave the Ents and the Gem Cell batteries in her either. The last thing I wanted was for her to become contaminated with my magic. Hopefully, all this worked and she could heal herself if needed. So I gave the order, and the Ents picked up the Gem Cells and headed over to Penny as well.

The Ass Blasters were doing a great job, but the aura clouds were a real pain. Instead of being fused into one big cloud on her physical surface, which is what I needed, they just wandered around and bumped into each other. It was chaos, and I finally had to expand my awareness to her whole body and give my introduction speech again.

More of her aura got the idea this time, but there were still a huge number of clouds that just wandered around cluelessly. I took a deep breath and accepted the fact that a bunch of this aura had never been active before. So it had no idea what was going on. It was like I was dealing with brand new baby ducks, with no clue of the world around them.

That gave me an idea. Baby ducks imprinted on their mama. Maybe I could get them to do the same with me?

‘If you feel lost,’ I called, ‘LOOK AT ME.’

All those little lost aura clouds froze, and suddenly I felt all of their attention directed at me.

‘I am your Papa. Welcome!’ I sent love. I sent hope. I also sent a good dose of ‘do as I say’ parental authority.

It seemed to work.

The aura was still a mess. It was thick in some places and had holes in others. But at least it was paying attention to me now. I found out the thing that worked best was just to rub my hand over NLl and smooth it out. It was like icing a cake. I filled in the holes and made sure it wasn’t bunched up too thick. I only had so much aura to work with, after all.

Her body was easy, but all that aura needed to get down into her legs and arms too. The Ass Blaster 2000s followed me along and kept shooting out new aura clouds as they were ready. I rubbed that poor girl everywhere: her legs, her belly, her arms, her armpits.

Her magic tried to make another break for freedom, but I shut it down again. One step at a time, and right now I needed to keep icing her aura cake. Finally, the last Ass Blaster shot its final wet fart, and I smoothed it into position.

I expected to feel something, but I didn’t. I checked, and all the Ass Blasters were empty and tooting their way back to Penny. I scanned her aura again, checking for anything I’d missed. The last Ass Blaster was just being absorbed when I finally found it. I hadn’t done the bottoms of her feet. When I finished that, I felt the click, and the aura fused into one piece.

Hallelujah! Part one was done.

Now her aura container was in the right place, it was time to release her magic. I felt the All-Rune watching over us. It had been here the whole time, but now I really felt its focus. This was the big moment.

‘It is time.’

I tried to use my best wise Gandalf voice, but the magic didn’t really care.

It just exploded.

All that pent up compression released, and the magic expanded and went everywhere. Most of it stayed at the spiritual level and filled up her aura. Some of it shifted to the physical side and absorbed into her body. Her muscles, blood, organs, and bones inhaled the magic.

Everything was in balance.

Everything was okay.

I breathed a sigh of relief as I felt the All-Rune crow with satisfaction.

‘It is done! The curse is broken!’

I felt a snap, and a ripple of––something––fell off of her. It fell off the other centaur llamas in the room too.

The All-Rune felt delighted.

And then I felt NLl’s heart stutter.

What? That didn’t happen. I must have imagined it.

Her heart stuttered again.

Then everything seemed to fall apart at once. Her lungs started shuddering. Her organs started failing. Her muscles went limp, and she fell in a heap on the floor.

What the fuck!?

The magic. It had to be the magic. That was the only thing that had changed.

I zoomed into her heart and saw the awful truth. Her heart, that had worked this long with no magic at all, was rejecting her own power.

No, that wasn’t quite right. It had happily absorbed her magic, knowing on a cellular level it was the right thing to do, but now it didn’t know what to do with it. It was trying to push her magic back out again, but her magic wasn’t going.

Her body was fighting itself, and there was only one loser.

After all this, NLl was going to die.
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I was so shocked I didn’t know what to do. I’d done everything right. Her aura was together and containing her magic. Her magic was free inside her the way it was supposed to be. Except, somehow, that was wrong. This didn’t fit my theory at all. I hadn’t planned on this, and now her body was shutting down.

I grabbed her magic and tried to pull it back toward her center again. The magic in her body didn’t budge at all. It had been absorbed, and it was where it thought it needed to be.

I had seconds to figure this out, and I had no idea where to even begin. I couldn’t use my magic to solve this. I’d just contaminate her, and her body would surely reject my magic too.

I turned to the only other being present at this level, the All-Rune.

‘Help her!’ I shouted in panic.

It gave me back a sense of contentment. It thought that all was well. What the fuck?

‘She’s dying!’

It was waiting. What the heck was it waiting for? Time was precious!

Then the room froze.

A light shone on NLl, and suddenly she looked translucent. Every part of her glowed softly, like her cells had been coated in luminescent paint. It was pretty, but pretty wasn’t what I needed right now.

The All-Rune gave me a sharp tug, and suddenly my mind was somewhere else.

I was floating in a place of light, and all around me were multiple Earths.

Actually, it was the same Earth, just multiple views of it.

There was a view of a forest, with all the different types of life highlighted in various colors. With a start, I realized all the trees were one color, like the trees were all connected together as one organism.

There was a view of an ant colony, a city, a school of fish, microbes in the deep earth, a bird in the sky.

Actually, these weren’t views. They were windows. I could see energy going into and coming out of the Earths. Sometimes there was a flash and something changed. Sometimes the window switched to something else.

In the middle of all this was a being of immense power. It was so intense, I couldn’t look directly at it. So I looked around it, and I could see fragments of that power breaking off and flying towards one of the open windows. In the process, that power changed, and it became an ant or a microbe or a fish, or whatever it needed to be.

The process happened in reverse too. Life of all kinds flowed out from the windows, changed back into creation energy, and merged back with the being. The whole thing was happening at a blistering pace, and I felt dizzy just watching it. So I deliberately tried to focus on something else.

There was one window that was the whole Earth, like I was viewing it from space. The image was translucent, and all life on Earth was highlighted with color. The amount of life on the planet was staggering. I was used to thinking of life as people, cats and dogs, birds, and animals. If I took a moment to expand that a bit more, I’d include insects and plants in that as well. This included everything, though. Plankton in seas, microbes in the air, lichen on rocks, and a huge band of microscopic life that lived in the deep earth.

Our world was beautiful and filled with so much life! I could have studied it forever, but there was still so much more to see. The realms were included here too, as I saw House Atayk flash up in one window for a moment.

Then I saw something that blew my mind. It was a massive solar system, with hundreds of thousands of worlds orbiting around a sun of pure creative energy. These worlds were filled with life. It was very different from what we had, but life nonetheless. The worlds closest to the core seemed to be the most in flux, whereas the worlds farther away were more settled and solid.

Our planet was highlighted. It wasn’t on the outside, but was a lot more settled than most of the planets. We also had more life than most of the other worlds too, which made me proud for some reason.

It looked like there was some communication and travel between the planets too. I saw what looked to be a guy and his cat streaking between our world and one much closer to the core. I wanted to wonder what that was about, but it was all just too much.

My mind was starting to get pulled apart. I was a human, just a little spark of life in my little world. I didn’t have the capacity to view and understand all of creation. The more I saw, the more I unraveled.

The power from the being in the space had felt like the warmth of gentle sunshine at first. Now I’d been here more than a moment, it felt like I was standing at the open door of a nuclear reactor. The radiation was tearing me apart.

I wanted to scream, but I was already so stretched out that I could only give a whimper. My mind exploded with divine revelations of creation, but instead of the joy of epiphany, I just felt parts of myself fragment and fall away. It wasn’t just my mind, either. I distantly felt my body––somewhere––shaking like a Pentecostal in church.

Part of the divine being rushed towards me, and a scrim slammed down. I sighed in relief, as it felt like I’d just put on a full-body pair of sunglasses. I’d thought I was in the same space as the being, but I was actually in a window, just like all the other views of Earth.

The being came through the window, cycling through different people’s forms. It was a young boy fresh off the farm, then an old man in overalls, then a wise Asian man with an enormous hat, and finally, an older woman who gave off a cheerful, nanny vibe. She had round, chubby cheeks, gray streaked hair in a bun, sensible shoes, and clothes she could get dirty in. I instinctively felt like she was practical and friendly, which I’m sure was the whole point.

She gestured, and the space transformed. Now there was a comfortable fireplace and floor-to-ceiling glass windows looking out onto a meadow with freshly fallen snow. The ceiling had huge wooden rafters, and the floor was covered in thick shaggy rugs. The middle of the room was taken up by a large lounge couch in the shape of a U. There was a table in the middle of the U with mugs of hot chocolate.

It was the perfect place to relax, stretch out, and try to recover from my mind blowing experience. I gratefully sank down onto the couch, kicked up my feet, and took a sip of the hot chocolate.

It was excellent. The temperature was just right, so it was warm and comforting, but not hot enough to burn. The chocolate was deep and rich and contrasted beautifully with the marshmallows on top. I took another sip and tried to pull myself together. I felt thin, like only half of me was there.

The infinitely powerful being in its sensible nanny form sat across from me, gave a sigh that said she’d had a long day too, and propped her feet up as well. The All-Rune hopped over the back of the couch and sat on the third bend of the U.

I glanced over to say “Hi” and lost my mind again. The All-Rune was vast and powerful beyond my comprehension. I realized I was using runes at the level of letters: A, B, C. The All-Rune was at the level of Shakespeare. I knew two runes well: Light and Healing. The All-Rune was for runes what the Library of Congress was for the alphabet. Actually, it was probably more like all the books on Amazon Kindle added to the Library of Congress added to the Great Library of Alexandria.

Its mind was infinitely complex. It was like the quantum computer of runes, creation, and probability. Compared to that, I was an abacus. It was all just too much for me to handle. I started fragmenting again. Somewhere my body was shaking on the floor. I hoped I was more than a drooling idiot when all this was done.

~~ Apologies ~~

The All-Rune snapped his fingers, and all that power and knowledge was wrapped away. Now there was a pleasant, handsome gentleman who sort of looked like George Clooney sitting on the couch.

For the second time, I tried to pull myself together, but I felt even thinner than before.

‘Ahwrrrrarrrr?’

Bermuda hopped up on the sectional, walked over, put his front paws on my chest, and started licking my face. It was the most wonderful feeling in the world. It was like my hero had arrived, and everything was going to be alright now.

‘Oh, baby. I love you,’ I whispered, and ran my fingers through his soft fur.

He started making scrunchies with his paws on my chest, and I felt myself pulling back together. My missing pieces snapped back into place, and I started feeling like myself again. Some of the things I’d seen and understood faded away, and I was happy to let them go. Maybe someday I’d be strong enough and big enough to hold on to that knowledge, but today wasn’t that day.

When Bermuda was content that I was doing better, he turned around in my lap a few times, and then settled in for a nice sit. He glared at Creation, who bowed her head in appeasement. Then he glared at the All-Rune, who did the same. On a different day, I would have been shocked that my cat had just told off two beings of cosmic power. For today, though, it just made sense. Once again, Bermuda did what he wanted, leaving me grateful that he loved me and was on my side.

~~ Apologies. Spark\New Born. ~~

He sent images of conversations, but his smallest whisper was like thunder to me. He was the sun, and I was a flame. It was hard for him to compress himself down enough to communicate with me. I also caught the hope that one day I’d be much more powerful, and he was looking forward to us getting to know each other.

The nanny nodded in agreement.

~~ Agree. Spark\Fledgling God. ~~

I got the sense of a mother holding her child, wondering what he would grow up to be. She was happy for who he was now and excited for who he would become. Something clicked. My analytical pattern finding side was back.

‘Are you my Mother?’ I asked.

~~ Yes ~~

I saw an image of her giving me the spark of creation. She was my supernatural Mother. Just like she was the mother to all the supernaturals that had come before me. I got a sense I was different, though. Something unusual had happened with my spark. She’d noticed. She’d remembered me.

I felt a happy glow, and it wasn’t just the hot chocolate. I felt this cheerful hum of growth and creativity from her. In her own way and keeping it as contained as possible, she was telling me she loved me.

Wow.

I cuddled Bermuda and just let that sink in. I’d heard in church that God loved me, but this was confirmation on a whole other level.

I turned to the All-Rune.

‘Are you my father?’ I asked.

~~ Yes ~~

I received images of quantum calculations, layers of probabilities overlapped like a fourth-dimensional Venn diagram. There was a problem with the world right now. What it was I didn’t know, as he didn’t think I was ready to learn that yet. But he had crafted a plan with Mother to create me, and at some point, I’d restore the balance. So, yes, he was my father, in a very calculated sense.

His entire foundation was the concept of Home, so he not only needed me, he wanted me. I got the sense there was so much more he wanted to tell me, but I was still at the level of “2 times 2”

I was so glad I’d gotten used to talking in a nonverbal way with Penny, otherwise talking to these two would have felt very strange. As it was, it just felt normal. Then my mind caught up to something Mother Creation had said earlier.

‘Am I a god?’

~~ Yes\No ~~

She said quickly––as it looked like Father Rune was getting ready to go into a long explanation. Her images were clear and made sense. I was a god the same way a newborn kitten was a powerful panther. All the bits and pieces were there, but I was nowhere near being a powerful god yet. Maybe I would be a god someday, if I survived that long. Her images also contained a warning. Baby gods were hunted down and killed. There were powerful forces that did not want me to grow up. My best defense was to act like a mage and blend in with all the other new supernaturals.

I took a sip of my hot chocolate, rubbed Bermuda behind his ears, and took a moment to process that. What she said made sense in a Roleplaying Game sort of way. It doesn’t really matter what a level one character is. They are so weak that rats in a sewer can kill them. It wasn’t until they gained levels and power that you could really see what they could do.

Father Rune nodded at Mother Creation to acknowledge her point of view, but he had something he wanted to add.

~~ Yes. God\Soul. ~~

He sent his thoughts, and my whole view of what a supernatural being was, shifted. The spark of creation came from Mother. Where it landed determined if the supernatural was a mage or natural. If the spark settled in their aura, they could project their magic outward and shape it as they willed, so they became a mage. If the spark settled in their body, then it conformed to their physical shape, and they became a natural. They could still project magic and have it do wonderful things, but it had to physically make sense for them.

However, in my case, the spark hadn’t settled in my body, or my aura. It had settled into my soul. Father Rune took his probability calculations and dumbed it down for me. There was a 1 in 1,189,387,948 chance of this happening.

From his perspective, it wasn’t about power. It was about what you were. And I was a god. A teeny tiny god. But still very much a god.

~~ Warning! Lesser\Greater ~~

Mother Creation was being practical again. She knew what the word ‘god’ meant to humans: lots of power and little responsibility. She was thinking more of Thor than Jesus, but I knew what she was getting at. She did not want me getting a big head about this. Overconfidence killed supernaturals. I needed to keep growing, but pick my battles carefully.

From her perspective, mages and naturals were just temporary. Once a supernatural had enough power, both sides, the physical and the spiritual, woke up. Once that happened, they were ready for the next stage. She hid that from me, so I had no idea what that was, but it felt like the true start of a journey.

She wanted to warn me that my growth was going to be slower than other sups. They just had to grow two parts, aura and physical. I had to grow three: aura, physical and soul. The spark of creation she’d given me hadn’t been any bigger than she’d normally given out, and now creation had to grow and shine into three parts of me, not just two.

She showed I was going to be a weak mage and a weak natural. That is why I couldn’t use mage charms, and I might not be able to use them for a very long time. I had some physical abilities, but in her view, I’d never be able to stand up to a real natural in a fight.

I also got a sense they had cheated the odds before, somehow, and every time it had ended in disaster.

Father Rune leaned forward in excitement. He didn’t disagree with Mother Creation, but he had a whole other take on the situation.

~~ Soul Affinity! ~~

He practically shouted as the images flew thick and fast. What made supernaturals unique was who they were and what they liked to do at a core level. Their affinities and abilities grew out of this. What made me unique was I was both an introvert and an extrovert. I was introverted with a strong sense of self and a love of figuring things out. I enjoyed my alone time. I liked to read, and I was comfortable in my own skin. On the other hand, I enjoyed meeting new people. I made connections, genuine connections, with people, and I made friends easily. All this came together somehow and meant I had a soul affinity. If it’d been a mage or a natural, it wouldn’t have meant much, but as a god, it meant everything.

Yes, I had to grow three parts of myself, rather than two, but I was really, really good at the third part. And the soul was a huge additive to the other two. My soul density let me see and perform magic at such a microscopic level. My soul density let me shape and own my magic to a degree that was insanely good, even if it only had full power inside my aura. I had such a powerful soul I could awaken my own cells. I couldn’t use charms, but I could create soul fragments and my little creations were way more versatile than static charms.

In some ways, I was going to grow slower than a regular mage or natural, but in other ways I’d hit the jackpot. I had possibilities and probabilities swirling around me, and he was so excited to see how I turned out.

Mother Creation sighed and buzzed at him in a language that was faster than I could follow. Father Rune buzzed back, and they were off in their own conversation. If I had to guess, this was a discussion they had had many times before. Mother was being practical, just the way a growing, living thing should be. After all, you can’t eat math or burn a possibility to stay warm. Father was excited about what could be and all the possibilities out there, just the way a super computer should be. After all, life isn't just about the now. It’s about hope, and that requires a future that is better than the present.

As they conversed in some sort of cosmic language, I sipped my hot chocolate and processed what I’d seen. Putting everything back into RPG terms, I was something like a dual class. I don’t normally like to play dual class characters, as they level up much slower than a single class character. A mage with a certain amount of experience might be at level 60 and able to call down chain lightning to strike her foes. With the same amount of experience, a dual class Mage/Paladin might only be at level 40 and have a much weaker lightning strike. The advantages of dual classes, though, were how versatile they could be. A Mage/Paladin could wear much better armor, have a lot better hit points, and be a healer as well as a damage dealer.

Since I was now immortal, that meant there wasn’t any sort of cap on how powerful I could grow. At higher levels, I’d be more versatile and creative than either mages or naturals. I just had to survive until I got strong enough.

Something else he’d said clicked with me. A supernatural’s talents and affinities were built around who they were and what they liked. I was great at seeing patterns and figuring things out, so my abilities centered around that. I had a magic sight that let me see all around me in stunning detail. Actually, it was more than just sight. I could taste and touch too. I could sense magic to a crazy good degree, and that is what had caused this breakthrough with the centaur llamas.

Since my abilities were great at analyzing, they weren’t suited for attacking. So I couldn’t throw fireballs or fly through the air or make a big magic weapon like Eugene could.

This insight didn’t change anything for me. I didn’t gain any new powers or anything like that. But I felt better about the abilities I had. I hadn’t just gotten a random assortment of affinities and weaknesses; I’d gotten ones that matched who I was. For some reason, I felt much more settled and happy now.

Both cosmic beings were still discussing stuff, so I tickled Bermuda under his chin and continued my internal processing. I think both of them were right. When looking at power, I was a tiny little thing, so there was no need to get a big head about being a god. On the other hand, to Father’s point, my soul abilities had come in very handy.

My first battle with the golem in the park had been won by the Miners and Ass Blaster 2000s. They were my soul fragments, so I could chalk that battle up to soul. I couldn’t use healing charms, but Tea and his grove were way better, so just being on my feet and able to fight went to soul as well. The Necro Golem had been beaten with the help of Eggy spending the last of his sword powers. I could be a source for both Penny and Eggy because of my soul density, so that battle had been won by soul too.

Even the fight with Big Ugly had been won because of the mix of soul and my natural abilities. Tyler had stuck around because my soul was too dense for him to do his normal sex-healing thing. That led to him training me and developing my natural abilities. I’d done my Earth Punch on both Big Ugly and Dumb Ass, and that had come from a perfect mix of magic, Penny’s help, and natural abilities.

Basically, my soul abilities rocked. I wasn’t slinging fireballs or telekinetically tossing people across the room, but my mixture of soul, magic, and body had let me fight much more powerful people.

~~ Nanalananenelalughlahne’s Time ~~

Father Rune brought us back to why we were here. It wasn’t to talk about me, although they’d certainly enjoyed introducing themselves in a way that was only possible in this place. We were here to witness the start of NLl’s journey. And it was time.

Mother Creation nodded and got to her feet. We followed her lead, and with a snap of her fingers, the rear wall became a window back into the House. I could see everyone moving in extremely slow motion. Sandy had a hold of me and was trying to keep me from biting my tongue off or cracking my head open on the floor. Both NLl and I were spazzing out like we were being electrocuted. CLl was holding NLl, crying out for help. Everyone else was on their feet, ready to do something, but clearly they had no idea what that should be.

~~ In The Beginning ~~ Mother Creation said.

~~ There Was Light ~~ Father Rune continued.

A tiny pearl of pure creation magic formed in her hand. It felt so pure, so powerful, and yet so fragile. I had a feeling they had done this together for thousands of years. And they both still loved the wonder and joy that came from new beginnings.

~~ Necessity ~~ She continued their ritual.

~~ Choice ~~ He declared.

~~ Together With Hope ~~ They said it in unison, like a prayer.

Mother Creation smiled at the new spark and gave it her full attention.

~~ BLESSINGS ~~ This wasn’t about power, this was about intention. She passed the tiny spark over to Father Rune.

~~ BLESSINGS ~~ He emitted pure satisfaction. A wrong was being made right. This was his highest fulfillment and validated his cosmic purpose. He passed the tiny spark over to me.

For a moment, I was lost. What could I possibly say that would add even a fraction of the blessing and power they had already bestowed?

Then I knew. It was my wish for NLl.

‘You Go, Gurl!’ I breathed.

Go be powerful. Go be the first mage of your nation. Go be a strong woman!

Mother and Father smiled at each other, like their little fledgling god had done something cute. Then she took the spark back and sent it through the window, into NLl.

The power of Creation entered her being and started to change her.

Her aura flexed, and the impurities were burned away. It healed and settled over her body, just the way it was supposed to.

On her physical side, a switch in her cells flipped. Now they could accept magic and process it.

At that moment, I realized what I’d done wrong. I’d treated her like she was already a mage, capable of handling magic with her aura and her body. But she wasn’t a supernatural yet, and she’d had too much power in her apple-sized core for her to handle. There was no way I could have freed her core without triggering the transition to a supernatural.

The pearl of Creation hovered for a moment. Most of its power had been spent in the transformation, but there was still a solid spark remaining. It started towards her physical side, but then it stopped, blinked, and then settled into her aura.

~~ Mage ~~ Mother Creation announced.

~~ Mage ~~ Father Rune agreed.

That was probably for the best. I’m sure NLl could use mage abilities a lot more creatively than she could physical abilities.

~~ Done ~~ Mother Creation said, and turned to leave.

‘Wait!’ I blurted. She stopped and turned back to me.

‘What about all the other centaurs?’ I asked. ‘Some of them have large cores, like CLl and MMm. How will they transition? I can’t change them all.’

~~ Time ~~

She didn’t really see this as a problem. In a few generations, the centaur llamas would all be regular beings again. This was normal and natural.

She’d been around since before the Earth was formed. A hundred years wasn’t even the blink of an eye to her.

‘That isn’t good enough,’ I stated.

I sent out images of CLl’s core. It was bigger than most, and he might be able to transition. NLl was going to need someone she could trust as she became the first mage of her nation and learned how to navigate all the drama that was going to come from that position. I sent out images of MMm’s core. It was fine now, but what about in a few years when it might develop a bulge of its own.

~~ Shrine? ~~ Mother Creation asked Father Rune.

~~ Shrine ~~ he nodded.

Mother Creation smiled fondly at me one last time. Then she stepped back through the scrim and was gone.

Father Rune looked like he really wanted to tell me something more, but changed his mind and just smiled instead. I felt a tug, and suddenly I was back.

I was back in my body. Back in our blue and white greeting room. Back in the middle of a room full of chaos.

My body was still flopping around, so I quickly took control.

‘Stop that!’ I commanded mentally, and just like that, I was normal again.

“Thank you, Sandy,” I said warmly, and she looked at me in shock. From her perspective, I’d just been losing it, and now I suddenly sounded normal.

I got to my feet and commanded the room.

“Settle down everyone!” All eyes turned to me. “Step away from NLl,” I said. “She is transitioning into a mage.”

CLl didn’t move, so I spoke to him directly. “She is going to be just fine. She just needs a minute.”

I wasn’t sure exactly what was going to happen, but I felt the anticipation in the air. This was a special transition, and I could feel the All-Rune working on something.

Everyone was on their feet, looking alert and ready for anything. For a moment, nothing happened, and then the light in the room lowered. I thought maybe the All-Rune was just setting the mood, but the lights went out all the way and our greeting room became pitch black.

I could see just fine with my magic sight, but the others couldn’t, and everyone froze, waiting to see what would happen next. Before anyone could panic, the stars came out.

I hadn’t heard or felt anything, but suddenly the ceiling was gone and we were looking up into a starry sky. The room had been as dark as a cave for a moment, so it kind of felt like someone had turned on the light.

When my eyes had been regrown from getting stone-punched by a golem, I’d discovered that I now had a form of night vision. It kicked in, and now I could see everything clearly. It had little color, but I could see the layout of the room clearly, which is why I was so surprised when the doors on the left side of the room started moving.

The fireplace, the bathroom door, and Sandy’s bedroom door all slid along the wall, across the back, and onto the right side of the room. I can honestly say I’d never seen anything like that before, and although it wasn’t that flashy, it seemed like one of the more magical things that had happened. Doors and rooms stay put. They don’t just slide around.

Now everything was on the right side, the rest of the room expanded. It got big enough so it didn’t feel cramped. Then it became big enough to throw a party, and still it continued to grow. As the wall expanded, the floor changed to grass. A bioluminescent grass. The edges glowed softly and waved in the gentle breeze.

The space grew until it was as big as a football field. Maybe bigger.

I saw paths start to form. They were made of bricks, and they wandered through the field, breaking the space up into sections. The brick paths converged on the field in front of us and made a large flat area at least thirty feet wide.

The field changed again, and globes of light came out of the ground. They ranged in size from a walnut to an apple, and they were mounted on thin poles of softly glowing silver. Some globes stopped only a foot out of the ground, but some grew to eight feet tall.

~~ Those Before ~~

I heard the All-Rune bless the space, and then I understood. This wasn’t just a pretty place, it was a Memorial. All those spheres of light represented the cores of the centaur llamas that had never had the chance to transition into someone greater. These were the centaurs that had died in the Wasting, rather than grow into mages or naturals.

I felt a great sadness pass through me. What a waste of talent and potential. The mage that had taken over their realm had been a true dick. It was one thing to fight and kill your opponents; it was a whole new level of evil to curse their children and grandchildren for hundreds of generations.

I was glad they were finally being remembered and honored in a beautiful way. It didn’t make up for all that loss, but maybe it would provide some solace to CLl, NLl, MMm, and all the centaur llamas who had lost family to the Wasting.

I found satisfaction in the fact that there would be no more cores added to this Memorial. The curse had been broken. NLl was a mage, and now there could be others like her.

The large circle of bricks changed next. A lattice of thin silver rods grew up around the edges, intertwined, and then curved in to form a silver dome over the space. It wasn’t completely enclosed, as there were two large arches for entrance and exit. Anywhere the silver lines intersected, a little clear light grew up around the joining. It took a few moments, but when it was finished, the dome glistened and sparkled and was the clear focus of the Garden.

While I’d been focused on the dome, the rest of the Garden had continued to grow. Now there were benches and chairs to provide a place to reflect or have a conversation. The foliage continued to change, and now there were taller grasses, vines with flowers, and butterflies and bees flying about.

Everything glowed in some way: the plants, the bricks, the insects. The whole thing was like an amazing work of art. It kind of reminded me of the movie Avatar when the guy goes out into the world of Pandora at night.

It was all so mesmerizing, I’d almost forgotten what this was all about, but it all came back pretty quickly when NLl slowly levitated about three feet off the ground and started glowing with a soft yellow light.

~~ For Now ~~

I got a gentle nudge from the All-Rune, and I knew what to do.

I took NLl by her limp hand and started walking towards the dome. That was the Shrine. That was where the magic happened.

CLl started to follow me, but I stopped him.

“Stay here for now. I’ll bring her back. You aren’t ready to step into the Shrine yet.”

The floor I was on was still hardwood and rugs. The furniture had shifted and was now up against the wall. As I moved forward, there was a point where I moved from room to meadow and I passed through a clear barrier of some sort. When I looked back, there was nothing to see. It was just a black wall.

So it looked like we could see into the Garden, but the people in the Garden couldn’t see into our sitting room. That was nice. It seemed selfish and small, given all the momentous stuff happening, but I still wanted a space to eat breakfast and relax in the morning before our day started.

I kept walking, pulling NLl along, and soon arrived at the dome. It was bigger than I’d thought it would be. The arches were plenty big enough to allow a couple of centaurs to pass through at the same time.

I stepped inside, and the space was so pretty I paused in wonder. I felt like I’d stepped into Tinker Bell's mansion. I kept going and pulled NLl into the center of the room. Then I stepped back.

For a long moment, she just spun slowly in the air, glowing gently. And then the twinkling lights of the dome became faster, and the glow around NLl grew brighter. Music swelled out of the ground and filled the air. It was tribal, yet joyful. The beat was powerful, and I wanted to dance. Then a choir joined in. Although I didn’t understand the words, I felt my spirits lift.

This wasn’t a somber Shrine with a dour outlook on the world. This was a joyful place. A place of hope. Transformation happened here, and it was celebrated!

The party stayed at full speed for a few minutes, and then it started settling down. The lights died down. NLl settled back onto the ground, and her glow faded. The music turned softer, but it never went away.

NLl opened her eyes, looked around in confusion, and then sat up. I hurried to sit beside her so she wouldn’t feel alone.

“Hi, sleepyhead,” I said cheerfully.

She blinked and continued to look around.

“Can you stand up?” I asked.

“I think so,” she said. Then she smoothly got to her feet. She looked down at herself in surprise.

“I’m still not used to this,” she said in awe. “My body feels so different.”

“Do you feel anything else?” I asked.

When I’d transitioned into a supernatural, I’d just been beaten to a pulp. It had taken a while for me to heal and get myself back together again, so I hadn’t been in touch with anything wonderful or different. For her, though, it was like she had passed out, and then woken up. She didn’t have to heal from anything, so maybe she could be in touch with the wonder of becoming a mage.

“I feel whole,” she said after a moment. “I can’t quite put my finger on it, but I feel lighter now.”

“Well, I want to be the first to congratulate you,” I said happily. “You are now a mage!”

She looked confused for a moment. I think she hadn’t remembered why we had been doing all this. Then her eyes grew really big, and she clutched her hands to her chest.

“It worked?” she asked.

I smiled and nodded.

“I’m alive? My core is fixed?” She was putting it all together now. I’m sure waking up on a brick floor in a twinkling Shrine took some adjustment.

I smiled and nodded again.

“It’s even better than that,” I said. “You’re a mage!”

This time she got it, and her eyes got even bigger.

“A mage? How is that possible? I thought you were just fixing my core.” She looked around again. “Is this my magic?”

“Oh no,” I laughed gently. “This is the new Shrine for your people. It will unlock a centaur’s magic talent if they have any. If not, they will just feel good and enjoy the lights.”

She was still trying to process everything, but I needed to move everything along. The night wasn’t over yet.

“Come with me,” I said. “You have someone who is very anxious to see you.”

I took her hand and led her out of the Shrine and back across the grass. She moved so easily, and I felt proud of the Ents and the gem cells. They had done a wonderful job of putting her back together physically.

As we approached the black wall, NLl gave me a questioning look, but she stepped through with only a brief hesitation. When she saw her uncle, she gave a glad cry, and they ran to each other. There were hugs and tears and happiness.

So much happiness.

There wasn’t a dry eye in the house, so when they finally split apart, everyone was eager to shake her hand, give her a hug, and offer their congratulations. I loved it, but the All-Rune wasn’t done yet.

“CLl, are you ready?” I asked.

“For what?” His focus was still on his niece as he kept looking at her to make sure she was really alive and still there.

“It’s your turn to visit the Shrine,” I said loudly. That turned some heads, and we quickly became the new center of attention.

“What?” he said again.

“The All-Rune is going to transition you into a supernatural,” is what I wanted to say. But nothing came out. I couldn’t say the words All-Rune. I also couldn’t say the words Mother Creation, not that it would mean anything to those around me.

“The House has created this Shrine for all of your people.” Okay, that worked. “If you enter the Shrine and you have supernatural potential, then it will manifest.

“The House has said it is your time.” That wasn’t exactly true. The All-Rune didn’t care in what order they went, but he wanted to see both CLl and MMm pass through before he took his attention elsewhere.

CLl babbled something about “this couldn't be true” and “he didn’t have any potential”, but I just took his hand and led him towards the Shrine. NLl ran after us and then took his other hand. While I was touching him, I pulled in his Ents and Gem Cells. He was going to be a supernatural soon and his body would heal itself.

When we got close, the Shrine started lighting up again. It didn’t even wait for CLl to get inside, so this time I could see the rest of the Garden and the whole thing was lighting up. The cores were flashing in time to the beat, and the choir was ramping up. It was so festive I wanted to just jump up and down and skip the rest of the way inside. CLl’s trepidation melted away, and I could see anticipation poking through.

Once inside, I let NLl take him the rest of the way to the center. I wasn’t going to be there for every breakthrough, so she needed to take the lead and know what to expect. When CLl got to the middle, his core broke open and all his magic rushed out. The Shrine had bathed him in a golden glow, though, and it kept all his magic in place. He shook and levitated off the ground, as his aura fractured and broke into little tiny pieces. He started dying, just like NLl had, but I wasn’t worried now. This was a safe space.

I was watching for it, so I could see the creation core enter his system. It healed his aura and flipped the switch on his cells. Both sides of him bathed in all the wonderful creative energy, and finally the creation seed slipped over to his physical side. He was going to be a natural.

It took a few more minutes for him to stabilize while the lights sparkled and the music soared. NLl danced, and after a moment, I joined her. This was life at its finest. What better way to celebrate new life than to dance?

Finally, CLl settled to the ground and woke up. His niece pulled him to his feet and hugged him hard. They were laughing and crying with happiness, and then they pulled me in as well. I got llama kisses, hugs, and even a few tears. Their life had been transformed. They were the only family they had left, and now they would not lose each other. Instead, they had each other to lean on. They had each other to share the adventure of being a supernatural.

“Who’s next?” CLl asked breathlessly.

“MMm,” I replied, and they both tore out of there to fetch him. They were back in a few moments, laughing and urging MMm to run even faster.

“Is this safe?” he asked when he saw me, but it was already too late.

NLl led him into the center of the Shrine, and the process started. This time, we danced from the start. I loved the music, but it seemed to call to the centaurs even stronger than me. It was like they had to dance. They had to let all that joy out. They did that whole “Dance like no one’s watching” thing, because they really let it all hang out.

When MMm settled back down again, he was a natural too. Again, we all laughed, hugged, and cried. They were all ready to go and grab the Captain, but I told them she didn’t have the potential to transform. So, instead, we all went back to the sitting room.

There were congratulations all around and lots of questions about their experience, the Shrine, and the Memorial Garden. I answered as best as I could without giving anything away about the All-Rune, Mother Creation, or myself. Afterward, I plopped down on the couch, exhausted. Sandy came and sat beside me and put her arm around me. I leaned into her, borrowing her strength.

“How are you doing?” she asked quietly. “You look beat.”

“I am tired,” I replied. “I feel tired physically and tired mentally. Even my magic feels tired.”

“Well, what you did today was pretty amazing,” she said. “I’m so proud of you, Jason. When I first thought of being a House Head, I hoped for something like this. I hoped for a House where we would try new things and make a positive difference in the world. I just didn’t think it would be this big.”

“Our little House has been very exciting,” I laughed. “Both good and bad. It’s not every year you have a war and lift a curse.”

I tried to tell her about what I’d experienced with Mother Creation and Father Rune, but the words just wouldn’t form.

“You know I didn’t do all this, right?” I gestured at the Shrine and Memorial Garden.

“Oh, of course!” Sandy replied. “This is the work of the ...” Her eyes got big as she realized she couldn’t say “All-Rune”. She tried again, but nothing came out.

“I had an experience,” I said carefully, trying to tell her with my look that something was up. “It was between breaking down NLl’s aura and the room growing.” So far, so good. I could mention things, but not discuss them directly.

“I learned things, but now I’m locked. My lips are sealed.”

“Ohhhh,” she said thoughtfully. “Does it involve ...” she tapped her wedding ring. I nodded. She nodded back.

“I learned stuff,” I said. “I can’t talk about it now, but maybe later? When we are back in Louisville?”

“That sounds good,” Sandy said. “Don’t worry about it too much. We’ll figure it out. Meanwhile, why don’t you go to bed. I’ll take care of things here.”

I gratefully accepted. I was so tired I could barely keep my eyes open.

~~ The Future ~~

At the far end of the Memorial Garden, the All-Rune added the final touch––an entrance from the land of centaurs. I had no idea where it came out in their world, but now the rest of the centaurs could visit the Garden and test themselves in the Shrine. I felt a last touch from the All-Rune. Today had been a good day, and he was proud of me. It was nice to know, but I was so sleepy it almost didn’t register.

Crawling into bed felt like the seventh level of Heaven. It went up two more levels when Bermuda curled up beside me. He purred as I gave him a sleepy kiss, and then I drifted off into a peaceful slumber.


16 Final Four

The next day, we met the enemy who had been sabotaging us since we arrived at the Gathering.

It started out peacefully enough. I woke up and got ready, just like normal. My leg was still bruised, a little blue and green, but it wasn’t that bad. It looked like the kick had happened two weeks ago, not two days ago.

We had breakfast in our new expanded sitting room, and that part was weird. I felt like I was backstage on a Walt Disney World ride. We could see out into the Memorial and the Shrine, but they couldn’t see us.

The word had certainly gotten out about the Shrine. There was a long line of centaur llamas waiting for their turn to go inside and be tested. I thought there might be a whole bunch of centaurs with oversized cores, but there wasn’t a single one that transitioned while we watched.

I attempted to talk to Sandy about my time with Mother Creation, but was still blocked. I had hoped that now it was just the two of us, I’d be able to talk freely.

After breakfast, we headed out to the discussions and met up with Aamya and Balaji, just like before. The first two discussions were normal. The first speaker said that with all the chatter about new supernaturals, she was going to focus on the older ones instead.

She explained that older supernaturals could be the backbone of a House, providing steady guidance and power to those younger than themselves. Sometimes, though, they lost their way. It seemed like one year they were doing fine, and the next they withdrew. The main cause was usually because they just got bored with everything, and either became restless and started causing problems, or shut down.

This was why it was essential that older mages didn’t have the same responsibilities for more than fifty years. They needed change. New ideas. New faces. If things got really bad, there was also the option of sending them to another House for a while, or giving them a special quest.

The speaker revealed she was over a thousand years old, and in her life span, she noticed mages had a midlife crisis about every three hundred years or so. Mages who lost their interest in life eventually lost their will to live. Even though we were immortal, if we didn’t want to live, we didn’t. She even had a name for it––The Malaise. She’d lost a good friend that way, and that had been her wake-up call that older mages needed support too.

The second discussion was light on tips, but the Head was a skilled storyteller and kept us totally entertained. It was the third discussion where things got interesting.

My first clue that something was up was when Bermuda became restless. Normally, he napped on my lap, or stretched out on the couch. He wasn’t bothered by other mages and seemed to take any attention that came his way as his rightful due. He was the king, so of course everyone loved him. Today, though, the king was feeling unsettled. He sat in my lap, but his tail swished and his ears were up. Then he started pacing from my lap to Sandy and back.

I looked around, wondering what he saw that had him upset. Was there a bird or a squirrel that had gotten in somehow? I couldn’t see anything, although I noticed the room felt different from normal. There were more mages than usual, and yet the room was quieter. The conversations were serious, and I didn’t hear any laughter.

“What House is this again?” I asked Sandy.

“House Cahokia,” she replied. “Apparently, it is near Saint Louis. I picked it because it is the only discussion in English during this time slot. Also, I thought it would be nice to hear from a House that is in the Midwest U.S. like us. It’s actually only about four hours away by car.”

“I thought you picked it because this was one of the Houses that hates you,” Balaji said conversationally.

Say what?

I guess this was news to Sandy too, as she looked just as surprised as I felt.

“Not all the Houses get along, or have the same goals,” Balaji continued. “I thought you picked this discussion to hear what your opponent thinks, which is always a wise move.”

“My opponent?” Sandy echoed. She turned to Aamya, who had just sat down beside her after fetching a drink. “You think this House is my enemy?”

“Maybe enemy is a strong word,” Aamya said, “but I think this might be the House that is behind the accidents that have happened to you and Jason.” She did the air-quotes sign for ‘accidents’. “There are a few Houses that have a unique take on the problems we are facing currently. Just wait, you’re in for a treat.” She said the word ‘treat’ sarcastically.

At that point, the mages in the room rose to their feet and started clapping. There were usually a few cheerful clappers when the Head speaker walked into the room, but it normally wasn’t like this. This time they were on their feet, clapping like the president had just walked in. We were sitting down front, right in front of the speaker’s circle, and I had a plate of food on my lap, so I clapped politely and waited for him or her to come into view. I felt awkward, as our little group was the only ones not on their feet.

I guess he had come in through the main entrance, which was behind us, so I just felt more and more uncomfortable as the clapping went on. I could see the glances of the mages tracking someone behind us, and finally a man stepped around Balaji and onto the speaker’s circle.

My first impression was that he looked like a cross between Agent Smith from The Matrix and Arnold Schwarzenegger from the original Terminator. He was tall and muscular with slicked back hair. His clothes had a military cut, and somehow he looked both like a general and a villain at the same time.

What really made me sit up and take notice was one of the people that had come in with him. It was Jafar, the guy who’d given me the poisoned drink!

The mages were still standing up, clapping, and General Villain stood there smiling and taking it all in. He must've really liked the attention, because he let it go on for way too long before raising his hand and waving for everyone to sit down.

“Welcome, friends,” he said. He looked around with a small smile, then he made a point of looking directly at us. “Well, most of you, anyway. These discussions are open to everyone, after all.”

He had a warm, buttery voice, and it filled the room. He looked like a villain, but sounded like a movie voice-over guy. He stood at ease, inviting you into his space, yet easily commanded the room. This guy had Charisma––with a capital C.

“I welcome this platform today to talk about one of the grave dangers facing our beloved House. This danger is insidious, sneaking into the hearts and minds of those who are weak. This danger sneaks in with innocent eyes and sad tales of woe. There are many names for this danger: Sparks, newbies, freshies. But today I call them for what they are: rats.”

A murmur of agreement swept through the room.

“Rats skulk around in the shadows. Rats eat your food. Rats bring disease. Rats cause rot and famine. And when there is no more food.” He paused dramatically. “The rats eat you.”

He had the cadence of a preacher in church, and he addressed us like we were his congregation.

“Some here have opened the door for the rats. They have said ‘Oh, you poor thing. Come inside where it is warm. Eat my food. Sleep in my bed. Take my money. Live in my House.’

“Well I say enough of that. We have tales of woe, too! We have worked for our food. We have bled for our House. We have earned our bed. And you can’t have it!!”

The crowd roared in approval.

“We are only as strong as our weakest link.” He paused dramatically. “Rats make us weak. When you go into battle, who do you want beside you? A rat?”

One mage was so excited he yelled out, “No!”

“Rats are cowards by nature. Rats will run when the going gets tough. Rats will leave you to fight and die on your own. Do you want to die?”

“No!” the crowd echoed back.

“Rats will take your magic. Magic you have worked for. Magic you have fought for. Do you want to give up your magic?”

“No!” the crowd echoed back.

“The worst part is they won’t even value what they’ve taken, because they haven’t earned it. They haven’t lived like we have. They haven’t been cold and had to find shelter. They haven’t been poor and tried to find work. They haven’t been hungry and gone without.

“But you have.” He paused again, shifting gears.

“You have grown strong. You have endured. You have stood in battle while others ran. This is what our House is dedicated to. We are dedicated to strength. We are dedicated to power. And when other Houses fall,” he looked right at Sandy, “ours will stand.”

“Do you want to stand with the strong?” he roared.

“Yes!” the crowd roared back. Except for that one excited mage who obviously was caught up in the emotion and hadn’t really been listening. He yelled, “No!” and then looked around, confused.

“Do you want to learn the ways of power?” he was on a roll.

“Yes!”

There was more like that, but I tuned it out at that point. This guy was using a tactic that had worked for thousands of years and was still in use today. Basically, the leader creates an enemy. He finds something that makes a group of people different. Maybe they were a different religion, a different skin color, a different gender. Or maybe they were gay. I’d been on the receiving end of this rant before.

Once you have an enemy, you tie them to things that have a negative connotation. A rat, in this case. Then you transfer all those negative things over to the Enemy. In this case, Sparks eat your food and sleep in your bed. It sounds ridiculous when you really think about it. But when he was on a roll, it sounded so powerful.

The final punch of the speaker’s tactic was to make the listener ‘worthy’, making them the hardworking ones. The chosen ones. The ones with the right color or the right religion. They have ‘earned’ what they have, and the enemy is out to get it!

Once the listeners have fallen for the technique, the true masters take it even further, opening it up to include everything. The enemy is after your children, your marriage, your home, your job, your life. It’s only natural that you would fight back, right?

Warlords have used this as a pathway to power. Religious leaders have used this as a pathway to riches. This technique was as old as the hills, and now General Villain was using it to recruit for his House. And, more specifically, he was using it to promote himself.

The more I listened, the more I realized he wanted mages to follow him personally, like he was a messiah. He wanted them to swear to him and become part of his army. He wanted both power and riches.

If he hadn’t been as charismatic, it probably wouldn’t have worked. But he had his schtick down. When it got to the time for questions, he was always on script, even if it didn’t always make sense.

For example: rats are weak, so you don’t want to ally yourself with a rat. On the other hand, rats are powerful, so they will take your stuff. The rats are coming for you. The crowd was there for the excitement, so they had no problem accepting rats as weak and strong.

He held that room in the palm of his hand, orchestrating the mood and the tone, except for one time. He was using Sandy and me as his examples of everything wrong with the rats. He didn’t address us directly, or say our names or anything, but he gestured at us at key moments. When he said ‘rats’ he looked at us like ‘there they are.’

One time, he got a little too excited, and a little too close. He pointed at me, and it sort of looked like he might follow that up with an attack.

Bermuda didn’t like that.

He didn’t like that at all.

He growled––just like he had when the Captain was standing over me––and the whole room shook. He then got to his feet. Ears back. Tail fuzzed. Eye of the tiger. He growled again, shaking the room even more. Most mages couldn’t see Bermuda on the couch, so they had no idea what was going on. But the General could see just fine.

General Villain, the guy who stood strong in the face of danger, the guy who was strength and power personified, backed up.

He backed the hell up.

He recovered quickly, though, and got the audience back again. He made sure to give us more space after that and even stopped gesturing at us entirely.

Sandy took notes the entire time. We kept touching base with each other to make sure the other person was okay. I’d heard all this before, so I wasn’t shocked. I was upset and aggravated that people fell for tactics like this, but at the same time, there was no use in trying to change their minds. They wanted to believe in something, and belief was not rational. These were probably good mages who needed to belong to something. Unfortunately, they had latched onto something toxic. General Villain was only in this for himself. He wanted followers who would swear to him and boost his power. But I knew his kind, and if they ever stopped serving his interests, General Villain would drop them like a hot coal.

Sandy decided to tackle this as a learning experience. She wanted to know how he had become such an asshole, but of course, she didn’t ask that directly. Instead, she raised her hand and waited patiently as he passed her over in favor of questions from other mages that were clearly his fans. Finally, he took her question, and I could see he was expecting her to be aggressive and come for him.

Instead, she asked him about himself. How had he come to be a mage? How had he survived and trained? When had he become a Head of Household?

With each question, his ease with her grew. She was asking about his favorite person, himself, and he was only too happy to prattle on about his history and his accomplishments. We learned a lot about him. I think we learned a lot more than he really wanted to give away.

General Villain started out as an idealistic young French aristocrat, who had ended up on the losing side of a duel. He became a mage, and not long after that, a member of a House. He knew how to read and write and he was well spoken, so he soon assumed a level of responsibility. It seemed like his responsibilities moved around a lot, so either he wasn’t very good at them, or he got bored quickly. Somewhere in here, he decided he wanted to be powerful and climb the tournament ladder of success, so he started training with a bunch of famous people.

He name-dropped like crazy. I didn’t know any of these masters, but it seemed like the other mages in the room did. I kept listening for what he learned from these great teachers, but he seemed like he cared more about how well known they were as opposed to what they could actually teach him.

Of course, this was only my perspective. To hear him tell it, he was the hero of every story. He was the champion of adversity. His only flaw was that he was too perfect, and people resented him for just how good he was.

After he reached untold levels of riches and fame at the tournaments, he retired and devote his life to teaching all he knew to newer impressionable mages. An opening as Head of House became available in the U.S., and he campaigned for the position. His platform was that the House was becoming weak, and it needed a place to train powerful fighters. He won over enough of the House leaders and got the job.

Flushed with success, he took over the position, and then discovered just how much work it was to manage a House. He didn’t want to put in all that effort for everyone else—he wanted glory. He wanted lots of people to like him and tell him how awesome he was. Instead of stepping down, he changed the House so it suited him. He built it up to be a training school, not a regular House, and relocated younger mages and anyone who didn’t like him.

Once he got it together, he sat back to bask in all his accomplishments, but these pesky Sparks kept on showing up at the House and expecting food, shelter, and a place to stay. Frustrated with all that, he decided they were the enemy and found that some mages were willing to listen to him. He enjoyed talking more than fighting, so he honed his message and his delivery until he was the smooth-talking asshole he was today.

One thing I didn’t get was why he hated younger mages. Sure, he was selfish and self absorbed, but so were a lot of people. If those were crimes, the jails would be overflowing. Somehow, he’d gotten radicalized. This wasn’t propaganda to him. He seemed to really believe in what he was saying. He really thought that new mages were the enemy and responsible for all the problems in the world.

There was a piece of his story that was missing. I could feel it. I couldn’t pinpoint it exactly, but someone had gotten to him and planted the seeds that had twisted him into the person he was today. Sandy felt the same thing, and she was sure it was right after he became the Head of his House.

At first, Aamya was worried about us and how we would handle this guy. But in the end, she was the one who became the most angry. She actually ran a successful House. One that was based on kindness and compromise. She cared about the newest mages and the future of the House as a whole. This self serving General represented the antithesis of everything she worked for, and it got her all hot and bothered.

We ended up leaving before General Villain finished his talk. If we hadn’t, she might have ripped his head off and drop-kicked his body across the room. Balaji dragged her out of the room and kept talking to her in soothing tones.

Before we left, I did one last scan of the room. This time I saw the tall woman who’d been playing the part of the genie. I also looked for anyone who might be limping but couldn’t see anyone who fit the bill. I scanned with more than just my eyes. I scanned with my magic sight, and I saw something that confirmed everything. General Villain had a powerful and distinctive aura––and it was cobalt blue.

Aamya was feeling so fired up, she skipped the discussions for the rest of the day. So we continued our scheduled events with just Balaji. The discussions were nice and quiet, with no further drama, so the time passed quickly.

The centaur llamas manning the bars kept us stocked with lots of food and drinks. I was still eating an insane amount of food. I guess my body needed fuel to work with. The centaurs all knew who I was and were quick to tell me how much they had won or lost on the fight. The ones that lost didn’t seem to hold a grudge, and instead seemed to just be excited that they had seen the match and been a part of that moment.

Of course, the Shrine and NLl came up too. Going to the Shrine was the new must-do thing. They told me they had heard it was a life changing, holy experience, and they couldn’t wait to go. Had I been yet? Even though I was a mage, they were sure I could still get in. They’d heard the Memorial Garden alone was enough to make you cry.

NLl was now famous. She was a hottie, the first mage, and had this whole Cinderella story thing going on. They wanted to know if she was really that beautiful and nice in person, and how did it feel to be around her?

Sandy thought it was funny. She said I was the sidekick in the NLl show, and I needed to brush up on my jokes if I was going to keep my job as comedy relief. I was just glad the spotlight wasn’t on me as much. I was supposed to be keeping a low profile, but that hadn’t been working out too well so far.

At least most of the mages at the Gathering didn’t know who I was, and nobody really knew about my little creations. It seemed like the centaurs knew all about me and the fight, but they didn’t really know my role with the Shrine and NLl. They just knew that NLl and CLl had broken out of their home to come and see us, so we must be good friends.

Sandy thought that all made sense, as a mage had gotten them into this situation, and they probably didn’t want to focus on the mage that got them out of it. That would make them feel like they were the victim of forces out of their control. Instead, it was more empowering for them, as a people, to focus on NLl, their first mage, as well as the Shrine that might turn any of them into a supernatural.

I’m sure General Villain would have been furious at all that lost attention and glory, but I’d just seen first hand what going down that road would do to me. That was a big “no thank you.” I was quite happy with the few close friends I had. My ego did not have to be constantly stroked and flattered. If there was any stroking going on, it was going to be my hands all over Tyler’s fine body!

I got lost in that wonderful fantasy until Sandy poked me.

“Earth to Jason,” she said playfully.

“Do what?” I regretfully let Tyler go and came back to reality.

“I don’t know what got you thinking about Tyler, but it’s probably time for us to head back to the suite and get ready for tonight,” she said.

“How did you know I was thinking about Tyler?” I asked.

“You had that goofy grin on your face,” Sandy laughed. “And you were practically drooling. The only time you drool is when you think about your man.”

I opened my mouth to give her a witty retort, then closed it again and just laughed with her. She was right.

We said goodbye to Balaji and headed back to our rooms, where we found CLl and NLl waiting for us.

“CLl!” I exclaimed, and ran over for a big hug. We had llama hugs and kisses all around. I noticed I was getting the full-frontal on the lips kiss and Sandy was getting the double cheek kiss like the French do. Was that because she was a woman?

“So, how is life now?” I asked NLl once we settled down. Our cart was full of fresh food and there wasn’t any sort of banquet tonight, so we sat down and had supper together.

“It’s crazy,” she shook her head. “Just crazy. I can’t go anywhere without being mobbed by Recorders and centaurs. Now I don’t travel anywhere without a group of guards. I’ve met with our Council today, and I’m meeting with them again tomorrow. I’ve already been on two talk shows, and I have more lined up.”

She looked at CLl, and he leaned over and squeezed her hand in support.

“It’s been a lot. Only a few days ago, I was making clothes and staying home most of the time. I didn’t realize how quiet and peaceful my life was.” She sighed.

“Not that I’m complaining!” she hastened to add. “I’m healthier than I’ve ever been. I can walk and run now, and I’m alive and free of the Wasting. Believe me, I’d pick being alive and a mage any day. But still, it has been a lot of excitement to handle.”

She looked over at CLl.

“Thank goodness you’re here to help with all this. Without you, I’d already have lost my mind.”

“Once we get another mage, some of the excitement will shift over to them,” CLl said soothingly.

“You don’t have another mage yet?” Sandy asked, surprised.

“Not yet,” he shook his head. “We’ve had three more centaurs transition, but all of them have been naturals.”

“That’s interesting,” I said. “I wonder what the ratio of mages to naturals was back when centaurs had magic?”

“The Council has been wondering the same thing,” NLl said. “We have almost no records left from that time, so we aren’t sure. Most of what we know of our history has been passed down through stories, so we know we had mages. We just don’t know how many there were. There is a real focus on mages for us, as we live in a House full of mages, not naturals, so being magically represented is important. Also, a mage did this to us, so the hope is that having mages of our own will protect us from this ever happening again.”

“I get that,” Sandy nodded. “We were hearing about some of the centaurs at the Gathering, and the focus was very much on you. Not CLl or MMm, but you.”

NLl confirmed that was the direction the Council was going as far as telling this evolving story. She felt like I should get all the credit, but I quickly told her I didn’t want it.

“Has anyone reached out to you about training?” Sandy asked.

“Oh, yes,” NLl replied. “House Atayk has been very supportive, and I’ve been getting a lot of congratulatory messages. We are our own nation, however, so setting up training has to go through official channels for now. The Grand Matron is meeting with the Council tomorrow to get it all worked out.”

“So, how are you doing?” I turned to CLl.

“I’m doing great!” he said brightly. “I have nothing to complain about at all. I’m alive and feeling fantastic. My niece is healthy, and we are going to be able to spend many wonderful years together.”

He paused for a moment and looked like he was getting choked up.

“Family is the most important thing to me. We’ve been through a lot together, and we will have each other. I’m so grateful, and I can ask for nothing more.”

“Awww!” His niece poked him. “You old softie. Don’t start crying on me again.”

She rolled her eyes at us.

“He does this in all the interviews, and they eat it up! I might be the face of the new supernaturals, but this guy is the heart of us all.”

She was attempting to sound all cool and street, but when she looked at him, there was nothing but love. They were a wonderful family, and they were going to make it through all this excitement just fine.

“And how is MMm?” I asked.

“He’s doing great,” CLl said. “He’s going to be here shortly, and he’ll take you to the tournament tonight. His job is to interface with the other centaurs at the event and keep an eye out for any trouble.”

“We do have something to confess.” CLl looked slightly guilty. “We’ve told the Council that you need us in the evenings, as you want to monitor our progress and make sure everything is okay.”

I looked at Sandy in surprise.

“That isn’t a bad idea, but I’m sure everything will be just fine. You’ve both had a clean transition, and you’re both in great health now. I’ll double check for you, but I don’t expect any problems.”

“We don’t either,” CLl admitted. “It’s just that we’ve talked about it, and we’ve decided to try to keep life as normal as possible until the Gathering is over. Knowing that we can have a quiet moment here at the end of the day is wonderful to look forward to.”

“Well, we are very happy to have you.” Sandy quickly assumed the role of gracious host. “You are welcome anytime. Just make yourselves at home.”

“There is one more thing I’m supposed to mention,” NLl said. “The Council is hoping you will have an evening to spare from your festivities and can join them for a time of celebration. This is a really big deal for our people and deserves an entire week of festivities. However, you are here for your first Gathering, which is also a really big deal for a House. So they are just asking for one evening, and it can’t be tonight or tomorrow night. They need enough time to put this together.”

Sandy was handling all the planning, so I turned to her.

“That really only leaves us two possible nights,” she said. “The night of the concert or the night of the talent show. We can’t skip the circle on the last night, as that is mandatory. I agree with you that honoring the Centaur Nation and the lifting of the curse is a big deal and deserves its own time. Get back with them about these two possible nights and have them get in touch with me. We’ll work it out.”

That was the last of the business we had to cover, so for the rest of supper we traded stories and just relaxed together. Sandy was a wonderful host and made them feel welcome and comfortable. At one point, MMm showed up and joined our little social circle. It was really nice. I could have enjoyed hanging out with our new friends all night, but Sandy got us moving on to our next event.

It wasn’t anything we needed to get dressed up for, so I just went with jeans and a t-shirt. Before we left, my Analytical Side pointed out something that didn’t seem right, so I asked all the centaurs a question.

“It seems strange to me that there have only been three more supernaturals so far. Based on what I heard about the Wasting, there should be a lot of centaurs that are ready to transition.”

“I can answer that,” MMm chimed in. “It’s because the line is moving so slowly. There haven’t been that many centaurs making it through the Shrine. By the time they have waited in line to get to the Shrine, they want to spend some time inside it and really check it out. It is really pretty, after all.”

“Well, talk to the Council and see about speeding it up. Maybe they can post guides that keep the line moving quickly. If someone has a core like NLl and it pops, then their magic will dissipate and there isn’t anything the Shrine can do for them then. They need to make it a priority for every centaur to go through the Shrine once. After that, it can be a tourist attraction.”

NLl promised to take care of it, and we headed out. Bermuda decided he’d had enough excitement for the day and wanted to get in some beauty sleep. I told him that was totally fine, and I made him a little nest of pillows and covers on the bed. He settled in and was already sleeping before I could kiss him goodnight. He looked so freakin’ cute I had to kiss him again.

We went out the front door and took the mage hallways, so it was all new for MMm. He especially loved the hallways with the seaweed and underwater theme. Sandy and I went at a fast jog, and it felt nice to stretch our legs and move for a bit. MMm was used to running much faster, so he had to keep slowing down so we could catch up.

The tournament was held two floors above ours and over on the other side of the House by the Maiden Staircase. We went up the Manful Staircase, though, because Sandy and I wanted to check out the guys. We were on the floor with the merboy, and Sandy thought he was just ‘alright’. She was used to John, though, so I’m not sure any of these statues were going to compare to him.

I wondered if MMm would have any problems with the stairs. They were made for humans, after all, but he didn’t miss a beat. So we headed up one floor and met a statue that reminded me of Michael B. Jordan, if he had been cast as the Torch in the Fantastic Four. He had flames cupped in his hands and kissing his skin. He was naked, of course, and I don’t know if Michael B. looked like that in real life, but he was fine. One would even say he was hot!

Hehehe. Get it? Hot?

Sandy was used to my humor, so the pun just rolled off of her, but MMm groaned. The next level had a ‘Lord of the Harvest’ type of feel. His hair was stalks of wheat, and he seemed very solid and earthy. He had muscles everywhere, and it looked like he could plow a field on his own. The sculptor had done an amazing job as his face was turned up toward the sun and you could almost feel him soaking in the warm rays.

“You know, at first I wasn’t sure about this guy,” Sandy said thoughtfully. “But the more I look at him, the more he grows on me.”

Then she gave me a sly look to see if I got it. I chuckled in appreciation. She’d set that one up nicely. MMm just looked blank. Then he got it and groaned again.

“You two are just terrible!” he exclaimed, shaking his head.

“And you are with us all night,” I said happily.

“Your puns are going to kill me,” he lamented.

“Sorry, you’re immortal now.” Sandy patted him on the shoulder. “You’re just going to have to grin and bear it.”

We were on the correct floor now, so we headed to the other side of the House. We had to check out the woman at the Maiden Staircase, and she had the same theme: Lady of the Harvest. The sculptor had gone with more of a mystical theme for her, and she was surrounded by a whirlwind of seeds and nuts. Her hair wasn’t just one type of grass, it was a mixture, and it trailed all down her back to the ground. She looked beautiful, earthy, and powerful. I liked it.

The entrance to the tournament was right by the Maiden Staircase, so we walked inside. It was like walking into another world. The light was dim, as the focus was on the matches. There were six spaces, each about half the size of a basketball court, where the fights happened. The floor glowed, the contestants glowed, and the translucent walls glowed. The whole thing reminded me a bit of Tron.

There was a giant leaderboard showing the divisions and current tournament brackets. It looked like the first division, mages up to one hundred years old, was just finishing up, and Eugene was in the finals. Good for him!

The second division, mages up to two hundred years old, had started their matches already, and they were about halfway through. The whole thing reminded me of March Madness basketball, where everyone was seeded in a bracket, and one loss and you were out.

Eugene was in the final two, but there were two other mages that needed to fight before one of them advanced and took him on. They were getting ready to fight in a few minutes, so we hurried over there to see the match.

The place was huge. It had to be to hold this many fights at one time. We headed to ring number four, which was in the second row in the back, so we had to run to make it in time. When we got there, the crowd was already pretty big, so we found a nice spot along the edge where we could still see the contestants. We’d just arrived when another centaur llama showed up and bowed to us.

“Goggles!” I exclaimed happily. “It’s so nice to see you again.” I gave him a hug, which he seemed happy to receive.

“Hello, young master,” he said. “It is wonderful to see you as well.” Then he paused and looked at me quizzically.

“Goggles?” he asked.

“Oh, sorry,” I said. “I don’t have a translator, so your name is really hard for me to say. So I nicknamed you Goggles. I hope you don’t mind.”

“Not at all, young master!” He seemed really happy about it. “To receive a nickname from the mage who has saved our race is a high honor indeed. I will answer to it proudly.”

“I’m glad you like it,” I smiled, and then I introduced him to Sandy and MMm. Now I was looking for it, I noticed that MMm seemed very proud of his nickname too.

“So, what brings you here?” I asked.

“I happened to hear that your House was headed to the tournaments tonight, and I volunteered myself to be available for all your wagering needs. Plus, excitement seems to follow wherever you go, and I wanted to see firsthand what mayhem you might get up to.”

“I’m glad you’re here and I’m sure we will have a good time, but I don’t plan on getting into any sort of trouble tonight. I’m just here to see some fights, cheer on Eugene, and maybe learn some stuff.”

I could have said more, but the announcer entered the ring and started introducing the two contestants. She wasn’t speaking in English, so I had no idea what she was saying, but she gestured towards one corner, and the crowd clapped and cheered. A mage stepped into the ring, and when he did, a red glow settled around his waist. The announcer said some more stuff, gestured to the other corner, and we clapped again as another mage stepped into the ring. The crowd seemed to like this mage a bit more, and a blue glow settled around his waist.

“Currently, the blue mage is favored to win this match, but not by much,” Goggles chimed in. “All that might change, of course, when the chips are thrown.”

“What’s that?” I asked.

“The parameters of the match are chosen before the fight begins,” Sandy spoke up. “This adds a nice bit of uncertainty to the match, as both sides attempt to pick the rules that best serve their fighting style. This varies a bit by tournament system, but for the House, the options are weapons, space, and win condition. Watch, they are getting ready to toss the first chip.”

The two mages had come together in the center of the ring with the announcer, who was holding a large disk in his hand. He quickly showed it to the crowd and then flipped it into the air. The disk had a hammer on it, with one side red and one side blue. It landed blue side up.

The announcer asked a question of the mage and he replied. A glowing symbol of an empty hand flashed in the air. Before I could ask, Sandy jumped in with an explanation.

“The choices for the weapon are empty-hand, natural-weapon, and charmed-weapon. The blue mage won the toss and got to choose. In this case, he chose empty-hand, which means the two mages will fight with whatever natural magic and abilities they have.”

“That is the most popular choice at this level of the tournament and the expected one for this match,” Goggles said. “The odds will stay the same for this event so far.”

“What are the other two choices?” I asked.

“Natural-weapon is when someone chooses a non-magical weapon to fight with,” Sandy said. “Say something like a sword or staff. This happens a lot when two naturals are fighting, but it’s rare that a mage picks this option. Their spells are usually a lot more powerful than a normal weapon.

“Charmed-weapon is just that. The two mages have the option of fighting with whatever magical weapons they have. This option favors wealthy mages or mages that have won lots of tournaments. The quality and capacity of the charm will have a big bearing on the outcome of the fight. You won’t start seeing this option selected until we get into the older mage brackets. At the grand master level, they fight almost exclusively with charmed weapons, as they want to show off their wealth and power.”

“How do you know so much about all this?” I asked.

“At one time, I had dreams of climbing the tournament ladder,” she sighed. “Now watch, here comes the second chip. This one is the most important.”

The announcer held a disk with a square on it and flipped it into the air. Again, it landed blue side up. The crowd gasped and then started murmuring.

The red mage looked pissed as the blue mage said something, and an image of a square with a bunch of lines in the middle appeared in the air.

“That will change the odds,” Goggles sounded excited. “The red mage is very good at distance magic, so he was hoping for an open arena. The blue mage isn’t that good at close fighting, but he’s ranked higher than the red mage. This is an advantage for him, for sure.”

“So, what are the options?” I asked. This was all so new and exciting. I just thought two mages would show up and blast each other. Having a bit of luck and strategy in the match appealed a lot to my Analytical Side.

“The options are open, obstacle, and maze,” Sandy said. “Open spaces favor distance fighters the most. Obstacle spaces kind of look like a paintball course. They have big cones and triangles in the center that provide some cover. A maze favors mages who like to get in close. The walls cut off distance magic, and it’s easy to get trapped in a maze and hammered at close range.”

The announcer held up a third disk, and this one had the outline of a drop of blood on it.

“What is that?” I asked as he flipped it in the air.

“It’s the win condition,” Sandy said as this time it landed on the red side. “And it’s the most useless option of the three. The options are first blood, knockout, grudge match, and death.”

My eyebrows shot up. Death? Really?

“And before you ask, death is not allowed in House tournaments,” she said. “First blood is useful for some fighters who have very fast and precise techniques. First blood means just that. Even a drop will do. I’ve seen mages score a tiny hit that was super fast and very weak, but it was enough to draw blood, and they won. The good news for them, if they can pull it off, is they use little magic and are still fresh for their next fight.”

“Knockout is the normal response,” she said as the symbol for a fist appeared above the red mage. “That really means one player is incapacitated or surrenders. The referee can also stop the fight if it looks like one of them can’t continue.

“Grudge match is almost never used, and it means that the referee won’t stop the fight until it looks like one of them is in danger of dying. Grudge match means the two fighters hate each other, and it’s a no holds barred, anything goes, broken bones, smashed face, loser-is-a-mess type of fight.”

Both mages had left the announcer and gone back to their corners, where they were talking with their teams. I guess they were firming up any last-minute strategy based on the ways the chips had fallen.

“What are the odds now?” I asked Goggles.

“Three to two in favor of blue,” he said promptly. “Although I would personally score it more like seven to four. Picking the maze should help Blue a lot. His close fighting is rated at thirteen versus ten for Red. Plus, Red had a hard fight last round. There is a good chance he has less stamina and less magic capacity than normal.

“Who a mage has already fought in a tournament can have just as much bearing on the match as who they are fighting now.” He settled into a lecturing tone. “A mage who is in the third round of a tournament and has had two hard bouts already will be favored to lose, regardless of who they are up against. A rough match takes a toll on their physical abilities and magic capacity. There is no way a mage can fully recharge between bouts, so a big part of getting to the champion’s circle is winning your matches as quickly as possible.

“Normally, I recommend betting on a match, as it makes it so much more exciting.” Goggles really loved his job. “But, in this case, I think you should just observe and get a feel for what a tournament round is like.” He looked at Sandy and MMm. “However, there is no reason for either of you to abstain from a fun wager.”

Sandy just laughed and turned him down. She said there was no way she was going to waste good pearls on two mages she didn’t even know. MMm turned him down too. He said this was all new to him as well. Goggles didn’t have much time to protest as the announcer left and the referee stepped into the ring.

He called both contestants to the center and had his talk about having a good match. Then they went to their own corners, and he called out “Ring Up!” A mage stepped forward, knelt down, and put his hand on the edge of the ring. The similarity to Tron got even stronger as glowing lines shot out and started forming the cube for the match. The ring was a large square, about as big as half a basketball court, and the lines shot around the floor first. Once they completed their circuit, the floor glowed brighter, and the light dimmed out where we were. It was a very effective way to set the focus and let everyone know the match was getting ready to start. The lines then grew up at the corners and made another square about twelve feet in the air. The cube was set, and magic walls of force snapped into place. I hadn’t thought about this before, but they would need something to keep all that battle magic from splashing out onto the spectators.

Now the cube was up, the lines started forming the maze, and then those walls snapped into place. It wasn’t a very complicated maze, but the walls were very effective at cutting off all long distance magic. The walls were mostly transparent, though, so we could easily see what was going on.

“Fight!” the referee barked, and the match started.

I thought both mages would immediately start towards each other, but instead, they took a moment to conjure their weapons. The blue mage kept it simple. He went with two batons, about two feet long, and they formed bright and clear. I thought he was done, but he kept pouring magic into them until they almost looked solid. They didn’t look very refined, though. We were at the edge of the crowd, and he was out of the range of my magic sight so I couldn’t be sure, but the batons looked slightly fuzzy. I couldn’t see any texture or detail to them at all. They were certainly packed with magic, though, so that might be enough.

I personally thought the amount of power he was stuffing into his batons was not good. I knew from working with my little creations that the more detail I added in them, the more power they could hold. Blue’s batons had almost no detail, so they shouldn’t be able to hold that much power. If I had to guess, he was keeping them together with pure willpower. They were probably leaking magic, too. He better hope he won this match quickly, or his magic was going to run out.

The red mage, on the other hand, had gone with a spear. That seemed like a curious choice, and it seemed even stranger when it grew an additional hook near the end. Unlike the blue mage, his spear looked pretty crisp. The tip of the spear looked sharp. The hook had a serrated edge, and its tip looked sharp too.

As soon as Blue finished his weapons, he started winding his way towards his opponent. Red was taking a lot longer to get his spear ready. Although it looked solid, it didn’t have the glow of real power like his opponent’s batons. Seeing his opponent was still charging his weapon, Blue picked up the pace and started running through the corridors. Red stayed calm and patient, using every last second to finish getting ready.

I guess it really didn’t matter where they fought, as they were going to do battle in a corridor. Blue navigated the maze like a pro, and soon he was running down the last hallway with Red in his sight. Red stayed calm, and at the last possible second, just as Blue was flexing his batons to knock his spear out of the way, a beam of power shot out of Red’s spear and blasted Blue backward.

It hit hard, as Blue flew all the way back down the hallway and bounced off the back wall. Red roared and charged after him.

I was shocked at the turn of events and glanced at Sandy to see her reaction. She was grinning and leaning forward in anticipation.

“You gotta watch out for morphing weapons,” she said excitedly. “Sometimes a spear is more like a shotgun.”

Although Blue had been bounced around a bit, it was his shield that had taken the brunt of the hit, so he was okay. He got to his feet and knocked Red’s spear down with one baton as the other one swung in for a hit. Red leaned back and avoided the blow as he flipped his spear around so the hook was pointing up. Then he swung his spear up from the ground and hooked Blue right in the crotch.

Blue screamed like he was being gelded as his shield collapsed and the hook sunk home. I winced in sympathy. That was a hell of a hit, and I thought the fight was over––but Blue pulled it together, somehow. He got Red away from his family jewels and kept him away as he went into full defensive mode.

Blue was in a strange predicament. He needed to play defense, which usually means pulling away from your opponent and giving yourself room to maneuver. He couldn’t do that though, or the shotgun option of the spear would tear him apart. Plus, the spear had a lot more reach, and Red could attack him with impunity.

Instead, he got in close, where he could knock any power blasts away and the reach of the spear was a liability rather than an asset. Red tried to gain some distance, but Blue stuck to him like glue. Blue’s double weapons let him defend very well, and once he got his wits back, he started creating another shield. This one seemed different, so I turned to my resident expert again.

“What’s up with this new shield?” I asked Sandy. “Does he have two shield charms?”

“No. You’re only allowed one,” she replied. “Red’s first hits overloaded his shield charm, so what he’s doing now is forming a personal shield. It’s a good idea if he has the mental ability to do that and fight at the same time. The drawback is his magic is now going into two places—his weapon and his shield. If he has enough capacity and flow, he will be fine. If not, he’s going to have to prioritize one over the other, and that’s never good.”

Red started using his spear more like a staff, and the action was fast and furious. He was desperately trying to overwhelm Blue before Blue got his shield together. That didn’t happen, and the momentum of the match shifted. Blue stopped defending as much and started attacking.

Blue was just flat out better at short range fighting, and he quickly put Red on the defensive. Blue didn’t go for one big hit. Instead, he went for a lot of smaller ones, and he started wearing out Red’s shield. Since Red was still on his first shield, I could only assume it was his shield charm doing all the defense.

Finally, the inevitable happened, and Red’s shield flared and fell apart. He’d been ready for this because he suddenly turned and sprinted toward the empty corridor. Blue sprang after him. He wasn’t going to let Red get away, and that’s when Red caught him again. He had his spear in one hand, tip pointed behind him, and he blind triggered its shotgun power. Blue was so close, Red couldn’t miss, and once again, Blue flew through the air and bounced off the wall.

Blue’s shield barely held up, and when he got back on his feet, he looked really and truly pissed. Red’s weapon was in rough shape, though. He’d been blocking with it, and now he’d just used most of its magic on an energy blast. Blue took a second to channel more magic into his batons, which were in good shape to begin with, and then sprang at Red like a whirlwind.

The battle was all but decided at that point. Red had no shield and no time to make one. His weapon was falling apart, and his opponent had both a weapon and shield. Blue tore into him as Red tried to recharge his spear, but he was too slow, and a few hits later it flickered and went out.

“Yield!” Blue demanded, and Red fell to the ground and tapped out. The match was over.

The crowd went wild, roaring in approval over a match well fought. I had gotten so caught up in the fight my heart was racing. I hadn’t bet on the match or fought in any way, but I had so much adrenaline racing through me that I wanted to run around the ring five times.

“Wow! That was exciting!” I exclaimed.

“That was a great match,” Sandy agreed. “This takes me back to my tournament days. They were good times.”

“If it is this much fun, why did you stop?” I asked. I could certainly see the appeal now. It would be easy to get hooked on both watching and fighting in tournaments.

“I began fighting in actual battles,” Sandy replied. “And the two styles of fighting started clashing. When you’re in a battle, there isn’t a nice defined space for the conflict. You might fight in a small area, or a much bigger one. Battles often involve lots of people, and there is a very real possibility of getting hit by friendly spells. Plus, you might be fighting more than one person at a time. I realized I was being too aggressive in the tournaments and too passive in battle. After all, you can’t just tap out of the fight in a real battle. There isn’t a referee to stop everything and get you to safety.”

I could see that. Tyler had basically warned me about the same thing when training in the arena on the beach. In the arena, though, I was always facing multiple opponents with ranged and melee options. So that was much closer to an actual fight.

Still, it was a lot of fun watching two mages go at it. It was even better knowing they wouldn’t get killed, or even badly hurt. It was just a safe contest of skill and technique. I could relax and enjoy that.
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Now that the match was over, the spectators cleared out pretty quickly, which is when I saw Eugene. He’d been right down by the ring, as close to the action as he could get. He waved and headed over.

Once again, I was struck by just how much he looked like Superman. He had the same broad shoulders, firm jaw, and great hair. He wasn’t as good looking as Henry Cavill, but then again, who is?

“Eugene!” I said happily, giving him a big hug. Then I introduced him to my crew.

“It is very nice to meet you,” Sandy said graciously. “Any friend of Jason is a friend of mine.”

“What did you think of the match?” Goggles inquired. I had a feeling he was more than just curious. He was probably fishing for information that would change the odds.

“I’m glad Red lost the match,” Eugene replied. “As you saw, he is tricky, and he likes to change up his fighting style. If I were fighting him, I’d have to be a lot more cautious. Blue, on the other hand, is a better fighter, but he’s more straightforward. I know what I’ll be up against when I face him. He’s going to bring his batons, and he’s going to want to fight in close. If I can keep him at a distance, it will be an easy fight.

“I’d love to stay and chat some more, but I need to get ready for my next match. It’s the big one where hopefully I win my division. It’s going to start in an hour at ring three, so maybe I’ll see you all there?”

We assured him we would most certainly be there cheering him on. He left to get ready, and we looked around for another match to watch. Spectators were already gathering for the title match at ring three, and we wanted a good view, so we decided to just go straight there and get our spot.

I’m glad we did, as we were able to grab one of the last spaces right beside the ring. We were going to have an unobstructed, courtside view! We settled in to wait, and MMm switched over to helpful llama mode. He took our drink orders (Fru Fru!) and left to go get us some snacks. Before he left, I saw him shoot a glance at Goggles, who nodded slightly. It seemed like they were both keeping an eye out for any trouble. Sandy caught the glance too.

“It’s very nice to know they are watching out for us,” she whispered. “We sure have met some wonderful people here.”

“Yes, we sure have,” I said warmly. I’d been afraid that we would feel small and alone, but the centaur llamas, House Hyderabad, and all the volunteers at House Atayk had made us feel welcome and included. It made me proud to be part of the Houses. Well, except for House Cahokia. They were dicks.

“So, what are the odds of Eugene’s match?” I asked Goggles.

“Currently, they are one to one. Even Steven,” he said. “I think everyone is waiting to see how the ring is set up before laying down a real bet.”

We had the time, so I thought we might as well talk about the fight. I’d heard all about how Eugene had trained, but I didn’t know how that translated into his record in the ring.

“Tell me why I should bet on Eugene,” I asked. “Skipping the obvious reason that he is my friend.”

“He is a really good, well-rounded mage,” Goggles replied. “His main weapon is the bow, which is not that unusual, but it’s his arrows that set him apart. He makes them out of magic, and he has both the flow and capacity to shoot a lot of them. There are many mages who use a bow as their ranged weapon, but they don’t have the ability to fire more than a few times.”

“A bow is actually very wasteful with magic,” Sandy chimed in. “Actually, most ranged weapons are. Look at all the work that a mage has to do just to create an arrow. They need to focus on the form, fill it with magic, and then solidify the form. All this just to get one ranged shot. Once they launch the arrow, the magic put into it is gone, and they have to start over for the next shot. That’s why capacity and flow are so important for a ranged mage. They need the magical capacity to create arrow after arrow and still have enough magic left over to power their shield and their melee weapon.

“By the same token, flow is very important as well. If their flow is slow, then it takes too long to make a good arrow. I’ve seen starter mages spend time summoning a bow, then time summoning an arrow, and they are so slow they only get off one shot before their opponent reaches them. It’s a terrible strategy for some fighters, and it’s painful to watch. Lots of mages try the bow, as it’s a romantic weapon, and it shows up in a lot of movies and stories. It’s hard to master, though, and it’s only practical for a certain type of mage.”

“But Eugene has figured it out, right?” I asked.

Goggles nodded. “Yes. Eugene has an affinity for magical flow. He can summon his bow, summon the arrow, and get off a shot before most mages finish forming their regular weapon. That gives him a huge advantage. Many times, his opponents will lose concentration on their weapon and have to start all over again. His capacity is also really good, but he’s not quite as gifted in that area. He has run out of arrows before, but it doesn’t happen very often.

“We’ve focused on the magic side of the bow, but what also sets him apart is his accuracy rating. He hits his target ninety-two percent of the time. That is just unheard of. Most ranged fighters are only about thirty percent accurate. This obviously makes a big difference in stopping ability. A fighter that tries to rush him to get in close is going to be in a world of hurt.”

“So, what about his melee fighting?” I asked.

“He switches his weapon from a bow to a staff,” Goggles said. “He’s still rated fairly well as a melee fighter. I think most of that comes from his personal shield. It’s rated very high, and almost nobody gets through. His staff technique is solid and he can put down a hurting, but it isn’t exceptional.”

“You’ve sold me on Eugene,” I laughed. “He sounds like a badass. You said the odds were even, though, so do people think his opponent is just as good?”

“Yes. That is what the odds are telling us.” Goggles seemed so happy discussing this with someone who was interested. I don’t think he really got into fighting, but he liked all the stats and seeing how they played out in a real match.

“David, his opponent in blue from the last match, is also ranked very well. His capacity is not rated as high as Eugene, but he only uses his batons, so he isn’t using as much magic. His flow is also excellent, but again, not as high as Eugene. He just needs to make his batons, so it works well for him. What sets him apart is how good he is with his weapons. He doesn’t just swing them around like big sticks. He works both of them independently, and he is equally good at defense as offense.

“For the upcoming match, the big question is what kind of ring are they going to be fighting in? If they are fighting in an open ring, will David be able to block Eugene’s arrows? If they are fighting in a maze, will Eugene’s staff and shield hold up against David’s excellent attacks? This is why the odds are even at the moment.”

Goggles finished his summary with a flourish, like he was on one of those old radio shows telling us to tune in next time to hear the rest of the adventure. Sandy and I gave him an enthusiastic round of applause, but before we could discuss this any further, MMm came back with our refreshments. He also came with a few of the centaurs from the food station, who wanted my autograph. I signed whatever they handed me—a couple napkins and a shirt—and spent a few minutes chatting with them. It was weird being a minor celebrity, but it wasn’t bad. They just wanted to say they had met me, and I was happy to make their day a bit better.

“So back to the match at hand,” I continued after we’d sat back down again. “Do your stats say anything about the quality of their weapons?”

Goggles gave me a weird look, but he flipped his hand in the air for a minute, looking through the info he had.

“Nope. I don’t see anything about weapon quality,” he said. “I see stuff about how fast they can summon their weapon, what weapons they have summoned, and if they have any known morphs for it. Why? What are you seeing?”

“Yes, I’m curious too,” Sandy chimed in. “What do you mean by weapon quality?”

“What I mean by weapon quality is how detailed are their weapons?” I replied. “In that last match, Blue’s batons formed quickly, but they were fuzzy. I don’t know this for sure, but if I had to guess, he put a lot more energy in them than they could handle. Red, on the other hand, had more detail in his weapon, and the point on his spear was sharp. I’m thinking that if he had been able to put more power into it, it could have done a lot more damage.”

“That is a very interesting observation, young mage,” Goggles said. “I don’t see anything in my stats that would correlate to that. You have to understand, these stats and insights are really guesses and observations from professional supernaturals who watch the fights. It’s not like there is a standardized test the participants have to take. Sometimes they freely share information about their capabilities in interviews, but even then, they might be under or overstating what they can do. We can only see who beats who and by how much. Then we have a feel for how they stack up against other fighters.”

“That explains a lot,” I said. “I was wondering how you got all your data. So someone like me, who has never fought in a tournament, would be a total unknown.”

“That is correct,” Goggles confirmed. “We wouldn’t rank you until you’ve had at least five matches. Then we could start to get a feel for how you compare to others at your age.”

“I don’t want to get away from your original question,” Sandy said. “When I was doing the tournament circuit, it was well known that a fighter wanted to be as familiar with their weapon as possible. It wasn’t enough for them to just create something like a sword. They needed to know how to use it, and use it well. If they created a rapier, they needed to know how to thrust with the weapon and keep their movement fast and light. It's crappy for blocking attacks, but very good at fast strikes. If they create a two-handed sword, like a claymore, then they have reach and defense, but it’s not exactly a fast weapon. That always made sense to me, but I don’t recall anyone specifically talking about the details in a weapon.”

I thought about saying more, but I didn’t know how to do that without talking about my little creations. They needed to remain a secret, so I couldn’t exactly get into all the little fun touches I gave them to make them better at their tasks. I decided to just drop it for now and talk to Sandy about it later when we were back at Louisville. Time to change the subject.

“So, what was your weapon?” I asked her. ”Did you rock a dual sword combo?”

“Fire,” she said simply.

“Like a flaming sword?” I asked. I was having trouble imagining exactly what that looked like.

“No,” she said. “I used actual fire. I’d set their shields and weapons on fire. I added magic to it so it did extra damage, and I found that was extremely effective. It was very hard for my opponent to concentrate when their shield went up in flames.”

I looked at her in shock. I’m sure it was very distracting. No wonder she hadn’t lost very often!

“Mana fire burns the forms we force magic into and sets it free. That’s why it was so effective against the acid that was eating away at our House shields. If you remember that, Jason, from when Isobel and all those mages attacked.”

I certainly did remember it. That’s when I’d had my first real experience with the House. It had lifted me out of my broken body at the time and let me see the entire battle from a rooftop perspective.

“So, what did you use for defense?” I asked. “Take Eugene, for example. How would you handle him?”

“For defense, I’d use fire to destroy their weapons. If I couldn’t break it down fast enough, I’d try dodging, or even running away. I don’t need to be close for my fire to work. With Eugene, it would be an interesting battle. If he could form his arrows and shoot them before I could set them on fire, then I’d have a very hard time dealing with him. Since he’s so incredibly accurate, there is a good chance he would be able to shoot me down before I could burn through his shield. I could handle David and his batons with no problem, but Eugene could be a really difficult fight for me.”

The spectators were filling in, and we had a pretty sizeable crowd––at least a couple thousand people. This was going to be a well attended final match. I was looking forward to seeing Eugene fight, and I hoped all the time with his ‘juicy’ weapon paid off for him. Goggles wanted us to enjoy the show as much as possible, so he wouldn’t rest until we had all bet.

MMm said he didn’t have much, so he bet five milliPearls on Eugene. Sandy said she didn’t like to wager, but finally bet a pearl after Goggles convinced her it was the right thing to do. I had lots of pearls now, but I didn’t want to look too crazy after seeing what the others had put up. So I went with ten pearls. It was a lot compared to their bets, so I felt like I was supporting Eugene, but it wasn’t anything I couldn’t afford to lose.

MMm had been quiet most of the time, and I wanted to make sure he felt included in our group, so I asked how being a new supernatural was going. He said it didn’t feel real yet. Right now, his job was to spend time with us and make sure we were okay and there weren't any other poisoning incidents. Once the Gathering was over, he wasn’t sure what would be next.

The Guard had suggested that he would be more than welcome with them, but that didn’t feel right. He wanted to travel and see the world. Plus, he was still taking care of his grandmother, and he didn’t want to leave her. I realized I needed to talk to him about his grandmother. She was as vital to his emotional well-being as CLl was to NLl. I wanted to make sure she was healthy and see if she was a candidate for the Shrine.

The conversation had already moved on at that point, so I made a mental note and stuck a pin in it to bring up later. Meanwhile, the other matches finished up, and no new matches started. All the focus in the room was going to be on Eugene and David’s match. The crowd swelled in size, and we were soon too packed in to go anywhere and get more snacks. Goggles was a great storyteller, and he kept us entertained with stories of wagers that had gone horribly wrong. Or ones that should have gone wrong, but somehow turned out in the best way possible.

Suddenly, the crowd perked up and started paying attention. We couldn’t see anything, so we got to our feet and still couldn’t see anything attention worthy. Then MMm spotted the crowd shifting, and a few moments later, the two contestants, the announcer, the referee, and the mage started winding their way in toward the ring. The crowd broke out in cheers and applause as excitement filled the air. The tournament was getting ready to crown its first champion.

Once again, the announcer wasn’t speaking in English, but it was pretty easy to follow along. He introduced David first, and our crew clapped politely. The crowd was pretty enthusiastic, though, so he might have been the fan favorite. Then he introduced Eugene, and we went wild. We hooted and hollered and both centaurs gave their warbling war cries. Eugene had his game face on, but when he heard us, he got a big smile and waved at us.

Next, they met in the center for the tossing of the chips. The crowd turned quiet as the announcer tossed the disk for the weapons. David was the blue player again and Eugene was red. The disk landed blue side up. David spoke to the announcer, and the symbol for an empty hand flashed in the air. The crowd muttered a bit, but nobody seemed surprised.

“They will be fighting with only their own magic,” Sandy said. I’d only seen one match, so I guess she wanted to make sure I remembered what the options were.

“So far, so good,” Goggles said. “That was the expected choice.”

Next, the announcer held up the disk with a square. It was time to determine the really important option, the type of ring. This was the one Eugene needed to win. The crowd got really quiet this time as it was tossed into the air––and landed red side up!

The announcer spoke to Eugene, and an open square appeared in the air. The crowd became much louder, and I saw a lot of mages making motions in the air.

“Looks like everyone is placing their last-minute bets,” Goggles chuckled happily. “As expected, the odds are definitely breaking in Eugene’s favor. Let’s see...”

He paused, staring into the air for a moment.

“We have four to three... Five to three... And it looks like it is going to stay there. I must say, I’m surprised. I thought it would shift more than that.” He shrugged.

“I guess there are a lot of people who like David more than Eugene. Or possibly David has some heavy betters in his corner. Either way, this is going to be a good fight.”

The announcer held up a disk with the outline of a drop of blood on it. The crowd didn’t even get quiet, as it seemed like nobody was paying attention. He tossed it in the air, and it landed blue side up. David spoke to the announcer, and a fist symbol appeared in the air.

“He’s chosen the knockout option,” Sandy stated. “Again, as expected.”

“Would anyone like to change their wagers?” Goggles asked hopefully, but we all shook our heads.

Both contestants went back to their corners of the ring, and the announcer stepped out. His part was complete. I noticed David had a much bigger group supporting him. He had at least his whole House and probably several more than that. Eugene, in contrast, had one person he was talking with. David’s corner was loud, enthusiastic, and encouraging. Eugene’s corner was quiet and serious. They appeared to be talking a bit of strategy, but the guy didn’t seem to be that excited.

That just struck me as a bit sad. I knew Eugene was socially awkward, but he had done very well in the tournament, and he deserved a lot more support from his House than this pitiful showing. His training had obviously worked, as he was here in the finals, but I’d rate his teacher very low on the encouraging scale.

“Ring up!” the referee called, and the mage stepped forward and started setting it up. Once again, glowing lines traced the outline of the ring, then climbed up from the corners, and formed another square about twenty feet in the air. Once the cube outlined, the walls snapped in place. This time, there wasn’t anything extra added in the middle. It was just one giant empty cube.

The top of the cube was a lot higher than last time, but I wasn’t sure why. Maybe Eugene had requested that? Maybe to give more space for his arrows?

The ring grew brighter, and the lights dimmed over the spectators. Anticipation built in the air as both contestants rolled their shoulders and flexed their muscles. They stayed loose, blood moving, bodies warmed up and ready for explosive action. Both of them had their game faces on.

This was it!

They both wanted the championship, but only one could have it.

The referee stepped into the ring and called both contestants to the center. He said his piece about having a good, clean fight, and then they returned to their corners. He looked at Eugene and he nodded. He was ready. He looked at David and got the nod. He was ready too.

“Fight!” the ref commanded, and it was on.

David dropped to the ground and began summoning his batons. I thought that was smart, as it presented the smallest target area for a ranged attack. I looked back over to Eugene, and he had already summoned his bow. That was fast!

He loaded an arrow and shot it into the air before David was even half finished with his batons. It was strange because the arrow wasn’t aimed directly at David, and it almost seemed to travel at a lazy sort of speed. When it reached the height of its arc, it split into two, then split again and again. Suddenly, sixteen smaller arrows were arcing down towards David.

His strategy of getting on the ground wasn’t looking as brilliant any more. He rolled into a ball to minimize his impact area, but several of the arrows still struck his shield. The little arrows weren’t as big or powerful as the single arrow had been, but still, a hit was a hit.

There was something about the trajectory that bugged me, but I couldn’t put my finger on it. Regardless, Eugene already had his second arrow in the air. David knew what was coming as it started to split and fall towards him again. He rolled to his feet and started dashing away from where they were going to land.

I noticed in all this excitement, David wasn’t growing his batons. He was too focused on evasion. He needed to get them to full strength if he was going to have a chance.

David and probably almost everyone in the crowd was so focused on the split arrows, they missed Eugene’s next attack. He formed an arrow, even denser and quicker than before, and shot it down low. This time, there was nothing lazy about it. It was really fast, and it streaked through the air. The amazing thing was, it almost hit the floor, but it curved! The arrow skimmed about an inch above the ground and then curved back up to hit David on his knee.

Holy crap. Eugene could guide his arrows! No wonder his accuracy rating was so high. I’m sure it had limits. I doubt he could make them do a right turn. But he could curve them a bit, and that would make them very hard to dodge. Plus, it looked like he could control the speed a bit as well. A slow arrow could throw off an opponent's timing just as much as a fast arrow.

David still had his shield up, so the hit to his knee didn’t do any physical damage, but it threw him off balance, and he crashed into the wall. As quick as lightning, Eugene shot three fast arrows at him. They all landed, and the last one depleted his shield charm. It disappeared with a pop, and David got a panicked look on his face.

He now had no shield, and his batons weren’t fully formed yet. He was in deep trouble, and Eugene wasn’t going to give him time to recover. Eugene shot another slow frag arrow in the air. Then another. Then another.

The entire back wall was going to get peppered with small arrows, and David knew it. I’m sure he wanted to dodge, but there wasn’t a safe area to dodge too, and he ended up doing the worst thing possible.

He froze.

And Eugene ate him up.

Eugene shot two more ground speed arrows, and both of them hit David in his right leg. David’s mobility was now toast, but it didn’t matter, as Eugene hit him in both of his shoulders. The little bit of energy that David had put into his batons winked out.

Eugene was firing in David’s left leg when he hollered, “Yield!”

Then he fell to the ground, tapped out, and yielded a few more times just to make sure Eugene stopped.

The crowd was stunned. The fight had barely started, and now it was over. Then the events caught up to everyone, and the crowd roared in approval. Eugene had just delivered a master class in range tactics.

The referee ran over to check on David, and then he put his hand on the wall of the ring and pulled a few of his supporters through. They ran over and started working on David, who was lying groaning on the ground.

The referee went over to Eugene, grabbed his wrist, and raised his hand in the air.

“Winner by knockout!” he hollered, and the crowd went wild. They had their champion, and a worthy one he was too. We jumped and yelled and had a wonderful time celebrating his victory. The walls went down, and lots of mages went over to offer congratulations.

This was a big moment, but all too soon, the other rings started up, and the tournament continued on. Eugene thanked his last well-wisher and then came over to hang with us. We made a big fuss of him and gave him lots of high fives and victory hugs. MMm got him a special winner’s beer in a glass that had a blue ribbon and “#1” on it. It kind of looked like it was more for a hog in the county fair, but it was the thought that counted.

“I know you just won, so do you have to go somewhere and get a trophy or something?” I asked.

He shook his head.

“There is a special ceremony at the end of the tournament where they hand out prizes and awards for all the categories.”

“How about your House?” I asked. “Do you need to do anything with them?”

I was trying to tactfully ask where the rest of his House was without making it seem like a big deal. If he was upset they weren’t there, I didn’t want to make it worse. Again, he shook his head.

“Nope. I’m clear for the evening,” he said. “I’m the youngest in our group, so I’m the only one fighting tonight. The rest of the House will start their matches tomorrow, so they are doing last-minute prep for that.”

He tried to sound unconcerned, but I got the feeling he really didn’t want to be on his own right now. He’d just won his division, and he wasn’t ready to come down from that high yet.

“Would you like to spend the evening with us?” I asked. “We’d love to have you. Plus, we get to be famous by association. We’re hanging out with the champion!”

I was laying it on thick, but he looked happy and relieved, and he graciously accepted.

The rest of the evening was a lot of fun. Nobody tried to kill us or poison our drinks. Or if they did, MMm took care of it before we knew about it. We bounced from match to match, and I got to see a lot of different fighting styles. I learned a lot, and my view of what was possible in a fight expanded significantly. Up to this point, I’d been fighting golems or power crazy mages––who were heavy on power, but very light on technique. In fact, the only thing they really did was throw around balls of power and look like zombies.

This bracket of the tournament was for mages between one hundred and two hundred years old. They seemed to be light on power, but heavy on techniques. They didn’t have as much to work with as the crazy mage in the park, but they sure had a lot more skill. I saw weapons of all types—swords, clubs, axes, spears, flails, and whips. I saw a few weird combinations of weapons, and one person even tried to fight with a Jedi lightsaber that had a sword on one end and an axe on the other.

On the ranged side, I saw fireballs, a cone of swirling ice that hunted opponents down, bows, crossbows, throwing stars, and even a boomerang. The boomerang was surprisingly effective. It was magic efficient, and he’d figured out how to bounce it off walls for angled attacks.

“You know, I think you could already handle most of the mages in the next bracket,” I told Eugene. “Your speed and accuracy would take most of these fighting styles apart.”

“I agree,” Sandy chimed in. “I can’t wait to see how you do at the next Gathering when you’re in this group. You might not win, but I think you’ll get top eight. Or even top four.”

“Thank you both very much,” Eugene said sincerely. Then he laughed. “I’ve been thinking the same thing, but I didn’t want to say anything in case it sounded like I had a big ego.”

“Well, you just won. So you’re allowed to have a big head for a little while at least,” I said jokingly. “I have been meaning to ask, can you summon your bow for me? I was looking at David at the start of the fight, and by the time I looked back at you, you were ready to shoot.”

“Sure,” he said, and held out his hand like he was already holding the shaft. A thick core of magic formed in his hand, then it grew out of the top and bottom of his hand at the same time. It wasn’t instantaneous, but it formed really quickly. It was about as long as it took me to say “One thousand, one,” which is slightly longer than a second.

“I’ve never been this close to a magic weapon before,” I said. “I know everyone has their secrets, but do you mind if I examine it?”

“You don’t have your own weapon?” he said in surprise. Then he seemed to realize who he was talking to, and he quickly looked apologetic. “I’m sorry. You’re learning all this so quickly I forget you’re a Spark. Of course you can check out my bow.”

I felt a bit of a naughty undertone, like I was asking to examine his winkie, but this seemed like the wrong time to make a joke, so I just let it go.

I let my magic sight take over, and I quickly saw that all of Eugene’s time with his weapon really had paid off. I’d thought making love to his bow every day was some sort of frat boy prank, but he had a lot of detail in his weapon. At least compared to what I could see from the other fighters tonight. His detail and magic were densest where he held the bow. That made sense, as it was probably the area he paid the closest attention to. The next best areas were the ends of the bow, where the string attached. That probably made sense, too. If he’d started with a real bow, I’m sure his teacher would have made him string and unstring his bow over and over again to get proficient at it. The limbs of the bow were the softest. The magic was sparse and the outline a bit fuzzy. If he put too much magic into this area, it would start to leak.

It answered the main question I had, which was how did his detail and power compare to my little creations? The answer, it didn’t. My miners and grandmothers were a lot more detailed and held much more power in the same amount of space. That made me feel good for some reason.

“So, what kind of weapon do you think you will start with?” he asked.

I realized I’d been just standing there staring at his bow for a few minutes. Sandy was used to me doing this and knew what I was up to. The others just seemed puzzled.

“I’m not sure,” I said absentmindedly. “I can’t do big magic, so the best I could do is make a tiny knife.” I was still mainly focused on his bow, and I reached out and touched it. I wanted to feel the difference between the fuzzy and focused parts.

“Careful!” he exclaimed and jerked his bow away. Then he hurriedly unsummoned it. “Don’t ever do that! Are you okay?”

“Sorry!” I said quickly and jerked my hand back. “I’m fine. Is your bow okay?”

“Of course it's okay,” he said. “You can’t hurt my bow. Are you really sure you’re alright?” He seemed very concerned, but I wasn’t sure why he should be. I looked over at Sandy, and she seemed concerned too.

“I feel fine,” I said. “Am I missing something?”

He breathed a sigh of relief.

“I must have jerked it away in time,” he said. “Good. You have to be very careful around magic weapons.”

He gave me a stern look.

“They are concentrated magical energy, and touching them can burn your body and really mess with your natural energy. That’s why everyone fights weapons against weapons, or uses their shields to block attacks. Think of them like lightsabers. You wouldn’t just grab a lightsaber with your bare hand.”

I nodded quickly.

“I got it. Thanks for letting me know. I’ll be extra careful from now on.”

‘Well! Isn’t that just a tasty piece of information,’ my Analytical Side said in his best Sherlock Holmes voice. ‘We need to talk this over tonight. For now, be sure and ask him about shields.’

I wasn’t sure where he was going with this, but I was willing to play along.

“Tell me about shields in the tournament,” I said. “It seems like the fighters have a shield charm, and when that poops out, they make their own.”

Eugene gave me a look that let me know he knew I was changing the conversation, but he was willing to go along with it.

“That’s correct. Fighters are allowed one shield charm, and pretty much everyone uses the same style. Only the really rich and powerful fighters can buy a custom made shield charm, and even then, it might not be that good. From what I understand, the inner workings of shield charms are a lost art. There is one good, stable pattern, and everyone uses that. The only difference is what the charm is made of and how much capacity it has.

“The shield charm protects you as much as it can, and when it runs out of juice, it’s up to you to make your own. Obviously, that’s hard to do in the middle of a fight, so the time between when your shield charm goes down and your personal shield forms up is the biggest window of opportunity for your opponent to quickly end the match.”

“That makes sense,” I said, “but why don’t fighters pre-summon their shield inside of the shield charm? That way, when the charm fails, their personal one is ready to go?”

“You can’t.” Eugene shook his head. “It interferes with the shield charm. The charm is there to protect your physical body, and when a mage throws up their own shield around it, the charm can no longer sense your body, so it shuts down. Fighters have tried to get around this by forgoing the shield charm entirely and making their own shield from the jump, but that takes a lot of flow right when you are trying to form your weapons. Plus, the fighter will wear down much faster, as they are powering both the shield and weapon from the start of the fight. A few mages here and there still try it, but nobody sticks with that strategy for long.”

Now it was time for the million dollar question.

“So, how do you form your own shield?” I asked.

This could be the answer I’d been searching for. Ever since Isobel had kicked the crap out of me, I’d been trying to not let that happen again by getting a shield. I couldn’t use charms, so that was out. Sandy used fire for everything, so she couldn't teach me, and Annabeth didn’t know either.

My defense, up to this point, had come from Tyler. I used his pigeon-stepping and blocking to evade attacks, but that wasn’t the same thing as a shield.

“The idea is pretty simple, really,” Eugene said. “You just layer your magic around your body like armor. The execution is a lot harder. You have to pay attention to your whole body, form the magic, force it into place, and then remember to renew it. It’s much harder than it sounds.”

“I’m sure it is,” I said. “That sounds like a lot to keep track of.”

“It is,” Eugene said seriously, “and if you miss a spot, you don’t have any protection. I spent a long time working on mine. My teacher told everyone in the school to hit me every time they saw me. And they were to hit me in every area they could reach to make sure I had full coverage. As you can imagine, I got really good with my personal shield really quickly.”

Once again, this sounded like stupid male hazing, but apparently, that was a great learning tool. Meanwhile, I’d gotten the answer I wanted. Now it seemed so simple I wondered how I'd missed it. I’d discovered magic worked best with imagination and intention. If I wanted a shield, I just needed the right imagination and intention to make it happen. Best of all, my magic worked in close, and that was where a shield needed to be.

I wanted to smack myself on the forehead. I’d gotten so hung up on shield charms, and the fact that I couldn’t use them, that I’d never gotten beyond that. Now I just needed to figure out how to make a shield.

‘You already have one,’ my Analytical Side said smugly.

‘Huh?’ I said intelligently.

‘Gem cells,’ he said in his best British voice. ‘Your gem cells are your shield. And you’ve already been using them that way.’

He got a self-satisfied look on his face and waited for me to catch up.

Eugene hadn’t moved his bow in time. I had touched it, and it hadn’t hurt me at all. That’s because I had my gem cell gauntlets on! Come to think of it, I’d already been blocking magic with my hands back when I’d had my fight with Big Ugly and his crew. I’d blocked a sword strike, and then had forgotten about it with everything else that had happened.

When I thought of a shield, I thought of one solid layer of magic covering me and protecting me. That had thrown me off because my creations have to be small, no more than three inches. With the gem cells, it was perfect, because they were little smaller creations that linked together to create a much larger area of coverage. They just covered my hands and forearms at the moment, but they could cover so much more.

‘I’m going to have a shield!’ I squealed in excitement.

‘You’re going to have a shield!’ he squealed back.

We linked arms and danced around each other in happiness, like we were doing the wedding scene in Fiddler on the Roof.

Then my Analytical Side stopped, and his eyes twinkled.

‘We’ve waited for this for so long. I think it’s Eureka Time!!!!!’

My Analytical Side was usually so posh and British. This was really cutting loose for him. But I loved it.

‘Eureka!’ I hollered, and just like that old Greek guy Archimedes, we tore off our clothes and ran through ancient city streets screaming at the top of our lungs.

‘Eureka! Eureka!’

My imaginary people looked at us like we were crazy, but we didn’t care.

“Jason?” MMm shook me gently. “Earth to Jason.”

I realized I’d been standing there, staring off into space, grinning maniacally for several moments. That wasn’t a good look, but inside my head it had been party time!

“Oh. Sorry,” I said quickly. “I was just figuring something out. Don’t mind me. I’ll work it out later.”

I smiled like normal and tried to focus on what was going on, but all I wanted to do was run back to my room and get started growing my shield. Finally! I was going to have some real defense!

The tournament was still going on, and this was an amazing place to see and learn from other fighters. I wasn’t going to be around something like this again for a long time. There were mages of all types and talents fighting with their best techniques, and I had the vision to pick it all apart. This was the only night we had available to attend the tournament, so I needed to snap out of it and really pay attention.

“Eugene, Sandy, I had an idea for making a shield, and I’m really interested in learning all I can. I’ve been enjoying this evening as a regular spectator, but I’d like to kick it into high gear and really start seeing how the mages are doing things. Can you help me?”

“Of course!” Sandy was a battle mage. She loved a good fight, and she loved learning new things. She’d have helped anyway, but this was right up her alley.

“Certainly,” Eugene said seriously, then he looked at Sandy with a twinkle in his eye. “I think we may have created a monster.”

“As long as he’s our monster,” Sandy replied with a laugh.

And so we got to work. We did our best to get as close to the fighters as possible so I could use my magic sight. I reported back what I was seeing, and we all discussed the abilities of the mage, their possible training, and what they could have done better.

I kept everything focused on the contestants and didn’t mention my abilities, but Eugene was still surprised at just how well I could see magic. I didn’t mention my magic sight; I just made it seem like I was looking with my regular eyes. Of course, they could see magic very well too, so it wasn’t a lie.

It very quickly became clear that most mages were forcing their magic into shapes. Their weapons and shields were serviceable, but they weren’t inspired. They weren’t relating to their magic, and in return, it wasn’t helping them. It was just a thing to them, like playdough, and they pounded it into whatever shape they needed.

Not all mages were like this, though. There were a few that were magic craftsmen. One mage, in particular, was just fantastic. He didn’t look special at all until the match started. Then he formed a short sword and a round shield that made me sit up and take notice. His sword was detailed, sharp, and held a crap ton of magic. His shield looked like the one Captain America used, and it felt so solid and crisp.

The match started, and his opponent summoned a magic staff that was good, but not great. They were fighting in an open ring, so they quickly closed and exchanged blows. I saw then just what having an exceptional weapon can do for a fighter, as his sword was destroying his opponent’s staff. He was literally knocking the magic right out of it, and his opponent was having to refill and refocus his weapon. It wasn’t just his sword either—his round shield was doing the same type of damage. A light bulb of inspiration went off in my head.

“I thought the attacker always had the advantage,” I said. “But really, every interaction between magical weapons uses up a bit of magic from both fighters. Right?”

“That is true,” Eugene said. “But it isn’t a big factor in the fight, as it affects both fighters equally. I suppose if one mage had a very low capacity and one mage had a very high capacity, the high capacity mage could win by dragging out the fight, but it would take a long time. And it would be very boring.”

What I was seeing play out in front of me didn’t support Eugene’s view at all. As I watched the fight, I saw the Craftsman wasn’t really attacking the Staff Man directly. Instead, he was focusing everything on the weapon, and it wasn’t long before Staff Man had to make changes. He tried to get fancy by making his staff elongate for a semi-ranged attack, but it was easily blocked by the Craftsman’s round shield. Then he lost so much capacity in his weapon, he had to make it shorter. Much shorter. And that’s when the Craftsman went to work. He slammed his round shield against Staff Man’s charm shield, and it buzzed, flared, and fell away.

“Question,” I said quickly. “Does the size of the weapon matter as to how much magic it costs the mage to fight with?”

“It would take more magic to fill a larger weapon,” Eugene said. “That’s why you don’t see big handheld shields. It takes too much power for something like a tower shield.”

“That makes sense,” I replied. “That isn’t what I meant to ask, though. Does the area of the interaction between the two weapons matter as to how much magic it takes from both parties?”

Eugene just looked confused, but Sandy jumped in.

“Are you asking if two magic swords that clashed on the edge of the blades caused less magic drain than two swords that hit against the flat of the blades? The flat part obviously has more surface area.”

“Yes! That’s exactly it.” I said.

She looked at Eugene first. He was the tournament winner after all, as well as the oldest mage here.

“I don’t think it does.” He shrugged and dismissed the question.

“I think it might,” Sandy said. “But I’m not sure. On one hand, more magic is clashing, so it seems like it would take more out of both fighters. On the other hand, using the match we’re watching, it might take more magic for the staff to remain whole if the sword strikes with the edge. Just like in real life, where a steel sword could cut off the end of a staff.”

That was actually a great analogy. Even better than she knew. Staff Man had a mediocre weapon, so it was like he was fighting with wood. The Craftsman, on the other hand, seemed like he was fighting with steel.

The fight was still going, which was curious, as I’m sure the Craftsman could have ended the match at any time. He seemed relaxed, confident, and in total control. Unlike his opponent, who was sweating. The only thing I could think of was the Craftsman didn’t want to end the match too quickly and give away just how good he was. It’s always better to be underestimated, after all.

The Craftsman had let Staff Man get his personal shield up, but he was having trouble sourcing both that and his weapon. His shield was solid, but nothing special. Eugene liked some of his staff moves and really thought he had a chance, but I knew he was toast. Finally, the Craftsman decided to end it, and he slammed his round shield against Staff Man’s personal shield. It flared, sparked, and Staff Man fell back with a gasp. It looked like it had really hurt. If my theory about surface area held true, then the Craftsman’s round shield was causing a lot more hurt than a sword strike would.

The Craftsman hit Staff Man’s weapon, knocking it out of the way, and he whacked shields again. This time Staff Man’s personal shield fell, which threw off his concentration, and his staff vanished. He quickly threw himself on the ground. “Yield!” he hollered, and the match was over.

Eugene kept talking about their weapon technique and the disadvantages of using a handheld shield, but I knew better. I’d seen a whole other way of winning a match. One that suited my talents and my attention to detail. That was almost as exciting as figuring out my personal shield.

Almost.

Getting my own shield was a big deal. A huge, awesome deal. I didn’t want to get all ‘naked eureka’ again, so I just tried not to get too excited. I wanted to talk to the Craftsman, but as soon as the walls dropped, he was surrounded by enthusiastic congratulations from his House. Then they hurried off to go do something else. I made a mental snapshot of his face and stuck it on my memory board. Maybe I’d see him around later.
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I wasn’t the only one learning new things and having a great time. Eugene and Sandy were bonding, too. She got to relive a more carefree time when she was just fighting in tournaments and not actually fighting for her life and the safety of her House. Eugene clued in on that and wanted to know the difference between tournament and ‘real’ fighting. He figured that at some point he was going to be part of a real battle, and he wanted to be prepared. He was especially interested in the big battle with the Louisville mages and the aftermath.

Sandy didn’t tell him the whole story of the House, but she told him a lot. She stumbled a few times trying to keep me and the All-Rune out of the spotlight, but I jumped in, and together we made a plausible story. This was good practice, as we didn’t want their wedding, or my creations getting out.

I was having a wonderful time, but all too soon, our evening was over. I didn’t have any more big Ah-Ha moments, but what I’d discovered was pretty awesome.

“Will I see you again?” I asked Eugene.

“Not unless you come back to the tournament,” he said regretfully. “I’ll be here every night supporting the rest of my school, and I think you’re doing the other events in the Gathering.”

I nodded. We were already trying to fit in an evening with the centaur Council. There just wasn’t time to come back again.

“I guess this is it,” I said, giving him a big hug. He pulled me in tight and wrapped those big Superman arms around me.

“Just know that you’re a great guy,” he whispered in my ear, “and if I hadn’t been commanded by my teacher to only trade up with more powerful mages, I’d have been happy to trade up with you.”

“That is very sweet,” I whispered back and slipped my hand down his backside for a quick feel. He really did have buns of steel.

I stepped away, and he looked a little flushed. That was nice. It felt wonderful to be appreciated that way.

He said goodbye to everyone else, and then regretfully headed out. Our little crew headed back to our suite, where Goggles said he needed to head home too. He gave me a llama kiss and was about to go through the fireplace when I grabbed his hand and pulled him to the side.

“You’re really good at knowing what’s going on and I didn’t want to upset anyone, so I was hoping I could ask you a quick question,” I said softly.

“Of course, young mage!” he said happily. “Ask away. You can’t learn new things unless you inquire about the world.”

“I don’t know anything about centaur customs, and I’ve noticed that you and the others say goodbye to me differently than you do to Sandy,” I said. “I first noticed this with CLl, and then his niece, and now it seems like it’s extended to everyone. Is there something I should know?”

I was talking about the kissing. Not that I minded, of course. It’s just that it felt very intimate and personal. They would put both hands on either side of my head, look deep into my eyes, and then really kiss me. It wasn’t with tongue, but it was a real kiss.

“Ahhh,” Goggles said sagely. “It is because you have become honrado to us. That is the highest personal honor that one centaur can extend to any other. It means you are a life brother, a celebrated companion, a cherished lover, and an exalted warrior.”

Oh, wow. That was a lot of honor. No wonder we were kissing.

“I’m sure you first saw this with CLl after you healed him,” Goggles continued. “Giving him health to spend more time with his niece, and then healing his niece was the dearest thing to his heart. NLl literally owes her health and life to you. When you broke the curse and raised the Shrine for us, you instantly became honrado to our entire species. You have saved lives in my generation, and you have saved the lives of our children and our children’s children for generations. I know NLl, CLl, and MMm are getting most of the attention right now as our first supernaturals, but believe me, everyone knows who you are and your contribution to our race.”

That much gratitude was hard to handle, so my mind jumped sideways and reminded me I’d wanted to ask MMm about his grandmother.

“Thank you for letting me know,” I said sincerely. “And you also should know I didn’t raise the Shrine. I don’t have that kind of knowledge and power. That was the House blessing your people.”

“It was more than that,” Goggles replied. “You haven’t been to the Memorial Garden today, have you?”

I shook my head.

“There is a wall that has been raised on the north side of the Garden. On it is a long mosaic that tells the story of NLl’s core, your work to fix it, her ascension to mage, and your plea to the House for the Shrine. We know you remembered us and advocated for the mages and naturals we are discovering now.”

Oh wow, times two. It sounded like the All-Rune had taken the time to do a little PR work and shape the story for the centaurs. All of that was true, but I didn’t feel like I deserved any glory or honor. I’d just been the right guy in the right place at the right time to make a difference. That was all.

I wanted to change the subject, so I did.

“Oh! I’ve been meaning to ask you and MMm something,” I said quickly. Then I turned back to the rest of the group. “MMm, do you have a second?”

“Of course!” he said, and stepped over. Our greeting room still wasn’t that big, so CLl, NLl, and Sandy just turned around and paid attention too.

“CLl and NLl are family, and I healed both of them so they could support each other on their new supernatural journey together. I wanted to offer the same to both of you too. You both have been a real help here at the Gathering, and if there is family I could heal for you, let me know.”

“My Grandmother,” MMm said instantly. “I’ve been wondering how to ask you. She's still in good health, but her ability to travel is limited. She’s never seen anything other than our land, but she’s always wanted to have adventures too. If you could heal her, like you healed CLl, I would be ever so grateful.”

I nodded at him and turned to Goggles.

“My partner,” he said excitedly. “We’ve been together for twenty-one years now. He is my life.”

“I didn’t know you were gay,” I said in surprise. I guess my centaur gaydar was off.

“We are very happy together,” he said, slightly confused. I realized he’d taken gay as its traditional meaning. I was going to explain, then I decided to just drop it.

“While I’m catching up on things, is there anything else I’m missing?” I addressed all of them.

“Since you are very generously extending the offering of healing, I’d include the Captain as well,” CLl said. “She has done a lot for us behind the scenes. She’s made sure we stayed safe while we traveled around as well as organized the line to the Shrine. She’s not a supernatural, but she’s been instrumental in making sure our transition into minor celebrities has been as smooth as possible.”

“That is an excellent idea,” I said. “Make sure she gets the invitation too. How about we meet together tomorrow night after we visit the fair and do the healing then?”

Everyone thought that sounded great, and Goggles finished heading out. MMm and all his fine muscles went next. I must admit I liked his llama kiss. If I was single and a centaur llama, I’d have been all over his handsome self. Then CLl and NLl decided to head out with him and travel back home together.

As soon as they left, Sandy turned to me in excitement.

“Okay, I’ve been dying to ask you. What did you figure out? I know that look you get, and I’m sure it was good.”

I told her all about my thoughts for a personal shield while we had a nice snack. My body was still craving calories for some reason. I also went over the fight with the Craftsman and all the ideas I had there.

“This is so nice to hear,” she said. “I was hoping you’d get inspired after seeing all the matches, and it certainly sounds like that happened. One thing to keep in mind is your gem cells should hopefully be a good defense against pure magic, but they won’t help you against physical attacks. Still, being able to block spells will be huge.”

“True,” I said thoughtfully. “Do you have a shield charm for me to look at? Maybe I can learn something about how it stops physical attacks.”

“Sure,” she said, handing over a little round charm that looked like an actual shield.

I held it in my hand and zoomed in for a closer look. The first thing I noticed was that it was a mess. There were lines, dots, and squiggles everywhere. I’d been expecting something like I’d seen when I’d looked at the golem core. It had been very complicated, and I’d no idea what it all meant, but it had been very organized. The runes clearly had their own spaces. There had been clear circles and lines joining the runes, and everything was nicely laid out in layers.

This rune looked like someone had sneezed on a blank piece of paper, and then had a toddler draw over that with crayons. I told Sandy what I was seeing, and she just sighed.

“That’s what I thought you’d see. Mages don’t want to share their secrets, so they add extra lines here and there to hide what is really important. Many times, they even add nonsense runes that don’t do anything.”

She paused thoughtfully.

“I think what you may want is a force rune. After all, you’re going to be trying to actually move something away from you in the physical world. I have a force charm, which should contain a force rune, but I’m not sure it is going to do what you need.”

I handed the shield charm back and accepted the new charm she gave me. I zoomed in again, and for some reason, it looked familiar.

“Wait! Is this the charm you used to move the salt shaker during my orientation in your kitchen?”

“Yes it is,” she said. “I’m surprised you remember that. There was so much that went on that night. That’s when you created Penny, and Tyler showed up to save you from the smokey remnant trying to kill you.”

“Gosh, that seems so long ago,” I said. “That sure was one crazy evening! I know it’s only been a few months, but it feels like it happened last year.”

“Time flies when you’re having fun,” Sandy said lightly.

I paused for a sec. It really was fun. Sure, there had been some painful parts––make those very painful parts––but overall it had been exciting––in a good way.

Anyway, back to the charm. This one was nicely laid out, and it didn’t look like the person who made it was trying to throw anyone off. I ignored the arrow, the circles, and all the squiggly bits and focused on the main rune in the center. It sort of looked like four L’s had been written backwards, then flipped over, and then stacked on top of each other. There was a fifth L that sat on top of them like a lid. They were all connected by little lines, but nothing was set up for magic flow. They were just straight lines only, like someone had drawn them with a ruler.

I’d learned that the purest expression of runes looked like they were drawn with a brush or calligraphy pen. They were still lines, but they had a flow and direction. I really only had one true rune to work with, my healing rune, but at least I now knew what real runes looked like.

“So, why don’t you think this is the right rune for me?” I asked Sandy.

“I think the force will be too soft and too slow,” she said. “If you think about it, there are all kinds of ways that force is expressed. There are explosive, sudden forces, like a bullet. There are gentle forces like when you touch someone’s arm. There are continuous, flowing forces, like in a stream, and there are forces that don't go anywhere, like gravity on a building.

“This charm is designed to levitate and move small objects. So the force starts out small and gradually builds up to what is needed. That way, a salt shaker gently lifts off a table, moves smoothly towards where you want it to go, and then settles down nicely. I’m pretty sure this isn’t what you need when someone is swinging a real staff at your head. I’m not sure what type of shield you want to end up with, but I would think you’ll need a fast acting explosive type of force.”

I took another good look at the force rune in my hand and then gave the charm back to her. I was pretty sure an explosive type force rune would still look similar. I knew what to generally look for now.

“I’d never really thought about it before, but all that makes sense,” I said. “You’ve obviously thought about this a lot, so I’m curious to know what you mean by ‘type of shield.’ I thought there was only one type of shield charm that everyone used?”

“Yes, that’s right,” Sandy replied. “Just like lots of other mages, I tried to reverse engineer the shield charm. I failed, but I don’t feel too bad as everyone else has too. In the process, though, I got to really thinking about shield defense in general, and I came up with some interesting ideas. First of all, this isn’t really a shield. It’s a barrier. I know that sounds simple, but it flipped my entire way of thinking. There are all kinds of barriers in the real world, and looking at them could influence how you build your own.

“For example, a barrier could be fencing made with rolls of barbed wire. The cutting ability of the wire, as well as how it clings to those trying to get through it, makes it a very effective defense.”

She got a wicked grin on her face.

“I know I said earlier that I didn’t have a personal shield, but that isn't exactly true. I made my own defense, and it’s based on the barbed wire concept. Watch this...”

She stood up and moved to the center of our sitting room. She flexed her magic, and suddenly she was surrounded by lots of little flames. They danced in the air about five feet from her body, and they seemed to be slowly rotating around her.

“This isn’t the best demo because you can’t throw something magical at me, but if you could, the flames would swarm your magic and burn it up. The shield is flexible because I can extend the range to ten, twenty, even a hundred feet out if I want to. I just need to have enough power to cover the larger area. The only weakness is I can’t pull it in too close to my body, as the flames need enough time to work. If the shield is too close, the burn time isn’t long enough, and powerful magic could get through.”

“That is totally cool!” I breathed. “I see a slight rotation to it. Does that help it somehow?”

She nodded.

“The shield actually spins when it’s hit with hostile magic. The idea is that as the flames attach to the hostile spell and burn it, fresh flames rotate in and keep the barrier up. Without that, someone could throw two spells at me on the exact same path, and the second one would get through.”

“That is so creative!” I said. “And it totally fits your style of power. I know you didn’t hack the shield charm, but it seems to be well worth your time spent. I didn’t see anything like this at the tournament today.”

“I am pretty pleased with how it turned out,” Sandy smiled happily. “That’s why I wanted to have our chat tonight. Don’t just go with what other mages have done. Come up with something that works for you, that fits your style of power.”

She dropped her flame barrier and came back to sit beside me again.

“Okay, so we talked about barbed wire,” I said. “What other kinds of barriers did you come up with?”

This was good stuff. It certainly made me want to get creative with my gem cells.

“I looked at plate armor like medieval knights used to wear. The magical equivalent would be a very hard and dense layer close to your body. Since your magic is very distance dependent, this might be a good fit for you.” She grinned. “Pun intended, of course.”

“Of course!” I laughed with her.

“I thought about something like cinder block walls. Basically, the mage would structure their shield in layers and try to create as many of them as possible. Anyone attacking would have to get through wall after wall of medium level power in order to reach them. While they were breaking down layers, the mage could create new ones.

“After your fight with Big Ugly, I thought about a fat suit. It’s hard to punch a big guy because there is this giant layer of soft fat surrounding him. What if magic was like that? Instead of going hard, you went soft? Instead of stopping an attack, it was absorbed and dispersed.”

“That’s sort of how bullet proof jackets work,” I said. “The kevlar in the jacket spreads the energy of the impact over a larger area. It has steel plates in it too, to help stop the shock of the bullet, which is what the fat on your imaginary fat man does. I see where you are going with all of this, and the good news is I’m not stuck with one type of shield. I can make one, see how it works, and then change it as needed.”

Sandy nodded.

“Exactly. I didn’t come up with the barbed wire idea on my first try. I went with a traditional hard shell close to my body when I first started tournament fighting. It just didn’t feel right, and it didn’t hold out that well. A couple good blows could crack it. It wasn’t until I learned how to use my fire as a weapon that I then turned that knowledge around and used it for my defense.”

“Okay,” I said, “so before I start making my own barrier, let’s go back to the standard that everyone is using. The shield charm. Were you able to see exactly how it worked?”

“Oh, yes,” Sandy replied. “I tested the hell out of it. It creates what I call a sensing field about three feet out from the mage. When something touches the field, it tries to figure out if it is hostile or not by looking at a series of factors. If the object is fast and physical, it assumes it is something like a sword and throws up a hard shell about twelve inches from the mage. If the object is fast and magical, it does the same, except this shell is designed to block all general magic. If the object is too hot, it throws up a cooling shell. If the object is too cold, it throws up a warming shell.

“It doesn’t always get it right, as you’ve been able to prove with your little creations, but it does a very good job of protecting the mage from unexpected attacks. The biggest drawback is the shells are brittle. They can break with enough force. Also, it’s very wasteful. It throws up a shell around the entire mage, regardless of where the attack is coming from. Sustained attacks drain the charm quickly, and once it's empty, your automatic defense is gone.”

She leaned back and regarded me. I had a thousand ideas, all trying to run through my brain at the same time, and they were getting all clogged up. I must have looked that way too, as she leaned over and gave my leg a pat.

“For now, don’t get overwhelmed,” she said. “Just come up with a basic shield, and then see how to improve it. Keep it simple and give it space to grow.”

I took a deep breath, let it out, and gave her hand a squeeze.

“Thank you for all the insight. Tonight has been really eye opening. I had no idea there was so much to it. On the other hand, it makes it a lot more exciting. You know I enjoy figuring out new things.”

She laughed. “I know you do. That’s why I’m so glad you are in my House. Your ability to see and shape magic is really special, Jason, and I can’t wait to see what you do with it. Now, I think it’s time for me to go to bed.”

I was pretty sure she really just wanted to use her ring to chat with John for a while. That was all good, though. I had changes to make to my gem cells.

She got to her feet. “Don’t stay up too late. See you in the morning.”

And then she was gone.

I stood up and went to bed myself. Bermuda was snuggled up between two pillows at the top of the bed. He looked so peaceful and silky; I couldn’t wait to get all up in his business. I quickly slipped out of my clothes and into bed. He gave me a very sleepy ‘hello daddy’ look, and then rolled over on his back so I could rub his belly, which, of course, I did.

I gave him the full body treatment as I thought about what, exactly, I wanted to change with my gem cells. I got his lower belly, then upper belly, and then his chest. He licked my hand for a while, and then I scratched under his chin as he stretched his head out for extra access. Since he was still relaxed, I went back and rubbed his toes, which are usually a little ticklish for him. That woke him up a bit, so I gave him kisses, and he stretched and headed off to the bathroom.

I knew I didn’t want anything hard and brittle for a shield, so that was out. My magic had flow, texture, and personality. I couldn’t do anything about the force aspect, but I already knew what I wanted to do there. I wanted to create an inverse of what I did with my punches. Tyler had hinted before that there was a defensive side to relax-and-tense-on-contact.

The punch he’d taught me was incredibly powerful because it reached its maximum force right when it was deep inside the body. The defense would be the opposite. When someone hit me, it would start out soft, giving way to the initial intensity of the blow. Then it would begin tensing, creating more and more resistance to the attack as it got weaker and weaker. If I did it right, the attacker would feel like they were punching a steel wall covered in padding. I would have all the best elements of soft and hard defense.

What I needed to make that work was a short range, very fast force rune. It could start applying resistance when the blow was about three inches out. Then it could ramp up quickly and apply maximum resistance just as the blow was about to reach me. If I added that to my current abilities, like pigeon-stepping and blocking, I should have a heck of a good defense.

I didn’t have that rune yet, but we were going to the fair tomorrow. Surely there would be charms for sale there. I could check them out and see if I could find something that would work. For right now, what I needed to do was figure out how to do something similar with a magical attack. I was attached to the idea of resilience, like the way nature always springs back from any damage. I also liked the idea of spreading the power around, like kevlar does with a bulletproof jacket. Now I just needed to put all that together.

I took a moment to enjoy the gem cell gauntlets I had now. They sparkled and flashed and looked so colorful and pretty. Each gem was a hexagon, so they fit together in a nice grid, with each cell sharing a side with six other cells. That was the perfect base for my ‘kevlar’ idea. I just needed an easy way for each cell to share its power and defense with its six neighboring cells.

The gems themselves were small and flexible, so they easily followed the flow of my body and wrapped around my fingers. Distance mattered a lot to me, so they needed to stay as close as possible. The other thing I loved about them was the beautiful mix of colors. I had red, the color of my primary gem, followed by my signature colors of emerald green and sapphire blue. Purple added another deep color. Opal represented the white end of the spectrum, and turquoise rounded out the cool colors.

If Thanos from The Avengers had given up on killing half the population, and instead had gotten in touch with his inner twelve-year-old girl, he would have made gauntlets that were half as cool as mine were. I looked like I was wearing Christmas all the time. I’d told Tyler about them, and he said it must look like I’d tried to give a colonoscopy to a unicorn.

Eeewwww!

I’d smacked him. He’d tickled me back, and somehow our clothes had fallen off. We’d made love like unicorns, which is to say in the gayest way possible, and then snuggled up and fell asleep together. Good times.

Aaaaaanyway. Back to my lovely gems. I zoomed into the primary red gem cell in the palm of my right hand. The only symbol on it at the moment was a coil, with thick loops at the base rising to a thin point at the top. Little sparkles flowed up the coil and showered out the top, only to fall down to the bottom and start the journey all over again. The coil had a great flow and the gem cell batteries held so much magic, I really thought I might have stumbled onto a rune. Regardless, it had done a wonderful job, and now it was going to do more.

‘Hello, Red,’ I said, and he sparkled a bit to let me know he was listening.

‘You were created to be a magical battery for Tea and his grove, and I must say, you have done a wonderful job. Just wonderful. I am so proud of you.’

Red shimmied a bit and sparkled a bit more. He seemed happy.

‘Because of your help, we’ve been able to completely heal two of our centaur friends. That’s led to a chain of events where a curse got lifted, and now centaurs that are eligible have become mages and naturals. We’ve changed the lives of lots of people just because you are an exceptional battery. So I want to say thank you. They will never know how all this happened, but I know, and I’m tickled pink with how amazing you have been.’

I think Red blushed a bit. I didn’t know he could do that, and it was kind of cute.

‘I’m also tickled blue and green and amber and opal and purple and turquoise!’ I laughed. ‘You know I appreciate all your fine colors.

‘Now, I want to expand what you can do and grow your abilities. Just by being a battery and providing a natural barrier on my hands, you’ve let me redirect mages’ attacks and defend myself. That is really good, but I want to do even better. Before I get started, I wanted to ask you if you would like to be a part of this, or would you rather I start over with a whole new creation?’

I thought Red was going to blow up, and I realized I hadn’t asked him a yes/no question.

‘Sorry about that. Would you like to be part of my shield?’

I got a very enthusiastic shimmy. I thought he was going to pop off my hand.

‘Wonderful! I was hoping you would. Your hexagonal shape is perfect for what I have in mind. I want you to be able to absorb any magic or force, and be able to distribute it across multiple gem cells. I’m going to start by moving your coil, so I have room to add more items. I still want you to be a great battery, so let me know if I hurt your efficiency in any way. Also, if I could do something better, let me know that too.’

Red sparkled to let me know he was ready.

I started with his coil. It was sitting in the center and taking up almost all the area. I shrunk it down, so it was much smaller, and then put it just above the point at the bottom. I paused for a moment to see if Red was going to sound the alarm, but he seemed fine.

Next, I wanted to reinforce the joining between each of the cells, while providing a way for the magic or force to flow into its neighbors. I liked the idea of using something from nature, so I decided to create a network of vines. After all, vines grow quickly, and they are much stronger than they look.

I started with the middle of the left side and grew a vine from there to the middle of the right side. The vine was mostly straight, like it was holding weight, and it had several tiny leaves coming off of it. I liked it, so I added two more vines connecting both of the other pairs of sides. Now all six sides were supported by a vine in the middle, and the vines divided the hexagon into six equal portions.

I wanted this to be a seamless lattice of support across all the gem cells, so I started pushing out those changes to the six adjacent gems cells, and then the twelve adjacent cells to them. The transition between the cells wasn’t perfect, so I messed with the vines for a bit and got it right. Then I zoomed out a bit and looked at the vines as a whole. To my surprise, the new lattice of vines looked like it was made up of triangles. I’d read that triangles are the strongest form of architecture, so this was really looking good for my new defense system.

I wanted to represent that this was my shield, so I needed to put an actual shield on it somewhere. All the sections of the hexagon were equal in size, but it seemed like the top and bottom ones were the most prominent. I already had the coil for the battery at the bottom, so I decided to put my shield in the top one. I went with a round shield, just like I’d seen the Craftsman use. He’d been inspirational, and I wanted some of his expertise in my new gems.

I still had four empty sections, two on each side, but overall, the gem felt balanced, so I decided to test it and see how it did.

First, I pushed the new shield change out to all the gems that had the vines. This was an evaluation of the whole system, not just one gem. Now, how did I go about testing this?

What I needed was for Eugene to shoot a very small and low-powered arrow at my hand. He wasn’t here, so I needed to come up with something else. I needed some sort of partner to stress the system.

Hmmmmmm.

What popped into my head was Sparkles, my sandy training partner from the beach. He wasn’t here either, and even if he was, he would be all about force, not magic, but I could still work with the idea. I concentrated on my left hand and formed a creation like him out of little grains of magic, just like Sparkles had formed out of the sand.

My new creation was about one inch high, but he looked solid and strong. There wasn’t much I needed to add to him. He didn’t need to duplicate or resize, and he didn’t need any fancy tools. He needed to be able to fly, though, so I added a jet pack. But that didn’t fit somehow. The real Sparkles was made out of sand and was very heavy. There was no way a jet pack would fly him around, and a jet pack just didn’t seem the right fit for my little replica. Wings were out too.

Hmmmmmm.

How about a surfboard? He was part of the beach, so a surfboard made perfect sense. Plus, he kinda looked like those mannequins for Under Armour, and that reminded me of the Silver Surfer from Marvel. He could fly between planets with his board, so that should work perfectly for my little guy to fly around the room. I created a surfboard for my little Sparkles, then carefully filled him with magic and turned him loose.

He levitated smoothly off my hand, gave me a double thumbs up, and then shot around the room. He took it easy with his first few laps. I’m sure he was getting used to his new board. Then he started doing all kinds of tricks—riding along the edge of the armoire, surfing up and then down the wall, jumping and flipping the board under his feet like it was a skateboard. At one point, he did a whole series of barrel rolls in the air like he was a fighter jet. It was totally fun to watch, and I realized he might be my fastest flyer yet. He even beat out my Miners with their jet packs.

Of course, the slowest of my creations would have to be my Ass Blaster 2000s. Fart power is not a fast ride.

After he played for a bit and got used to his new powers, I called him back. It was time to get to work.

‘Create a ball of power that acts like hostile magic and throw it at the red gem cell,’ I told my little surfer. ‘Start out small and careful, as I don’t want to actually damage my gems.’

He flashed a thumbs up, and I held up my hand like I was going to give him a high-five. He surfed a little closer, and with a gentle underhand toss, he sent a small ball of power at Red. It was so tiny, it was cute, and Red didn’t even react.

‘Okay, maybe not that small,’ I laughed. ‘Try again, but give it a lot more power. See if you can give Red a bit of a challenge.’

Surfer Dude wiggled his butt at me to show he was just playing and tried again. This time, the ball of force was a lot bigger, and he gave it a proper baseball pitch. It smacked into Red, who flexed a bit, but otherwise didn’t show any sign of stress. Red was turning out to be a lot tougher than I’d thought.

The vines were doing a wonderful job inside the gem cell. It looked like the force had spread through the gem, and the vines had flexed and easily held everything together. This was great, but it wasn’t exactly what I wanted.

‘You are doing wonderful,’ I told the Dude. ‘Try it again, but this time I want you to really challenge Red. Force him to rely on his surrounding gems to stop your attack.’

Surfer Dude swung his pitching arm around, warming it up for the throw. Then he surfed in a circle around the room, picking up momentum. Then he really kicked in the speed and zoomed at Red. At the last possible moment, he pitched a fast, powerful ball of magic, and it landed with a resounding ‘smack!’

This time, Red definitely bowed back and then vibrated for a brief moment before settling back into position. Red was a champion, and I loved how powerful Red was on his own, but the magic wasn’t spreading across the cell network like I wanted. The last strike had tugged at the vines on the connecting cells, and they had helped a bit. The idea was good. It just needed tweaking.

Hmmmmmm.

Bermuda came back from the bathroom and decided Surfer Dude looked tasty. Surfer Dude told him he was slow as a snail and lazy as a bear in winter––and with that––the chase was on! Bermuda had been napping all evening, so he had energy to burn and he was ready to paddle his ass. I watched them for a moment, but Surfer Dude was in no danger. Bermuda could shred magic with his claws, and the Dude still had work to do, so I didn’t want there to be an accident.

I made a Feather Dot and turned him loose, but Bermuda was still intent on teaching the Dude a lesson. I had to make two more Feather Dots before they got his attention and it became safe for the Surfer to glide back over to me. The room was now a whirlwind of chaos and motion, but that was okay. Bermuda loved to play, and I was used to it.

Now, back to the gem cell network. The problem was, the cells were reacting to magic like it was a force. I wanted them to react to magic like it was heat or electricity.

Ohhhhhh.

That was my answer. Vines weren’t conductors. Metals were. So I just needed to add metal to my vines and see how that worked.

I started by taking all the texture in the vines and highlighting them with silver. I’d read somewhere that silver was the best conductor of electricity. As an added bonus, the vines now looked like something on the cover of a fantasy novel. Awesome! Then I took the inside of the vines and ran a solid core of copper. I liked copper, as it reminded me of Penny, and it was the best conductor of heat. I knew that for sure, as I’d googled copper and zinc to see what Penny was physically made of. I pushed those changes out to the surrounding gem cells, making sure the copper wire and the silver highlights merged seamlessly.

‘Okay,’ I told my Dude. ‘Let’s try it again.’

He zipped around, got a surfing start, and then pitched another fast ball of power. This time, when it hit, the silver flared and all the gem cells lit up. Much better.

The magic had been better distributed across the network, but it still wasn’t perfect. Red had still absorbed over half of the power, and it had been enough to leave it vibrating. It wasn’t as bad as before, but it wasn’t quite what I wanted yet.

I had the Dude throw a few more times to see if I noticed anything else, and then I had an idea. I refilled his magic and gave him new instructions.

‘Throw another ball of hostile magic,’ I told him, ‘but this time throw it as slow as possible. Also, make the ball as big as you can.’

I wanted to see exactly how the magic impacted Red, so I zoomed in with my magic sight and watched the very surface of the gem. Surfer Dude did a great job, and it seemed like the ball of magic came at me in slow motion. It got closer and closer, and there was no reaction from Red. The leading part of the ball hit the surface of Red, flattened out slightly, and then finally had enough pressure to break through. Once it was inside Red, he reacted, and the silver vines quickly took over and distributed the magic.

This was good, but he wasn’t following the tense-on-contact part of the strategy. I knew just how powerful that could be, and I wanted Red ready and reacting even before the magic reached him.

Oh! Duh!

I wanted to smack myself on the forehead. Red had no eyes. He couldn’t see the attack coming. No wonder he wasn’t reacting sooner.

Well, that was easy to fix. I quickly drew two eyes in the upper right section, as it was still empty. I gave him long eyelashes, as even guys look great with long lashes, and then I took extra care on the irises to give them lots of radiant texture. They still looked a bit bland, so I added more detail to the whites of the eyes and a highlight to show the cornea. I also added eyebrows, which made them so much more expressive. I kept adjusting until they had a lot of character, and when I zoomed back to get a better sense of how they looked, I realized they looked a bit like Tyler’s eyes.

Well, that certainly wasn’t a bad thing! Tyler had beautiful eyes. I could whisper sweet nothings and stare into them all day long. Ahhhhhh.

Smack!

‘Focus!’ my Analytical Side said sternly.

Okay, enough about that. I had work to do, and daydreaming about Tyler wasn’t going to get it done. While I was here, I added a mouth. I realized I didn’t know how to draw real lips, so I went with more of a cartoon feel.

‘Hot dog! I can talk!' Red flashed and sparkled with pure joy. ‘And I can see! Holy possum bottoms, I can see!’

‘So you like this upgrade?’ I asked.

‘Do beavers like trees?’ he replied. ‘Do dogs like sniffing butts? Do you like scratching your balls? Hell yeah!’

That was funny, except for the balls part. I don’t adjust the boys any more than a regular person. Did I? I suddenly had the overwhelming urge to shift them around a bit.

Smack!

This was not about my cajones. Goodness gracious! This was about great balls of fire––and how to handle them.

I gave myself a mental high-five for working in song lyrics.

‘My goodness, you’re so round!’ Red was still taking it all in. Then he looked around the room. ‘It’s so big!’

I wanted to say “That’s what she said,” but I stopped myself in time. That would get me smacked again for sure.

‘I’m sorry you are just now getting eyes,’ I said sincerely. ‘When I made you, I thought it might be boring for you if you couldn’t fly around like the others, so I just kept it simple. I thought maybe it would just be like you were hibernating until you were needed.’

‘That’s okay,’ Red said. ‘I was powered down most of the time. I could still feel you and what you were up to as well as all the Ents and all my fellow gems. It just felt normal not to be able to see on my own. Now, though, this feels like a lot. It’s going to take some getting used to.’

‘I’m sure it will,’ I replied, ‘and I have more ideas for upgrades, but for now, let’s try the test again. Surfer Dude is going to throw another slow ball of magic like before. This time, I want you to see it coming and react sooner. I’d like it if you only had to handle a third of the total power and the rest was distributed. Sound good?’

‘Sounds like a pigeon flying over a Corvette. Let’s do this!’ Red certainly was an enthusiastic fellow.

I gave Surfer Dude a magic fill up, and then zoomed back in to closely watch Red’s surface.

‘Go,’ I told the Dude, and he slowly sent another large ball of magic at Red. This time, I could see Red’s eyes tracking it. As the ball got closer, the silver flared, and I could see little streamers of power being sucked off the incoming sphere. It kind of reminded me of those wispy solar flares that radiate off the sun. When it got closer, all the silver on the surrounding gems flared up as well, and they started pulling at the ball too.

By the time the front of the sphere reached the surface of Red’s gem, it was no longer a neat edge. Instead, it was more like a ball of gas being sucked apart. It still had a decent core, though, and it impacted Red’s surface and passed through. That’s when the copper took over. It grabbed the power and distributed it across all the entire hexagonal network.

The middle part of the ball still impacted Red, but now he didn’t flex or vibrate at all. Instead, the absorption kicked up another notch. The vines flexed a bit, but it wasn’t anywhere near the blow from before. This was what I’d been looking for. This was the power of the tense-on-contact. Instead of a solid sphere of power smacking into Red, it had been torn apart faster and faster the closer it came. I didn’t have any solid numbers to work with, but if I had to guess, it looked like Red had only had to deal with a quarter of the total power. I’d hoped for a third, so this was even better than expected.

‘Wow, Red! That was fantastic!’

I think he blushed a bit at the praise, as he turned even redder, if that was possible.

‘Awww, shucks, he said. ‘It weren’t nothin’. Now I can see what’s coming at me, it's easy. Let’s go again!’

Surfer Dude didn’t even wait for me to give the okay as he started circling the room, and then shot in with full power. I quickly zoomed in as he pitched his fastball, and again the whole network flared to life. This time it happened too fast for me to break it down, but the results were still there. Red flexed a bit, but he didn’t bow, and there were no residual vibrations.

Red was as excited as a ‘tick on a fat pig,’ and I think he could have spent hours playing ball with Surfer Dude, but I had other ideas in mind.

‘You know,’ I said thoughtfully, ‘I might have another idea for an upgrade. I’m sure you are just getting used to everything, though, and I don’t want to overwhelm you. Maybe I should come back to this later.’

‘No!’ Red twinkled excitedly. ‘I’m ready! Whatever it is, I’m ready!’ I was teasing him a bit, as he was like a kid in a candy store. He wanted everything he could get.

‘Well,’ I said, ‘I was thinking. What if someone was trying to sneak up on me and it was dark? When they attacked, you wouldn’t be able to see it coming.’

Red blinked at me thoughtfully.

‘That would not be good. I couldn’t protect you as well.’

‘You might be able to if you could hear them coming...’ I said.

‘I get ears too?’ Red shouted excitedly. I smiled and nodded. ‘Really?’ I smiled and nodded even bigger. ‘Hot Damn! It’s raining blessings from heaven!’

‘These won’t just be any ears either.’ I was excited too. ‘I’m going to give you bat ears. Their hearing is so good and so sharp they have something called echolocation. Which means they can see with sound.’

‘Oh My God! Bring it!’

Red was so much fun to work with. I added bat ears to either side of his ‘face’. It's a good thing that intentions matter, as I knew the basics of what echolocation was and how it worked, but I’d obviously never experienced it myself.

‘Ohhhhhhh,’ Red said as his ears twitched. ‘This is certainly different. I can still see everything, but something that makes sound is definitely highlighted.’

He closed his eyes.

‘Let's give it a test. Make a noise.’

I moved my left hand to the right of Red and snapped my fingers. His eyes popped open.

‘Damn. That was loud. I could see it, though. Actually, I could see the whole room, and it felt a lot more...’ he struggled for the right word. ‘It felt more real? It felt more like a space?’

That was interesting, and that also gave me another idea.

‘You know, I’m making you like a human. With a human face and features, but also with human limitations. That’s fine when I’m making things like Miners and Godmothers, but you’re different. You can be anything.

‘When you just talked about the room being more real, it made me think of trilateration. That’s when you have three points of observation and can use that to determine where anything is in space.’

Red blinked at me blankly.

‘Think of it this way. One eye can see something is present, but it doesn’t have any depth perception. With two eyes beside each other, there is depth perception about how far away something is, and it's easy to see if it’s getting closer or farther away. It really isn’t that accurate, though, which is why our human eyes and heads are always shifting a bit. Our brain uses these changes to better determine just how far away something is. Because your eyes are on a flat surface, you can’t move your head around on your own. So I’m suggesting we give you a third eye. That will give you left and right data, as well as top and bottom.

‘So what do you think? Would you like to try another eye?’

He thought about it for a moment.

‘I think I would like four eyes. Top, bottom, left, right. If that works out well, I’d like to go with four ears too.’

I was a bit surprised, but I had asked his opinion. Two more eyes coming up.

I moved his mouth down a bit to create room, and then duplicated his left eye and put it between and beneath the other two. Then I duplicated his right eye and moved it into the center above the three of them. All four eyes looked balanced, and I turned my hand so Red could see out into the room.

‘Whoaaaaaaaaa...’ he said, temporarily at a loss for words.

‘Can you see better now?’ I asked curiously.

‘There is no comparison,’ he said. ‘The space is so real. So detailed. I can see everything!’

‘Dude, you have got to try this!’ I thought he was talking to me for a moment, but then the Surfer’s face shifted, and suddenly he had four eyes too. I was surprised he could make this kind of change on his own, but I’d made him out of magical ‘sand’ so technically he could morph into anything he wanted.

I was very curious to see what he would think. This level of sight was probably overkill for my gem cells, but for someone like Surfer Dude that flew and threw stuff, it could be very useful.

He just took a moment and spun around slowly in a circle.

‘Radical!’ he said. The Dude was a man of few words.

‘So you like four eyes?’ I asked. ‘Do they make a big difference over two?’

‘For sure,’ he nodded. He flashed a smile and then did a slow tour of the room again. He didn’t do any tricks this time. Instead, he just seemed to take in the view. I turned back to Red.

‘Ready to try four ears?’

‘Oh, yes. Let’s do it!’ Duplicating the ears was pretty easy, and I put the left one beside his lower eye and his right one beside the top eye. Somehow it all still looked good, even though he was starting to resemble a Picasso.

‘Better?’ I asked.

‘Oh, yes,’ he replied. ‘I can hear location a lot better. It’s not as big a change as four eyes, but it’s still pretty good. Was there something else you wanted to try?’

‘Yes, there was,’ I admitted. ‘This is probably a bigger change than you need, but I’m curious to see if it’s possible, and if you’ll find it useful. It goes back to your eyes again. I’ve made them like regular eyes, which means they see regular light. But what if we tried changing them so they can see infrared and ultraviolet?’

‘I think that’s awesome,’ Red replied. ‘Let’s do it.’

I zoomed into his left eye and gave it a critical look. How was I going to do this? There wasn’t any way I knew of to represent infrared and ultraviolet. As far as I knew, they were just the parts on either end of the rainbow that faded away. Actually, using a rainbow wasn’t a bad idea.

I decided to work with the iris of the eye. I took the inner edge, the part that touched the pupil, and changed it to the colors of the rainbow. I started with red on the bottom, and then cycled through all the colors as I went around the pupil until I arrived at the bottom again with violet. Then I compressed all the colors a bit, so there was a clear gap before the red started and a clear gap after the violet ended. That represented the eye’s ability to see beyond the rainbow to both sides of the spectrum.

I duplicated that on his other four eyes and then asked him what he could see now.

‘Wow. This is so different,’ he said. ‘I can see heat! You are glowing. Bermuda is glowing. This is so cool! So, what’s next?’

‘I don’t have any more ideas for right now,’ I said. ‘I still need to push out the changes to all your other cells, and then I need to grow the whole network so I have a full shield all over my body. There is one more addition I know is coming up, and that is a force rune. I want you to be able to repel a physical object, like a sword or fist, but you are going to need a fast and precise rune for that. I’m hoping to find one tomorrow at the fair. Until then, just get used to all the new toys you have.’

Red wanted to play shield with Surfer Dude again, but I didn’t want to waste magic. I also warned Red not to get too cocky about his powers. At this point, he had successfully defended against an attacker that was only an inch high and shooting magic that was from the same source. It would be a very different ball game when a six-foot-tall mage was actually trying to cut me in half with a magic blade. Red agreed and tried to act humble, but I could tell he was feeling his oats. He was such a happy little gem, and I didn’t want to bring him down, so I just let it go.

The shield stuff had to pause for a bit because Bermuda had finished playing. He hopped up on the bed and padded over looking very pleased with himself. Then he flopped down beside me and rolled over. It was tummy time.

I told him what a strong and handsome boy he was while I ran my fingers through his soft belly fur. He rewarded me with loud purrs and happy looks. After he’d had enough love, he got to his feet and wandered into the bathroom, probably looking for a snack, and I focused back on working on my shield.

I started by giving Red a fill-up. He had more functionality and a lot more detail now, so he held more magic than before. Once he was good, I started copying the rest of the changes over to the six cells around him, and then they got a fill-up too. New eyes, new ears, and a mouth caused a lot of excitement and chatter as I gradually upgraded the entire gauntlet on my right hand. It took a while, and I was feeling tired, but I didn’t want to stop now. I copied the changes over to my left hand and kept going. By the time I was done, Bermuda was back and cuddled up in his usual spot by my head. I was just about to fall asleep when Penny spoke up.

‘Jason, just so you know, I’m getting low on magic. I can give you more power if you need it, but I’ll have to go to sleep for a while.’

‘Oh! No!’ I said quickly. ‘I didn’t realize you were getting so low. I’m sorry. I should have checked with you. Hold on to what you have and don’t go to sleep. I want you here. The rest of the shield can wait.’

I felt like a complete heel. I’d been pulling magic from her like she had unlimited capacity, instead of paying attention and making sure she was okay. Penny held a lot of power, and normally this wouldn’t have been an issue. I’d have just told the Granny Godmothers to fill her up instead of giving the neutral magic to the House and Eggy. As it was, I didn’t have access to my Grannies, so I needed to work with what I had.

I’d been really lucky up to this point, as I hadn’t really had to limit myself with magic. Most mages had to slowly absorb new magic from their environment, or find a way to earn pearls and absorb them. Cleaning up the park was both good for the park and also providing me with a huge source of pure magic.

Probably the biggest drain on Penny was when I’d remade my matrix and now held twenty-one times more magic than before. That was huge! I took a moment to just be grateful for what I had. I had the sight to see what needed to be done and the power to make it happen. Most mages couldn’t say that. Even Sandy, who was considered a prodigy, couldn’t transform herself and her power the way I could.

I was done for now, so it was time to call it a night. I told Penny how much I appreciated her and how glad I was that she was in my life. I snuggled in with Bermuda and told him the same thing. I thought I would fall asleep immediately, but instead, I lay there, half awake, feeling grateful. Feeling happy. Finally, I gave Bermuda a sleepy kiss, and then fell asleep.

19 Not Nice

We were in a routine now, so the next morning went smooth and easy. The only thing of note that happened was one of the centaurs transformed into a supernatural. The music from the Shrine picked up, and the lights flashed as the centaurs in line started dancing and cheering. It was really neat being able to watch from behind the scenes like this. When the transition finished and the line started up again, the centaurs moved through the Shrine at a much brisker pace than they had yesterday. NLl must have talked to the Council and gotten them to really speed things up.

While we had a few minutes of peace and it was just the two of us, I asked Sandy how the rest of the gang was doing at home. I was pretty sure she talked to John every night through their wedding bands.

“They are doing just fine,” she said. “In fact, they are probably doing better than fine. John and Tyler are drinking ale and swapping stories. Annabeth tried to hang with them on the first night, but gave up after that.”

She shook her head.

“You know how much they drink. Annabeth never had a chance. So she’s been focusing on her training and spending a lot of time at the beach. John said she’s looking forward to whipping your butt when you get back.”

I laughed.

“Annabeth is tough! I admit I’d be scared of her if she really came for me. So, how is Tyler doing?”

“He’s doing good,” Sandy replied. “John says he misses you. He’s trying to act all normal and unconcerned, but John knows he’s restless and will be glad when you're home again.”

Awwwww. My baby was missing me. That was nice.

“So, no sign of the Louisville mages?” I asked.

“All has been quiet so far,” Sandy replied. “I’ve been thinking about the whole situation that Josette told you about at Kroger. I don’t think Karl is having such an easy time winning as she thought he’d have. How many days has it been since you talked?”

It took me a moment, and I had to count on my fingers, but I finally arrived at thirty-one days.

“That is too long a period of time for a citywide fight. If Karl was that overwhelming, he should have been able to find and absorb all the power from the other rotten mages by now. I think there is something else going on.”

I hadn’t realized how many days had gone by. Sandy was right—it seemed like he should have attacked the House by now.

“So, what do you think is going on?” I asked.

“I don’t know for sure, of course, but I think it might be either of two things. First, there could be another rival faction that he can’t find. Or maybe he can’t defeat them. If that’s the case, then we have time to prepare as long as the stalemate exists. The second option could be that he’s won his war, but he still doesn’t think he has enough power to take out the House. After all, we stopped an awful lot of mages last time, and they were well prepared.”

We talked about it a bit more, but without more information, we were just guessing. Neither of us were happy that we didn’t know what was going on, but there wasn’t anything we could do about it here.

Once breakfast was done, we headed out with Bermuda and met up with Balaji and Aamya at our first discussion just like normal. That was the last regular thing of the day, because after that, things got weird.

The discussion started out in typical fashion. The Head of Household arrived, and we all clapped politely when she stepped onto the speaker’s platform. She started her discussion, and it was funny and informative, just the way I liked it.

About fifteen minutes in, she was interrupted by a question. The guy asking was blunt and aggressive, almost rude. He asked how she was dealing with the rats in her House. I’m sure she thought he was talking about real rats, as she looked very confused and said the House didn’t allow small mammals unless they were pets or bonded with a supernatural in some fashion.

“I’m not talking about mammals, you stupid woman,” he said. “I’m talking about fresh supernatural rats. The ones that invade your House and steal your magic. How can you call yourself a Responsible Mage if you don’t even know what a rat is?”

Being attacked like this was so unexpected, the speaker just stammered at him. Clearly, he’d totally caught her off guard, and she had no idea what to say.

“This is your leadership?” the guy turned to address the room. “This is the woman who would protect you and guide you in this time of crisis?” he turned back to the speaker and spat on the floor at her feet. “You are worthless.”

He whirled around to address the audience once more. “Wake up, people! Clean your Houses! Learn how to become Responsible Mages and protect yourself and your loved ones from the rat invasion.”

He gestured, and a complicated symbol appeared in the air. It sort of looked like one of those QR codes you scan with your phone, except it was in 3D.

He kept on ranting like this for several minutes, and no one moved to stop him. More and more mages gradually got over their shock, and I could see by the glances that everyone was waiting for someone to make the first move.

“Why don’t they just take him out?” I asked Balaji softly.

“Normally they would, but it’s forbidden to fight in the Gathering. This guy is being very rude, but he’s not actually hurting anyone. I think this is part of his plan, as anyone that stops him may actually get kicked out of the Gathering and forced to pay him a fine. Just stay calm, and let’s see what develops.”

A few minutes later, three of the support staff from House Atayk showed up and escorted him from the room. He went peacefully, but he yelled the whole time about being a Responsible Mage and that the others in the room needed to wake up. The symbol he’d put in the air hung there until a volunteer came back and removed it.

“What was that thing?” I asked Sandy.

“It’s a link to a view,” she said. “Sort of like a short URL for a YouTube video. I’m sure it’s entry level propaganda teaching people how to hate new mages.”

“So sort of like the mundane world,” I said sadly.

“Unfortunately, yes,” Sandy agreed. “The mundane and the supernatural worlds could learn a lot from each other, but in this case, it is something I wish hadn’t transferred over. In situations like this, though, the supernatural world is a lot better. That view won’t stay up for long.”

“You can report views like that?” I asked. “That doesn’t work so well on YouTube. It takes forever for a video to be reviewed, and by that time it might have been seen by millions of people.”

“Oh, no,” Sandy said. “This view will be down by the end of the day, if not sooner. I’m sure of it. Unlike the corporate world, where people can hide their identities, in the supernatural world, everything is owned by someone. So there is a real person who put up that view and created the link. I’m sure someone here will challenge whoever that is and get it removed shortly.”

“If they challenge, won’t that get them kicked out of the Gathering?” I asked.

“No, a view has nothing to do with the Gathering. It counts as an official duel, and those can happen at any time, regardless of where you are.”

“Couldn’t they just make hundreds of copies of this and post links to different ones?” I asked again. “I’m just thinking of how things work in the mundane world, and that’s what would happen there.”

“They certainly could post multiple copies,” Sandy agreed. “But the Bank charges pearls to post each one. The more they post, the more it costs them. When the views get taken down, there are no refunds, so it’s just a waste of magic. If there is one thing mages hate, it’s wasting magic.

“The other thing that’s going to limit how viral this becomes is the mages that follow the link have to pay to see the view. It’s not much, but again, mages hate wasting magic.”

Though she was visibly shaken by what had happened, the Head restarted her talk and received a thunderous round of applause for her efforts. The rude interruption was the talk of the Gathering, until the next discussion, where it happened again. This time, the support staff showed up much quicker, and again the mage left, raving about how the rat swarm was coming.

I thought Bermuda might go all John Wick on these bastards, but he was content to just sit back and enjoy the show.

At the third discussion, the Head took care of the guy himself. As soon as the questioner acted belligerent, he surrounded him in some sort of force field that muffled sound. The guy screamed and raved, but he looked like a total lunatic, as nothing he was saying could be heard. The support staff was already in the room, waiting for trouble, so they hauled him away pretty quickly.

We all breathed a sigh of relief as the speaker started over, only to be interrupted by a second mage. This time there wasn’t any support staff in the room to shut him down, and I guess whatever charm the speaker had used the first time was out of juice. So this guy got to rant for a while, and this time he came for us.

House Louisville was full of rats. Sandy was a rat lover, and she was a rat herself. She was the antithesis of what a Responsible Mage embodied. She was derelict in her duties and should be stripped of her House and a real mage put in charge.

Sandy just smiled at him sweetly, like he was a simple child that had been dropped on his head as a baby. She wasn’t taking him seriously at all, and he just deserved her pity. Her attitude absolutely infuriated him, and he totally got off his message and started screaming in rage. Then I saw Aamya’s power flex, and suddenly his eyes rolled up in his head and he passed out on the floor.

She didn’t move and there was nothing to show she’d done anything, so I looked around to see if she’d gotten away with it. Everyone seemed focused on the fallen asshole and nobody was looking accusingly at Aamya, so I thought she was in the clear.

I looked over at her and gave her a quick wink. She seemed a bit startled that I knew it was her, but she quickly recovered and gave me a small grin back. I could tell from the talks that some of the Heads were great administrators and lousy fighters. That didn’t apply to Aamya. I was pretty sure she could lay some smack down when it was needed.

I was just relaxing, figuring everything was over, when suddenly my gem cells sounded the alarm. That jolted me to full alertness, and I was ready when my magic sight picked up the tomato flying at my head. It was coming fast, like it had been shot out of a potato gun.

With no warning, it would have been a nasty shock as it snapped my head forward and bits of tomato and juice splattered everywhere. Instead, I snapped to my feet, caught it, and looked around. There were lots of surprised expressions, but I couldn’t see who had actually launched the fruit. I decided to play it cool, so I just sat back down and ate it.

‘Thanks, guys!’ I told my gem cells. ‘You all are the best!’

I got back a chorus of ‘you’re welcome!’ and ‘nice catch!’

Thank goodness they had alerted me. I was pretty sure I’d gone overboard last night, giving them such a huge range of visual and audio detection. Now, it seemed like good planning. That was going to be my story moving forward. I wasn’t just a lucky bastard. Instead, I had foresight! I was the Steve Jobs of soul creations.

‘Keep telling yourself that, Oh Great Lucky One,’ my Analytical Side said sarcastically.

I ignored him and turned to Sandy instead.

“They are throwing things at us now.”

“I can see that,” she replied. “I’m going to assume that since it was squishy and wouldn’t actually have caused you lasting harm that they would claim it wasn’t really an attack.”

“That sounds about right,” I said. “This group seems to be awfully good at accidents and figuring out how to get around the rules. Maybe we should do a little something like that ourselves.”

“Oh?” Sandy looked interested. “What did you have in mind?”

“Do you still have a rock from the Oval?”

“No,” she said, “but I have a cherry pit. It won’t be as good as a rock, but it should still work.”

We chatted for a minute and came up with a plan. I summoned my Surfer Dude again and sent him back behind us to scan the room. Because of my amazing foresight, he could use his four eyes to pinpoint who our mysterious assailant was. I also suggested he upgrade to using bat ears. I didn’t make them for him, as I wanted to see if he could do it for himself, just like he’d changed his eyes. He paused for a sec, and then his head morphed and two large bat ears grew up on either side. I asked if he was going to grow two more, but he just shook his head no. I guess two was enough for now.

With his heroic build, he now looked like a cross between the Silver Surfer and Batman. I debated changing his name to BatSurfer, but he seemed more like a Surfer Dude at the end of the day.

I stretched and put my hands behind my head. It wasn’t because I was feeling stiff, but rather that I wanted my gem cells to get a good view of the room. For several minutes, nothing happened, and then the gem cells warned me again. This time it was an egg, and again I jumped up and caught it. Fortunately, it was hard-boiled, or I would have ended up holding a nasty mess.

I sat back down as my Dude surfed over.

‘Did you see who it was?’ I asked. He gave me a satisfied two thumbs up.

“Is the cherry pit ready?” I asked Sandy. She’d been working on infusing it with her power.

“I think so,” she said. “It’s nowhere near as dense as a rock, so I don’t know how much heat it’s going to actually produce. Plus, it’s going to be inside their aura, which will dampen the effect.”

“I have every faith in your abilities,” I said as she handed the pit over. “I can’t wait to see what’s going to happen.”

I held the pit in my hand as I gave instructions to the Surfer.

‘Take the pit and navigate along the floor until you get to your target. Remember to go slowly when you get close, as you don’t want to trigger his shield charm. Then find some place in their clothing to place this and get clear. Give me a signal when you are good, and I’ll have Sandy do the rest. Understood?’

I got another double thumbs up, and Surfer Dude swooped in and picked up the seed. He was only an inch high, so it looked like he was carrying a boulder, but he managed. He floated down to the floor, and then he was off. I followed him through my connection, and I was surprised at just how quickly he could move. Even carrying the pit, he was still really fast.

He reached the back of the room, right by the entrance, then he slowed down and started circling back again. I thought that was strange until I realized he was probably coming up behind our trouble maker. No shield was triggered, and the surfer gracefully left the ground, hovered for a bit, and then smoothly rose towards the ceiling.

‘Package delivered,’ he reported.

“Go time,” I told Sandy softly, trying to act casual.

She nodded and gave me a bored look, like nothing was going on at all. I discreetly looked around, but nobody seemed to be paying attention to us. She waited for a long moment, pretending to listen to the speaker, and then I saw her magic flare.

Nothing happened.

Then she kicked her power up to another level, and suddenly there was a loud shriek behind us. Everyone spun around to see what the new commotion was all about, so naturally, we turned around as well.

A mage at the back of the room was on fire. He had on a heavy robe with a floppy hood in the back, and I guess the surfer had dropped the seed inside, as that part was burning the most. Sandy’s first attempt had probably caused a lot of heat, but his robe had protected him. It wasn’t any protection against her second attempt, though, and now his robe was well and truly on fire.

He shrieked some more and got the hell out of his robe, but now his hair was on fire. It had been long and luscious, and probably something he was vain about. Not any more. Now it was a charred, smokey mess.

He continued screaming as he ran to the refreshment table and dumped a whole pitcher of juice over his head. I guess he was afraid he was still on fire, as he doused himself with two more. I thought some of the mages would jump in and help, but they just stood back and let him deal with it. Maybe they knew he was an asshole and didn’t want to get in the way of karma?

Finally, he calmed down enough to stop hollering in panic, and for a moment he just stood there. Staring at everyone staring back at him. He was a sticky, smokey, burnt mess. He’d also made the unfortunate choice of wearing a green thong that was just a bit too tight. I’m sure it had made him feel sexy under that heavy robe, but now it was on display for everyone to see. It wasn’t cute. Not cute at all.

None of his heckler friends showed up to help him, and there was no dignity to be salvaged from this situation, so he quickly turned and bolted from the room.

With two hecklers and a spontaneous combustion, the speaker didn’t have any hope of capturing everyone's attention again, so he just chatted with the few of us that were listening, and then stepped down. I felt sorry for him, but he seemed relieved his time was over.

“I assume that was the work of you two in there?” Balaji asked when we left.

“I can neither confirm nor deny any rumors,” Sandy said in a mysterious tone.

Aamya just laughed and winked at Sandy, who winked back. Then we all laughed together.

“That green thong was just... something else.” Balaji was really tickled by the whole thing.

“I know, right?” Aamya snickered. “It's burned in my brain now. I can’t unsee it!”

We talked about it all the way to the next discussion. This time volunteers from House Atayk were everywhere. These weren’t the nice, helpful looking volunteers either. They looked tough, like battle mages.

Before the speaker arrived, golden sparks started showering out of the center of the platform, and a golden image of the Head Matron stepped out. She looked pissed.

“It has come to my attention that many of today's discussions were interrupted in a rude and uncouth fashion. Slurs were spoken and propaganda was distributed. This is not tolerated and it will not continue. This is the first and only warning to those responsible. Any future such acts will be dealt with in the harshest manner.”

She paused and looked around the room to make sure she had everyone’s attention.

“You do not want to test me, or this House. Sometimes, I’m not very nice.”

She had pure steel in her voice, and I had no doubt she would stand behind her word. She took one last look around the room, and then her image vanished.

Needless to say, there were no more interruptions for the rest of the day.

After the last discussion, Aamya and Balaji escorted us back to our suite. They had something else to do that evening, so they couldn’t accompany us to the fair. Sandy promised we would be on high alert, but she was looking forward to shopping just as much as I was. Concerned for our safety, they’d wanted us to stay in for the evening, but that wasn’t going to happen.

CLl, NLl, and MMm were waiting for us in the suite, and once again we had a wonderful supper together. This time, they had moved a table into our sitting room, so we had a proper place to eat and relax. MMm had also upgraded our dinner cart to a larger size, so we had even more culinary options. There was a spiral ham, turkey and dressing, mashed potatoes, glazed carrots, beets and crispy Brussels sprouts. We even had brown gravy and turkey gravy, which just struck me as totally decadent. This was in addition to all our regular stuff, like bread and jam with salted butter, fruits, salads, and spreads.

This meal, even more than the others, felt like a family dinner, and I loved it. Even Bermuda had a hammock type cat seat at the table with a saucer of meaty snacks. We laughed and told stories from our day, and in the process, I learned a few things.

Streamlining the process for the centaurs to go through the Shrine had made a big difference, as NLl was no longer the only mage. Now there were three mages and thirty-two naturals. I asked her if she knew what percent of the centaurs had been tested, and she said she didn’t know for sure. If she had to guess, maybe ten percent? The line had been very slow at the beginning.

The three centaurs were getting used to their newfound fame, but they also had more responsibilities, as the freshly transitioned centaur supernaturals were looking to them for leadership. I didn’t have any great answers for them. Aamya would be a much better person for that, but I was enthusiastic and supportive and assured them they would be fine. After all, it wasn’t like they were on their own. They had the support of the Council and House Atayk to lean on.

Everyone was excited about the big healing later tonight. MMm said his grandmother was nervous and didn’t want anyone to make a fuss over her, so of course, that is exactly what I was going to do. She sounded like a wonderful person, and I was looking forward to meeting her.

They also mentioned their escorts, and I realized that while we were having a wonderful time in here, the guards that had brought them were standing out in the hallway. After supper, I had MMm carry me through the fireplace, and I made a point of greeting each one of them and thank them for taking care of my friends. I also signed autographs, and we took a group picture with a camera that was about the size of a marble. I looked so tiny next to all the big, burly guards. All of them had bet against me in the fight, but somehow that had been converted into something to be proud of. I didn’t follow the logic, but they told me that with my next fight, their money was on me!

MMm would not be hanging with us tonight, as he would be with his grandmother. So it looked like it was just going to be Sandy and me going to the fair on our own until CLl and NLl realized this and said there was no way in hell that was happening. Sandy pointed out that they were fresh supernaturals and there wasn’t much they could do yet if it came to a fight. CLl correctly pointed out that they could always run and get help. That settled that discussion, and it wasn’t long before CLl, NLl, Sandy, Bermuda, and I all headed out to the fair.

I thought Bermuda would want to stay behind and sleep like he normally did in the evenings. He seemed raring to go, though, and I was always happy to have him.

I also modified my Surfer Dude slightly and gave him a duplicator ring and a re-size ring. Now he had my latest gadgets, I duplicated him three more times, made sure they were full of magic, and turned them loose to be my eyes in the sky. I felt a lot better knowing they were looking out for us.

The halls were familiar enough now that I didn’t really notice them, but CLl and NLl fell in love with the underwater theme. It was fun pointing things out, and it felt like this was my House for a moment. What did feel strange was going back to the Manful Staircase and descending down to the first floor. The foyer felt just as massive and fresh as when we’d first come through.

We went out the front doors, down the stairs at the entrance, and back into the garden, which had been transformed. Now it was dotted with these tall, skinny fantastical structures. I wasn’t really sure what to call them, as I had no real frame of reference for buildings like these. They were about ten feet on each side, usually with a wide opening, and they went up at least three or four stories. They were all themed: a sword in a stone, a giant oven, a ball gown, stacked fruit, etc. It kind of felt like I’d wandered into a chess set where the pieces were made by Walt Disney.

We wandered into one of the first shops, the classic sword in the stone, and immediately I could see why it was themed the way it was. The shop was all about weapons. And it was huge! I’d been wondering what it would look like on the inside. A ten foot by ten foot square just wasn’t big enough to hold very much merchandise. No wonder all the shops were the same strange size. They were just the entrances into a much bigger space.

In this case, the whole shop had a medieval theme, with a broad cobblestone street in front of us that branched off to different parts of the enlarged space. To the left were staves and shields. To the right were swords, and towards the back were all manner of bows and an archery range. There were training dummies for striking with swords and these spinning sand bag things for testing out shields. The place was filled with supernaturals, so it had to be doing a nice bit of business.

The whole place seemed fun and inviting. It would be easy to get lost in here for hours, and there was so much to do I wasn’t sure what to look at first.

A burly man who looked like he bent horseshoes for fun wandered over and introduced himself.

“Greetings, fair travelers. Welcome to the Whet’s Edge! We boast the finest natural weapons and armor that money can buy. We have all manner of shields, armor, swords, polearms, bows, ranged weapons, and even exotics. If you want to stab ’em or stop ’em, we have what you need.”

Having said all that, he froze for a sec, then smoothly switched to helpful sales mode.

“So, what are you searching for today?”

Everyone looked at me for some reason.

“You are our first shop,” I said honestly, “so we are just looking around right now.”

“Of course!” the burly man replied loudly. “Feel free to browse our fine selection. Weapons are meant to be used, so pick them up and try them out for size. Talk to our trainers and find out what is right for you. Don’t be shy! Step right in.”

He froze again. What made it really weird was he froze in mid-blink.

“Whet’s Edge...” He came back to life in mid-sentence. “Perhaps a stiletto for the lady?” he looked at Sandy. “Or a fine shield for you, good sir?” he looked at CLl.

He flexed slightly and stood there, waiting for our feedback. Suddenly, I realized what I was seeing.

“Oh, my goodness!” I said. “He’s an NPC!”

“Do what?” Sandy looked confused. So did CLl and NLl.

“He’s an NPC. A Non Player Character.” They still looked blank.

“It’s a term used in Role Playing Games for characters that act like other human players, but aren’t. They usually give out quests, provide story and flair to the world, and handle all the shops. This guy looks great, but he’s not real. He’s just here for the shop.”

“Of course he’s not real, young master,” CLl looked confused. “He is our shop friend. He will direct us to what we need, answer questions about the products, and haggle on behalf of the store. Do you not have these in America?”

“Not at all,” I replied. “This guy is like a personal shopper. Only the really high-end stores have them, and I think that even then you have to pay extra. If you go into a regular department store, it’s almost impossible to find someone for assistance.”

“Then how do you know what to buy?” CLl continued. “Or where to find it?”

“You just wander around the store on your own,” I said. “And hopefully you find what you need. If there are multiple versions of the product, you read the packaging to see what will work best.”

“That sounds strange.” CLl looked perplexed. “How do you pay for your goods without a shop friend? Are you supposed to haggle with yourself?”

“There isn’t any haggling,” I replied. “You just pay the price that’s on the shelf. Once you have all your goods together, you take your cart up to the front of the store, figure out which line you think is the shortest, and wait. Once it’s your turn, someone scans your goods and you pay for them. Then you take your cart out to your car, load it up, and head home.”

“No haggling? And you have to carry your own goods?” NLl sounded outraged. “I can’t imagine such a thing. I thought mundane technology was supposed to fix everything. That sounds truly barbaric.”

Sandy took over at this point and tried to explain a bit more about how a regular store operated. CLl and NLl were having none of it. The whole concept was weird and unnatural to them. I had to admit that if I was used to having a personal shopper, I wouldn’t want to go back to finding and carrying my own stuff either.

I was still hooked on the idea that this was like an NPC, and that meant I was inside a real life RPG! Holy cow, I was gaming!

Nobody else was impressed, but I knew that to anyone who’d spent time in World of Warcraft or Elder Scrolls, this was amazing stuff.

“Okay, guys,” I said to get their attention. “I could spend all night playing around in here, but I’m not looking to buy a weapon. We only have one evening for the fair, so we need to make it count. Does anyone else need a weapon or armor?”

Nobody did, so we left and went to the next shop. This time it was all about wands. The building was in the shape of a fist holding a wand which shot sparks into the air every few minutes. I thought the entrance was a bit cheesy, but inside it was nothing but high class.

The floor had a thick red carpet, and the whole space was dimmed out. Floating in the air, about every ten feet, were wands. They hovered there, bathed in light, and got the royal treatment, as if they were high priced diamonds. Nobody greeted us when we came in, but each wand had its own fairy. There was soft music playing in the background, and the whole shop felt like it was designed for expensive jewelry.

I didn’t realize how right I was until I woke up a sleeping fairy and inquired as to the cost of the wands. She told us they ranged from ‘simple’ wands at a half million pearls all the way up to several million. If we needed something truly specialized, the cost would be higher than that, but we’d need to make an appointment and come back again. I just about shit myself. No wonder getting a charmed weapon as the winner of the tournament was a big deal.

We backed away from the wand very carefully, as we certainly didn’t want to accidentally break anything in here. The fairy went back to sleep, and we got the hell out of there. I’d hoped they’d have had some sort of force wand, but I couldn’t afford those prices.

We popped our heads into a few stores that looked like they might have interesting stuff, but nothing really caught our eye, and we left quickly. Then we arrived at a store that looked like an oven, which really caught everyone’s attention. The store was filled with household appliances and all sorts of household goods, like sheets and towels. The three of them went crazy and ohh’d and ahh’d over mixers, hand towels, proofing drawers for bread, and all kinds of other stuff.

I never spend much time in the kitchen, so I just went along with the flow and feigned enthusiasm when needed. I certainly appreciated Sandy’s cooking, though, so if she bought something and made delicious food with it, I could get excited about that. To me, it looked like we already had the electrical version of this in the U.S. It really drove home to me how much the mundane world had caught up to the magical one. All of this, including the textiles, were available in some version at Target.

I was just about to fall apart from boredom when it occurred to me that there were a lot of magic items in here that moved. Surely they used a version of the force rune? Time to find out. My magic sight could see through anything, so I picked a weird mixer / bowl combination appliance and started sorting through its runes. It took a bit, but I eventually found the distinctive four sideways L’s and the one topper L that was the force rune. It just had straight lines, like Sandy’s had, and it didn’t seem to be that special, so I moved on.

The shop friends in this place were little fat men in aprons, and as I moved away from the others, I ended up getting my very own friend. I told him I wanted to see things that moved, and that really confused him. He wanted to know what type of cooking I would be doing and seemed anxious to help, but I ended up ignoring him. I found a lot of force runes, but none of them had flow and none of them seemed different from Sandy’s, so I didn’t buy anything.

CLl purchased something similar to a toaster oven, NLl got a bread maker, and Sandy bought trays that keep food fresh. She said it had the same enchantment on it as the serving cart in our room, and it would be a huge help for her. One of the tricky parts of cooking a meal was having everything ready to eat at the same time. By using the trays, all her food would stay fresh and hot, so it wouldn’t matter when she got the food ready.

One of the best parts about the shop was we didn’t have to carry our purchases around with us. Everything purchased would be delivered to our rooms in the House. That was super nice.

I asked CLl if there was a Feather C 250 here, but he said that was something that would need to be ordered. I was disappointed as I wanted one and I was pretty sure everyone else in House Louisville would want one too.

We moved on to the next shop and I couldn’t help but marvel at all the variety of stores, especially as we stepped into one shop that sold nothing but lighting. We didn’t stay long, but I was amazed at just how different light fixtures could be. They had simple floor lamps that looked like sculptures, clouds of sunlight for the ceiling, and chandeliers made to look like a host of lightning bugs. They even had over-the-shoulder lighting that followed you around and made sure you were never in the dark.

Another shop sold experiences, which were like views, but utilized all your senses. They charged just to access one of them, as well as a charge every time you experienced it. It was crazy expensive, but it was an amazing way to learn something. I got to experience a free, and very short, tutorial on learning how to wield a sword. I could feel the trainer's body, how it was in balance, how he held the sword, and how he moved. He also talked the whole time, explaining what he was doing and why. It was sort of like what I’d done with Tyler when he was showing me how to punch and move. It wasn’t as good, though, as I’d been able to feel Tyler’s magic as well. This had all the normal senses, but no magic.

The experience shop wasn't just useful for training either. They had collected experiences from people who had actually seen the original plays by Shakespeare and heard performances by Mozart and Beethoven.

Of course, this was also the perfect vehicle for porn, and they featured a vast array of people getting it on in a wide variety of places. It wasn’t just people, either. There were half people, mythical creatures, and even historical figures. If you wanted to know how good a lover Ernest Hemingway was, you could pay for the “experience” to find out.

We found a few shops that sold charms, but they were like the wand store. They were strictly no-touch and no-scan. They even wanted me to pay a fee before I could examine them. It made me look at all the charms Sandy carried around in a new light. If what she had was worth even half of what these shops were charging, then she was carrying around a fortune.

Sandy attempted to talk about charm making and crafting with a few of the real people in the store, but they clammed up quickly. They viewed her as a competitor who was out to steal their secrets, and we were quickly shown the door.

As we moved farther away from the front of House Atayk, the shops became a little smaller and a little less fancy. This was really noticeable when we stepped off the main path and ventured out into the garden. They still had shop friends, but many times the owner of the shop was out on the floor as well. There was less spectacle, and the shop fronts were a lot plainer looking. On the plus side, the shops felt much more personal and inviting. As the shops became smaller, the quantity of merchandise didn’t drop. Instead, the merchants found creative ways to cram in as much as they could and still have a fun display.

I suggested to the others that we just fully embrace the adventure and step away from the main path. Sandy was having as much fun as I was with these new intimate showrooms, and she was more than ready to see what was on the edges. CLl and NLl didn’t care. They were down for whatever we wanted, so we skipped a bunch of storefronts and headed towards the back side of the garden.


20 Spun Glass

I knew we had made the right choice when we found a chocolatier. The prices were very reasonable too. I could buy several pieces for just one pearl, and the chocolate itself was a work of art. The shop owner had spun it, sculpted it, blown it, and even created chocolate paintings. The paintings were one sheet of pure chocolate, but he’d used different colors to create a scene. It was all just too beautiful to eat, so fortunately the owner had regular chocolate balls for sale by each display. It was an edible version of the masterpiece, although we could buy and eat the masterpiece if we wanted.

Sandy was a dear and treated everyone to several chocolate balls. I had a gold chocolate coin from a dragon hoard, a phoenix egg, a ball based on what looked like a Van Gogh painting, and a rainbow colored egg from a unicorn.

We eventually left the chocolatier to see what else was available. The little path we were on now was filled with craftsmen. There was an ironwork, a leather worker, a shop for candles, and a shop for soaps. We couldn’t resist buying stuff in the soap shop, as the scents were just divine.

Well, we thought so. Bermuda thought it was just foul. Where was the scent of juicy bugs on summer grass? Or the Savon de Butt and the Parfum de Thon? (Also known as the Scent of the Tuna.)

We wanted to stay longer, but Bermuda started sneezing, so we hurried back out into the fresh night air. All of that put us in the right mood for the last shop on the path. The sign said it was The Spinning Tale. I assumed it must be some sort of fabric place, but as we stepped inside, I was immersed in spun glass sculptures.

I’ve seen two types of glass working. Blown glass, which requires a big furnace, and the glass is typically one larger solid piece––and spun glass where the artist uses glass rods and a simple blowtorch to melt the glass and spin it into shape. When glass work is done right, the pieces look like spider webs that have been molded into figures––they are so delicate and beautiful.

This shop owner had smaller pieces, like a six-inch-high umbrella, all the way up to a show-stopping five-foot-high princess in a beautiful ball gown. The princess looked like she was wistfully waiting for her prince on the dance floor and wishing she could be with him. The glass work was bathed in light, which brought out every sparkle and delicate line. There was so much emotion, and the artwork so exquisite, I simply couldn’t look away.

I moved out of the way so the rest of my crew could get into the shop, but then I just stood and caressed the glass princess with my magic senses. I felt the structure of the piece, the perfection in the way the delicate lines of glass intersected, the tasteful touches of color in her eyes and her jewels. Even the empty space between the glass helped to tell the princess’s story.

“Jason?” Sandy touched my arm gently. “Are you okay?”

I realized I’d been lost in this sculpture for minutes now.

“I don’t know that I’ve ever seen anything so beautiful,” I whispered.

She just laughed and pulled me away gently. “Well, take a look around. That’s not the only lovely thing here.”

She was certainly right. There were standalone pieces like birds and leaves and butterflies, but also lots of group scenes as well. There was a family of mice that lived in an old church. A herd of elephants gracefully skating across a frozen pond. A flock of blackbirds flying through a mirror. A centaur mage holding a ball of light.

Do what?

I backed up and looked again. Sure enough, it was a centaur llama, and it was a mage. The piece had the same sense of motion and magic that had entranced me with the princess, even though it was only about a foot high. I called NLl over in delight. She was fascinated by the piece too, and as she looked at it, I realized it resembled her. She picked it up very gently to show it to her uncle, and I knew I had to give it to her. She was an artist and the first centaur llama mage. This was a perfect reminder of us and our time together.

I looked around for the shop friend, but didn’t see one. Instead, I noticed the shopkeeper sitting in the back, working on a new creation. Sandy had already found him, and was standing beside his bench watching him work. I looked around again, but still didn’t see a shop friend, so I wandered back too. There was actually more room than I’d thought, so it ended up that all four of us stood around watching him make what looked to be an old phonograph record player. He had the base finished, and now he was just working his way around the big trumpet looking part.

He glanced up at us watching him, but he didn’t say anything and he didn’t stop spinning. His technique was interesting—it looked like a blend of magic and regular skill. He started with the glass rod in the flame, where it soaked up the heat. I’m pretty sure he was using magic, as the rod didn’t sag or melt. Then he touched it to where he wanted to start and continued spinning the glass from point to point as long as he had heat. The glass always fell perfectly into place, so he was probably controlling it with a touch of magic as well. Regardless, it was fascinating to watch. I was surprised at how quickly it finished coming together, and when he was done, he showed it off to us with a flourish. Then he quickly put it in a ceramic oven looking thing. I’m sure it was still hot and needed to cool down.

“Now then,” he stood up, wiped his hands, and took off his apron, “what brings you to my shop?”

“We are here for the Gathering,” Sandy said, “and this is our night to explore the fair. As for finding your shop, we just got lucky. And I’m very glad we did—your stuff is extraordinary!”

We all chimed in at that point, telling him just how wonderful his work was.

“Aren’t you a bit young for the Gathering?” he asked. “You don’t look like you’ve lived a century yet,” he said to Sandy. Then he looked at the rest of us critically. “And I’ll eat my glass if the rest of you have already had your first birthdays. This sounds like an interesting tale. How, in all the realms, did you end up here for such a noble event?”

“Well, I’m the Head of House Louisville. We are a new branch of the House, and I was chosen by the House itself to lead it,” Sandy said. His eyebrows climbed up as she spoke.

“Really? I bet that pissed off some of them old codgers, didn’t it?” He laughed, and Sandy laughed with him.

“Yes, it did,” she admitted. “One day I’m going to bed in Chicago, and the next day, I’m waking up in the Head bedroom in Louisville. The Circle didn’t know what to make of it.”

“I’m sure they didn’t. During my day, the Circle didn’t like to be told what to do. They thought they should do all the telling.” He laughed again.

“I know this because I was the Head of a House at one time. For about three months.” He shook his head wryly. “I thought I would make a wonderful Head and fought hard for the position. I convinced everyone I was the man for the job. But once I got it, I learned a whole lot of humility, and I learned it quickly. I had the good sense to bow out and never look back.

“So, that explains your situation,” he said to Sandy, “but what about the rest of you?”

“Jason is the only person we could spare from our House,” Sandy said, continuing the introductions. “He’s only a few months old, and we think he is probably the youngest mage ever to attend the Gathering. As for NLl and CLl, they’ve only been supernaturals for a few days now. NLl is the first mage and CLl is the first natural of their kind. Well, not the first ever, but the first in a very long time.”

“Greetings, good folks,” he said. “I am Henry Eamon, and I am pleased to meet you.” He gave us a bow, and we bowed back.

“I saw a piece of your work I’d like to get,” I said. “I looked for a shop friend, but didn’t see one.”

“I don’t use those,” he said dismissively. “The truth is, the shop is just a hobby for me. I like to meet my customers directly and gain their measure. If they pass muster, I like to pass on a bit of the wisdom I’ve learned.”

He gave us all a critical look.

“I used to be more subtle about it, but now I just come right out and say it. There is a lesson to be learned here, if you have the wit to understand it. Having four fresh, unpretentious mages in my shop is a real treat for me. So I have a test for you. If you pass, you get to pick any one item from the shop for free. How does that sound?”

We all looked at each other. Was this guy for real? He seemed larger than life, but his work was certainly beautiful and I was inclined to trust him. I nodded, and the others nodded with me.

“As long as no harm comes to us, we will participate in your test,” Sandy replied.

“Oh, don’t you worry about harm,” he brushed away the concern. “The worst outcome is that nothing will happen. And nothing never harmed no one.”

He chuckled at his own wordplay. Then he reached down to his workbench and picked up four clear sticks of glass. They looked just like the ones he’d been working with. Other than how pretty they looked in the light, there didn’t seem to be anything special about them. He gave one of them to each of us.

“I’ve found that this type of glass is sensitive to magic, although three of you are really too young to have anything happen. It’s still fun to try, though, and I want you to feel the joy of making something. Now, who is the youngest supernatural?”

CLl raised his hand.

“I am. Although only by a few minutes.” He smiled at NLl fondly. “I’m a natural, though, not a mage, so whatever this is probably won’t work for me.”

“Natural, mage, pfft!” Henry waved his hand in the air dismissively. “Don’t worry about that. They are closer than you think. And either way, you can still be a creator. Now, what I want you to do is hold the rod in your primary hand and think of something that appeals to you. Keep it simple for your first attempt. Do you have something in mind?”

CLl shuffled his feet and looked thoughtful. Then he nodded.

“Excellent. Now feel the glass in your hand. Really feel it. Feel how smooth and soft it is. Feel how it wants to flow. Feel how friendly it is. It wants to be something more. It wants to be what you want it to be.”

Henry paused while CLl stared at the glass in his hand.

“Now, push your image out into the glass and let it become what you want.”

At first, CLl looked like he was in a trance. Then, when nothing happened, he started trying harder. Henry kept talking to him throughout the process, and CLl looked like he was straining more and more. He kept trying until I thought his head was going to explode.

Finally, he stopped and took a deep breath.

“I can feel it,” he said. “I can feel the glass and I can feel what I want, but it just won’t move.”

“That’s okay.” Henry seemed disappointed. “You are so young. I didn’t think it would happen for you, anyway. It takes time to build up enough power to change something. Glass wants to be helpful, but even it takes power. Take the rod with you and keep trying. You felt the potential, and one day that will be enough.”

CLl looked disappointed and went to tuck the glass rod in his pocket, but I stopped him.

“CLl, Henry isn’t quite correct.”

I then looked at Henry. “No offense.” He looked very surprised, but he waved his hand for me to keep going.

“You’ve been directing magic almost all of your life. You just didn’t think of it that way. The Feather C 250 you’ve been using does most of the work itself. But it’s your intention that directs it. You are the one telling it what to clean and how to clean it. I first noticed this when you were high dusting in my bedroom the day we met. Your muscles were hurting and you couldn’t reach all the way up the wall, so you were directing the 250 to extend its range and clean higher up the wall. This is exactly like that.

“Don’t worry about the magic, either. You’ve got it already. Most mages have to go through a traumatic Waker Moment and spend days or weeks getting used to their new powers. You skipped all that. You’ve gone through the Shrine, so you are already good to go. I’ve felt your power, and I know what you’re growing into. Changing a piece of glass is well within your abilities.

“Now hold the glass rod just like you do your Feather C 250 and practise dusting the bench.”

CLl had so much faith in me he didn’t even question what I’d said. He just pulled out the rod and pretended like he was dusting the bench.

“Do it again, but this time, let the rod clean itself and settle into whatever form it is supposed to be.”

CLl started dusting the bench again, but this time, at the end of his movement, he put the rod down, and it was now a perfectly made little bed. It happened so smoothly, we almost didn’t notice. Even CLl did a double take. Then he picked up the tiny bed gently.

“Oh, wow...”

He put it on his palm and gazed at it in wonder.

“Oh, wow! I did that!”

His eyes shone with excitement.

“Oh my goodness. I just can’t believe it.”

He started prancing on the spot.

“I mean... I know I’m different now. I feel different. But it just hadn’t settled in that I’m magical.”

He grabbed NLl’s hand.

“I’m magical now!”

She just laughed back.

“Yes, Uncle. You are really magical.”

They laughed together, and then the glass bed was passed around for inspection. It was so neat and tidy. The pillows were perfectly fluffed and placed just so. The bedspread was perfectly even and pulled back invitingly. I thought it was so cute, and it fit CLl in the best way possible. He adored things being neat and orderly.

We loved how excited CLl was, but eventually the focus shifted to NLl.

“I feel pressured now. You’ve set the bar so high,” she said to CLl. “And I know I’m a mage, but I really haven’t done anything magical either. My training isn’t supposed to start until the Gathering is over.”

“You are going to do fine,” he said in his soothing uncle voice. “Just pretend you are making a dress. It will happen for you just like it did for me.”

“About that,” Sandy interjected. “I’ve been meaning to ask. How on earth are you able to make clothes like you do?”

“I use the Dress Form v9,” she said. “It’s similar to CLl’s feather duster, but for clothes.”

“So you have a wand sort of thing that makes dresses?” I asked.

“Oh, no. It’s an actual dress form, like a mannequin, that is used to hold clothes as you make them. In this case, there are ten rings that go with it, and they are used to control the texture, density, sheen, and color of the cloth. I start with a base that is as close as I can get to what I want, and then I sculpt the outfit until I’m happy with it. Then the Dress Form takes over and actually produces the dress, or whatever I’m making.”

“That sounds really neat,” I said. “I’d love to see you use it sometime.”

“Me too!” Sandy chimed in.

“I’m sure that can happen. Someday.” NLl suddenly looked very shy. I’m sure she normally worked on her own, and the thought of having someone watch her while she did her thing was probably not a fun one.

“Anyway, back to the glass rod.” Henry was getting us on track again. “Do you have an idea of what you would like to make?”

NLl nodded eagerly.

“Okay then. The same idea as before. Think about what you want and then send it into the glass.”

NLl nodded again, concentrated for a moment, and then the glass rod morphed into a jacket.

“Excellent job, lass!” Henry sounded excited and I think he would have said more, except CLl waved him to be quiet. NLl was still concentrating.

The jacket started out as a simple shape, but as she held it in her palm, it started changing. The arms bent like someone was touching their face in thought, and the glass creased like it was real fabric. Then the glass sort of frosted over, like an actual fabric texture had been added to it.

She wasn’t done yet, as more details formed. She gave it a generous lapel, like it was a dinner jacket, then added pockets and buttons, and even a hint of a pocket square. When she was finished, it looked like an actual freakin’ dinner jacket made of glass.

“Wow!” Henry was in awe. He couldn’t take his eyes off of it.

“Young lady, you are just amazing!” He picked up a magnifying glass off his workbench and started intently examining her jacket. NLl had the soul of an artist, so I was expecting something fancy, but it was really fun seeing how floored Henry was.

We all congratulated her, of course, and she seemed to be just as overwhelmed and happy as CLl had been at her first real work of magic. She even teared up a bit as she hugged CLl. Then she hugged me. Then Sandy got in on it too.

It was a moment of pure wonder and joy for the both of them. And I was glad to have been there and shared in it too.

Finally, Henry put down his magnifying glass, and we all looked at him, waiting for his verdict.

“I’ve had this shop for over a hundred years now,” he said reverently. “And I’ve never seen a first attempt like this. So much of our life as mages is learning how to destroy things. We learn how to fight so we can destroy each other. We lose our families, our homes, our friends, and we want revenge and to bring destruction upon those that hurt us. I was just like that too until I found glass and learned how healing it was to create.”

He gestured all around us.

“That’s what this shop is. Healing and joy for me. And the message of healing and joy for everyone who enters.”

He looked back at NLl with wonder.

“You, however, have taught the teacher. Your piece is a work of art. I’m blown away by the detail and how natural it feels. You’ve inspired me to be better. For that, I thank you.”

Now NLl looked really embarrassed and turned bright pink. Realizing he’d said enough, Henry turned to me.

“I don’t know how you’re going to follow that, but you’re up.” Then he paused and waved his hand in the air. “Actually, I just did you a disservice and I apologize. Everyone’s journey is their own. This is not a competition in any way. If you can experience the joy of creating something here today, then that is plenty enough. Feel free to try something simple. Something that calls to you. Even if it is just a loaf of bread.”

Everyone looked at me, and I should have felt nervous, but I was already in my head, thinking about what I wanted to make. I thought about all my little creations. My Granny Godmothers, the Flying Miners, Tea, Octa, my Gem Cells. They were the real stars of the show.

They were supposed to remain a secret, though. It wouldn’t be good to have to explain to Henry what Tea was and why he was special. I could do the shape of our House, but really it was the inside of the House that was exceptional.

How about CLl? I wanted to give NLl the glass llama mage, so giving CLl something would balance it out. He was always so sensible and buttoned up. But what if I made him the hero? What if I made him Captain Clean?

That sounded perfect! It was over-the-top and very much my style.

I wanted to form it first, before casting it into glass, so I called down my Surfer Dude. He was made out of magical sand, so he could morph into anything. He settled onto my palm and relaxed, letting me take over his form for a bit.

I started with the basic centaur llama shape and had him strike a heroic pose. I had his front leg bent, like he was prancing. His left arm was cocked at his side, like he was going to Superman fly, and his right arm dramatically gestured, like he was casting a spell.

Henry was trying to talk me through this, but I ignored him for now. I was on a roll, and I didn’t want to lose my concentration.

Now I had the basic form, I added in all the things that made CLl unique. He was standing right there, so it was easy to scan him with my magic sight and get his face, coat, and muscles just right. I added the Feather C 250 as his magic wand in his main hand, and decked him out in his butler-looking outfit. I even swept his hair back a bit like he was having a Beyonce fan moment.

I wanted to kick it up a notch, so I picked a blank spot on his uniform and added an overlapping CC for Captain Clean. I did it in the same style font as the S for Superman.

I examined what I had so far. Was it too much? I wasn’t trying to make it true to life, so no, it wasn’t too much.

Was it enough? I felt the spirit of Anna Lykit whispering in my ear.

‘More is More. Just do it!’

All right. I’ll do it. Time for a cape!

I added a beautiful flowing cape to CLl’s shoulders and made it flutter out behind him, just like he was Superman flying through the air. It was so awesome and so physically improbable that it was almost too much.

Almost.

“Don’t worry if you can’t do it,” Henry attempted to tell me soothingly. “Most mages struggle on their first try. You can take some rods home with you and try again there. Just relax. You’ll be okay.”

I guess I must have been taking a long time for him to say something like that. Oh well. I wanted to stretch myself and really test what I could do with glass. I already knew I could make fun and useful soul creations, but nobody but Bermuda and I could see them. What if I could shape glass the way I shaped them? Could that be the secret to making a charm?

I shook my head to let him know I needed more time, and then blocked him out again. The figure was just perfect, but one stick of glass wasn’t enough to make the whole thing.

I’d been fascinated by the princess at the front of the store. She wasn’t one solid piece. Instead, she was made up of threads of glass, and the negative space sold the story just as much as the glass did. I wanted to do the same thing here.

I started dropping out pieces of the sculpture. The lines that were left flowed with his muscles and rippled with his cape. It needed structure in the middle for support, so I added that in too. I was directing the changes, but Surfer Dude was helping me out with the design, so the whole thing came together quickly.

Surfer Dude was made up of tiny grains of magic, so I had the idea of molding the glass like it was tiny grains as well. If I did it right, the whole thing would look like it was made of sugar. Since it was really glass, that should give it lots of detail and lots of extra sparkle.

I was just about to call it done when Surfer Dude added a bit of color. He changed the CC so it was a rich gold and the cape to a fire engine red. I was pretty sure the glass wouldn’t change color, but it wouldn’t hurt to try.

‘Ready?’ I asked my Dude.

‘Ready!’ he said enthusiastically.

I flexed my magic and breathed life into the glass rod.

‘GO’

With a resounding crack, it shattered into a million tiny cubes.

The Dude pulled, and all those tiny pieces lifted off my palm and swirled through the air like they were caught in a hurricane. Then they snapped into place, like they were pieces in a jigsaw puzzle.

‘HEAT’

Microscopic touches of fire flashed through the sculpture, fusing all the grains together.

‘COLOR’

At that moment, I believed, and it happened. Some of the glass actually transformed. It wasn’t like it transformed a lot—it was still glass, but now the cape was fire engine red and the letters were shiny gold.

I waited a moment, still on high alert and ready to fix anything that fell apart. Nothing shifted. It seemed stable.

I let out the breath I realized I’d been holding and looked at what I’d made.

It was fantastic. CLl as Captain Clean was so over the top that it was just perfect. The piece had flow and character, just like I’d hoped. The cubed glass showed off every detail, and it sparkled like it was made out of diamond dust.

The detail on it was insane. The feathers on the C 250 had actual vanes. I could see the threads in the buttons on CLl’s uniform. His hair had actual strands.

I was so caught up in my critical inspection, I missed out on everyone's reaction to it. It seemed suspiciously quiet. I snapped out of my musing to see Henry heading toward me with a clear display box. It seemed like he was afraid to breathe as he took off the bottom and lowered the top portion over my hand. As he pulled the top back, my new sculpture levitated off my hand and went with it. He gently put on the bottom, and only then breathed a sigh of relief.

“This is a stasis cube, and it will keep your creation safe,” he said.

I’d seen something like it before. Sandy had used one when she’d preserved my wax representation of a layer of runes from the golem core.

My Captain Clean sculpture floated in the middle of the stasis cube, protected from wind or surface vibrations. Then Henry touched the corners and turned on a bright white light in each of them. The extra illumination really made all the glass twinkle.

Now the sculpture was safe, everyone breathed and relax a bit. I guess it looked so fragile that they were afraid to move or say anything.

“Holy crap, Jason, what did you make?” Sandy finally cut loose. “I mean, I can see what you made, but holy crap, that is amazing!”

“I call him Captain Clean,” I said proudly, “and I modeled him after our very own CLl.”

He hadn’t said anything yet, so I looked over at him.

“Do you like it?”

“Do I like it!?” He shook his head in wonder. “It takes my breath away.”

The others quickly agreed with him. Henry handed the cube back to me to hold and picked up his magnifying glass again.

“It really is me, isn’t it?” he asked.

I nodded.

“I look so heroic!” he laughed. “I’m nothing like that.”

“I brought out your inner grime fighter,” I told him. “Your superhero name is Captain Clean, and you fight the forces of dust and cobwebs wherever you go. No job is too dirty, and no room is too messy for the Captain!”

“I love it!” NLl exclaimed. “You totally captured the essence of my uncle. I’ve been telling him he’s a hero for years now.”

She poked him fondly. He looked a bit embarrassed, but he couldn’t take his eyes off of it. Instead, he leaned in with Henry and started examining it in detail. Sandy got in there too, and for a while, it got really crowded around my hand.

Everyone kept pointing out details they had missed. More than once, I heard them comment on the flow of the piece. How it seemed to have life and movement. That really made me happy.

Finally, Henry put down his magnifying glass and regarded me in wonder.

“I’m a lucky man tonight,” he said. “First, I get to see glass morphing and changing its shape like it's a genuine piece of clothing, and now I get to see this. The artistry and detail of the piece is beyond anything I’ve seen. Forget the fact that it’s your first attempt. This is a real masterpiece.”

“I was inspired by your Princess,” I replied. “I love the way it seems to move and also that it isn’t one solid piece of glass. The way you spun everything gives it flow and texture, and I wanted to do the same thing here.”

“Well, you did it alright,” he said. “I can’t believe you just made that on your first attempt. I spent hundreds of hours making lots of different pieces before I even thought about attempting something as complex as the princess. Even then, it took me several tries before it came out right. You just pushed your magic and made it in one go.”

He shook his head in wonder. “You are a genius, my boy. A genius.”

Bermuda took that moment to pop his head up over my shoulder. He’d gotten bored with our shopping and had closed his eyes for a few minutes. That was the wonderful thing about the backpack—it was his home away from home. I reached over my shoulder and rubbed his head as Henry’s eyes became really big.

“You have a cat?” He sounded panicked for some reason.

Why wouldn’t I have a cat?

“You brought a cat into a glass shop?”

Oh. When he said it like that, I realized it might be a problem.

Henry flared his magic, and suddenly protective shields wrapped around his displays. Bermuda just licked my ear. He didn’t seem particularly interested in the sparkling glass, but he also didn’t go back to sleep either.

Henry hurriedly put NLl’s and CLl’s creations into their own stasis boxes. He wasn’t happy about a cat in his shop, but I assured him Bermuda would behave. If he didn’t, I’d take him outside. I think Henry would have kicked us out if we would have been normal customers, but instead he turned to Sandy.

“Young lady, it is now your turn.” I think Sandy enjoyed being called ‘young lady’ as she grinned back at him.

“Your companions have proven to be remarkable, but again, I want to emphasize this is not a competition. What I’m hoping you find today is the joy of creation. You have the look of someone who has seen battle.”

Sandy nodded at him in agreement.

“I’m hoping that today, through this simple test, you find there is so much more than fighting. Having a good defense is a wonderful thing and allows you to be bold with this immortal life of ours. Defense on its own, however, doesn’t give you a reason to live. I’ve found that making things does. There is something about designing, making, and then enjoying your own art that is so fulfilling.”

He was speaking to Sandy, but he looked at all of us to make sure we got what he was saying. It really was a good thing he was doing. I could see that if all a person learned to do was fight, then after a while they would switch from being a defender to someone that attacked someone else just because fighting was all they knew. Finding something else to live for, that was constructive and added to society, was important.

Right now, I was focused on defense and protecting my House. We were in a war, after all. Even if it was a war that had been strangely paused for a while, and we had no clue what the enemy was up to. Once we got beyond that, though, I’d love to learn more runes and figure out creative ways to use them. One big thing this glass experiment had shown me was how my soul creations and real-world materials could work together to form something new.

“Anyway, I don’t mean to ramble on. The floor is now yours.” Henry gave Sandy a sweeping bow and then stepped back. She looked at the small rod of glass in her hand.

“Well, I’m not going to try to match these guys,” she said. “I don’t do really creative dressmaking like NLl, and I don’t have the magical detail like Jason. What I am very good at is setting things on fire, so I think I’ll start there and make something simple. I remember trying to make a small clay bowl a long time ago when I was a child. It turned out horribly. It was lopsided, misshapen, and wouldn’t hold water because it had a small hole in it. My mother loved it, of course, but I hated it and I never tried anything like that again.”

She took a deep breath, still staring at the glass rod like it might bite her.

“Henry, what you said about being creative made me think about that bowl. I believe it is now time to go back and try again.”

She took another deep breath. It was almost like she was afraid to start. That was unusual, as Sandy was one of the bravest people I know. She has her doubts, of course, just like every other person, but she doesn’t let them stop her.

Even though she was wrestling with a childhood failure, she didn’t let it stop her this time, either. Her magic flared and the glass rod glowed red. Then it completely melted. I don’t know who was more startled, her or us, but the glass puddled in her hand like a thick pool of water.

“Oh!” she said in surprise. Then the puddle started bubbling a bit.

“Ohhhhhh,” she said again. A perfect bowl formed out of the puddle. It held its shape for a moment, but then it rippled and folded back into a puddle again. The heat the glass put off was pretty intense, but Sandy didn’t seem to mind.

“I can hear it,” she said excitedly. “It’s talking to me. Well, not talking exactly, but close enough.”

She continued to stare at it for a while. It occurred to me she was reacting to it like the rocks she’d used in our show at the oval. From what I remembered, glass was mostly sand, and sand was just tiny rocks. So glass was easy to melt like rocks? I might be way off base, as Sandy was still figuring out how her powers of heat and fire merged with John’s power over metal and stone, but it seemed like melted rocks, aka glass, was the perfect expression of her new merged magic.

“I need more glass,” she said as she held out her left hand. She still didn’t take her eyes off the puddle of glass she was ‘talking’ to. Henry put another stick of glass in her hand. As soon as he did, it flared red, melted, and joined the puddle in her right hand.

“I need more,” she said urgently.

He gave her another rod.

“A lot more!”

He handed over ten rods this time. They quickly melted and merged with the pool in her right hand. Once it all mixed together, it looked less like a pool and more like a morphing ball. Whatever she was up to, it was going to be big.

The ball flattened out into a thick sheet, about a foot square. It rippled for a bit and then calmed down. Finally, it became completely flat, like the surface of a small pond. We didn’t have long to wait for the next change as tiny blades of grass grew up all over it. Now it wasn’t a pond, it was a field. The grass grew and soon it became like a meadow that hadn’t been cut in a long time. Tiny yellow, blue, and red flowers grew, and some of the grass went to seed. It was like a field of wheat and a field of wildflowers had mashed together. It was colorful and wild, and so exquisite. I thought she’d stop there, but she kept going.

“More glass,” she demanded.

He put five rods in her hand, then five more. Then he sighed and just kept handing them over.

The meadow grew from one foot square to two square feet. I noticed the flowers weren’t really flowers—they were little flames. Then a weeping willow tree grew up. Its long, graceful branches fell in a thick dome all around it. Instead of leaves, it had silver flames. The landscape she was building was both familiar and fantastical, all at the same time. It was like we were seeing a fantasy landscape made out of different types of fire.

For a moment, nothing seemed to change. She just kept adding the glass Henry was giving her. Then a figure appeared. It happened so quickly I almost missed it. It was a beautiful woman, running from one end of the meadow. She was completely naked, although red fire flickered on her and trailed off her long black hair. Her arms were outstretched, and there was such a look of longing and joy on her face.

I knew at once this was Sandy as her spiritual self. And I was pretty sure I knew who she was running to. Sandy fed more glass to her sculpture, and soon another figure popped up. It was John, made up of all the shades of gray of his stone magic. He was naked too, and running towards his love with open arms.

It looked like the perfect ending in a romantic movie. When two lovers have been kept apart by all the cruel machinations of life, and then fate brings them together. It’s the moment when their joy overflows and all is right with the world.

Sandy stopped taking glass from Henry and instead started to slowly rotate the scene. It was just breathtaking. There was emotion and beauty and fantasy. This place, this moment, seemed real. Sandy hadn’t just created a sculpture—she’d created a whole scene.

Sandy flexed her magic again and pulled all the heat out of the glass. I gasped and pulled back. It should have exploded from changing temperature that quickly, but it looked just fine.

“I had no idea what this felt like,” Sandy said softly. “John’s explained it to me more than once, but I haven’t understood it until now. He says he listens to his stones and his metals, and they tell him what they want to be. I really just thought it was his imagination, but now I know better.”

She looked up at me, her eyes shining.

“No wonder he enjoys making jewelry. That was awesome!”

I wanted to hug her, but I was afraid she’d drop the glass, so I settled for a really big, happy smile. Henry didn’t want to tear himself away from the latest creation, but he quickly hurried to get a stasis cube. A large stasis cube. Sandy’s piece had real presence and weight to it.

CLl and NLl were blown away. They talked over themselves to tell Sandy just how wonderful she was and how amazing it looked. Henry picked up his magnifying glass again to make sure and get all the details. I really wanted to stay longer, but Bermuda started getting restless. He was ready to stretch his legs for a bit.

“I have to go,” I told Sandy, “but I don’t want to. Just know that I think you are amazing and awesome and better than ice cream on a stick! John is going to be blown away, and I can’t wait to see his face.”

“Right back atcha,” Sandy smiled. “Now you better get out of here. Is there anything you need me to do for you?”

“Yes. Get the centaur llama mage sculpture for NLl. You have my pearls in your account anyway, so just pay whatever you think is right. Also, get me a bunch of glass rods. I want to play around with this a lot more when we get back to Louisville.”

I paused thoughtfully.

“Actually, get a bunch of glass rods for everyone. My treat. I think everyone here will have a lot of fun making glass figures.” I felt Bermuda starting to climb out of the backpack.

“Okay! Gotta go! Henry, it was great to meet you. Thank you!” And with that, I ran out of the shop.

The night air felt cool after being around all the heat from Sandy’s scene. I quickly put Bermuda on the ground, and he started sniffing and wandering around. Then he found a nice spot of soft earth by a bush and crapped on it.

Oh well. That was nature’s recycling program, and nobody was going to walk by that bush, anyway. I’m sure the dirt would appreciate a few more nutrients.

Bermuda finished his business and then ran away like ‘Oh wow! I feel so light! Wheee!’ We were right on the edge of the garden and there wasn’t a lot of foot traffic here, so he should be fine. All that young energy must have kicked in because he started zooming down the path. He was chasing something I couldn’t see, probably a bug, but he got too excited and climbed the outside of one of the shops. I’m sure the shopkeeper wouldn’t appreciate that at all, so I quickly lifted him down before we got into trouble. He was still ready to play, and he ended up running into the field of grass that bordered the garden. That seemed like a much safer choice.

The grass was high, so I couldn’t actually see him, but it was easy to follow his progress by the way it waved as he moved through it. I went back down the path again so I could keep an eye on the glass shop as well as the field.

The field itself was pretty and very similar to the meadow that Sandy had just made. There were fewer flowers, and they weren’t made out of flames, of course, but after being indoors for so long, it was nice to feel a bit of space. The field even had a few trees, although they were nothing like the beautiful weeping willow from Sandy’s scene. These trees were more like one long trunk with lots of thin long branches coming off of them. They seemed odd, and they weren’t even that tall, maybe eight feet, although one was probably twelve feet. I had no idea what type of trees they were, but they certainly weren’t your typical oaks or evergreens. This was a realm, though, so maybe they were just unique to this place.

The stars twinkled, and the wind blew softly. There was a three-quarter moon in the sky, so there was plenty of light to see by. I thought I would be bored, waiting on the others, but instead, I enjoyed a nice, peaceful moment. I thought Tyler would have liked it here. We could hold hands and walk through the flowers, enjoying each other's company. Maybe we’d have a picnic and carry it in one of those woven picnic baskets. I laughed a little at the Norman Rockwell image in my head. Gay Americana. Ahhhhh.

Still, he had promised me a date. I wondered where he'd take me. Maybe dancing? Or a nice dinner for two?

I lost myself in the fantasy and the beautiful evening. Before I knew it, time had passed, and my crew was coming out of The Spinning Tale and looking around for us. I waved to get their attention, and they came over.

“I’m sorry I didn’t get to hear what Henry said about your scene,” I told Sandy. “I’m sure he loved it, though.”

She nodded happily

“Yes, he sure did. He went on and on about how real it seemed. I think we all blew him away tonight, and I love that. I know it completely shifted my thinking about what was possible with my new powers.”

“It was my first magic,” CLl said simply. “I’m still amazed by that. This will be a night I remember forever.”

“Me too,” NLl chimed in.

“The strange thing is, I can still feel it.” Sandy looked like she was lost in thought for a moment. Then she focused back on us again. “Is anyone else feeling it?”

“Feeling what, exactly?” NLl asked.

“Still feeling the glass,” Sandy said. “It was the strangest thing, but when I held the glass rod, it felt like it was alive, in a very earthy sort of way.”

We all looked at each other curiously.

“I certainly enjoyed the experience, but I don’t feel anything now,” CLl said cautiously, and we all agreed with him.

Modeling the glass had been an eye-opening experience for me. I couldn’t believe how easily it had transformed, and I was excited about trying new things when we got back home. I didn’t feel anything more than that, though.

“Where is Bermuda?” Sandy interrupted, looking around.

“He’s in the field,” I said, gesturing behind me. “I think he’s chasing bugs. I’m just letting him run and get all that young energy out of his system.”

“You aren’t afraid the bugs are going to get him?” Sandy’s eyes looked extra wide for some reason.

“I don’t think so.” I shrugged and looked over my shoulder to see what she was looking at.

There was a giant dragonfly, at least three feet long, lifting Bermuda into the air.
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I freaked the hell out.

I found myself screaming at the top of my lungs and running like a madman through the tall grass. I was just acting on instinct. Nobody flies away with my baby!

The dragonfly turned to face me. His globular eyes regarded me in cold insect fashion. Then it turned and started flying towards the trees, Bermuda still dangling below.

‘Follow them!’ I yelled at my Surfer Dudes. ‘Attack! Do something!’

Why the hell hadn’t they warned me? They had been spread out and looking for danger. This was clearly the definition of danger.

I was sprinting at top speed as both CLl and NLl raced past me. Two legs cannot equal the power of four. They were bellowing the warbling war cry of their people.

I was deathly afraid the dragonfly would go way up in the air where we couldn’t reach him and fly away to its nest, where Bermuda would end up as some sort of larva snack. I didn’t really know much about dragonflies, but this could not be good.

Fortunately, it seemed like the giant insect was heading towards the trees. Maybe it had a nest there. The trees weren’t that tall, so we should be able to rescue Bermuda. And besides, I’d seen Bermuda jump at least eight feet when playing, so hopping down shouldn’t be a problem for him.

My hope changed to fear again when the trees shifted and all their little branches pulled back into their main trunk. That didn’t seem normal. Then they turned to us and long arms appeared.

Holy crap. They were alive!

The enlarged dragonfly reached the top of the tallest of the trees and dropped Bermuda. That must be where it had its nest. Alive or not, I was determined to chop that tree down to size.

Sandy was the slowest runner in our group, but she had the best weapon by far. A compressed ball of fire whizzed past me. That would get its attention. Then a second later panic ripped through me as I thought of Bermuda at the top of the tree if the trunk went up in flames.

“Don’t burn Bermuda!” I hollered back to her, although I didn’t stop running.

“Don’t worry,” I heard her panting behind me. “I won’t. I can turn off the fire when I need to.”

But Sandy’s fireball never landed. It got close to the trees and then ran into a shield. Seriously? These damn trees could do magic too? That didn’t seem fair.

There were several trees—I’m not sure how many, maybe twenty or so—and they started bunching up together. It was weird watching them move. Their roots appeared to be doing all the work as their trunks just glided along the ground. When they grouped tightly together, they linked arms, causing a much stronger shield to spring into being. The shield had different shades of green layered over each other, and I didn’t need my magic sight to know it was thick as hell.

CLl reached the trees first, and he skidded to a stop just outside their wall. He battered the shield with his fist, but it just bounced back. CLl’s efforts didn’t appear to have done any damage.

NLl arrived next and had the same problem. She was a mage, but she had no idea how to do magic yet. So she stood by anxiously, ready to support whoever could figure this shield out.

I arrived next, and I started examining the barrier with my magic sight. It was about two feet thick and made up of different layers woven together. It reminded me of what I’d seen with NLl’s core, but this wasn’t neat like that. Instead, it seemed more wild. It wasn’t woven together—it was grown together, like a bunch of vines. Together, the vines formed a dense but flexible barrier. This was going to be a bitch to get through.

“Hang in there, baby!” I called out. “Daddy’s coming!”

Bermuda appeared over the head of the tallest tree. He sat down, draped his paws over the edge, and looked around at the field. He seemed totally unconcerned with the danger he was in.

Stupid cat. Silly, stupid cat. I would do anything to kiss his stupid face again.

The huge dragonfly alighted beside him. They looked at each other and then looked at us.

Maybe he’d already been stung with some sort of poison? Maybe it made him lethargic and ready to have the larva laid inside him. Maybe it wanted to keep Bermuda alive, like in Alien, until the young dragonflies burst out of his stomach. That was NOT going to happen!

Sandy arrived next, and she wasted no time laying on the fire. She slapped both hands on the shield and cut loose.

The shield just shrugged it off like ‘Meh. Is that all you got?’

That pissed her off, so she upped the ante. I saw John’s shades of gray mix with her orange fire, and the heat level went up by a factor of ten. She wasn’t tapping into just fire—she was tapping into lava, the heat of the earth.

The shield wasn’t able to shrug that off so easily. It didn’t make a hole like I was hoping, but the outer layer wavered.

Now Sandy had its attention, it was my turn.

‘Red! Get your team together,’ I said to my gem cells. ‘We’re going in!’

‘Oh! This is so exciting!’ Red exclaimed.

I think he was missing the point of what we were doing. This was a rescue mission, not a ride through the park.

‘What I want you to do is take the magic of the shield and distribute it along the hexagonal network.’ I put the plan together quickly. ‘Gem cells that touch the shield should absorb its power. Gem cells at the elbow end of the gauntlet should vent the power. Hopefully, we can drain this sucker.’

I got back a chorus of happy affirmatives. I wasn’t sure this was going to work, but I’d adjust my strategy on the fly if needed.

I slapped both hands on the shield and turned my gem cells loose.

The strategy worked.

It worked really well.

The gem cells grabbed the power of the shield, just like they would if they were trying to deflect an incoming spell, and conducted the power along their silver and copper vine network to the rest of the cells. Once the green magic got clear of the shield wall, they pushed the power out again in the form of light.

My forearms lit up like the world's brightest Christmas tree. People couldn’t see my gem cells, but they could certainly see the colored light they were giving off.

Now I knew it worked, I kicked it up a notch.

Everything seemed to still be working, so I kicked it up yet again. My gauntlets were shining so brightly I had to close my eyes.

Then it happened. The outer layer of the shield wall fell. Our combined attacks had been too much for it.

I looked over at Sandy, who nodded.

She was ready.

We stepped forward and tackled the next layer.

This layer seemed to be more resilient than the first. I watched Sandy’s fire with my magic sight, and it was spreading along the outside, rather than getting a solid bite like it had with the first one. The growth of this layer was denser, and as a result, it was conducting Sandy’s magic over a much larger area.

It was doing in wall form what I’d set up my hex network to do.

Meanwhile, I wasn’t having much success either. I could weaken a small part of the shield, but its power wasn’t rushing in to fill the gap. Instead, the magic was just trickling in. It was enough that I couldn’t get through, but not enough for me to quickly drain the layer.

I looked at the trees, and they just looked back, waiting to see what I’d do.

“Sandy, stop,” I said.

She did.

CLl and NLl had already moved back, giving us space to work. All that light and heat was a lot to handle. It looked like they were ready to move forward again, but I motioned them to stay where they were.

Sandy didn’t have unlimited power, and neither did I. My gem cells were doing an amazing job, but it cost me magic to make all that happen. Normally, I’d ask Penny for help, but she was running low, so I kept her out of it.

The shield was huge, stretching at least eighteen feet in the air and circling the entire group of trees. It contained a lot of power, so trying to drain the whole thing with my gem cells just wasn’t going to happen. I needed to find a better way.

“We can’t force our way through with just power,” I told her, and she nodded in agreement. “Give me a second. Let me see what this layer is really made of.”

I let my senses caress the wall. I wasn’t trying to force it to do anything, although I could feel it was ready to repel any attempts. Instead, I just touched it lightly. Following its curves. Following the weave.

My original impression that it was grown seemed accurate. It really was like a thick wall of vines. I followed the vines, searching for an opening or a weak spot, but there wasn’t one. I pushed my awareness in further, to the tiny spaces between the vines, but they were too small to do anything with. I tried widening a tiny crack, but had very limited success.

I let my senses travel up towards the top of the wall and ran across something I hadn’t felt yet. The end of a vine. It became smaller and tapered off, just like a regular vine would.

If this thing was really like a vine, would it be possible to cut the vine farther down, and then just pull it out? It was worth a shot.

Following one vine through that mass of power would probably have been impossible for a normal mage, but for me, it was easy. I was in luck, as it actually branched off a thicker vine right by my hand.

‘Red, I need a very precise drain this time,’ I told him. ‘Just have the gem cells pull from where I touch with my index finger.’

I touched the base of the vine with my finger and let Red and his team do their work. This time there wasn’t much light, but because I was so targeted, I burned through the vine pretty quickly.

I waited to see what it would do. Would it grow back together? Or would it just stay nice and green and woven in with all the others?

Fortunately, it did neither. It didn’t reconnect, and it didn’t stay as green. The intensity of its color faded, but it didn’t wither away either. I grabbed the severed end of the vine and pulled. It flexed easily, but it didn’t come out. It was still too woven in with all the other strands for it to come loose.

“Sandy, can you see what I’m holding?” I asked her. The vine was about as thick as a pencil, but I wasn’t sure how well she could see magic.

“It looks like you’re holding a tiny piece of the wall,” she said in surprise.

“Good. That’s exactly what it is. I’m going to let go of it in a sec, as I don’t want to get burned. When I do, can you give it just a bit of fire? Think of it like you’re trying to light a rope on fire. You just want to burn the rope, but you want to give it enough heat that it keeps burning the whole thing to ash.”

“I can try,” she said doubtfully.

“Ready?” I asked. She nodded. “On three. One. Two. Three!”

I dropped the end of the vine, and she sent out a small flash of power. It touched the vine, and immediately, it started falling apart. The best part was, once she’d gotten the process started, it continued. It wasn’t quick, but that didn’t matter. In a little over a minute, the entire vine all the way to the top was no more.

I looked at the trees, but they weren’t doing anything to stop us. They seemed content to watch and see if we could get through. I still didn’t want them to know what we’d figured out, so I leaned in close to Sandy and whispered what I’d discovered in her ear. If they could move, see, and do magic, they could probably hear us too.

We whispered back and forth and quickly came up with a plan.

If the end of the vine was at the top and it connected to a thicker vine as it moved down, that meant there had to be a main trunk to all this power at the bottom. I just needed to find it.

I followed the bigger vine I’d targeted through all its twists and turns, and found where it connected to a larger one, which then connected to the thickest one I’d seen yet. It was about two feet off the ground, as big around as a thick pipe, was well camouflaged with smaller vines, and it started going horizontally around the wall. That had to be it.

I picked a spot to start working, using my finger to drain away the smaller vines around it. So far, so good. My finger technique was working so well I figured I’d just keep using it on the main vine. No sense in wasting power.

It was a lot more resistant, so I ended up using my other finger as well. It was kinda cool, as it felt like my fingers were lightsabers. It wasn’t quick, but in about four minutes, the vine trunk snapped in two.

I stepped back quickly as Sandy stepped forward and hit it with her lava fire. At first, it didn’t look like much, just a small glowing spot, but then it started spreading. Soon, the entire layer was glowing as her magic ate through the barrier. It was actually kind of pretty as it came apart and all the little glowy bits caught the breeze and started blowing away.

Once a good third of the layer was gone, the integrity of the layer fell apart, and it flickered and vanished.

One down, several more to go. But at least I knew what to do now.

“Well, thank you for an interesting and entertaining evening.” One of the trees had stepped forward and was now addressing us. “It has certainly been educational. We would have thought that there was no way two young mages such as yourselves could have taken down one of our hedges, much less two. You are to be commended.”

The tree couldn’t bow, so instead it grew all its tiny hairlike branches again and swept them back like it was bowing.

I looked at Sandy in surprise. This was unexpected. I’d been afraid that once we took down a few layers, they would start fighting back. I never thought they’d address us so politely.

I also thought trees should have deep voices with a lot of bass and sound old. Instead, it had a high tenor and sounded rather young, like an early Justin Timberlake.

“My name is Copac Silverleaf, and I am a Lagerel of House Silverleaf. Translators do not work well for us, and since I am the only member here that speaks English, I would be honored to communicate with you. To whom am I speaking?”

House? He was part of a House? That meant they were here for the Gathering. No wonder they had a shield—they were House mages!

Sandy and I looked at each other in shock. They weren’t bad guys. They were our fellow guests. Oh shit.

Sandy recovered first.

“My name is Sandy Felton, and I am the Head of House Louisville.” She bowed deeply.

“This is Jason Cole, my companion for the Gathering.” I bowed deeply as well. It occurred to me that we’d just attacked another House. We might be in big trouble. Time to play nice.

Extra nice.

“Our other two companions are CLl and NLl. They are the first mage and natural of their people in many generations, and they are members of House Atayk.” Both of them trotted over beside us and bowed as well.

“It is indeed a lovely evening to be with you,” Copac said graciously. “May your sun shine warm, your rain fall clear, and your soil run deep.”

He said this like it was a standard blessing among his people. How the heck did we respond to that?

“It is indeed a pleasure to meet the Lagerel,” Sandy continued diplomatically. “May your magic flow strong, your power be plentiful, and your colors run true.”

It sounded good and Sandy mostly kept a straight face, but she stumbled over the last part, which made me think she was just pulling it out of her ass. Still, it was a nice reply, and Copac accepted it at face value.

“Before we continue much further, I wish to formally apologize for not recognizing you and your Housemates much sooner,” Sandy said. “This is our first time in this realm and the first time at the Gathering. We were afraid for our companion and reacted in haste.”

“We were much wondering at your approach,” Copac replied. His English seemed old school and formal, but it was getting the job done. His little ‘hair’ branches were standing on end now, which made me wonder if that was a way they showed emotion?

“Your advance seemed to be full of enthusiasm and passion. We hoped you were here to test yourself against our hedges, so we began the Game right away. Initially, we were dispirited by the novice level of your aspirant selves, but we took hope when we saw you were an Ambassador of the Deep Earth. You must be very proud to have caught the attention and approval of such a powerful force. Especially at such a young age. This bodes well for your future growth.”

Sandy and I exchanged looks. What the heck was he talking about?

“As you know,” he continued, “customs can be so different between species, and we are always attempting to enhance our communication. Might we ask what companion you were afraid for and what caused you to be fearful?”

“We were fearful for our cat companion, Bermuda,” Sandy gestured at Bermuda, who was still happily sitting on the tallest tree’s head.

“You were fearful for your Guardian!?” Copac exclaimed as his voice climbed even higher. “Oh dear! You have to know that we would never hurt a companion. They are sacred to us!”

He paused to communicate with the rest of the trees, and their ‘hair branches’ started waving wildly. It felt like we had accused them of being barbarians.

“Seful Silverleaf, our Head of Household, also has a companion, and he is a delight to our dumbrava. We all enjoy watching him play, and we love it when he tickles our branches. A guardian companion is a boon to any House, and it is to our honor that he is spending time with us. Believe me, your companion is safe with us. We would fight fiercely for his health and survival.”

Copac ‘hair bowed’ to us again to show his sincerity. Bermuda, meanwhile, looked down at me from his twelve-foot perch like, ‘Did you hear that? Who’s the king now? Me! That’s who. I will now lick my paw while you contemplate my awesomeness.’

No wonder my Surfer Dudes hadn’t sounded a warning. Bermuda was perfectly happy and in no danger at all. I felt a bit stupid myself. Bermuda was perfectly capable of taking apart a dragonfly, even a three-foot one. For all I knew, he could take down a twelve-foot tree, too. My baby was a badass after all.

“Might I inquire as to what caused the misunderstanding?” Copac was still feeling upset.

“We looked over and saw the dragonfly pick up Bermuda and fly away with him,” Sandy replied. “In our world, that means the flying creature intends to carry its dinner to a safe place and eat it. Or feed its babies with what it caught.”

Copac looked absolutely horrified and hurried to assure us again that Bermuda was in no danger and had never been in danger. The dragonfly was Seful’s companion, and they just wanted to spend time together.

Bermuda still had energy to burn, and he was tired of sitting, so he hopped down on Seful’s arm, and then jumped the rest of the way to the ground. The Dragonfly swooped down too, and soon he and Bermuda were racing through the trees. Before, I would have thought that this was a deadly dash for survival. But now I saw it for what it really was; they were just playing together.

Copac and Sandy did a few more rounds of him apologizing for any perceived harm to Bermuda and Sandy apologizing for us overreacting. We all knew what the other person was going to say, and it was already all okay, but sometimes sincerity required things to be said more than once.

“You must be so proud and happy to have such a Guardian,” Copac finally broke the apology cycle. “Might you share with us the moment of your meeting?”

Sandy looked at me and shrugged. There wasn’t anything about the story that involved Penny or my soul creations, so it should be safe to tell them. I skipped quickly past the whole golem-in-the-park thing and instead focused on my remnant trying to kill me with smoke and cold. That’s when the little bundle of fur had entered my life and saved me. He’d slashed the smokey remnant with his claws and made it back off. I’d made it to the House, and Tyler had taken over from there.

Copac relayed everything to the rest of the trees, who all rustled in excitement at the story, and then came back with a question.

“Am I to understand that the Guardian is here with you?” This time, he was looking at me.

“Bermuda is my cat,” I nodded.

“Are you its caretaker?” He seemed confused. “Surely he has bonded with the ambassador of the Deep Earth. It would make sense that such an august being would have its own servant.”

“Aren’t all humans just cat servants?” I laughed. “I didn’t understand that until I had one of my own. I would like to think he has trained me well. The truth is, we take care of each other. I feed him and clean up his litter box, and he gives me more love than I deserve.”

The dumbrava all rustled together again.

“Have you exchanged magic with the Guardian?”

That seemed like a bit of a personal question, but we were on our best behavior, so I answered after getting the nod from Sandy.

“Yes. Bermuda shares my magic.”

The trees really rustled this time. Then they stopped, and all stared at me.

“Our Head of House, the First Tree, the Shadow of our Dumbrava,” Copac announced in a loud voice as the tallest tree flowed towards me.

“Seful is his name.”

He ‘hair bowed’ again, and all the rest of the trees followed suit.

Seful stopped on the other side of the barrier and regarded me silently. Then he rustled.

“Seful would like to know who are you, that you would have a celestial level companion,” Copac translated.

Celestial level? There were different levels of guardians? I was just happy to have a cat.

‘You’ve been scratched by an angel,’ my Analytical Side quipped in his British voice.

‘What do I say?’ I replied. ‘I can’t very well tell them about being a god.’

‘You’ll just have to wing it,’ he snickered.

‘Oh, that’s really helpful,’ I shot back. ‘And such an obvious pun, too. Going for the low hanging fruit, I see.’

‘Speaking of low hangers, I’ve always wondered what’s under an angel’s robes,’ he replied thoughtfully. ‘Do they have sacred underwear? Or are they free balling it?’

‘You are no help at all,’ I snapped.

‘Nope,’ he replied. ‘But now I realize how much fun it is on the snarky side of the conversation. This is great! I think I’m going to give up being the voice of reason and embrace my sarcastic side.’

He popped out white wings and quick-changed into a white robe. He gave me a cheeky grin, then turned to go. When he did, I saw the back of his gown was open and I got a lovely view of two more cheeks.

Great. Just great. My Analytical Side was merging with Anna Lykit.

I snapped back to reality and realized everyone was still staring at me. So I just shrugged.

“Bermuda likes me, and we are good for each other,” I said simply and left it at that.

Seful regarded me silently for a moment, then the rustling started up again.

“We thank you for your story and your time spent with us so far,” Copac continued. “And now we invite you to continue to test yourself against our hedges. You have already broken through two of our members, and the others are eager to see how you will fare against them.”

“How many hedges are there?” Sandy asked.

“Twenty total,” Copac replied. “One for each House member here.”

I quickly counted the trees. There were twenty of them. Twenty guests per House at the Gathering. That should have been a clue for me, too. Oh well. Hindsight is twenty-twenty.

Pun intended.

Sandy gave me a questioning look.

“I’m not sure we have enough magic to keep going,” I said. “I’d hate to test ourselves against their shield, and then be too low on magic to defend ourselves if we get attacked again.”

“That is true,” she said thoughtfully, then turned back to Copac. “We’ve already had a few situations at the Gathering with another group of Houses that were not friendly to Sparks. We can’t afford to run low on magic and lower our guard. I’m afraid we must decline at this time.”

The trees rustled, conferring with each other.

“Would you please do us the honor of reconsidering?” Copac came back to us. “The Game of Hedges is like a regular tournament to us. It is our pastime, and we spend weeks, sometimes years, testing out subtle changes to our vegetation. I cannot tell you how honored and excited we are to compete against another House.”

Sandy hesitated, as that was an honest and heartfelt appeal.

“There are prizes to be won,” Copac said quickly. “They are unlike anything you would find in the tournament at the Gathering. I know we are very different as a species, but I can promise you that you would still find them useful and valuable.”

Sandy looked at me. I could see on her face that she really wanted to keep going, and I did too. If Penny had been full of power, I wouldn’t have hesitated. But she had less than five percent capacity and was ready to go to sleep. I wasn’t exactly at full capacity, either. If we got hit with something like the cobalt slug again, we’d need all the power we could get.

I shook my head, but before Sandy could say anything, the head tree turned to Copac and rustled at him.

“Seful Silverleaf will personally restore you to full power if you accept our invitation.” Copac’s voice got really high again. I think he was shocked at the guarantee.

“That sounds wonderful,” I said, “however, I’ve been led to believe that this would cause substantial contamination? All of your magics are shades of green, and Sandy’s is orange, like fire. Too much of a different magic would be just as bad for us as too little magic.”

“You are most perceptive, young mage.” Copac’s hair branches pointed at me, then to Seful, then back to me again. Then everyone started rustling. Something was up.

“This is not often said to those outside of our species, but there are other ways to share magic,” Copac finally said. “Seful thinks this will work for you as well. He is referring to our highest honor. It has been many growth cycles since this has been bestowed, and it has certainly never been given to supernaturals as young as the both of you.”

Copac’s hair stood on end and started to quiver.

“You have to understand, if it were not Seful in all his wisdom saying this, I would think he had succumbed to root sickness. This is highly unusual, and should you succeed, an honor like no other.”

I stepped in close to Sandy.

“What do you think?” I whispered.

“I think we have to at this point,” she said. “Refusing an honor like this, whatever it is, would be considered extremely rude.”

Then a big grin crossed her face.

“Plus, I’m really curious now to see how we do against the other layers. And I’m curious to see what this great honor is.”

“Okay,” I grinned too. “Let’s tear down some hedges!”

Sandy addressed her response to Seful.

“We are honored at your consideration, and we accept the challenge.”

“Stand back,” she told NLl and CLl. “This is going to get hot.” They quickly stepped back out of the way.

“Now, whose hedge are we tackling next?”

Oh, that was a fun idea. Let’s put a tree face to the challenge. A middle-sized tree stepped forward. Sandy and I both bowed. It ‘hair bowed’ back, and then I got to work.

I found the third layer to be easier than the second. It had less density and a straightforward growth pattern. That made me wonder what order they went in. Was it the age of the tree? Or by their internal competition ranking?

Either way, I quickly found the main trunk of the vines, severed it with my laser fingers, and Sandy burned all the down-vine growth. In about five minutes, the hedge had sustained too much damage, and it collapsed.

We bowed again to the tree we had just defeated. Its ‘hair’ drooped a bit, so I don’t think it was happy, but it bowed anyway and stepped back.

On to hedge four.

The next tree stepped forward, and we did a round of bowing again.

It was better than two, but not by much. As we progressed, the hedges got thicker and the tangle of growth became denser, but the basic idea of a main trunk was unchanged. Because of that, we were able to take them out pretty easily.

We got to meet each tree whose hedge we were facing, and they gradually became taller and more mature looking. Every time we bested a layer, the rustling got bigger and bigger. There wasn’t any real way to tell, but I had the impression that they were rooting us on.

Get it? Rooting? Hehehe.

We had only five hedges remaining before I ran across something new. I found the main trunk and severed it. But before Sandy could burn it, the trunk healed itself. I gave the tree we were facing a second bow to let him know I appreciated his upgrade, then I severed the trunk again. This time, I stuck my hand around the end and sucked its power away when it tried to reattach. Sandy was much quicker this time, too, and it wasn’t long before the hedge burned and collapsed. The next three were also like that as they tried to actively heal themselves.

The second to last hedge tried to actively fight me. The vines quickly grew around my hands and tried to pull me away from the main trunk. Unfortunately for the hedge, my hands and wrists were covered in gem cells, so they just turned on and sucked the magic right out. It took longer, but finally I severed its main trunk and Sandy burned it like all the rest.

That tree bowed and stepped back.

Seful stepped forward.

Now there was only one layer left, and that belonged to the MacDaddy himself. I knew this one wasn’t going to be easy, and as I scanned the hedge, I saw that I was right.

Seful wasn’t only doing one layer of growth—he was using three, and each layer intertwined and supported the other. The other huge difference was there wasn’t a thick feeder trunk for me to cut through.

Seful towered over us, and I should have been intimidated, but I wasn’t. I loved to figure things out, and this was turning out to be a fun challenge. I’d used more power than I’d intended, but I was still at a healthy level. Sandy said it was the same for her.

Before, the other trees had been completely silent as we worked, but this time, the rustling never fully died down. We’d made it to the final round, and they were obviously excited at the matchup.

This event needed an announcer to really hype it up.

‘In the green corner, weighing in at two tons, towering over twelve feet tall, and backed by at least a thousand years of experience, we have the Head of House Silverleaf!’ My imaginary crowd went wild.

‘And his opponents in the red corner, weighing in at a combined weight of almost three hundred pounds, standing tallest at five foot ten, and backed by almost seventy-four years of experience, it’s House Louisville!’ My imaginary crowd went wild again.

Sometimes it’s so much more fun in my head. It’s a crazy place, but certainly entertaining.

I told Sandy what I was seeing––about the hedge, not the announcer––and that this was going to take longer. Then I sank my awareness fully into the tangled mess and started figuring it out.

I saw lots of vines branching out again and again, but nothing really jumped out to me as the main feeder for them all. The way the layers were intertwined made it very difficult to follow what was going on. Seful had built a hell of a hedge.

‘Any ideas?’ I asked my Analytical Side.

‘Well, clearly the way you were figuring out the other hedges isn’t going to cut it here.’ Then he started laughing. ‘Get it? Cut it?’

I groaned mentally.

‘Oh god. That was awful. If you are going to do puns, at least be good at them.’

‘You’re just jealous because you didn’t get to use it first,’ he snickered.

I had to admit he was right.

‘I think I like your old analytical self better,’ I sighed. ‘Now, back to the problem at hand. How do I solve this layer?’

‘Do you see any vines actually merging into another vine?’ he asked.

‘It’s tough to tell,’ I replied. ‘The vines aren’t growing upward like the other hedges. They are growing down, as well as to the left and right. There is a lot of branching going on, but I don’t think I’ve seen a vine split away from another one, and then join back in again.’

‘If it’s always branching out, then there has to be a main trunk, just like all the others. He’s just gotten a lot better at hiding it.’

That made sense. I was starting to think he’d replicated something like the vines in my gem cells. But they weren’t coming from one source. Each gem cell had six supporting helpers, so there were always six ways to distribute power. Even if a gem cell was destroyed, it would be easy for the power to route around it.

Seful had camouflaged his setup very well, but it had to still be based on a growth pattern. Which meant it still had the same weakness—I just had to find it.

‘Try doing something other than looking,’ my Analytical Side suggested helpfully. ‘You call it your magic sight, as you use that the most, but you really have all your magic senses you can use.’

‘That is an excellent idea!’ I told him, and he smiled happily.

As soon as I broke out of the mindset of sight, it all fell into place. Touch and taste immediately gave me a different story. Some vines felt squishy and tasted bland. Others felt more solid and tasted very green. It was sort of like eating lettuce, and then eating spinach. Spinach just tasted more green.

Seful had figured out how to pack a lot of magic into the same space, thereby making his trunk the same size as all the other vines. That’s why it was so hard to find. It still needed to carry a lot more power, though, and that’s where my taste and touch came into play.

As I followed his growth around, I realized something else. He wasn’t relying on one trunk. Instead, he had three. That made sense, as he was weaving three layers together as one.

Once I had everything figured out, I pulled Sandy close and whispered the update in her ear. We were going to have to move quickly, as I was sure all of his vines would attempt to heal and defend themselves as well.

As soon as I started cutting the first trunk, the hedge exploded in activity. The trunk tried to squirm away, and the other trunks started growing new vines quickly in an attempt to cover it and deny access. Sandy could sense some of it, so she started doing small targeted strikes, burning the new growth back. I didn’t want her to really cut loose, or she’d fry my hands.

Finally, I got tired of all the drama. So I just put my gem cells on high, dug my hand into the hedge, grabbed the trunk, and ripped it away from its protection. Then I grabbed it with my other hand and gradually pulled it apart.

Sandy sprang into action and really torched the hell out of it. A third of the hedge went up in flames, which made it a lot easier to go after the other two trunks. They fought valiantly, but it was only a matter of time before we won. Finally, the last hedge collapsed, and the shield fell.

The Lagerel did more than just rustle this time. Instead, they gave hooting cries that sounded like an owl trying to play the bagpipes. It was somehow both exciting and mournful all at the same time.

We both bowed extra deep to Seful. We were still on our best behavior, and I didn’t want him to be too upset that we’d just destroyed his hedge.

“We are highly excited at your victory!” Copac’s hairs were thrashing wildly, and he was even swaying a bit. He almost looked like a stoned groupie rocking out to an eighties hair band. I’m thinking that for trees, this was as exciting as it got.

“That was a win of the highest order. So very exciting! Very, very, very exciting! The peak of excitement!”

We just laughed and smiled. They looked kind of cute now they weren’t being so serious.

“Seful, in all his wisdom, said it was possible. I thought not. But it was possible. It was the peak of possible!”

Copac’s English was all over the place, but he got his point across––this was super exciting for the Lagerel.

The trees gathered around us, and we ‘touched branches’ with them. It was sort of like a high five that ended in a handclasp, but it happened very slowly. From what I could gather, this was similar to shaking hands, and then giving a hug.

Copac said everyone wanted to hear how it happened from our perspective, so I told them generally what I’d seen and how we had won. I realized that wasn’t enough—they wanted more. So I went over every hedge layer we’d faced and found something to compliment about it.

They ate that up. Every tree got their moment in the spotlight and was remembered for something they did well. This worked wonders for our diplomatic relationship, and it also took the spotlight off what I’d done with the gem cells. I talked about my sight, of course, but I didn’t mention my gauntlets once. Instead, I passed all the praise for actually dismantling the hedge to Sandy and her fire.

Bermuda finished playing around and decided he wanted to be the center of attention. He pawed at me to pick him up, which I did, and that got all the trees focused on him. They grew their little hair branches and tickled his fur, which he loved. He smacked the branches in fun and even chewed on a few of them. I was afraid they’d be upset, but they thought that was the cutest thing. Eventually, he got tired of all the attention, climbed into the backpack, and looked out over my shoulder.

Finally, all the excitement died down a bit, and Seful Silverleaf stepped forward. He started rustling, and Copac began translating.

“Thank you for playing the Game of Hedges with us today. Your insight was instructional, and your success was unprecedented. The House of Louisville and the events of tonight will be remembered in our history. Because of this, you have earned our highest honor and our greatest treasure, the Mark of the Lagerel.”

All the rustling stopped. Only the hairs on the trees quivered. I had no idea what this was, but clearly they thought it was a big deal. We must have looked really confused because Copac hastened to give us some context.

“The Mark of the Lagerel is the condensed magic of our people. It resides within your aura, similar to what you know as the Bank Stamp, but instead of taking magic, it gives it. This magic is the power of nature. Attuned to all that Grows. Dies. Decays. And Sprouts again. It has only been bestowed upon non-Lagerel six times in the past thousand years. Tonight, you will be seven and eight. By receiving the Mark, you will become one of us. Even though you will still be human.”

Seful rustled a bit.

“Ah, yes,” Copac continued. “The Mark of the Lagerel will be like a seed. Its powers start out small and new, much like yourselves. As you feed it, it will grow, and its powers will also grow to serve you. The abilities change depending on the affinities of the supernatural, but the most common results are faster healing, increased magical capacity, faster magical recovery, being at home in nature, balancing forests, and resilience.

“Listen to your Mark. Commune with it. Share in its magic. You will find that a whole new world of power and possibility will open up to your human senses.”

Sandy and I shared a look and smiled. That was one heck of a prize! I was really curious to see how it would react and grow for someone like me. Some of the things it could do were redundant––I already had Tea for healing and Penny to increase my magical capacity––but a backup system never hurt. I really liked the idea of being at home in nature. I’d always been a city boy, but since I discovered the park in front of our House, I’d started realizing just how relaxing and rejuvenating nature could be. I especially felt close to the trees, so surely the mark of the tree people would bring that out even more? I could only hope.

As for Sandy, this prize was even better. If she’d had this mark before she had been kidnapped by Isobel, she could have magically recovered a lot faster. Plus, physical healing and better magical capacity would be a real bonus.

Seful started with Sandy. He began humming on his own first—then, one by one, the other trees started humming with him. Their harmonies overlapped, and the air was filled with the sounds of a woodland chorus. A small branch grew out of his chest, and a tiny seed grew on the branch. It was only about the size of a pumpkin seed, and I thought it would grow bigger, but instead it got packed full of magic. More and more magic flowed into it, and eventually it started shining like a little star. I thought that would be all, but magic kept flowing, and the star became brighter and brighter.

Then something flipped, and suddenly the seed wasn’t shining any more. It was still packed full of magic, but now it wasn’t radiating magic outward. It sort of reminded me of when I’d made my first matrix. I’d shone with magic too until the matrix took over and stabilized my magic structure. I could only guess that something like that had happened here.

Seful plucked the seed and approached Sandy. He rustled and Copac translated.

“Sandy Felton, Head of House Louisville, Ambassador of the Deep Earth, young mage and friend of the grove, do you freely accept the Mark of the Lagerel? Do you promise to shine on it with your regard? To nourish it with your magic? To share in its gifts and to let it contribute to your life?”

Wow. That sounded serious. That was a lot more than just, “Here you go. Nice to see you.”

Sandy took the honor seriously, too. She paused, absorbing what he’d said. Then she replied.

“I do.”

“Then receive this day the Mark of the Lagerel.”

Seful reached forward and placed the seed gently against her skin at the top of her chest. When he pulled back, the seed was gone, and Sandy had a very surprised look on her face. Nothing was said, but for a few minutes they just stared at each other. Clearly, something was going on, but I wasn’t sure what.

Sandy looked happy, though. Really happy. Her eyes shone in wonder, and she seemed both calm and excited at the same time.

Then Seful reached forward again and touched the same spot. Sandy took several deep breaths, and then she stepped back. She smiled at us serenely to let us know everything was okay.

“Jason Cole. Please step forward,” Copac commanded loudly.

I stepped up to where Sandy had stood as Seful stepped back into the center of the trees again. Once again, he started humming, and gradually the others joined in. I felt the weight of something watching me. It wasn’t Mother Creation, and it wasn’t the All-Rune. I knew what they felt like now. It was something else.

Once again, the sounds of the woodland chorus filled the air, and magic flowed into a new seed. It grew brighter and brighter, until it changed, and it didn’t shine anymore. Seful plucked the tiny seed and stepped forward.

“Jason Cole, Housemate of House Louisville, Guardian Companion, young mage and friend of the grove, do you freely accept the Mark of the Lagerel? Do you promise to shine on it with your regard? To nourish it with your magic? To share in its gifts and to let it contribute to your life?”

I felt the weight of regard increase. Something or someone much bigger than me was watching this moment. It wasn’t anywhere even close to the scale of the All-Rune, but still, it was pretty big.

“I do,” I said firmly. I felt a sense of satisfaction from the watcher. Whoever/whatever it was, it felt friendly, and it very much wanted me to have this gift.

“Then receive this day the Mark of the Lagerel.”

Seful reached forward and placed the seed gently against my skin at the top of my chest. It sank into my skin. Into my magic. And suddenly Penny was there, eyes blazing in fury, Athena battle outfit on.

‘Intruder!’ she cried, and started to attack.
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‘Stop!’ I commanded in panic.

She stopped, but she didn’t put her guard down, or relax in any way.

‘This is the Mark of the Lagerel,’ I told her quickly. ‘They are trees like Tea, only in real life and much bigger. This is a special honor from them, so please don’t destroy it.’

I quickly slipped into image mode and caught her up to date on everything that had happened. Apparently, she had powered down to a lower awareness to conserve magic, and it had been a nasty shock when she’d felt this new magic in my system. She calmed down quickly, and then we both watched the seed for a moment.

‘It’s not doing much,’ she said thoughtfully as we stared at it.

‘I think maybe we are supposed to do something to wake it up?’ I suggested.

The seed was just sitting there, suspended in my aura. My matrix worked around it, but my magic really wasn’t interacting with it.

‘Try giving it some capsules,’ Penny suggested. ‘After all, you just promised to nourish it with your magic.’

‘It’s worth a shot,’ I said. I broke down a few nodes of the matrix into its capsule form, and then pushed them towards the seed. They bumped up against the surface and just sat there. I felt like we were on the right track, but nothing was happening.

I zoomed in for a closer look and saw what I expected to see. My soul-filled, highly saturated emerald green and sapphire blue capsules were sitting right next to its leafy green surface. And neither side was changing. Both surfaces were solid, and both sides were saturated with color.

‘There’s something different on this side,’ Penny said, so I zoomed over to check it out. Now the seed was inside me, it was shaped like a sphere. I liked that as my whole matrix was based on spheres. Because of that, I’d just figured it was perfectly round, but it wasn’t. One part of it had dimples, sort of like the top of a peach. In the middle of the dimples was a hole. Maybe my magic was supposed to go in there?

I called the capsules over to me and fed a few into the opening. There was a bit of a ripple that flashed over the surface of the seed. Then it stopped.

I was supposed to ‘nourish’ this thing, so it probably wanted more. I fed it more capsules, which created more ripples. Nothing really changed, though, so I kept on feeding it.

It wasn’t long before I got tired of feeding it a few capsules at a time, so I broke down a bunch of my magic and just started shoveling it in. That did the trick. A bump rose up on the surface. Then the bump extended, forming an arm.

No––it formed a root.

Duh. This was a seed. Seeds needed water so they could form roots and start retrieving their own nutrients. Of course.

I was on the right track because the new root consisted of all three colors––mine and the seed's leafy green. I kept feeding it magic until the root grew enough to reach the matrix. It stopped at that point, and two more bumps formed. I continued to feed it magic until those roots grew enough to reach the matrix as well.

At that point, I just stepped back and watched it for a moment. The colors in the roots were slowly shifting, so something was going on. Hopefully, it had enough of a connection at this point, and it could grow from here.

‘I really don’t feel any different,’ I told Penny. ‘Can you sense anything?’

‘I can feel that it is quite complex,’ she said. ‘I think there is a lot hiding inside, but it’s just going to have to grow and become more comfortable before you find out what it is.’

She paused thoughtfully.

‘In some ways, I don’t think this is the ideal environment for the Mark.’

‘Really?’ I realized I felt that way too, but I wasn’t sure why.

‘Your magic is very organized and has a strong identity. This seed is very compact and also has a strong identity. The two identities aren’t fighting, but they aren’t exactly merging either.’

I looked at the scene, and Penny had nailed it on the head. The seed was clearly in its own space. The matrix had its own space, and the only thing that connected them was three roots. That didn’t seem like much for something that was going to grow and provide me with all the seed's benefits.

I’d have to keep working on it, but I could do that later. Hopefully, it wouldn’t be long before both magics snuggled up together and watched Netflix like besties. Right now, though, they were eyeing each other like two cats figuring out their pecking order.

With a sigh, I zoomed back out to the real world again, only to find everyone staring at me.

“Have you connected with the Mark?” Copac inquired anxiously.

“Yes,” I nodded. “I gave it some magic, and it has grown three roots.”

“That is a good sign,” Copac said encouragingly. He seemed anxious, though. I certainly wasn’t having the overwhelming connection that Sandy had experienced. “Can you hear us now? Can you talk to Seful?”

They all stared at me intently, like they were trying to telepathically beam thoughts into my head.

“Not yet,” I shook my head.

They rustled for a moment and stopped staring at me so intently. Now they just seemed a bit disappointed. I wanted to have the marvelous feeling of connection and wonder that Sandy had experienced, so I was disappointed too. Having a powerful soul wasn’t always an advantage.

“Seful feels sure it just needs a season,” Copac said. “Continue to give it your time and attention, and you will grow together.” Seful rustled a bit. “Think of it like meeting a new mouse. Sometimes the mouse comes up to you right away, nestles in your roots, and starts a family. Sometimes it takes a season before the mouse comes in where it’s safe and warm. In both cases, the connection is honest and fulfilling.”

The example was a little unusual, but I got the idea. I also realized I’d been thinking of the seed like it was a thing. Like it was some sort of magic wand for me to use. Or a new fancy remote for the TV. If I thought of it like the seed was alive in some way, then that changed everything. If it was a little mouse, I’d want to give it a home, a blanket to snuggle up in, and some food for snacks. I’d want to make sure my mouse was happy, and I’d check in on it to see if it was sleeping or wanted to play.

“Please thank Seful for his wise words,” I told Copac. “He has given me a new perspective to work with.”

I kind of wanted to zoom in and check on my seed again, but I was still the center of attention and I didn’t want to hold everything up.

“Seful promised to restore you to full power,” Copac continued, “and now that you have the Mark of the Lagerel, he can safely share his magic without blowing you up.”

Well, that was good to know. I really didn’t want to blow up, either. I liked my intestines right where they were, thank you very much.

Seful rustled.

“Your instructions are to breathe in through your new Mark. Since you are so young and inexperienced, Seful will only give you a drop at a time. Absorb what you can. If it becomes too much, just fall over.”

Working with tree people was certainly fun and different. I got analogies using mice, and falling over meant “stop”. I’m sure they thought working with humans was just as entertaining.

I nodded to show I understood, and Seful leaned forward and tapped the top of my chest where he’d placed the mark. A drop of incredibly dense mana entered my system and was immediately sucked in by the Mark.

I zoomed in, but not as far this time. Instead of thinking of it as a thing––just a sphere to be examined––I thought of it as a little ball of life. It was a tree mouse, looking for a home. That image didn’t fit exactly, but it was certainly more personal than what I had been using.

I should just think of it as a seed. Plants are alive, after all, and I do appreciate them. Especially trees. But I was a city boy, and a seed just didn’t inspire me. For now, I just needed a mental image that would let me pull Seful’s magic into my system.

Breathing seemed like a good idea, and it was something Seful had suggested. I imagined the Mark as some sort of mask, and I was sucking in air from the outside. That just made it out to be a “thing” again, and didn’t work.

Maybe go with water? Like the Mark was a water filtration device, and I was drinking out of it? What popped into my head was an Octopus—the roots were its arms and I was trying to suck on it like I wanted milk from a cow. That was just so wrong on so many levels. Needless to say, that didn’t work, and I sent mental apologies to Octa and her tangle. Ugh. Scrub that from my brain.

Okaaaaay. How about a nuclear power plant?

Nope.

A sponge and I was squeezing out the water?

Nope.

A Cadbury chocolate Easter egg? (don’t ask)

Nope.

This was frustrating. My sight and my imagination usually meant I was crazy good at this sort of stuff. The only time I’d been this stumped was when I’d spent days trying to use a charm. It just wouldn’t happen.

‘No. Don’t go down that road,’ my Analytical Side spoke up. ‘Comparing the Mark to something you’ve failed at will just lead to more frustration.’

‘I agree,’ I said, ‘but how the hell do I relate to it? There has to be a way to unlock it.’

‘Maybe start with what it seems like to you and then work towards something from there?’ he said in his dry British voice. ‘Start with your truth. However weird, or strange as it may seem.’

What was my truth? It was a ball of magic. That’s how I felt about it.

No. It was more than that. It reminded me of the cobalt slug.

It reminded me of a piece of dense magic that had invaded my aura and attempted to destroy me. That was my truth.

It wasn’t the Mark’s fault. It had done nothing wrong, and normally I probably would have warmed to it right away. It was just bad timing.

My defenses were up. Heck, even Penny’s defenses were up. It was just that the new magic had landed in a war zone. Yet, it needed a safe place. A place to grow. A place to wake up.

That tickled a thought.

A place to wake up...

It was sleeping. It was sleeping because it didn’t have enough of my magic yet.

That was just like Penny. When she didn’t have enough of my magic, she slept.

Was the Mark like Penny? Was it just a tiny little ball of magic––that with enough attention and care, would wake up and become aware just like Penny and Eggy?

I understood that.

I could get behind that.

I was used to being a source and making sure that Penny and Eggy were happy. In turn, I was used to them helping me. That’s what this Mark was, or at least, what it could be.

Sure, it was a different color, but Eggy had been a different color when he’d switched to me. I just needed to treat the Mark of the Lagerel like I did Penny when she was sleeping. I needed to exchange magic with it.

No, I needed to exchange magic with him. Until further notice, his name was Mark. And he was my little sleeping beauty.

I felt so happy. I was back in familiar territory again. I knew how to wake up sleeping charms. I just pushed magic into them and pulled magic out of them again. And I kept doing that until they reached enough saturation of my colors to wake up. I’d done this for hours on end with Penny when she’d gotten low, and I’d done it with Eggy. I’d even taken my egg to bed and done it in my sleep.

Before I thought about it too much and psyched myself out, I just started the process with Mark. I pushed magic in. Then I pulled it out.

The flow felt constricted, as it was all going through three tiny roots, but I just let that go. That wasn’t anything I needed to worry about. More roots would grow. For now, I just needed to know I could do it. That it was easy to do it.

I pushed magic in. Then I pulled it out.

I pushed magic in. Then I pulled it out.

It felt like waves on the beach. It felt like breathing.

It was natural. It was easy, and I lost myself for a while in the zen of the rhythm.

Somewhere in here, more roots grew, and the flow became so much easier. Then it became more than just communing with Mark. I felt the drop of magic that Seful had given, and I started processing it through the roots and into my system.

Mark was doing half the work for me, in that it was taking all the intense, leafy green magic and converting it into something I could use. By the time it got through the roots, it wasn’t true neutral magic, but it was pretty close. It was certainly at a density and color I could work with.

All too soon, it was gone, and I stopped pulling extra magic from Mark, as I didn’t want him to get too low and unravel. I opened my eyes and found everyone staring at me again.

“I’m happy to tell you that Mark and I have reached a new level in our relationship,” I announced.

“That is most wonderful to hear,” Copac said happily. I still couldn’t understand the Lagerel yet as he rustled and passed on the news, but I was now confident that one day I would.

“I’ve also processed the magic that Seful gave me, and I’m ready for more,” I told him. That seemed to produce a lot of rustling, but Seful leaned forward and gave me another drop.

This time I didn’t even need to close my eyes and concentrate as I’d never stopped pushing and pulling magic. I tapped into the new drop and adjusted the ratio of pulling to pushing. Soon it was gone too.

“Okay, I’m ready for more,” I told Copac politely.

“Are you sure?” he asked in concern. “Seful’s magic is very potent, and I was serious about you exploding. Too much high-density magic in your system could destroy you, or at least set your growth back several years.”

I double checked my matrix. It was doing fine. I knew what too much magic felt like, thanks to Penny flooding my system in the fight with Big Ugly, and I was nowhere near that level yet.

“Yes, I’m good. Thank you,” I replied.

“Are you really sure?” Copac persisted. “It might be that the magic is just sitting in the Mark and hasn’t been absorbed yet.” There was a lot of rustling going on.

I checked while they chatted. Nope, I’d for sure taken all the extra magic out of Mark and absorbed it.

“I’m sure,” I said confidently. “I’m ready for more. Mark has grown a bit since we started this process, so let’s try two drops this time.”

Seful regarded me for a long moment, then he leaned forward and gave me two drops. Because Mark had grown, absorbing two drops took longer, but not by much.

‘Penny,’ I called, and she was there. I quickly caught her up on what was happening, and she seemed excited to have a new baby brother. Or that’s the way I translated it. She actually sent an image of a big rock and a tiny pebble sitting close to each other. I figured that was close enough.

‘I’m sure Seful won’t want to put out enough magic to fill you up too,’ I said. ‘But I don’t think getting you out of the sleepy zone would hurt. He said he would fill me up with magic, so take what you need to feel normal, and then I’ll fill up with Seful’s magic from there.’

I was pushing the boundaries of what Seful had promised, but there was a limit to how much neutral magic I could absorb at one time. In the end, it all worked out well. Seful was surprised at just how much I could hold, but the amount he gave me was still less than he’d given Sandy, and he didn’t seem to mind. Penny was out of the sleepy zone, and I was pleasantly stuffed with power.

It wasn’t enough for me to go crazy and massively expand my gem cell shield, but I now had enough to defend myself if I needed to. This had turned out to be a very exciting evening. I now had a Mark, a whole new group of friends, and I was topped up on magic. Overall, very nice.

I was disappointed that I hadn’t found a force rune, but we had spent a lot of time with the Lagerel, and I figured everyone would want to head back to the House now. Sandy probably wanted to spend a bit of time talking with John, and I still had a bunch of centaurs to heal when I got back to the room.

With my mind already set on returning, I looked over at Sandy to see how she was doing. That’s why I was so shocked when eyes glowing with fire looked back at me.

“Sandy?” I said quickly. “Sandy, are you okay?”

She stared into space, lost in thought.

“Sandy!” I yelled, and everyone turned to look at her.

That’s when her hair caught fire.

Then the rest of her burst into flames.

Holy crap.

“Sandy!” I yelled again, just as the grass all around her started burning. The heat she was putting off was intense. If she didn’t stop now, she was going to burn the whole field up and us along with it.

She blinked.

Looked around calmly.

Then snapped her fingers, and all the flames in the grass snuffed out.

It was an impressive display of power. The flames didn’t die out. They just simply disappeared, and the grass stopped burning. She was still burning, though, and radiating crazy amounts of heat.

She looked at us and started to say something, but then the grass started burning again.

“This is tedious,” Sandy stated. But her voice didn’t sound like hers at all. Instead, she sounded like James Earl Jones from The Lion King.

Suddenly, a thick column of stone grew out of the ground under her and lifted her twenty feet into the air. She snapped her fingers again, and again the flames in the grass snuffed out. She watched them for a moment, but since she was far removed from them, they didn’t relight.

She nodded serenely, then she looked at Seful and gestured. An immense column of rock, wide enough to encompass Seful and all his roots, burst out of the ground and lifted him into the air. Then she gestured at me, and suddenly I was airborne too.

It looked awe-inspiring when Sandy had done it, but when I actually experienced getting stone-thrust into the sky, it was scary as hell! There were no handrails, no seatbelts, no safety features on this ride at all.

My stone column was about three feet wide, so it wasn’t like it was a narrow ledge, but still––twenty feet in the air is really high up. I hadn’t thought I was scared of heights until that moment. Now I wasn’t so sure anymore.

I looked down, and the centaurs and the Lagerel seemed so far below me. I felt dizzy, so I quickly sat down. I probably wouldn’t die if I fell, but I’d had all the broken bones I ever wanted. I’d much rather stay in one piece, thank you very much.

I looked back over at Sandy and she seemed fine––other than the fact that she was on fire and talking like James Earl Jones. Her clothes had burned off her, but her hair and skin seemed healthy. In fact, with the flames licking around her figure, she looked almost exactly like the woman in her glass sculpture.

“Be not afraid,” she intoned, and her voice was loud enough to roll across the plain. “I am the Deep Earth. I have claimed my Ambassador, and my Ambassador has claimed me.”

That sounded serious.

And awesome.

Well, hopefully it was awesome. Hopefully, Sandy wasn’t possessed by a powerful entity that never let her go. Or changed her into some sort of fire queen that could never wear clothes or eat real food again. Or pulled her into a volcano so he could have sex with her.

‘How many bad sci-fi movies have you seen?’ my Analytical Side said. ‘Stop being a drama queen and just go with the flow. I’m sure she will be fine.’

Having made her announcement, Sandy started moving. A wall of stone grew out of the ground, providing a wide path for her to walk on. And she was headed right for Seful.

His branch hairs were quivering like crazy, and he started making the hooting cries of his people. At first, I thought he might be scared of Sandy, but he wasn’t trying to run away or anything. Seful was an old tree with a lot of power. I’m sure he could just fly away or slide down his column if he really wanted to escape.

Her wall of rock reached his column and merged with it. Sandy stepped in front of him, and although she was much smaller physically, she seemed so much bigger for some reason.

They stared at each other for a long time––having their own private conversation. I’m not sure how long this went on for. It was long enough for me to get restless and my butt to start feeling sore. Stone was not the most comfortable thing to sit on.

Finally, Seful did a hair bow, and Sandy spoke in her Mufasa voice.

“Seful Silverleaf, Head of House Silverleaf, Ambassador of the Lagerel, Champion of the Forest, Pillar of Realm Silverleaf, and friend to many, has agreed to accept the Mark of the Deep Earth. This pleases me. This pleases him.”

Sandy held out her hand and started forming something that looked like a drop of lava. Magic roared into it, and it started glowing like a small sun.

“Fear not! For he shall be baptized by fire and become renewed.”

She touched the drop of lava to the surface of Seful––and he went up like a torch. I’d never seen something so big catch fire so fast.

I wanted to be happy for the guy, but he started doing something that I could only call screaming. He was doing his hooting cry again, but now it was really high pitched and sounded frantic.

His arms shook.

His roots started writhing like snakes.

His little hairs started thrashing like he was being electrocuted.

I freaked out, and I think everyone else freaked out too. His fellow Lagerel rustled and hooted, but there wasn’t anything they could do. CLl and NLl started prancing in agitation. But again, there was nothing they could do.

There wasn’t anything I could do either. This was just going to have to run its course.

Fortunately, it didn’t continue for long before the tone of Seful’s hoots changed. They became less “Oh fuck, I’m burning up!” and more “Oh wow, this feels trippy.” His hairs stopped thrashing around and started waving like they were underwater.

Finally, he stood up tall and calm, and the fire gradually died out. He gave a deep, long hair bow to Sandy, who nodded back. It was clear to me from that exchange that Seful was now okay. It was also clear who was more important, and the Deep Earth vastly outranked the Head of the Lagerel.

The Deep Earth then turned towards me, and another wall of stone started growing towards my column. I guess I was next.

I felt the weight of its regard before it even got close. It was taking my measure and leaving itself open to my scrutiny in return.

If I had felt the Deep Earth before meeting Mother Creation and Father All-Rune, I would have been quaking in fear. I’d already had my mind blown twice, though, so I was getting used to the feeling.

The Deep Earth was massive. Actually, it was beyond massive. Massive was being in downtown Chicago and looking up at all the skyscrapers. Massive was looking up at a mountain and realizing just how small you were. Massive was being out in the ocean, with no land in sight, and realizing just how much water there was in the world.

The Deep Earth was beyond all that. All the water in all the oceans wasn’t even one percent of the weight of the earth. As for life, there was many times more life underground than there was on the surface. It wasn’t human life, but it was still life.

I wanted to look deeper, but I was afraid of getting my mind blown again. I still felt spacey when I thought about my time with Mother Creation and Father All-Rune. Thank goodness Bermuda had been there to put me back together again.

As if he heard me thinking about him, Bermuda shifted around in the backpack and looked over my shoulder. Then he licked my ear as if to say ‘we got this!’

That snapped me out of my thoughts about the Deep Earth, and I realized where this was headed. I was going to catch on fire!

I should have been more concerned about how it was going to feel, but instead, I thought about how all of Sandy’s clothes had burned up. I couldn’t let that happen to Bermuda’s backpack. That was his safe place in the middle of this whole event.

I quickly shrugged out of the backpack and then lifted Bermuda out of it. He didn’t want to leave, and he gave me a hurt look as I kicked the now empty backpack over the side. It seemed like it took a long time to hit the ground.

Sandy was getting closer as I realized I probably wanted to save the rest of my clothes too. Especially my shoes. It always seemed like I ended up naked in my supernatural encounters. Might as well keep with tradition. At least my clothes would be available later. Having the minimum of shoes and underwear still intact would be a nice bonus.

I quickly stripped down naked and threw all my clothes over the side. Now it was just me and Bermuda, and he wanted to be picked up. I held him to my chest as he settled into my arms and gave the Deep Earth a flat stare. I don’t know if it was just the bravery of the young, or if it was because he was my guardian, but nobody intimidated Bermuda.

~~ Greetings, young one ~~

The Deep Earth spoke in sentence fragments and images, just like the All-Rune. In this case, it seemed very amused that it was going to be giving its Mark to someone as young as I was. It was used to molten rock that lasted for millions of years. Us surface dwellers were bags of water that formed, and then broke apart so quickly. If we weren’t so entertaining, it wouldn’t have bothered noticing us at all.

Do what? Humans were entertaining? I got the sense that it liked to sit back and watch its favorite show––Stupid Human Tricks. I wasn’t sure how to take that.

“Before we begin, I would like to make sure Sandy is okay,” I said politely. There wasn’t really anything I could do to a being of this magnitude, but I really wanted to make sure her mind wasn’t getting fried in there.

~~ My Ambassador ~~

It said it like ‘Duh! Of course I take care of my Ambassador. Silly human.’

It sent images of places that were totally foreign to me, and its point was that reaching up to the surface world took lots of power and attention. It wanted a focus—someone on the surface to filter what was going on and relay it back in a way that was easy to understand.

It was exceptionally rare that any surface dweller met the criteria for the focus. Sandy, however, had called upon the Earth when she had sworn to bind her magic with John’s. That had caught the Deep Earth’s attention, and it had been watching them ever since. John was rock, and on his own he wasn’t a strong enough anchor for a focus. Sandy on her own was fire. Also not strong enough for a focus. But, when they came together, they made molten rock, and that was perfect for what the Deep Earth needed.

Sandy, however, hadn’t really clued into the Earth. At least, not until tonight. Tonight, she had listened to the glass and heard it speak. That was the trigger the Deep Earth had been looking for.

It had also been wanting to connect with Seful for some reason, so this was the perfect time for Deep Earth to form a union with Sandy and John. This meant it wasn't just Sandy getting her flame on and going all possessed. It was happening right now to John too. I bet that was making for an exciting time in Louisville!

“I’m glad that Sandy and John are safe,” I continued. “I’m guessing that you are here to give me a mark? Is this something from the All-Rune? Or Creation?”

~~ Mark. Bargain ~~

I saw an image of Sandy and John’s wedding again, except it was from an outside perspective. I was standing with John. Annabeth was standing with Sandy, and Tyler was officiating the ceremony. Then it sent me images, showing Sandy had bargained for our Marks. She’d agreed to become an Ambassador for the Deep Earth, if it would give those at the ceremony its Mark. She’d told it that without us doing our part in the ceremony, she and John would not be the perfect match for the Deep Earth. Since we had helped it, it could help us.

Ohhhh.

So I wasn’t special to the Deep Earth at all.

I’d thought for sure one of my two cosmic connections had pulled some strings for this. Instead, it was Sandy being the caring person she always was and watching out for her House. Well, that was just freakin’ awesome! It also meant that Annabeth and Tyler were going to get the Mark too. Yeah-Ha!

~~ Creation? All-Rune? ~~

My question had sparked its interest, though, and for the first time, it looked at me. Like really looked at me. The weight of its attention was intense.

I couldn’t move.

I couldn’t breathe.

I felt like I was standing at the open door to a blast furnace.

Its query demanded answers, so I quickly sent back my images and memories of Mother Creation and Father All-Rune. I figured if either of them didn’t want me to share this, then they could easily stop me like they had before.

The Deep Earth knew them both and knew them well. It felt a sense of great affection for Creation. She was practical, supportive, and very down-to-earth. Pun intended.

It also had a deep respect for the All-Rune, but it really didn’t understand him. The Deep Earth had a massive consciousness, as many perspectives as it needed, and an intellect founded on trillions of microscopic life forms. But even it didn’t understand the All-Rune.

If the two of them were interested in me, then that must mean I wasn’t a normal surface life form. And now it wanted to know why.

~~ Greetings Guardian ~~

It spoke to Bermuda and Bermuda blinked back. They talked for a moment, but I wasn’t included in that conversation.

~~ Greetings Awakened One ~~

This time, it was talking to Penny. She just about melted on my finger as she totally fangirled out. She was made up of copper and zinc, and this was the consciousness of all metal and ore in the world. The Deep Earth was her God, her Chris Hemsworth crush, and her Elvis all rolled into one. I had a feeling I was going to hear about The-Day-She-Met-The-Deep-Earth for a long time to come.

They buzzed for a moment in Stonespeak, but again, I wasn’t part of the conversation.

The Deep Earth searched my connections and found Eggy. We were in totally different places, but that wasn’t a problem for a being of its power. It buzzed at Eggy, and I could feel Eggy freaking out. One moment he was sitting and having a nice think on his glass stand by the window. The next, he was speaking with the God-like entity of the Deep Earth. If he were human, he would have had a heart attack. Since he was a round piece of metal, he just rolled with it.

~~ Interesting. Source Mark ~~

The Deep Earth’s attention was back on me again. He agreed with the cosmic entities; I was young, but I was interesting. Deep Earth especially liked that I was a source for not one, but two, metal creations. It was disappointed that I was so weak at regular magic and I had no fire or stone affinity to speak of, but the fact that I could bond so well with two charms meant I had potential. Because of that, it was adding a little extra to my Mark. It would have all the powers of a regular Mark, but it would allow me to bond even better with metal or stone awakened charms.

I couldn’t imagine getting even closer with Penny and Eggy. We already had great communication and an easy transfer of magic. Maybe there was something I was missing about all this, though, and it really would kick everything up another level. It certainly couldn’t hurt to try.

“Have you given the Mark to Annabeth or Tyler yet?” I asked.

I got back a mental “No.” It was still working things out with John.

“Be sure and give both of them your full attention too,” I suggested. “Annabeth can hear magic, and Tyler can heal emotions. Both of which are very rare with our species.”

I got back a mental affirmation, and then its attention lessened back to a more normal level. Thank goodness. That much attention was a lot to handle.

I’d added in the plug for Annabeth and Tyler with the hope that the Deep Earth would become interested in them as well. If so, they might get a special Mark too.

The Deep Earth had still left itself wide open, so I decided to just ask questions while I could. After all, it’s not every day you get to talk to a freakin’ planet. It had been around for millions of years, at least, and it surely had knowledge and insight that I couldn’t find anywhere else.

“What can I do with this Mark, and how is it different from other Marks?” I asked.

~~ Primary Mark ~~

It replied, and my brain almost exploded. There were thousands of Marks in the world. Maybe hundreds of thousands. Everything had a Mark, and in turn, it was subject to greater Marks. So a species of ant had a Mark, which was a lesser version of the Mark that covered all ants, which was a lesser version of the Mark that covered insects, which was itself a lesser version of something else.

The amazing thing was, at the top of the food chain, only one step away from ‘everything’ was Deep Earth. I was getting the top of the top Mark. Only the Mark of Everything was bigger, and that was claimed by the All-Rune.

Having a Mark meant that you and the source of the Mark had a connection. There was something that you had in common, and the Mark allowed both parties to find each other, communicate with each other, and bring out the best in each other.

It wasn’t a quick thing. It wasn’t like someone got a Mark, and suddenly they were a prodigy in a new area. Instead, it just meant that growth was possible. It took time, effort, and attention. On the other hand, if a Mark was neglected, it could fade away.

The Deep Earth had blasted my brain with all the Marks, their relation to each other, and their characteristics. It was just too much for me to handle, so it was already disappearing. Before it did, though, I quickly reached for the Deep Earth Mark. What did it do?

The Deep Earth covered so much it was hard to grasp. It tried to distill it down, but it was fading fast. There were the basics, like heat, pressure, and raw materials. But to what end?

Endurance. The Earth endured. In the cold vastness of space, it was alive. It had survived much. Life had almost become extinct more than once. But the Earth lived on.

Transformation. Raw materials mixed and transformed. Atoms were crushed and realigned. Matter itself blended, grew, and created new forms.

Life. With the help of Creation, the Deep Earth was about Life. Life growing. Life changing. Life dying off and being reborn again.

Wow. That was almost too much. I took a deep breath and dove in again. This time focusing on the Mark of the Lagerel. They were the peak species in their realm, so their Mark would help me feel comfortable in their home. To a lesser extent, it was the Mark of Trees. All types of trees. So I would be able to feel trees––learn what they knew. I could help trees grow, or I could help them decay faster. For myself, I could heal better, become stronger, become more resilient.

I went to ask the Deep Earth another question and realized my time was up. Sandy had formed a drop of pure lava and magic. My Mark was ready.

“Do you accept my Mark?” the Deep Earth asked.

“Yes,” I nodded. “I accept and I thank you.”

I was getting nervous now. This was the part where I burned up.

“Jason Cole, Member of House Louisville, Witness to my Ambassadors, Source of Penny, Source of Eggy, Companion of a Celestial Guardian, Friend of the Lagerel, Regarded by Creation, Regarded by the All-Rune, and Champion of the Balance, has agreed to accept the Mark of the Deep Earth. This pleases me. This pleases him.”

Sandy held up the drop. It was blazing with so much magic, I shouldn’t have been able to look at it. Instead, I stared at it in wonder.

It felt so inviting.

It felt like a warm fire on a cold winter's day.

It felt like the first day of spring.

I should have been scared, but I wasn’t.

Instead, I felt excitement.

Anticipation.

“Fear not! For he shall be baptized by fire and become renewed.”

Sandy touched the drop to my chest, and I burst into flames.

It was wonderful.

I was wrapped in a warm blanket of fire, while a drop of pure possibility entered my system. If I hadn’t been so comfortable with Penny and Eggy, I’m certain it would have occurred very differently. If I had tried to resist it, I’m sure it would have been very painful as it melted its way into my magic.

Instead, I closed my eyes and welcomed it with open arms. This Mark was tailor-made for me. It matched my three connections of Penny, Eggy, and Bermuda. It was gifted to me by my friend and Head of Household, Sandy. There was nothing to fear.

I sucked that small sun inside and gave it a home in my magic next to the Mark of the Lagerel. I didn’t put them too close in case they reacted negatively to each other, but they seemed fine. If anything, the tree seed seemed to enjoy the light and heat, treating it like a life-giving sun.

Once the lava was in place, it started sending little capsules of orange magic throughout my system. I’d been worried about the Mark of the Lagerel contaminating my system with its leaf green magic. Now I saw that was what it was supposed to do.

The Mark of the Deep Earth was way more powerful than the Lagerel. I couldn’t have resisted its lava capsules if I’d tried. Instead, I just welcomed them, and they set up shop in the spaces between my matrix. Soon my whole body was flooded with a light dusting of orange magic, and I felt fine.

I waited for a bit, but nothing else happened. I’d have to see how to incorporate my new Marks in my matrix, but that could wait until we got back to Louisville. For now, I had some leaf green magic, much more lava orange magic, and all of my regular emerald green and sapphire blue magic.

I opened my eyes and gave Bermuda a kiss. That’s when I realized I was still holding him and he was on fire too!

My heart skipped a beat, but I stayed calm and took a second look. He was torching out, just like me, but he seemed totally unconcerned. Instead, he gave me a contented look and started purring lightly.

I kissed him a second time. Thank goodness he was okay. Then I kissed him a third time for good measure.

Sandy gestured, and all the stone started sinking back into the ground again. It happened much more sedately this time, like a slow elevator, so I could enjoy the experience.

My fire died out before we reached the ground, and so did Sandy’s. I felt the massive presence of the Deep Earth fade away as Sandy blinked and came back to herself.

“Well, that was certainly interesting,” she said.

Then she passed out.

At this point, I’d had enough excitement for the evening. I just wanted to get back to our suite.

The trees were all gathered around Seful, and it looked like they were holding him up. He was swaying a bit and looked exhausted. His hair branches hung limp, and his eyes were closed.

Copac hurried over.

“I am so sorry, but we must end our fellowship,” he said regretfully. “To say this night has been eventful would be an understatement. I trust you will understand.”

I bowed deeply.

“We also must rush back to our suite,” I gestured at Sandy on the ground, “so we understand completely. Please give our congratulations to Seful when he is recovered. Also, please convey how wonderful it was for us to meet you and the rest of the Lagerel. We will treasure this night forever.”

“I will deliver your words and well wishes,” Copac said quickly. “May we meet again and drink pure waters together.” He hair-bowed and hurried off.

I was so very grateful when NLl and CLl hurried over with my clothes.

“Wonderful,” I mumbled. Why was I mumbling? I felt like I didn’t have enough energy to talk.

“Put my clothes on Sandy, and then help us get into the House. Avoid the fair if you can.” I tried to say more, but just ran out of energy. Suddenly, it was all I could do to stay on my feet. Thank goodness the centaur llamas were there.

NLl put my pants and shirt on Sandy while CLl put my underwear, socks, and shoes on me. Then they grabbed the backpack, picked both of us up, and headed across the field, back to the House.

We didn’t go in the main entrance, thank goodness. I’m sure we would have earned a few stares and started a rumor or two. Instead, we went into a secret side entrance for centaurs and took their corridors all the way back to the suite.

When we went through the fireplace, I was completely shocked to see our sitting room packed with centaurs. This evening's events had been so big, and I was now so tired, I’d completely forgotten that tonight was healing night.

There was MMm and his grandmother, the Captain and her husband, and Goggles and his partner. They stared at me in confusion as CLl carried me inside wearing only underwear and shoes. The looks turned to alarm when NLl entered carrying an unconscious Sandy.

I was so incredibly tired. All I wanted to do was go to bed and sleep for a day. But I had a job to do, and everyone had made a special effort to be here tonight. As long as my magic still worked reliably, I needed to pull it together and hand out some healing.

“I know this looks unusual,” I told everyone quickly, “but don’t be alarmed. We’ve just had a very interesting evening, and it has resulted in what you see here now. Tonight is still a go. Just give me a few minutes to get ready.”

I looked at NLl.

“Please put Sandy to bed and stay with her. I’m sure she’s fine, but if not, let me know, or get in touch with Aamya.”

I gave CLl a tired pat.

“Take me to the bedroom and help me get some clothes on.”

I was too weak to stand up, so CLl just laid me on the bed and I got dressed that way. It was awkward, but it worked. One thing I really needed to check was if my soul creations were good to go.

‘Tea?’ I called.

‘Here,’ he replied instantly. ‘I’ve been waiting for you to call. You certainly collect interesting experiences.’

‘You can say that again,’ I said. ‘Are you and your grove doing okay? I was afraid the new lava magic in my system might have messed you up somehow.’

‘Fortunately, we are all safe and doing well,’ he said happily. ‘I was originally afraid we were going to get burned up, but it looks like we can touch the new magic and it doesn’t do us any harm. I’m not sure how to use it, though. I tried absorbing a tiny piece, but that didn’t work. I also tried adding it to a spore, but that didn’t work either.’

‘Don’t worry about it for now,’ I told him. ‘I think it’s something that will unlock over time. For now, though, I have several centaurs in the next room that need healing. Are you up for that?’

‘Of course!’ he replied happily. ‘There is nothing wrong with my grove. We are happy to help and ready to go!’

‘Thank you so much,’ I said sincerely. ‘You’re the best.’

Now I needed to touch base with the battery side of this operation.

‘Red, how are you feeling?’

‘I’m feeling great!’ Red sounded very happy, like he usually did. ‘I know what’s coming up, and we are ready to go. You can count on us!’

‘Thank you!’ I said. ‘Show time in about five minutes.’

CLl had been waiting patiently while I checked my magic. When I opened my eyes, he helped me sit up. I felt like one of those Tube men or Air Dancers like you see at a car sales event. My arms felt like spaghetti, and I was having trouble staying upright. Taking two Marks in one evening had really worn me out.

“I was hoping I could stand,” I told him wryly, “but that isn’t going to happen. I guess just carry me into the sitting room and prop me up on the sofa. Then I’m going to need coffee. Lots of coffee.”

“Of course, young master,” CLl said affectionately, and made it happen.

The coffee helped a lot, although it was probably a bad idea to drink caffeine that late at night. Everyone wanted to know what had happened to put us in such a state. I tried to get on to healing, but everyone was still wound up about our entrance, and I realized we weren’t going to be able to move past it until they heard something.

So I let CLl tell the story, and he did a great job. Hearing about us breaking through the hedges, rising out of the ground on stone, and bursting into flames––it sounded more exciting than I’d remembered. I guess I’d been too wrapped up in the moment to truly appreciate the adventure of it all. Fortunately, he didn’t know any of the mental conversations, so he didn’t give any secrets away.

MMm wished he could have been there to help. Goggles wondered if there would have been some way to bet on the hedges, and the Captain wondered where House Atayk security was during all this. Finally, I’d had enough coffee to get started, and everyone was ready to move on.

I started with the Captain and her husband. I gave each of them an Ent and a Gem Cell and chatted with them for a while to make sure everything was going well. The Captain initially refused healing. She said she was just there for her husband, but he said that was silly. He was only going to go through with it if both of them could be renewed and have a wonderful life together. Then he read her a poem he’d written for that night, telling her how much she meant to him and how proud he was of his wife. When he finished, she was tearing up, and she agreed to go through the healing process too.

I thought they were a lovely couple and a great pairing. She seemed responsible and organized, and he matched her by bringing creativity, fun, and chaos. Both of them had a regular-sized core and both of them seemed fine, so I didn’t think there was any need for them to go through the Shrine.

Goggles and his partner were next. They seemed easy and comfortable together, and both of them were very happy to get renewed. I was curious what their life was like, but apparently being gay was accepted in centaur llama society. It was a bit unusual, but still very much accepted.

By this time, the mushrooms were really hitting the Captain and her husband, so I suggested they spend the night out in the Memorial Garden. They would be safe, and they could lay down in the grass and look at all the stars. Goggles and his partner hurried out through the scrim with them, and I could see them all getting settled together.

I met MMm’s grandmother next, and she was a hoot. She was completely charming and a little naughty. She asked if all the young studs were going to come running after she got renewed, and I said that I certainly hoped so! MMm just laughed and rolled his eyes.

One thing I noticed right away was that her magic core was only slightly smaller than MMm’s and it was showing signs of wear. I told him that as soon as she recovered from the healing, she needed to get into the Shrine.

I also asked him to stay and watch the group overall and make sure nobody wandered off. He assured me he was on it. My last productive thought was to ask my Surfer Dudes to bring the Ent and Gem Cells back to me when they were done. Normally, I would have just left them there, but for now, I didn’t want to lose any magic.

Now it was done, CLl picked me up and put me to bed. Bermuda was already curled up on my pillows, waiting for me. I kissed him, and we snuggled like we always did. Finally being in bed and able to relax felt wonderful. I gave a deep sigh––letting go of all the excitement of the day. Bermuda started purring, and his contentment washed over me as I gently fell asleep.


23 Change of Plans

I had a restless, dream-filled night. They weren't the nice type of dreams either—like wishing upon a star, or having endless nookie with Tyler. These were weird dreams—like I was deep underground, and my bones were crushed and compressed into diamonds. Then, somehow, I was walking around New York City as a diamond skeleton and people were giving me money because they thought I was a street act. I didn’t have anywhere to store the money since I didn’t have pockets, so I went into a bank to open an account. The teller put on one of those eyepieces that jewelers use and examined me all over. He said my diamond wasn’t worth much, although a few bones were salvageable. My cut was good, but my diamond color and clarity were terrible.

I had more crazy dreams like that, too. I was trying to buy a suit at the mall, but my balls were so big I had to carry them around in a wheelbarrow. The snooty sales person told me they didn’t have a suit that would fit my size and I needed to leave. I told him I wanted to see his manager, and he said his manager wouldn’t have a suit that would fit me either. Now I needed to get out, as he wanted to eat his french fries while they were still hot.

I woke up at one point and I felt so hot, even though I was shivering like I was cold. When I finally woke up for real in the morning, I was exhausted. I was deeply touched to discover CLl had stayed with me all night, just to make sure I was going to be okay.

I spent a few minutes checking out my new Marks. I traded a bit of magic with both of them, but there didn’t seem to be any changes from last night.

I started my day off with a shower, but it only made me feel marginally better. Once Sandy and I both entered the sitting room for breakfast, CLl and NLl left to start their day. We received hugs and llama kisses and agreed to meet again for supper.

Breakfast was quiet. Sandy looked as bad as I felt, but we were both determined to persevere and make it through. We both moved like we were really old people with horrible arthritis, and after a bit it started to get funny.

When we got out in the hallway and started trying to jog to our first discussion, I was pretty sure we looked ridiculous. Sandy confirmed it when she said we looked like two peasants in Siberia trying to make it through a snowstorm. For some reason, we thought that was hysterical, and laughed all the way to the meeting room. When Balaji and Aamya saw us arrive, they thought maybe we’d partied a little too hard last night. They were quick to point out that since we were such young supernaturals, we couldn’t expect to keep up with the more powerful folks. We needed to take care of ourselves and make sure we were getting an adequate amount of sleep.

Sitting down for the discussion didn’t help us either. I nodded off two times and Sandy at least three, before she leaned over and suggested we come up with a different plan.

“We desperately need to do something different today,” I said back. “We are right down in front, which is normally a great place to be, but I feel like we’re being so disrespectful, falling asleep like this.”

“I completely agree,” Sandy said softly. “It’s just that I can’t help it. I’m so tired. Anyway, I suggest we turn this into a rest day and hit it again tomorrow. I know you wanted to go to the concert tonight, but I’m just not sure I can make it.”

“Forget the concert,” I replied. “There will be other Gatherings, and we can go to the concert then. I do feel like we should do a little something, though. Even if it’s only to wake up, eat supper, and have a brief walk through the Memorial Garden.”

She nodded thoughtfully.

“What do you think about having another go at finding your force rune at the fair?”

Ohhhh. Now that sounded good.

“We know how the fair is laid out, and we’ve already looked at several shops. This time it could be a targeted shopping trip. We’d just get in, shop for the charm, and get out. No chocolates or home goods or glass blowing.”

I loved the idea, and we told Balaji and Aamya, who quickly agreed it was a wonderful idea too. We must have looked pitiful as we hobbled off, because Balaji picked us up and flew us all the way back to our suite. I was so grateful and so out of it that I gave him a full llama kiss.

“Sorry, been around the llamas too long,” I mumbled as his eyebrows shot up.

I was asleep within three minutes of walking inside. This time my sleep was deep and restful, and I woke up feeling much better. I still wasn’t perfect, but I now had a bit of energy.

Sandy was doing much better also, and we were joined for supper by NLl, CLl, MMm, and his grandmother. She’d been through the Shrine and came out the other side as a natural. Once again, it felt like a nice family supper, as everyone shared stories about their day. MMm’s grandmother was going down the same path as CLl, as she now looked and felt a lot younger. She was positively bursting with fresh energy and just coming to grips with the fact that her life wasn’t going to end soon. Instead, she had a whole new world of adventure opening up for her.

In some ways, I think it was overwhelming for her too, as I saw MMm giving her loving glances and making sure she was taken care of when she got lost in thought. At one point, she started talking about MMm and being able to see him really grow up. The emotions got too much for her, and MMm gave her a big hug and told her she was being an old fuddy. CLl, of course, chimed in with how wonderful being with family was and how grateful he was to spend even more time with NLl, which caused him to get all misty-eyed too. NLl then gave him a big hug and told him he was being an old fuddy as well.

“I’m the young one,” I told Sandy, “so you gotta be the old fuddy!” Then I gave her a huge, exaggerated hug. She just laughed and hugged me back.

“That’s right! And you can’t get rid of me either. I’m your fuddy godmother for life!”

That was the perfect comment to lighten the moment, and soon we were back to eating and telling stories again. We also got an update on the centaur supernaturals—twelve mages and a hundred and twenty-two naturals so far. And the numbers were still going up.

The Centaur Nation was beside itself with joy at finally being represented in the supernatural world. The talk shows and Recorders had lots of new llamas to interview and stories to tell, so NLl and CLl were old news now. It wasn’t like they could go back to their old lives, though, as they were still the de facto leaders of the supernaturals, and there was a lot that needed to be worked out with the Council and House Atayk.

We also learned that the healing last night had been successful for everyone. I was glad to hear that, as I was still secretly worried that the new power in the Marks had messed with my abilities somehow.

Bermuda sat at the table with us in his little hammock seat. Whoever was making the food had fashioned a special treat for him. He had a plate of little creations that looked like bugs. They looked as though they were made of something like brown gravy jelly, and Bermuda loved them. The chef had arranged them like ant soldiers defending a stash of tuna against an invading group of beetles. We all thought it was such a neat presentation, but Bermuda gobbled up both sides of the conflict, and then ate the tuna too. He spent the next several minutes licking his chops and looking very pleased with himself.

Once supper was over, I checked with Sandy and she was still game to continue our search at the fair. NLl said she wanted to stay behind and work on some outfits for us for the next day. I thought that was great, as I wasn’t sure what we should wear when meeting the Council, but I was sure it wasn’t jeans and a t-shirt.

Sandy said we were just going for a brief trip and we would be fine on our own, but that was quickly shut down. I couldn’t argue as CLl and NLl’s help had been invaluable last night. In the end, the centaurs decided that MMm and his grandmother would go with us. She was feeling full of energy and said she could easily carry one of us if she needed to. I already knew Mr. Muscles could carry me just fine.

Sandy reiterated that this was a quick shopping trip. We were going in, finding the rune, and getting out. No stopping for chocolates or casual browsing. MMm’s grandmother said she was quite used to managing a herd of centaurs and getting everyone where they needed to be. She would make sure we stayed on mission.

I just chuckled inside, as she was a talker, and I could see her being the one that got most easily distracted. I also realized I couldn’t keep calling her MMm’s grandmother, so I gave her a nickname—GMm. That stood for Grandma Muscles, and she loved it. She started flexing to show she had big guns now. MMm just laughed and had a flex off with her, so she switched to telling stories about how skinny MMm was when he was little. Watching MMm squirm as she told kid stories about him was delightful.

Everyone got ready faster than I expected, and soon we were heading down the hallway again. Bermuda was in his backpack, ready for another interesting evening. I had my four Surfer Dudes with us, gliding along and keeping all sixteen eyes out for danger.

This was GMm’s first time seeing the underwater theme, and MMm took great joy in pointing out all the fun details. We took the Manful Staircase to the first floor, and GMm really appreciated all the stone men on display. She especially liked the Adam statue on the first floor, although she said he needed a proper rump to round him out.

Once we were out the front door and into the garden, Sandy revealed she had a plan of attack. She’d looked through all of her welcome stuff for the Gathering and found a map of the fair. She brought it up with her Bank Stamp and then made it visible for the rest of us. She’d marked all the charm shops and crossed out the ones we’d already visited.

Looking at the overview, I realized we’d mostly covered the left side of the garden last night. There were still several charms shops on the right that might have what I wanted.

We started with the nearest shop, but it was on the main walk and close to the front of the House, so it was super expensive. It was laid out like the fancy wand shop. Each charm had its own spotlight and own fairy. The cheapest charm was over a hundred thousand pearls, so we moved along quickly. As we moved off the main path, the prices came down a lot, but were still way beyond what I had to work with.

True to her word, GMm kept us on track, even though she kept pointing out all the fun places we passed. We hit eleven shops, zigzagging to reach them all, but nobody had a charm that sounded right, or prices that I could afford. We again ran into the problem where the charms were shielded and I would have to pay to examine them. I understood why they did it, as it made the charms seem more mysterious, and therefore more valuable. It also probably limited their charm designs getting stolen, but the whole system was just frustrating.

Finally, we ended up in the last shop that Sandy had marked, and it was way in the back of the garden and well off the main path. It was called the Tin Charm, which sounded like it shouldn’t be too expensive, but the entrance was shaped like a pair of boobs in a bright red bikini. That didn’t give me a lot of hope.

Once we got inside, though, I saw it was clean and well organized. It also had a bit of an identity crisis, as it couldn’t seem to figure out if it was a porn shop or a serious seller of magic. The Shop Friend reminded me a bit of Jessica Rabbit. She wasn’t bad—she was just drawn that way. She had purple hair—and yes, the carpet matched the drapes—and enormous boobs that would have made her fall over in real life. She did nothing for me, but I’m sure she was a hit with the bachelor party crowd. It also occurred to me that she wasn’t very true to life, so she probably wasn’t threatening to the bachelorette type crowd either.

The goods at the front of the store were all about shaking it, thrusting it, enhancing it, or strapping it on. The best part was, none of it was shielded, so I picked out some promising toys and dove into their inner workings. They had the force rune alright. Some of them had multiple force runes, but they were all made out of straight lines and looked like Sandy’s charm.

Sandy and GMm were having a wonderful time distracting the Shop Friend and asking all kinds of naughty questions. MMm looked nervous and stuck with me the whole time. I shook my head at Sandy to let her know I’d come up blank, and we headed deeper into the store.

That’s when things changed. The toys faded away, and real charms for real mages made an appearance. The back section was pretty big, almost as large as the fancy charm shops, and there were way more customers. The Shop Friend changed from a Jessica Rabbit type to more of a Tinker Bell, and I saw several of the customers picking up the charms, testing them out, and making purchases. This was a lot more like how I thought a charm store should be.

We got to meet the shop owner, a mousy little mage who introduced himself as Moptop. I’d never heard of anyone called that before, but he said it was a nickname and he’d left his real name behind long ago.

Sandy talked shop with him while I continued looking around, and once he found out she could make charms, he really opened up. I only half listened as I was mentally zooming in and out of the different charms. I was in heaven, as none of them were shielded. It wasn’t long before he turned to me.

“You have the look of a man who is searching for something,” he told me in a questioning voice.

“I’m searching for a force rune,” I said, “but I’m looking for one that is very fast. I’m trying to make a shield, and I need something that can repel fast projectiles.”

I liked the shop a lot. It wasn’t trying to hide anything, so I decided to just be open too. Maybe if I told him exactly what I needed, he could help me find it. I finally had some pearls, so I didn’t mind paying for a charm. I just needed to find the right one.

I thought he’d be surprised, but he nodded like he got questions like this every day.

“You are a very young mage to have already begun searching for specific runes,” he said, “but I’m not surprised after talking to your mentor. She is well on her path to becoming a master of charms.

“I’m afraid I can’t help you directly, as I don’t make these charms myself. Instead, I have an entire network of amateur charm makers that list their goods with me for sale. Running a shop is a whole different skill set from making charms, and it takes a lot of time and attention to do it right. Most amateur crafters don’t have the aptitude, inclination, or selection of goods to start their own charm Collection. So, instead, I get to display their wares and have wonderful chats with people like you. It is nice being in the charm business without having to do all the work.”

He smiled happily.

“It’s profitable and fun for both me and my suppliers. It is always best when both parties are happy, right? Who knows, maybe one day you will become a charm maker yourself and we can talk business, eh?”

I liked this guy. He didn’t look like much, but he seemed to run a wonderful shop.

“I’d love that,” I said sincerely. “I don’t know anything about haggling, Shop Friends, or setting up for a fair. I’d much rather leave that to you. I do have a question, though.”

Moptop nodded and got a serious look.

“Why are charms so expensive?”

He burst out laughing. Then he looked at Sandy.

“Has he made his first charm yet?”

“Not yet,” she replied. “But I’m sure he will before much longer.”

Moptop chuckled again and gave me a sympathetic smile.

“My young mage, I’m not laughing at you. I’m chuckling at myself and how innocent I once was.”

His voice took on a lecturing tone. It sounded like this was a conversation he’d had many times before.

“You have to understand, I travel to many fairs and tournaments each year, and the question I’m always asked by young mages like yourself is why are charms so expensive. All fresh mages think you just need to memorize a pattern, find a suitable material as your base, and then simply make a charm. Right?”

I’d never made a charm, or even talked to Sandy about how to make them. She’d wanted me to at least get to the point where I could use them first. Then she’d said we could talk about the details of charm crafting. I just pretended like I knew what he was talking about and nodded confidently.

“The process really is that simple. But the execution––ahhh––that’s where it gets tricky. You see, you have to keep the whole pattern in your head the entire time, and it can’t waver at all. Every line has to be crisp––every detail exact. If you think that’s easy, try writing your name, then try writing it again, except you have to keep it looking completely the same as the first time. You have to start at the same place, swirl your letters exactly the same, dot your i’s and cross your t’s exactly the same. It’s much harder than you think, and you’re using something you’ve written all your life. When you’re making a charm, you need to be at least as familiar––if not more so––as writing your name.

“Most mages give up at this step. They find they don’t have the patience, or the mental ability, to do what is needed. My rough estimate is only about one in a hundred mages continue on to the next step.

“The next step is to actually burn the charm into the material. Depending on how complex the layout is, that can involve a lot of magic. The magic must be powerful enough to create the magic channels and leave a residue of magic in the lines of the charm. Some lucky mages have a high flow, so they can burn quickly. If you are not so lucky, then you must keep applying magic while keeping the perfect image in your mind and not moving it at all. Again, very few mages have the magical stability and flow to burn a good charm. Probably only one in a hundred mages continue on to the third step.

“The final step is to keep growing and learning, and to not get discouraged when you make failed charm after failed charm. Take yourself, for example. If you start with a simple charm and put in the practice and work, you might need to try ten or twelve times before you would get your first successful charm. It takes a lot of power to burn a charm, though, so it will probably take you a month to recharge between attempts. That means it would probably take a year of effort for you to make one successful charm.”

He paused to let that sink in.

A year? It takes a talented mage a year to make their first charm? That’s insane. No wonder most mages don’t continue on to become charm masters. Of course, I wasn’t most mages.

“I can see by your face that already you think there is no way it will take you a year to make your first charm,” he burst out laughing again. “Ahhhh. To be so young.

“You might well be right, though. You might be the one-in-a-million mage that has a high flow, a high capacity, unlimited patience, excellent visualization, and a teacher willing to share what she’s learned. Still, just imagine with me that it took you a year to make your first successful charm. How valuable would it be to you?”

“I’d never sell it,” I said honestly. “I might sell my second or third one, but I’d never sell my first one. Especially if I went through so much to get it right in the first place.”

“For sure,” Moptop continued. “Now, let's fast forward a hundred years or so. You’ve researched, tested, and perfected a charm that you think other mages will want. It’s complicated, so you only get it right one out of five burns. Your power has improved, but what you need to burn has increased too, so you can gather enough magic to try every week. That means you can make about ten charms a year.”

He paused again to let that sink in.

“Now, how valuable are these charms to you?”

“Really valuable,” I admitted. “I’d want to sell them for a lot. I’ve seen charms for a hundred thousand pearls, so I’m not sure it would be as valuable as that, but I’d want to get as much as I could.”

He nodded.

“And that is the level of charms that I have here. These charms are made by mages that can only make less than twenty charms a year. They have other sources of income and other things they do, but charm making has become a passion of theirs. They are always pushing themselves to perfect their craft. They are looking to increase their success rate, as well as broaden the selection of charms they can make.

“I love charms, and I’m passionate about the craft, but I’m terrible at making them. I’m a good shopkeeper, though, so this is my contribution. And maybe someday you’ll make your own contributions too.”

He smiled kindly and patted my arm in a fatherly way. He also had a slightly quizzical look. I think I confused him a bit, as I hadn’t burned my first charm, and yet I was already looking for a specific rune. He probably figured this was some sort of learning exercise from Sandy.

“For now, though, I must excuse myself. Please continue to look around. I hope you find what you’re looking for.”

He bowed politely to us and hurried off to meet with another customer. I turned to Sandy.

“Is what he said true? Are the number of mages that can make charms really that low?”

She nodded.

“Yes. If anything, he overstated how many successful mages there are. I can make charms, but only because I can burn them quickly. I don’t have to hold the image of the charm for long. I’m not the best at visualizing complex shapes, but I’m getting better. I was also very lucky to have a patient teacher that was willing to open up and show me what she knew.”

“That leads me to another question,” I said. “How on earth did you get so many charms? Now I know how valuable they are––I've realized you’re carrying around a small fortune.”

She chuckled.

“You’re right. They are valuable, and I probably shouldn’t be carrying around so many of them. It’s just that I’ve found they are all useful in one situation or another, and I can’t bear to leave any of them behind. As for how I got them––I traded for them.”

Ahhh. That made a lot of sense. I’d only been thinking about buying charms.

Sandy knew me too well. She’d know I’d want the rest of the story, so before I could ask, she continued with her tale.

“Liddia, my mentor in House Chicago, taught me how to make my first charm using a light rune. It’s a great first charm for training, but it’s not valuable at all. I did well enough that she decided to jump way ahead in complexity and taught me how to make a healing charm. She said that no matter where I went, a healer was always welcome.

“She was right, too. It took a lot to accurately memorize the healing charm layout, and even longer to finally burn my first one successfully. Mages are always getting hurt for a variety of reasons, and everyone wants to have a healing charm. Originally, I sold my charms with the idea of buying what I needed, but I quickly found that trading charms was a lot more effective.

“Liddia also gave me several of her older charms with the hope that I would be able to reverse engineer them and figure out how to make them myself. With John’s help, I have been able to figure a lot of them out. Just knowing how they are laid out isn’t good enough, though. I still need to be able to visualize the layout well enough to get a successful burn. Like Moptop said, it really is a lot harder than you would think.”

The talk had given me a lot of ideas. I would need more information before I actually made anything, but I was already sure the ‘visualize and burn’ method wasn’t the only way of making charms.

“So how does the golem core fit into what you know about making charms?” I asked.

“It doesn’t.” Sandy sighed. “It’s beyond anything I know, or have heard, about how this process is done. There was no way that golem core was made with one burn. It had at least a couple hundred runes and thousands of logical connections. Whoever made that core is a master beyond anyone here at the fair.”

“The good news is that we know something like that is possible,” I said. “I also have a few ideas, but I don’t want to discuss them here. When we get back to Louisville, I’d like to revisit your healing charm and see if we can’t find a different process of making it.”

Sandy loved making charms, and I could see she was dying to ask what I had in mind. But instead, she swallowed her questions, and we went around the rest of the store, searching for a good force rune.

I searched the whole store from top to bottom, and the more I looked, the more discouraged I became. I saw a lot of runes and some charms with very complex inner diagrams. Knowing what I did now about the visualize and burn method, I could only admire the amount of work that had to have gone into making them.

Finally, I was done. I’d looked everywhere and hadn’t found a single good force rune. We said goodbye to Moptop, and he and Sandy exchanged contact information. I was pretty sure he hoped to get some healing charms from her at some point in the future.

I also made a mental note to suggest this place to Annabeth as well. Her charms were more of the ‘feel good’ variety, but right now she was just selling them as novelty items on Etsy. Hopefully, she could get a lot more for them through Moptop. I’d seen a lot of charms that did things, but none of them made you actually feel happier.

When we got outside again, I felt restless. That was our last possible place to get what I wanted, and we’d come up empty. I wasn’t ready to give up yet, but there wasn’t anywhere else to look.

“How long have we been searching tonight?” I asked Sandy.

“About two and a half hours,” she said. “Considering we hit twelve shops, that isn’t too bad.” She paused for a moment, giving everyone a quick look.

“I know we said we were only going to do targeted shopping, but I’m in the mood for a snack, and I’d love to show MMm and GMm the chocolate shop. Jason, are you alright if we go there before we head back?”

“Of course,” I nodded. “Something sweet sounds nice, and it would be fun to check out the chocolate art again.” I looked at MMm and GMm. “You guys are in for a treat!”

I did my best to let my disappointment fall away as we walked to the other side of the garden. I’d had a good search, but finding the rune was harder than I’d expected. That was alright. Not everything in life came easy.

Now I’d examined a lot of items and charms, I realized just how rare it was to see a charm with flow. All the charms I’d seen used straight lines with even widths. I’d been very lucky that Annabeth had the old half-crushed healing charm when I’d been trying to make Tea. That really was the only charm I’d seen so far that had lines that looked like they had been drawn with a calligraphy pen.

The chocolate shop ended up being the perfect counterpoint to our serious shopping. I felt emotionally drained from the constant searching, and MMm and his grandmother’s wonder at all the chocolate art was refreshing. I knew they liked adventure and discovering new things, and they ate it up. Literally, in this case, as Sandy treated everyone again.

I got the phoenix egg again, as well as the rainbow colored unicorn egg, but this time I also ate a whole table setting of a plate, knife, fork, spoon, and wine glass. They were much smaller than real life, of course, or it would have been way too much chocolate, but there was just something neat about edible tableware.

Our centaur companions were having so much fun that Sandy suggested we go and visit Henry at The Spinning Tale. It had been so wonderful to be there for NLl and CLl’s first magic, and she wanted the same for MMm and GMm. I thought that sounded like a great idea, so we headed on down the path again.

Henry had other customers when we first arrived, so we all looked around the shop and admire his work again. I still had Bermuda with me in the backpack, but he seemed calm, so I hoped everything would be okay.

It wasn’t long before Henry was free, and he was delighted to see us again. He was also more than happy to give the test of glass creation to two brand new supernaturals. He gave them his standard lecture about creating, rather than destroying, and then handed them both a clear glass rod. GMm went first, and she wove a basket out of glass. As in, the glass actually split into strips and then wove under and over and all around to form a small basket. It was totally cool to see, and again, Henry was blown away by her talent. Come to find out, GMm did a lot of weaving as a hobby, and even sold some of her goods.

MMm went next, and he made a perfectly round glass marble. I was surprised to see what he’d chosen to make, but he said he’d played with marbles as a kid and he’d loved imagining finding whole new worlds inside them. Plus, they just rolled and rolled and rolled, and he liked the idea of being that free to travel.

Henry seemed very impressed, as he said it was quite hard to make something perfectly round. We didn’t notice anything else until he put it in the stasis box and turned on the light. That’s when we realized there was a whole little world inside the marble. It was clear glass on clear glass, so it wasn’t something you could see until the light hit it just right. Then we could see a town built onto the side of a hill. There were buildings, trees, and a road leading through it.

“My goodness,” I exclaimed. “MMm, this is awesome!”

“I thought about making a scene, but I wasn’t sure it would come out,” MMm said. He seemed a bit shy from all the attention. I was discovering that for all his muscles and good looks, MMm was a sensitive soul.

Once again, the whole experience was transformative for the centaurs. This was their first magic, and it really drove home the realization that they were different now. They really were supernaturals. They both teared up, and there were lots of hugs all around. GMm came across as totally fun-loving and full of stories, but she was a sensitive soul as well.

I had Sandy use my pearls to buy them lots of glass sticks as well so they could play around later. We were all finished up and ready to head out when I had an idea.

“Henry, I’m sure you know all the vendors in the fair, so maybe you can help us. Do you know of anyone that would have an old-fashioned force rune?”

“Old-fashioned?” he asked.

I hadn’t really thought about it like that until the words popped out of my mouth. But, yes, old-fashioned seemed to fit.

“Some time ago, I ran across a healing rune in an old charm that had been half crushed. The rune was slightly different from the modern healing rune that is in use today. I’ve found the old version of the rune to be more versatile and more useful for what I need. I now need a force rune, and I’m hoping to find an older version of the rune to work with. We’ve already been to every charm shop on the map and haven't found it yet. I’ve even looked inside appliances to see if the force rune they have is the older kind.”

“Have you already been to the Tin Charm?” Henry asked. “It’s got some interesting items in the front of the store, but once you get past them, it turns into a real magic shop.”

“Yes, we’ve been there,” I said. “And the front of the store is certainly interesting! The girls were loving all the merch. Speaking of that, why does Moptop have a porn store for half his shop? That seems like an interesting choice.”

“Several years back, the other charm merchants didn’t like how he did business. He didn’t have as many charms and they weren’t at the highest quality, but they were a lot cheaper and he was very open about what he was selling. His business grew quickly, and rich customers that used to go to their shops now went to see him instead. So they all got together and tried to run him out of business.

“In my opinion, he responded in a very smart way. He switched his entire shop to sell adult novelties, and all the fancy charm shops backed off quickly. They didn’t want to have any association with that. Then he rebuilt his charm business in the back half. The charm shops still leave him alone, as their posh clients wouldn’t be caught dead in a porn store. He’s no threat to them, and the clients he caters to probably don’t have the pearls to shop at the big stores.”

Well, that was interesting. Moptop didn’t look like much, but he was a fighter in his own way. It made me want to support him even more. I’d gotten us sidetracked from my original question, though, so I brought the conversation back to the old-fashioned force rune.

“It sounds like you’ve done your homework and really looked everywhere,” Henry said. “I can only suggest one more possible place. It’s an odds and ends shop called The Stacks and Piles. The guy who runs it is an odd bird, but he’s a nice enough fellow, and a lot of really old items end up in his store.

“Of course, a lot of junk ends up in his shop too,” Henry chuckled. “You won’t be able to talk to him directly. At least, not at first. You’ll have to find something in the shop that's interesting, then ask for him. His name is Bitty, and he hates talking to boring people.”

“His name is Bitty?” I asked. “Really?”

“It’s short for Itty Bitty. And that’s a nickname that’s some sort of inside joke, although I have no idea what it is.”

I looked at the rest of my crew.

“Want to give it a shot?”

“I’m with you all night,” MMm said, and his grandmother nodded to back him up.

“Sure,” Sandy said. “I’m still feeling good, so let’s do one more shop. And then we’ll go back to the suite.”

“Before you head out...” Henry searched his pockets and then headed toward his workbench. He came back with a small circular piece of glass.

“Let me give you one of my tokens. Show it to Bitty when you see him. He’ll know I sent you and that I think you’re worth talking to.”

We thanked Henry and told him we would be sure to stop by if we came back to the fair again. Then we headed out. The Stacks and Piles was only about five minutes away towards the back of the garden. MMm and GMm were still riding high on doing their first work of magic, so we talked about that all the way there. It was neat to see them both so excited and happy. The break from searching had been nice, and the night now felt like it was full of possibilities again.

I thought the storefront might look kind of junky, but it was actually pretty charming. The storefront had windows with old glass in them, dark and white wood, and warm light shining out. It kind of felt like a cozy Swedish bookstore, so I had a good feeling about it.

The good feeling continued when we got inside. It was a cozy and well stocked antique shop. There were dressers, tables, cabinets, and shelves of all kinds and colors. And sitting in all this space was just about everything imaginable. There was a whole library of books, plates, utensils, figurines, bottles, jars filled with stuff, mirrors, pictures, candelabras, and even more stuff I couldn’t identify. The place just screamed shopping excitement and treasure!

My gay heart gave a “Squee!” and I wanted to just dive in and touch everything. It hit Sandy and GMm the same way.

“I’ll be right over there,” Sandy patted my arm absentmindedly as she scurried off to whatever had caught her eye.

“I’d better keep an eye on her,” GMm said, but she had a piqued look that said she was after her own treasure.

“How are you supposed to find something interesting here?” MMm said dourly. This place obviously did not fill him with joy. Then he did the best thing possible––he put his big muscular arm around my shoulders and gave me a sideways hug. His practical tone and friendly touch grounded me and helped me snap out of my sensory overload.

“Thank you, MMm,” I told him gratefully. “I needed that. If you see me getting lost in all the clutter again, just give me another squeeze.”

“That, I can do,” he said. “I think the girls are a lost cause, but I’m trying to keep you on track. Now, what do you think Henry meant by ‘find something interesting?’”

I looked around again, and this time I noticed there were quite a few other people in the store. I really had been mesmerized by all the stuff.

Stuff. That was a good word. I was going to hang on to it. I wasn’t seeing wonderful treasures and priceless antiques. I was just seeing stuff. I took a deep breath, adjusted my thinking, and looked around a third time.

This time I saw the Shop Friends. They looked like steampunk hat racks with metal arms. They had a small wheel base, so they easily maneuvered through the open spaces, and their thin arms meant they could reach things in the back of a shelf without knocking anything else over. They had gears and wheels in all the right places to help them move, and I thought they looked kind of cute. Their face was a flat disk, with eyes, lips, and eyebrows all made up of little gears. Somehow, they were expressive and human looking.

“I think this is probably a test,” I replied. “If we can find something magically valuable in all this stuff, then probably we will be interesting enough to talk to. If we can’t, then Bitty won’t waste his time.”

MMm looked around in despair, but I had an idea.

“Hold on to me,” I told MMm, and then closed my eyes and switched completely over to magic sight. I was grateful for MMm’s steady presence, as I started feeling a bit dizzy. My magic sight was way more detailed than my regular sight. I could see more than just the outside of something; I could see completely through it. I was normally very comfortable with my magic sight, as I'd used it exclusively for weeks after I’d lost my regular sight. With this much stuff, though, it was beyond what I was used to processing.

I breathed through it and let my mind drift. I didn’t focus on any one thing. Instead, I let it take in whatever it wanted.

It took a few minutes, but I finally started feeling comfortable in the environment. I was good enough now to notice that there wasn’t anything around me with real magic. There was a whiff of power here and there, but nothing special.

My magic sight processes shapes and contours and sees everything in shades of gray. Only if magic is involved can it see in color. That was going to make it a lot easier for me to pick out something that had real power.

“Okay, I’m doing a lot better,” I told MMm. “Let’s start working our way to the right and circle the store. The girls went to the left, so we should run into them again at some point.”

MMm kept grounding me with his touch as we started moving around the shop. I thought MMm might have trouble getting around, as he had a much bigger body, but the aisles were wide enough to accommodate him, and he didn’t knock anything over.

We went pretty far to the right before running into our first wall. Based on how far we’d come, this store was a lot bigger than it looked. We turned left and kept going. I thought we’d reach the back of the store pretty quickly, but instead, we walked past a large archway leading into a whole new area. I didn’t want to get sidetracked, so we just kept moving forward. Then we ran into another arch, and then another one. How big was this place?

We finally reached the back wall and turned left. It had two smaller doors and one very wide entrance leading deeper into the shop. We reached the left wall, turned left again, and now we started keeping an eye out for Sandy and GMm. They should be somewhere in this area.

We’d covered a lot of the goods in the first room, and nothing here had any real magic to it. I was beginning to think this room was for mundane antiques only. We passed two arches on this side before we ran into the girls. We heard them before we saw them, and they seemed to be having a great time. GMm had a quick wit and a lifetime of stories, and she was keeping Sandy well entertained. They were both browsing at high speed and happier than pigs in a yard full of mud. I hated to interrupt their bliss, but we needed to stick together.

We picked an archway at random and walked into another room. This space was even bigger than the last one. Once again, we turned to the right and started walking. I guess I wasn’t moving fast enough, as Sandy politely suggested that I should let MMm carry me. That way, I could devote all my attention to scanning.

MMm agreed immediately, so I guess he thought we were going slowly as well. I couldn’t say no to Mr. Muscles, so I wrapped my arms around his strong shoulders, and we headed off again. It certainly was a lot faster, and being carried by all that manliness was a delightful bonus.

Sandy was right. Now I didn’t have to worry about walking, I could scan a lot faster, and we quickly covered the whole room. There were more archways leading out of the room, so we all agreed on a promising one, and went to the next space.

I was beginning to realize The Stacks and Piles was a labyrinth, as every room had multiple exits that led deeper into the shop. The amount of stuff we’d already seen was staggering.

We were in our fifth room when I got my first hit. The room was smaller than most and filled with jars containing specimens. Some of the things were dry, like hair, leaves and powders. Some of them seemed to be organs, though, and were preserved in what I guessed was formaldehyde. The light had a greenish cast to it, and the whole place was unsettling. It kind of reminded me of a witch’s workshop. All it needed was a big cauldron in the middle of the room to complete the look.

The contents of one of the jars shone brightly with real power. It was too bright for me to see what it was, so I had GMm take it down off the shelf. It was buried in the back, behind a few other jars, so GMm paid more attention to not knocking anything over rather than what was in the jar. When she finally looked, she screamed, and almost dropped it.

It contained a shrunken head, hair and teeth still attached.

She put it down like it was hot, and we all freaked out with her. Needless to say, we left that room in a hurry.

We proceeded with quite a bit more caution after that. We’d been thinking of this place as a fun antique shop. Now we knew it held some darker secrets too, and we all wanted nothing to do with some sort of weird voodoo head.

We were two more rooms over before I got my second hit. This time the object had a gentle glow of residual magic, and I could see right away it was just a small stone. It was flat, about the size of a silver dollar, and had a rune carved on the top. The stone was ancient, and the lines of the rune were worn and faded. They were still discernible, though, and I could see this was an ‘old-fashioned’ rune. The lines weren't straight. They had flow and direction for the magic. I had no idea what the rune did, but this was exactly what I was looking for. This was my interesting object.
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The stone was inside a small drawer in a jewelry case, so I had GMm take it out so everyone could see. She was cautious, like it might jump up and bite her, but it was just a common stone. Sandy peered at it with interest, as she’d heard me talk about my healing rune before, but she’d never actually seen the difference for herself.

MMm put me back down again, as I didn’t need to scan for the moment. It didn’t seem like carrying me bothered him at all, but I still didn’t want to wear him out. I was skinny, but I wasn’t that skinny. Sandy hollered for a Shop Friend, and we only had a brief wait before a steampunk coat rack wheeled into the room.

“Greetings, esteemed patrons,” the coat rack said in a surprisingly smooth voice. For some reason, I thought it would sound digital or artificial, but instead it sounded like Tom Hanks.

“Welcome to The Stacks and Piles, where treasures await those that find them. How may I be of service?”

“Henry, from The Spinning Tale, sent us, and we wish to speak with Bitty.” Sandy was taking the lead, and I was perfectly fine with that.

“It is rare that Bitty speaks with those from the outside,” the coat rack said. “You may relay anything you wish to say to me, and it will be conveyed directly to him. Do you have a token from Henry to verify your statement?”

“We do.” Sandy gave it the glass coin. I hadn’t noticed before, but the Shop Friend had a little pouch on the side.

“Thank you. The token has been accepted. Now, do you have an item of interest you wish to speak to Bitty about?”

“We do,” Sandy said again, and showed it the stone we’d found.

“Interesting. I believe you found it in that drawer?”

“That is correct.”

The coat rack fidgeted for a moment, but didn’t say anything. I had a feeling that it was sending that information somewhere else. It was interesting that the Shop Friend knew exactly where the rock had been. All the stuff here was laid out in a haphazard way. Surely the Shop Friends couldn’t keep track of every single thing here––could they?

“Thank you for your patience. It is much appreciated. I don’t believe that any of you have been in this realm before. Might I trouble you to yield to an identity scan? This only needs to happen once and helps us to provide you the best and immediate service on this and all future visits.”

Sandy looked at us, and we nodded. I had a feeling this place was a lot more than just a shop at a fair. The size of the place and the sheer volume of goods were so much more than anywhere else we had visited. I was digging into old-fashioned charms, so it was probably a good idea to get in good with a place that had lots of old stuff.

“That would be acceptable, as long as the scan causes no harm and the results of the scan are not shared with other parties.”

“The scan will cause no harm,” the coat rack said soothingly, “and the information gathered will be used for this store only and not shared with any other clients. Now, with your permission, I will proceed.”

Sandy nodded, and the coat rack gazed at her. All the little gears that made up its eyes started spinning frantically. Then it blinked, smiled, and looked at me. I nodded also, and this time I got the intent look. I felt a gentle touch of magic. It was so light it almost tickled. I squirmed a bit, because as Tyler knows, I’m very ticklish, but the scan ended quickly and I was okay again.

The steampunk Shop Friend scanned MMm and GMm, and they didn’t seem to feel a thing.

“What an interesting group of creatures you are,” it mused. “Now, if you would please introduce yourselves and give me the name by which you like to be called.”

Sandy went first again, and we all gave our names. I thought it was interesting that MMm and GMm gave their full names, but said they would like to be called by my nicknames. Once that was completed, the Shop Friend fidgeted again for a moment.

“The master has agreed to speak with you,” it said, and I thought it sounded a bit surprised. “Please follow me.”

It turned and wheeled off deeper into the labyrinth. We followed at an easy jog, and it felt nice to give my magic sight a break. I’d been slightly worried that Bermuda would start feeling restless and want to run around the store, but so far he seemed happy to just chill in his backpack. There were a lot of breakable things here and we were a long way away from the entrance, so I wasn’t sure what I could do if he wanted to make a fuss. I decided to just let that go and figure it out if it became a problem.

I lost track of how many rooms we went through, but as we continued deeper, the rooms became less messy and much more organized. They also became more specialized. As an example, one room we went through was filled with old coins. But instead of just being piled on a table, they were all boxed in stasis cubes, with tags that conveyed information about the age and type of the coin. There were also a lot more magical items, which gave me hope that Bitty would have what I was looking for.

I think the most unusual thing we came across was a room as big as an airplane hangar, and the only thing it contained was a wall. That’s right, an old stone wall. It wasn’t magical that I could see, and part of it had fallen over. I could only surmise it must be some sort of famous fortification from long ago.

I kept an eye out in case we passed a room full of charms, but I didn’t see anything like that. We had been running for at least twenty minutes when the coat rack wheeled up to a blank wall of the shop and stopped. The wall looked just like all the others we’d seen, but I could only assume it was special, as the Shop Friend knocked and then stood patiently. Nothing happened for a moment, and then the wall cracked in the center and the bottom half sank into the floor, leaving plenty of clearance for us to enter. Gesturing for us to precede him, the Shop Friend waved us through.

We walked into a room, and these walls were made entirely of glass. There was so much to see, I wasn’t sure what to look at first. The glass walls showed a picturesque view of what looked like the mountains of Colorado during the autumn season. The colors of fall, shades of red, gold and brown, saturated the viewscape in a breathtaking way. Over the trees, the sky was dark with clouds, and a steady drizzle of rain was falling. It made a pleasant pattering sound as it hit the domed ceiling above, and streaks of water ran down the panes.

The scene made me think of the crisp chill of the changing seasons, but the room didn’t feel cold at all with a roaring fire in a fireplace that was big enough for me to walk in. The floor was covered in thick shaggy rugs, and the wall we had walked through had built-in shelves filled with books. The rest of the space in the room was beautifully decorated with statues and art, and yet, the whole thing struck me as a bit odd.

Mixing a fireplace and glass? That was a recipe for disaster. Also, glass walls would sweat with temperature changes, so paper books should never be kept in an environment like that. Somehow, the disparate parts of the room ignored the laws of physics and still managed to live in harmony.

In the center of the room was the biggest recliner I’d ever seen in my life. And on that recliner, looking like a cat snuggled in a warm blanket, was a perfectly ordinary human being. If I’d passed him on the street, I wouldn’t have given him a second glance. In this place, though, it could only be Bitty, the person we were seeking.

“Please be seated,” we were instructed by a new Shop Friend, who was already in the room. “The master will speak with you shortly. He is just finishing up a small project.”

This new Shop Friend was an upgrade to the one we had been following. It had four arms instead of two, stood about a foot taller, and had a lot more gears. I could only guess that it was more of an assistant, rather than something that helped with the store. It gestured at the coat rack that had led us here, which then settled into a resting position. Another gesture closed the door.

I looked around and all the furniture in the room was made for comfort. Nothing looked formal and stiff. This was a room in which we could relax and spend a nice moment together.

There was a plump red couch sitting opposite the huge recliner, so Sandy and I decided to sit on that. As soon as we did, the couch molded to our bodies, providing just the right amount of cushion and support. I put the backpack on the sofa between us. Beside the couch was a mess of thick pillows, so MMm and GMm trotted over and sank down on them with a happy sigh.

We had just settled in and started to have a second look around when the man in the recliner waved his hand in the air like he was dismissing a bunch of screens. His recliner shifted so he was now sitting up more, and he gave us a happy smile.

“Greetings and welcome!” His voice sounded much bigger than I’d expected. “I apologize for the slight delay. I had an important piece of business that just could not wait. The good news is that now we should not be disturbed and can have a nice chat.”

He looked at his assistant.

“Please serve our guests some of the new osmanthus tea we received the other day.” He turned back to us. “It has a wonderful scent that reminds me of picking fruit when I was a boy. I would recommend adding a touch of honey. It comes from the same region as the osmanthus blossoms, and together they really enhance each other’s flavor.”

The assistant went to the side and returned almost immediately with a silver service cart containing a tea set. It served MMm and GMm first, making sure they sipped the tea and added honey until they assured the assistant that the tea was just perfect. The tea cups were so tiny, I wasn’t sure how much actual tea they were going to get, but the aroma was truly delightful.

It was nice having a moment to watch the two of them enjoy something new together. MMm wanted to travel to experience new things, and although he was still technically in House Atayk, he was certainly having an adventure. Sipping tea with a mysterious man in a glass house was certainly different from working in a warehouse.

Sandy and I were next, and the assistant had us sip the tea first to make sure it was to our liking. The brew was bitter, but the underlying floral and fruity notes were wonderful. Adding honey to it really kicked it up a notch. I like my tea sweet, so I told the assistant to just keep the honey flowing. It quickly hit just the right balance, and I sat back with a sigh. Bitty was right—the osmanthus tea and the honey together were a taste of heaven.

I looked up to see he was watching me with a smile on his face. I guess he got a kick out of watching his visitors have a bit of adventure too.

I heard a whirring sound, and a small arm extended out of the side of the sofa. The arm rotated, and the assistant put a saucer in its hand. I now had a place to rest my tea as we were talking. The whole rods and gears theme of this shop was both useful and fun.

I also noticed that even though I’d sipped my tea several times, it didn’t look like I had any less in my cup. I took another long sip, but the tea level and temperature stayed the same. That was just cool!

“Now that we are all settled, we can begin,” the man in the giant recliner said. “My name is Bitty, and I am happy to meet with you today. It is very rare that I meet with guests that are so young, and yet so intriguing. I am a collector, as you can see from my shop, but I’m also an avid historian. I love to collect stories from people who have witnessed pivotal events first hand. I find there is a sense of reality and truth that can only be gained from the original telling.

“As we all know, once a story is retold, it grows and changes to suit the themes of the day. I want to be upfront with you and let you know that the true payments I’m hoping to receive today are unique stories for my collection. I’m also hoping that I have something of value for you! After all, a trade of desires leaves both parties much happier, yes?”

We all nodded, and I felt relieved. I could tell a good story, and that didn’t cost any pearls. The rest of my crew perked up a bit at hearing this. They were really just here for me, but if they could tell a story and go home with something of value, then that would be very nice too.

“Excellent!” Bitty continued. He looked at Sandy. “Let’s start with you, my dear. What are you up to right now? What would you like to improve on, or get good at? What makes your heart sing and gets you up in the morning? Don’t worry about a specific item or piece of information you want. Instead, just go with the big themes for now.”

Sandy didn’t have to think long. She already knew what she was up to.

“I’m the Head of House Louisville, which is very small and young at the moment, but I’d like to be a good leader, and I’d like the House and everyone in it to be successful. I know that sounds like a lot, but I had a wonderful mentor at House Chicago who taught me how to be a good mage and asked for nothing in return. I want to pass that on to others and create a House where supernaturals can grow and learn to be the best versions of themselves.”

Bitty nodded sagely. He was giving her his full attention.

“So what I’m hearing is you want to establish a successful House and you also want to be a supportive mentor. Is there anything else you would like for yourself? An area of interest you would like to pursue?”

“Well,” Sandy said tentatively, “I’m fascinated by charms. I love figuring them out, planning how to make new ones, and discovering new runes. I’ve had some success at making them, but I don’t know that I will ever be one of the great charm makers. I just feel like I’m missing something, and I don’t know what it is. It is just a hobby and I’ve put it aside more than once to focus on something important, but it seems like I always come back to charms.”

She shrugged.

“I’m sure you have lots of charms you could show me, but I already have lots of things I still need to figure out. So I’m not sure adding more charms to my collection is what I need right now.”

Bitty nodded sagely again.

“It sounds like you have the start of a true calling. I too dabbled in stories for a long time before I started taking it seriously. As a collector, I have a shop. I have things and stuff. I have something to point to and say this is my success. I’ve discovered I’m really a historian, though, and that doesn’t give me anything that the rest of the world considers successful. There is nothing to point to that has a value that others recognize. However!” He paused. His eyes gleamed. “I’ve found that a good story can have much more of an impact on someone's life than any one thing ever could. You also may find your calling leads you to places and adventures you can’t even imagine right now.”

Bitty took a sip of his tea and turned to me.

“Now, young man, am I to understand you are the reason that everyone is here today?”

“Yes. That is correct,” I said simply.

“Then tell me what it is you are searching for.”

“I’m searching for an old-fashioned force rune. I don’t need one that is made with straight lines and looks like stacked L’s. I have access to those already. I would especially appreciate one that had a very quick and powerful force. I know you said to keep our requests general, but that is what I need and that is what brought me here to speak to you today.”

Bitty took another sip of his tea and regarded me thoughtfully.

“That is an incredibly specific request. And also a very odd one. It’s odd because I’ve never been asked for an ‘old-fashioned’ rune before. To most mages, a rune is just a rune. It has a form and a purpose. Also, most mages would ask for charms, not runes. Anyone will tell you that how a charm is put together with its constraints, modifiers, and triggers is more important than the rune itself.”

“I just know what I need,” I said simply.

“Fair enough,” he said. “Is there anything else you would like? Something that is broader in scope, maybe?”

What did I want from him? I would have said to be able to protect my friends and my House and be safe. But I’d already had the ‘safe’ conversation with Anna Lykit. This guy was a historian. If I was going to tell him a story, I wanted to hear one in return. I wanted something that he was uniquely qualified to give.

“I’d like to know the history of runes and charms,” I said.

“Really?!” he exclaimed and sat up a bit more in his chair. “I don’t know that anyone has ever asked me that before. I’ve had questions related to specific periods of time, or someone has asked about the history of a specific type of charm, but no one that I can recall has asked about the far reaches of history. You are certainly an interesting young man.”

I just smiled and sipped my tea. I was afraid if I started talking, I’d give too much away.

Next he turned to MMm.

“The same question for you. What are you wanting to achieve?”

“I want to travel,” MMm said. “I want to see new places and experience new things.”

“And why do you want to travel?” Bitty probed a bit. “Do you want to get more powerful? Are you bored with your current life? Are you wanting to write a book to become a storyteller?”

MMm thought about it seriously. “You know, I’ve never really asked myself why before. I just knew it was something I wanted to do. I guess it is because the world is so big. There is so much life out there to see and experience. I just want more of it.”

Bitty nodded and turned to GMm.

“And what do you want, my dear?”

“I want my grandson to be safe,” she said immediately. “He sees the good in the world and wants to see all the wonder it has to offer. The world also has a lot of pain and loss. A little suffering is good for the soul, but I don’t want him to truly experience the cruelty that is possible.”

Bitty sat back and thought for a moment.

“This is a unique situation for me. Usually, the supernaturals that consult with me are much older and have a narrower focus. In your case, the world is so open to you. You are at the beginning of your journey, and what I find I want to do is give you advice. My experience has been that nobody really listens to advice. On the other hand, I’ve heard your stories so many times before...”

He gave a long sigh.

“I feel I can only try. Maybe something I say today will make a difference in your life. If it does, please come back and tell me the story of what I said and what changed. I love stories of living history, and that includes my own history too.

“All of your scans were interesting, and once I knew who you were, I was able to do some quick research into House Louisville. I also had a talk with Henry. He was so impressed with each of you and what all of you did with your glass. Now, here is what I propose. Sandy, I offer advice from someone who has heard the stories of many House heads. I have never been a Head of House myself, but that gives me an even better perspective to see where they succeeded and where they failed. You will also benefit greatly, I think, from the history of runes. In exchange, I would like your honest impression of what it is like to be an Ambassador of the Deep Earth.”

“I've only been an Ambassador for less than a day,” Sandy said. “I’m afraid I won’t have that much to tell you.”

“Well, I’m only offering advice,” he laughed, “and most people ignore that. So I will take what you can tell me and be grateful. If you actually take my advice to heart, I would really love that too.

“Jason, I am not a charm master, so I don’t know exactly what you need. But the history of runes will be very useful to you as well. I have an ancient item that was used before charms. Once you hear the history, you will understand. It is too old and too valuable to give away, but I'll let you examine the original and give you a copy to take with you. Hopefully, that will work for whatever you have in mind. In exchange, I would like to hear the story of how you came to free the centaurs from their curse.”

“I will tell you what I can,” I said cautiously. “You have to understand, I obviously didn’t make the Shrine or raise the Memorial Garden. I had the help of the House, and there are things I just can’t say. I can give you my thoughts about what happened and I can tell you what I saw, but sometimes my story will be light on details. If you are good with that, then we have a deal.”

“I understand what you are referring to,” he said. “Yours will not be the first story I've heard that includes higher powers. That is acceptable to me.”

He looked at both of the centaurs.

“From what I understand from the scan, you both have just recently been through the Shrine?”

They both nodded.

“I can only offer advice, so I would love to hear about your experiences and anything else you can add to Jason’s story. I know I’m focused on the Shrine and breaking the curse, but this was a life-changing event for an entire sentient species, so as a historian, I just want to hear all about it.”

His eagerness shone through, and he seemed like a kid that was going to the candy store. I’m sure for a history buff, this had to be exciting stuff. MMm and GMm agreed to tell their stories, and now everything was set.

“Okay, Sandy. Let’s start with you. How does it feel to be an Ambassador for the Deep Earth?”

Sandy started to say something, but Bermuda chose that moment to come out of the backpack and crawled onto my lap. Bitty held up a hand and froze. Then he looked at his assistant.

“Why was I not informed there was a Companion present?” he snapped. Then he took a second look and his voice became louder. “We have a Celestial Companion in our midst, and we have not offered him food or water. This is unacceptable.”

He clapped his hands, and the assistant scurried back to the side of the room. “Unacceptable!” He was genuinely upset.

Then it seemed like a whole army of little coat racks materialized, and soon the floor was filled with luxury stuff just for Bermuda’s ease and comfort. He had three types of litter boxes in case he wanted to go to the bathroom; fresh dirt, wood chips, and regular clay litter. He had a selection of liquids from water to creams and sauces. He had both crunchy foods and soft foods, blankets and pillows, and even a few boxes.

Bermuda looked at me like “See, Daddy. This is how I should be treated. This is the service to which I could become accustomed.”

Then he gave a big stretch, just to show he was the boss of all this activity, before he hopped down and started nosing around. I was pretty sure my lap had lost out to the boxes, but I didn’t mind. As long as he was happy, I was happy.

Now that Bermuda was settled, all the little coat racks vanished again, and Sandy began to tell her story. She skipped the whole oath binding her magic and John’s together, as well as their marriage and honeymoon. Instead, she started with last night and how she heard the glass speak to her. Getting the Mark of the Lagerel seemed to be the final piece the Deep Earth needed, and it initiated contact and struck a deal. She only briefly mentioned the fact that John was also an Ambassador and that Annabeth and Tyler had received the Mark as well. Then she spent a lot longer talking about her impressions and feelings as the Deep Earth took over and gave the Mark to Seful and myself. According to her, being possessed wasn’t too bad, and it had been a fascinating experience seeing firsthand how the Marks had come together.

We all sipped our tea and enjoyed the tale. Bitty asked a few questions, but overall, he seemed very happy with what he’d heard. Bermuda ate a few treats and ended up in a box that was too small for him. He had three of his legs sticking out because he wouldn’t all fit. He looked ridiculous, but he also looked happy, so I just let him be.

“Thank you for your story, Sandy,” Bitty said. “It has certainly been a pleasure listening to your experience with such a vast power. I will now attempt to give you some insight into what you will face in the future and hopefully do it in such a way that it will save you lots of heartache and aggravation.”

He put his tea off to the side, cleared his throat, and gathered his thoughts. I looked over at Sandy, and she seemed open and eager to hear what he had to say.

“I think the biggest problem we have as human beings is recognizing when there is a transition. It seems like we are going along, doing what we always do and thinking everything is fine. Then––Wham! A transition happens. We feel blindsided, upset, and frustrated. How come we didn’t see it coming? How come what we did is no longer working? Why do we have to change again?

“I would say this often happens to us because we aren’t looking at our lives on a regular basis and looking for the next transition. If we don’t see one right away, that’s totally fine. A transition probably isn’t coming immediately. But it is coming, and if we look routinely, we’ll see it and react with a lot more grace and a lot less distress.

“In your case, Sandy, it’s very clear what transitions are coming and probably when they will occur. You have three primary goals: to be a good Head of House, to be a good mentor figure, and to become a charms master. I would also add that you want to have a good relationship with this John fellow. Let’s make that four goals then. Now, how many people are in your House at the moment?”

“We have four people at the moment,” Sandy said. “And that includes me and John.”

Bitty nodded excitedly.

“That fits exactly. As part of my research, I found out the House itself made you the Head. Is that correct?”

Sandy nodded.

“That makes perfect sense. You are a good all around person for a small House. You can fight. You can lead. You're a mentor, and you have the charms to back you up. So the things you are doing now to help your House and help your Housemates win this fight you're having are probably just what you need to do.”

Bitty paused, and his voice turned a bit ominous.

“What I can also tell you is that a transition is coming. And it’s going to happen when you get more people added to your House. The first several new members will feel good. You’ll have the time and attention to be a mentor, still run the House, and still experiment with your charms. Let’s fast forward this scenario a bit and see the first transition. Let’s say that a hundred new supernaturals have now joined your House.

“That is too many supernaturals to mentor personally. If you don’t transition to more of a leadership role, you will run yourself ragged. You’ll be too busy to have time for John, too busy to do a good job mentoring, and too busy to spend time with your charms. You’ll have no support structure and no downtime. You will collapse and burn out. And then you’ll blame yourself for not being better somehow, for not doing it all. You’ll become a bitter woman, and it will take you a hundred years to recover and get some perspective.”

Sandy’s eyes were big. This was not something she’d expected to hear. I could see this happening, though. Sandy was not the type to give up, so she would run herself ragged trying to be the perfect mentor to all the new people.

“But!” Bitty said loudly, interrupting his doom and gloom scenario, “If you see the transition coming, you can feel out what is the most important to you. You could put teachers in charge of the students, so they still gained the good base you wanted, but you just wouldn’t be involved in the day-to-day training any more. Or, you could decide that being the Head of your House is more important and just let mentoring go for now. Or, you could only mentor a small group and let the others learn however they can. Or, you could decide you love mentoring and give up some of your other responsibilities so you can keep mentoring.

“Do you see the difference?” Bitty asked her. “On one hand, you don’t pay attention and run smack into the wall of life. On the other, you see the transition coming, and then you get to choose how to deal with it. You either drive the camel, or the camel runs over you.

“Just to drive the point home, let’s go with the next transition—a thousand people in your House. Now your House duties are getting out of hand. To put this in perspective, if each person in your House only had one issue a year they needed to talk to you about, that would still be over three issues a day you needed to deal with. Given that, how are you going to handle your time with John? How are you going to get the time to tinker with your charms? How are you going to get any mentoring done?

“Certainly, you can be a House Head and still be your own self, but it will take figuring out what you really want to do and letting go of the things that are less important. After all, you have to be true to yourself before you can be a blessing to those around you.”

Bitty stopped and took a long sip of his tea. Sandy sat there with a very thoughtful look on her face. What he’d said made perfect sense to me. If Sandy hadn’t become aware of these upcoming life transitions, they would have smacked her right over the head. It also made me think about my own goals as a mage.

I’d just been doing the best I could with what I had. We were at war, and the simple goal right now was to survive and get stronger. Once I figured all that out, though, I’d probably be faced with my first life transition as a mage. What did I really want to do? I didn’t have a good answer.

“Now,” Bitty turned to the two centaurs. “Let’s talk about the Shrine and your wonderful experience there. When I did a scan, your magic looked almost nothing like a regular new natural. On one hand, your magic is very fresh. On the other hand, it’s so settled and smooth. It’s like you’re both a few days old and you’ve been a powerful natural for over twenty years. No wonder you were able to manipulate the glass so well. I can’t wait to see all the wonderful things this new group of supernatural centaurs gets up to.”

It was interesting to hear Bitty’s impression of their magic. I had no idea what a new supernatural should feel like, but I had a hunch there was something special about the centaurs that had gone through the Shrine. The All-Rune didn’t do anything by half measures.

GMm went first, and she started with getting healed and spending the night out in the Memorial Garden. Bitty had a very confused look on his face as it wasn’t anything he was expecting, but he let her keep talking and soon it sort of made sense. GMm was very much in touch with just how wonderful life was for her right now, and it showed through in everything she said. I loved listening to her tale, and I think Bitty did, too.

MMm had actually been there the first night, so he started his tale with the room expanding and the Memorial lights growing out of the ground. He covered the Shrine building itself and how it had felt to go inside and be transformed. He had a practiced ease to his story, as I’m sure he’d already told it a lot. He’d already been through a lot of interviews, after all, and this was just one more interview for him.

“You both gave me more than I expected,” Bitty sounded very happy. “So thank you for that. It was great to have a firsthand account of how the Memorial Garden and the Shrine formed. I thought only Jason would have that information. I am in your debt, so once you grow a bit, you are welcome to come back here again, and I’ll see if I have something else to help you on your journey.”

Both MMm and GMm were surprised, but thought that sounded good. They hadn’t started their training at all, so they had no idea how they were going to develop.

“Now, let's cover my advice to you, MMm. Again, I hope you find this useful and take it to heart. The search for adventure is also part of the human condition. I know you are only half human, but I have heard stories from more adventurers than I can count. After listening to enough of them, I’d discovered a few key points.

“First, adventure is a state of mind. If you are open to adventure, then adventure will find you wherever you are. You don’t need to go to a completely different place to have new experiences. Chefs find adventure in the kitchen with everything they bake. Warriors find adventure with every practice swing of their weapon. Teachers find adventure with every interaction with their students.

“For you, your life has now changed. You are a natural. You will be traveling and training and experiencing all sorts of new things. I think what you really need to learn is what to do with adventure once you’ve found it.”

Bitty paused to let that sink in.

MMm looked surprised. I think his end goal had been doing something other than a warehouse job. He’d probably never thought about how to handle all the new stuff heading his way. For that matter, this was really interesting for me too. My life had been nothing but adventure since I’d become a supernatural. I’d just been taking it as it came, but the adventure was going to continue, so learning how to be good at adventuring would be very useful.

“The first thing a successful adventurer needs to learn is how to create a routine.” MMm and I looked at each other in surprise. Do what?

“I know that sounds like a paradox, but we must have consistent things in our life in order to stay regulated. It’s like a heartbeat. Lots of things happen in our lives between one beat and the next, but the beat of our hearts keeps us grounded. I’ve talked to adventurers that just went wild and experienced new thing after new thing without grounding themselves at all. I am sad to say, all of them have gone crazy in one form or another.

“However, adventurers that created a routine stayed grounded, and they found that perfect spot of happiness between the new and the familiar. Some examples of this can be going to sleep at the same time each night. Or waking up at the same time each morning. A morning routine where you eat the same foods or watch the same shows keeps you grounded. For warriors, doing the same basic training routine before starting new techniques is best. For chefs, it might be laying out their kitchen or sharpening their knives before they start cooking.

“The very best thing, however, for staying grounded is your personal connections. You have your grandmother with you, and that is more of a blessing than you can know. As you experience new things, tell her about them. Unwrap your feelings with her and let her be your north star. She may be happy, sad, or mad at you, and that is all okay, but it tells you what direction you are heading. You will have supernatural friends or enemies on your journey. Treasure them. They will keep you sane and remind you of who you are.

“Always share your experiences and adventures with others, if possible. As you look back, you’ll notice you remember more about who you were with and the good time you had together, rather than what actually happened. Let’s take tonight, for example. You are still in the same House you’ve always been in, but now you are having tea in a totally new place. You’re hearing stories you haven’t heard before, and you’ll go home tonight and sleep in your familiar bed. Therefore, having both an adventure and a grounding moment. Best of all, you’re sharing this experience, so it bonds you and connects you to everyone in this room.

“In a few days, look back on this night. I think you will find this was the perfect adventure for you. And now that you know the rules, you can create adventures like this any time you want.”

Bitty looked at MMm intently. It looked like he was trying to magically implant his experience in MMm’s brain. I think MMm got it, though. He was thoughtful and excited, like his world was opening up before him.

I knew I was excited to learn from Bitty’s experience too. I realized I’d had a lot of grounding in my adventures. I’d had the same apartment the whole time, so that had been a nice normal space to be in. It had changed, sure, but it was still my apartment. Tyler, Sandy, Annabeth, and John had all become new friends, and they had grounded me for sure. When I’d been recovering from my Waker Moment, they had sat beside me and made sure I was getting better. When I’d been punched by a golem, they had sat beside me again and made sure I was going to be okay. I’d returned the favor with Sandy, John, and Annabeth after our big fight with Isobel. We’d grounded each other, and as a team, we had come out stronger.

“MMm, that concludes my advice. I hope you profit from it and return to tell me of all the wonderful things you’ve experienced. GMm, you wished for MMm to be safe in his travels. I don’t have anything specific I can give you for that. Both of you will need to grow and become stronger. That is the only way to keep yourselves safe.

“To that end, I do have some unique advice I can give as a historian. And that is:” he paused dramatically, “the training they have for naturals right now is shit. Absolute shit.”

Again, we all looked at each other in surprise.

“The current naturals training is based on two things: physical attributes and special ability. Training physically, of course, is important. Becoming faster and stronger is a no-brainer and is certainly something you should do. Almost all naturals have some sort of special ability, so training that is also a no-brainer. However, that usually doesn’t appear until you are much older, and according to the old stories, naturals could do so much more. Right now, you will be trained like low grade mages, but naturals used to be powerful supernaturals in their own right. They could fly, heal quickly, move at astonishing speeds, and cover great distances. They could see the invisible, become invisible themselves, speak with the voice of angels, and communicate over great distances.

“Naturals used to be absolute bad asses. I don’t know exactly how they trained long ago, as they kept their secrets then, just like we do now. I can tell you they were strongest during what I term the Era of the Rune. We are now in the Era of the Charm, and naturals have become weaker than they have ever been. I’m telling you this because if you can figure out what they did before, you could become one of the most powerful naturals of this current age.”

That was very interesting. Since I was a god, I was both a mage and a natural, although a weaker version than either one on their own. So anything that made a natural stronger was something that would benefit me as well. Bitty was still talking, and I didn’t want to miss anything, so I put my introspection aside for the moment. He was now looking at me.

“And this is the perfect segue into our main story of the evening: the history of runes! Sandy, I’m hoping this will inspire you to delve deeper into your charms and maybe develop your skills in a different direction. MMm and GMm, I’m hoping that learning a bit more about naturals at the peak of their power will inspire you to grow beyond what you are told is possible. Jason, I’m not entirely sure what you are up to, but this is part of what you requested for your story. After this, we’ll hear your tale, and then we can conclude our evening. Now, listen carefully as I tell you the true tale of how runes began.”


25 True History

The rain chose that moment to come down even harder. It almost felt like we were huddled around a campfire, telling ghost stories that began with: “It was a dark and stormy night...”

The rain had the added effect of making it harder to hear Bitty, so I paused the tale and we all got up and moved the couch and cushions closer to him. As we settled back down again, the assistant coat rack handed out cookies to go with our endless tea. Bermuda jumped out of his box and came up to sit on my lap. His comfortable weight felt nice as I ran my fingers through his soft fur. Once we were huddled up, it felt like the perfect space to share stories and learn about the mysteries of the universe. Bitty’s commanding voice filled the room as he began.

“There are many ways to start talking about history, and that makes sense, as there are many beginnings. If you ask a modern mage about our history, they will start with the two brothers and the forming of the Bank. It’s as if nothing existed before that moment, and it makes sense for most histories to begin there, as that is the start of our modern era. That is only one possible beginning of many, though, and our tale starts many years before that.

“I can tell you this history is as true as it is possible to know in modern times. I collected tales from the time before the Bank for years. Many times I’d hear tales from an old mage who told me what his teacher’s teacher had told him. Third-hand reports are not reliable, but after collecting a lot of them, a basic picture of life before began to emerge. Then, one day, a very old mage happened my way. His language was so old, I barely understood it, even with the translator. Most people thought he was crazy, as there was no way he could be that old. He told me he’d had to redo his core three times, whatever that means, and he’d just lost track of time. Apparently, he’d gone deep underground to harvest mana directly from the earth and had stayed down there for at least a couple thousand years. Now he was back among his fellow humans and everything had changed. He didn’t have any of the basic skills to be part of this society, so I hosted him for a while and taught him what he needed to know. In exchange, he told me stories about his youth, as well as stories from his teacher and his teacher’s teacher.

“In the end, he thanked me for our time together, but this life was too far removed from what he was comfortable with. He went underground again, and I haven’t heard from him since. Maybe one day we will meet up again. Until then, he helped me separate fact from myth for the stories I’d heard, and that is what I’m passing on to you today.”

Thunder boomed, and Bitty paused for a moment.

“Magic existed long before humans walked the earth, and magic will exist long after we pass on and some other sentient life form grows and takes our place. So when humans first became supernaturals, we were not the dominant magical species of the world. There really weren't that many of us, so I’ve termed this the Age of the Nomad. We learned from the magic of trees, animals, and other sentient species that are not around today. Mundane humans hadn’t settled down together, much less supernaturals, so there were almost no stories from this period of time.

“Of course, eventually humans settled down. We learned how to farm the land and how to raise animals for food. Supernaturals followed this trend also, and we have the start of our first civilization. Naturals were the dominant supernatural form for obvious reasons. Naturals, with their focus on physical abilities, could survive a lot easier. They could hunt better, resist disease easier, farm the land without tiring, and defend themselves quite well. The world they lived in was uncivilized and rough, so those that were physically powerful had a much easier time. In contrast, mages ran out of power quickly and took too long to actually create any effect on the world. They were terrible at hunting, terrible at working the land, and terrible at defending themselves.

“These early settlements were basically made up of mages looking for safety and support from their natural leaders. Runes had not been found yet, so everything ran off of personal power, affinities, and raw ability. I call this the Age of the Farmer. These early supernaturals had a better life than their mundane counterparts, but not by much.

“Then, one day, the first Rune Master was born. Not much is known about him, other than the fact that he figured out how to use runes in his magic. Because of that, he quickly gained a lot of power, and that led to his downfall. Even with runes, he was still a young mage, and according to the one account I heard, he was tricked and killed.

“He had used runes for the first time, though, and that opened the supernatural world up to the possibility that there was another way of gaining power. Rune Masters are exceptionally rare, and the next one wasn’t born until humanity was much more settled. This Rune Master was a woman, and I suspect this led to her downfall as much as the grab for power. Everyone wanted to own her and own her knowledge of runes. In the end, she was killed so the enemy of the time couldn’t grow powerful.

“The third Rune Master, in a twist of fate, was born not long after that and almost in the same area. This time, he apprenticed himself to a powerful mentor, and the mentor did something very unexpected. He gave away the runes for free. He carved the runes into stones and sent them to everyone he knew. Then he moved far away and did it again. His enemies couldn’t catch him, and when they did, he bribed them with rune stones instead of fighting. Eventually, everyone had rune stones, and the focus shifted to how to use them, rather than finding them in the first place. Thus began the Era of the Rune.

“Humans were much more densely populated during this time, and so were the supernatural settlements. So territory and goods became a big thing. Supernaturals could do so much more with runes, and their standard of living rose dramatically. Supernaturals started wanting what other supernaturals had, so battles became a thing. It was these battles that drove the next series of innovations. Naturals and mages would use their magic to inscribe the rune in the air, then they would cast through it somehow and make it do what they wanted.

“As you can imagine, in a battle situation, this was very slow and prone to errors. Also, it was hard to remember a bunch of runes and get them all right. Something needed to change, and it did. Someone figured out how to burn a rune into a stone and make it magically active. It wasn’t just a copy of the rune—it was an actual magical outline, ready to cast through, just like they had written it in the air.

“This was a huge upgrade, and it seemed like two schools figured it out at about the same time. They both became very successful until this new way became common knowledge. It seemed like these stones only worked for the original caster, so everyone got very good at making their own. This became the golden age of runes as rune and rune variations were passed around like candy. This was also the time when naturals became their strongest. They figured out how to internalize the runes and used them to massively augment their powers. This allowed them to become demigods, or even gods. As a side note, this is probably where legends like Zeus, Hercules, and Medusa come from.”

Bitty paused to give MMm and GMm a pointed look to make sure they were listening. They were, and so was I.

“We don’t know how they did it, and most people have forgotten that it can even be done. Just know that tattoos don’t seem to work. That has already been tried in a variety of forms. It also isn’t as simple as taking a rune stone and swallowing it or inserting it under your skin. In the first case, it just comes out of your ass, and in the second case, it’s almost the same as carrying it around in your pocket. One story I’ve heard said it had something to do with their aura, but what they actually did to it is unknown. Don’t get fixated on that idea either, as it only showed up in one account and I could never corroborate it.

“The next invention was the start of the mage technology we have today. A mage learned how to store his power inside a stone. This was the source of the charms we have today. Without power, none of our charms will work. Back then, one of the big determiners of a battle winner was who could last the longest with magic. By being able to store power, a mage could now field a lot more magic in a battle, and thereby win the fight. Soon, all the mages figured this out, but the naturals didn’t. Their bodies were their batteries. Why would they need anything else?”

‘That is like Penny,’ my Analytical Side chimed in. ‘You went overboard and made her aware, but it’s the same concept.’

“So now we had rocks that held power and rocks that held active runes. Now, when mages fought, they would pull power from a power stone, and then cast it through a rune rock. That took time, and speed is everything when you’re fighting, so the next advancement only made common sense. Someone figured out how to put a battery and a rune together. It wasn’t as flexible as having separate runes and power sources, but the faster mages started winning battles, so it wasn’t long before everyone was doing it.”

‘This is fascinating stuff!’ my Analytical Side enthused. ‘This is the level you’re working at now. Your Flashers and Tea contain the power and the rune. Together, they do an excellent job making light and healing you. Quickly, ask Bitty about the advantages of doing it this way. He’s a historian, so he won’t be able to resist giving you an excellent answer.’

I quickly raised my hand and Bitty paused. He didn’t look upset, but he didn’t look happy either.

“Your tale is so intriguing,” I said. “And this is the era I’m especially interested in. I’m sure you’re going to move on to how modern charms were formed, so I wanted to ask you a quick question while we are here. You know the stories of what was possible then compared to what is possible now. So what advantages did these mages have back then, using rune stones and power stones, over how we do things currently?”

Bitty’s eyes twinkled, and he got a big smile on his face.

“Well, someone is listening! I’m glad you find the Era of the Rune interesting. I must admit it is a huge focus of mine, and I’ve spent most of my time searching out stories from that period. I was going to do a summary at the end, but this might be an even better time.”

He sipped his tea and gathered his thoughts.

“The big difference between rune stones and modern charms is how personal they are. Rune stones were burned by the mage and only usable by them. So the mage knew exactly what the rune was and what it was supposed to do. The magic used in making the rune was very personal, and the magic that was cast through it was the mage’s own magic. This allowed the mages at that time to do fantastic things with their power. They were only limited by their imagination, their capacity, and their flow.

“Modern charms, on the other hand, are very impersonal, but they allow for a much wider range of application. Take those tea cups you're using right now. I don’t know exactly how the charm is structured to keep the tea full and the temperature consistent. I just know it works. I don’t even power them directly. Instead, I have a charging station, and I pay the Bank whatever it needs to keep them full of power and ready for my guests.

“I’ve thought about this a lot, but I believe that if a modern battle mage met a battle mage from the Rune era, they would get their ass handed to them. Mages in the Era of Runes ruthlessly trained their minds and their powers to the highest degree. They had only themselves to rely on, so they became the best they could possibly be. On the other hand, a modern mage has a much better standard of living. I could not run this shop without my Shop Friends. Because of them, I can catalog and sell a vast array of items. I don’t even move my shop anymore. This is all my own mini-realm, and I just connect it to booths at whatever tournament or fair I want to attend. Because of that, I can attend more than one event at a time. I just make sure the entrances land in different starter rooms.

“For my age, I’m only a moderately powerful mage. But because of charms, I can run a large shop which affords me a very good income. And because of that income, I live like a king compared to the mages of old. I have all the power I want, and it allows me the luxury of spending my time the way I prefer.” He nodded at Sandy.

“I’m spending it talking with you wonderful people about history. So, in a way, I’m having an adventure right now.” He nodded at MMm.

He looked back at me.

“Does this answer your question for the moment? I could talk about the differences all day, but I have the rest of the history to cover.”

“Yes, thank you,” I said politely. “You’ve explained it beautifully.”

‘This is a lot to unpack,’ my Analytical Side spoke up again. ‘There are so many thoughts that come from this. The biggest one is that I think you should work on becoming a Rune Master, rather than a Charm Master.’

‘Agreed,’ I said, ‘although I still think I can make charms. Not just awake charms, like Penny, but real charms like Sandy’s force charm. When we get back to Louisville, we are going to have to do some experiments and figure this out. This is going to be fun!’

“Now, where was I,” Bitty mused. “Ah, yes. I was at the point where they were putting rune stones and power stones together. Those mages won their fights, so that ended up becoming the standard way of doing things. All of that changed one day when a powerful mage wanted to help her lover, who was a very weak mage. According to the tale, her lover was a beautiful young man, who was great in bed, but terrible with magic. He could barely light a candle, or do any of the normal things a mage should be able to do. To make up for his lack of talent in that area, and because of his rather large talent in other areas…” Bitty gave a rather naughty chuckle. “She ended up making him a charm with a power source and found out how to fill it with ambient magic. This changed everything.

“You have to understand, mages could get challenged at any time, so getting low on magic was never something you wanted to happen. Mages were always careful with their rune usage because they used their own personal power. Once they found out how to use ambient power, then that opened up a whole new world of what was possible. The teachers also loved it because they could give these new charms to their students and make them do the charging circles to fill them up. The only drawback was the ambient magic didn’t respond as well to the mage’s commands. That forced the next breakthrough, which was applying constraint, triggers, and all the logical connections used in modern charms today.

“The Era of Charms started before the Bank, but that is the greatest testament to what is possible with modern magic. In some ways, modern charms are a lot like these new cell phones the mundanes have. Most of them don’t know how it really works, but they know how to use it. And that is what we have today. I don’t know exactly how my Shop Friends work, but I know how to use them.”

Bitty sat back and regarded us silently. I looked at my crew, and they looked like they had ideas and possibilities swirling around in their heads. I knew I certainly did. I was going to be chewing over this story for years to come, looking for new ideas to try.

“Thank you very much for your knowledge,” I said. “You have given all of us a lot to think about.”

I settled deeper into the red sofa and took a sip of tea myself.

“Now, I believe it is time for me to tell my story.”

And that is what I did. I told him as much as I could, without mentioning Mother Creation or Father All-Rune. I also didn’t mention Penny, the Flying Miners, or the Ass Blaster 2000s. I just made it seem like I did everything manually with my magic. I hoped he would assume that anything missing was because of the intervention of the cosmic powers. Bitty asked questions, but they were more from a ‘What happened’ story perspective rather than a ‘How did you do it’ technical perspective. He was very fascinated by my theory about how the mage of long ago had compressed the centaurs’ aura and how it had gradually started expanding more today.

While I was talking, I realized something. Bitty had ended his talk too soon. As soon as it seemed like he was satisfied with my story, I got him back on track with the history of runes again.

“We’ve had a nice break from the history of runes and I hope you are happy with my story; however, I’d like to get back to runes and how they have fared in the modern age. I’m sure as a historian this might seem too current for your interest, but I’ve only been in this supernatural world for a few months now. I’ve only heard a little about the Bank and its origin while at the Gathering. Before that I didn’t even know the Bank existed. As you’ve said, there are lots of stories out there, but I would bet that most of them are centered on gaining power and making charms. Your version of modern history would provide a much needed context of how modern runes and charms have changed over time.”

I stopped and gave him my best puppy-eyed look. I knew I was laying on the flattery a bit thick, but it was all true. Bitty could probably give me a better overview of charms than anyone else. It only made sense to ask.

Bitty gave me a shrewd look, like he knew what I was up to. But he couldn’t resist talking about history, so he picked up where he’d left off.

“You are right. There is a lot still to say, even though we have reached the modern era. I suppose I can’t talk about what we have today without first talking about the two brothers, John and Ezra. There are stories about them having two competing schools and trading pearls and all that. As far as I can tell, that is nonsense. They were competing, but not against each other. I think the real version of the story was that they each had certain talents, and they worked very well together. John was both a ruthless fighter and a canny diplomat. He was an excellent judge of character, and he had a knack for getting supernaturals to do what he wanted. When that didn’t work, he fought them. From the tales I’ve heard, he was badly injured more than once, but he never lost a fight.

“Balancing out the fighter was his brother, Ezra, the genius. Logical connections for charms were just getting started, and most of them hadn’t been discovered yet. Ezra took this new area of learning and expanded it massively. He was the Einstein of his day. He had a knack for seeing what was missing, creating it, and then using that creation in new and unexpected ways.

“There was a third member of their family, and she is almost never mentioned in the stories. They had a sister, Ruth, and I’m pretty sure she was one of the fabled Rune Masters. Apparently, she was very shy and reserved, and she let her brothers take all the glory.

“Between the three of them, they made the perfect team. Ruth could see Runes, and so provided the basis for all their magic. Ezra put the runes and logical connections together to make the charms, and John used the charms to spread their influence far and wide.”

‘What are the odds of three siblings becoming a perfect team like that?’ my Analytical Side mused. ‘This sounds like the All-Rune was working some of his probability again.’

I agreed, that did sound suspicious, but Bitty was still talking, so I focused in again.

“The advancements they made were massive and changed the supernatural world as we know it. Now we have a standard unit of currency, the pearl, and mages can either spend it, or use it to refill their magic. We have the Bank, which provides just about everything a modern mage needs. We have a robust system of charms that can do everything from heating an oven to helping you fly. In a short period of time, naturals were out and mages were in. Everyone wanted the magical flexibility that mages had. Naturals focused a lot less on their abilities and started using charms, just like everyone else. The old naturals either died out or ascended, and soon the knowledge of how to be a powerful natural was lost.

“For a couple hundred years, the brothers and their hidden sister reigned supreme. The Bank and pearls became the basis for everything. Then their family stepped back from public life and focused on making the Bank a lot more than just a place for money. The Bank is still evolving today, although no one knows if John, Ezra, and Ruth are behind it or not.

“Humanity, and by extension the supernatural world, was becoming a lot more populous. Ezra wasn’t the only genius, and Ruth wasn’t the only Rune Master, and soon Collections started forming. This was when someone figured out how to make a group of useful and popular charms, and do it consistently. They would start a Collection and train other mages how to do what they did. These Collections are similar to the fashion houses of today. Like Prada, Gucci, or Dior. Of course, the oaths you had to swear to learn their secrets were fierce and deadly, but the financial rewards were incredible. Only the best of the best mages were invited to become part of the top Collections.

“Soon, the supernatural world was filled with entertainment, fantastical weapons, speedy travel, long distance communication, and lots of comforts and luxuries. Of course, you had to have the pearls to afford all that. The scramble for survival changed a bit, but it still remained. Before, you won power and influence if you, personally, were a powerful mage. Now, you could win if you had enough wealth and power to hire the most powerful mage.

“The Collections fought with each other and became even more powerful in many ways. However, the supernatural world has basically settled into a new groove. Change has been incremental, and nobody has really done anything that has shifted the balance of power in a long time. I think the massive influx of new Sparks may change our world yet again. But we will just have to wait and see.”

Bitty sat back, and I took a moment to just finish absorbing everything he’d said. My goodness, he’d covered a lot.

“Do you know of a Collection that sells golems?” I asked. Bitty was a trader. Surely he’d heard stories about the different Collections.

“None of the Collections I know sell golems,” Bitty said thoughtfully, “but I have heard this is something the Tinker specializes in.”

“The Tinker?” I prompted, as Sandy flashed me a look.

“From what I know, he’s not a Collection. He’s just one man. But rumor has it he’s an extraordinary charmsmith, and he likes to focus on weapons. If you need something unique and powerful for personal protection, or if you need something to win a war, then he’s your guy.”

Bitty waved his hand in the air, dismissing this line of thought.

“Now, enough about that. You still need to receive the force rune you’ve come for.”

I wanted to talk more about the Tinker, but Bitty was ready to move on and I was eager to see this rune!

“Now that you’ve heard the history, I trust you understand why I can’t part with the original rune stone. It’s incredibly old, and I must make sure it stays as preserved as possible. Stone is a hard substance, but it can get worn down over time. In this case, the rune stone has already had a rough life and some of the rune has worn away. I’m hopeful, though, that it will still help you and provide what you’re looking for.”

He made a grand gesture, and the assistant stepped forward with a small stasis cube. In that cube was a small flat stone that was about the size of a quarter. And on that small stone was the force rune I’d been looking for!

The differences between this rune and the rune Sandy had were immediately apparent. Sandy’s rune looked like four nested L’s lying on their side with one L capping them off across the top. This was sort of like that, but it looked more like flying birds. When I was a kid, I liked to draw simple landscapes, with the sun in the upper corner and big flowers with big petals. I used to draw birds flying in the air that looked like V’s, except the sides of the V curved down like the wings of a bird in flight. This rune didn’t have four nested L’s—it had four nested birds in flight. And the capper wasn’t an upside down L. It was a wavy line like a horizon.

The lines all had flow too, with the body of the birds being thickest and narrowing out to a fine point on the wings. The wavy horizon line at the top was thickest in the middle and tapered on the edges. I thought this was perfect, and exactly what I needed, until I started looking closer.

The big lines were there, but the stone was so old and had passed through so many hands that the fine detail was mostly gone. Sandy’s rune had tiny straight lines that connected her L’s. There were suggestions of those lines here, but it wasn’t clear how many there were and how they should flow.

“Is everything okay?” Bitty asked. I guess I was looking a bit disappointed.

“This is almost everything I hoped for,” I replied. “It’s got the flow of the older runes, which I’ve found is very important. Unfortunately, it’s so old it’s missing most of the fine details.”

“I was afraid you’d say that,” Bitty said regretfully. “I’ve collected a few other stones like this one, but they are in much worse shape. This stone is at least two thousand years old, and probably much older than that, so it’s a miracle it’s in as good a condition as it is. I’ve had an exact copy of this stone made out of clay and preserved in a stasis cube for you to take with you. Every tiny indent has been faithfully recreated, so hopefully you will be able to decipher this even better with further study.”

“Thank you for that,” I said sincerely. “Do you mind if I hold the original?”

“You can hold the cube,” Bitty said, “but I can’t let you hold the actual stone itself. I’ve had it carefully cleaned and preserved. Even the natural oil of your skin can cause damage over time.”

“I understand,” I said. “I won’t take it out of the cube.”

I held out my hand, and the assistant carefully gave me the cube. I was hoping to get a feeling from the stone, but the stasis magic in the cube kept interfering. I also wanted to be discreet with my analysis, but I gave up on that, and instead just wrapped both hands around the small cube. Then I closed my eyes and zoomed in for a closer look.

As long as I didn't push too hard, my magic could soak through the stasis spell, and I began to get a highly detailed view of the rune stone. My magic sight is incredibly detailed, and with the clues I was picking up from inside the rock, I was able to piece together how the lines should connect the ‘birds’. I also saw there was a whole series of small markings around the edges of the main lines. Some were longer, some were shorter, and they went in all directions. Were these part of the rune? Or were they just slight scratches from normal use?

I really needed to know, and this was going to be my only chance to examine the original object. I’m sure my clay replica was an excellent copy, but it wasn’t magical like the original.

Hmmmmm.

Maybe I needed to give it a bit of magic and wake it up? Would it even have any power in it after all this time?

I shifted focus from viewing to touching, and that’s when I felt my Mark of the Deep Earth wake up and take notice.

‘Stone? Magic?’ it seemed to say. It didn’t have clear communication like Eggy or Penny, but it was definitely interested in what I was holding.

‘Yes! Stone and magic,’ I sent back. ‘Map it?’

I added images of watching the magic come alive and seeing the rune pop. I made it look like a topographical map, or one of those lidar scans where they find hidden archeological sites. I wanted to relate this to the earth as much as possible.

‘Map it!’ Its voice was getting stronger already, and orange lava capsules of Deep Earth magic started flowing out of my hands. It took a minute for its power to work through the stasis cube, but when it reached the rune stone, the results were impressive.

The stone seemed to wake up, and suddenly it wasn’t just an inert rock anymore. It still wasn’t alive like Penny, but now it felt friendly, in an earthy sort of way. It recognized me as an ally of stone and especially a companion of magic in stone, so it wanted to help me however it could.

‘Map it,’ I requested, and all the relevant bits of magic lit up in stunning detail. I saw everything the original mage had inscribed in it so long ago. Every line was crisp, and all the outside details were highlighted perfectly.

I realized that figuring out this rune could have taken forever. Some of the outside details really were just scratches and had no bearing on the rune at all. On the other hand, I now saw details that had been completely worn away. There was no way I could have recovered them on my own.

I had not only what the details were but also how often they were used. The most common areas where the magic had flowed the most were highlighted in a deep red. The least common details on the side were bright orange. Several details on the outside were all the same color, so I assumed they were all triggered together.

This was totally awesome, and I quickly told the Mark of the Deep Earth and the rune stone just how much I appreciated their help. I didn’t get any words back, but I did get a sense of satisfaction. Now, I just needed to save this information.

The detail was much more than I could remember, and for a moment, I panicked. I couldn’t get this far, see the rune in all its glory, and then lose it again!

Then I remembered my Surfer Dude was made up of magical sand and could mimic anything. I’d planned on giving him the force rune anyway, so now was the perfect time.

‘Dude! I need you,’ I sent out, and he surfed into view.

‘You can see what I see, right?’ I asked. I was pretty sure all my creations could share my awareness, but in this case, I needed to be sure.

‘Yes,’ he said simply. Surfer Dude was a man of few words.

‘I’m currently highlighting a force rune from long, long ago. Go ahead and copy the rune. Save all the details I’m seeing for future study.’

‘Can I use it?’ he asked.

‘Of course!’ I replied excitedly. Was he going to be able to transform it and use it like Tea had the healing rune? If so, that would be amazing. ‘Use it however you want and pass it on to your surfing buddies, too.’

His chest rippled, and the force rune appeared on it like it was some sort of superhero logo.

‘How does that feel?’ I asked.

‘It feels like a lot,’ the Dude said thoughtfully. ‘It’s fighting itself.’

‘It’s got a crap ton of options around the edge,’ I said. ‘Based on the colors I’m seeing from the rune stone, only a few of them were turned on at a time. Do you think you can figure it out?’

‘Probably,’ he said simply. ‘It will take time.’

‘The highest priority is getting the right options for Red and the shield,’ I said. Then I sent him images of how I wanted the force to react in a reverse tense-on-contact type of way.

‘Use the Force, Red,’ he said simply, and sent an image of Red like Obi-wan stopping a laser blast.

OMG! Had he just made a joke? That was awesome! I gave him a mental high five.

‘As for yourself, you are the fastest creation I have. I’d love it if you could use the force rune to get even faster. Also, if you could carry small objects easily, like you did the cherry pit, that would be excellent. There could be a lot of potential uses for that.’

He nodded and shrugged, somehow conveying he would work on it and do his best without speaking at all.

‘Penny,’ I called, and she appeared. She’d been listening in on everything, so she had already been studying the force rune and could recreate it if needed.

‘You are so awesome,’ I told her. She just laughed and smiled and went back to her ring.

I had everything I needed, so I pulled my magic back out of the rock and the stasis field again. When the lava orange magic left, the rock settled back to sleep again. Originally, I wasn’t sure if I was doing the right thing. Should I leave it a bit more aware? It had been very helpful, after all. Then I thought that life inside a stasis cube in storage had to be terribly boring, so it probably was better if it went back to a low power level. It wasn’t really awake like Penny, so I couldn’t ask it directly.

Once my magic was all back again, I returned the cube to the assistant, and he handed me my clay replica. I didn’t need it at this point, but it was a great souvenir and I wasn’t going to turn it down.

“Did you get what you needed?” Bitty asked curiously.

“I sure did,” I replied. “Thank you so much. You have been most helpful. The history you’ve told me has given me a lot of ideas, and the force rune was exactly what I needed. I hope to run some experiments and be able to tell you all about it the next time we meet.”

“I’d like that very much,” Bitty said. “You seem like a resourceful type of person, so I can’t wait to see what you come up with.” He gestured to include Sandy and the llamas. “This goes for all of you as well. I truly hope you find a lot of value in what was said tonight. I hope your lives are better because we’ve met, and hope you come back and tell me all about it.”

We all assured him that the evening had been enlightening, and we all hoped to meet him again. Then we finished up our goodbyes and headed out. Our original steampunk coat rack was still waiting outside, and it guided us through the rooms and back to our exit. I thought maybe the others would want to still look around a bit, but it seemed like we were finished and ready to head home.

We exited the Stacks and Piles, and unlike last time, we had an uneventful trip all the way back to our suite. MMm and GMm liked the history and remembered the advice they had gotten, but what they were still excited about was their first magic working with Henry at the Spinning Tale. This was truly a night they would never forget.

Once in our suite, we were safe for the night, so MMm and GMm said their goodbyes. I got a wonderful llama kiss from Mr. Muscles and a bit of a naughty kiss from his grandmother. I think she could tell I still wasn’t used to it yet, so she enjoyed teasing me a bit and gave it a little extra lip. MMm sighed and gave me a look like ‘Grandma is going to be Grandma.’ I just laughed and wished them both safe travels and good night.

Finally, Sandy and I were alone. She yawned and gave a big stretch.

“Did you really get what you needed?” she asked.

“Oh, yes,” I said. “And the Mark of the Deep Earth was a huge help. I was able to light up the magic in the stone, so it showed me all the options in full detail.”

Then I gave a big yawn too.

“That is wonderful, Jason. I’m so happy for you. Normally, I’d be a lot more excited than this, but I haven’t fully recovered yet, and I’m so tired. Give me a hug, and then I’m headed to bed before I fall over.”

“I feel exactly the same way,” I laughed, giving her a nice goodnight hug. Then I went to bed too. Bermuda had beaten me to it, and he was already hogging the pillows. I quickly got ready for bed and snuggled up with him. I’d planned on trading magic with both of my Marks and going over the history in my mind again, but Bermuda started softly licking my nose, and before I knew it, I fell fast asleep.


26 Our Special Day

Something was gently touching my face. Something velvety soft, but very insistent. I finally opened my eyes and there was Bermuda. Ears up. Tail up. Eyes wide and full of intent. MuMu was ready to play!

I was so sleepy, but fortunately I had plenty of practice at handling this. Bermuda liked to get his wild on in the early hours of the morning. I summoned two Feather Dots, turned them loose, and rolled over. I was back asleep before the second pounce.

It seemed like no time had passed at all, and I felt something gently touching my face once more. Something velvety soft, but very insistent. What the hell? I opened my eyes and there was Bermuda. Ears up! Tail up! He was crouched down, ready to pounce and play.

Was this Groundhog Day? I was pretty sure I’d done this already.

I made two more Feather Dots and blocked Bermuda’s pounce, so they had enough time to get a head start. That should do it. I rolled over and went to sleep. Again.

A few moments later, something soft and velvety touched my face. Omg! I opened my eyes and there was Bermuda, staring at me intently, still riled up and ready to go. What the heck was going on? Was Bermuda really catching them that fast?

I made one Feather Dot, but this time, kept an eye open to watch the chase. I watched him zoom across the room, and it hit me as I followed his graceful figure––my kitten wasn’t a kitten anymore. Now he was a sleek young cat. How did he grow up so quickly? He still wasn’t full grown, of course, but he’d certainly left his fuzzy awkward days behind him.

He was faster now, too. I’d thought he was amazing before, but somehow he’d taken it to another level, and the Feather Dots just couldn’t keep up with my little speed demon.

‘Surfer Dude,’ I called, and he slid into view.

‘Have you figured out how to use the force rune to go faster?’ I asked.

He proudly angled his surfboard so I could see the force rune etched on it. It had the main parts—the flying birds and the horizon line—but it also had five of the option dashes turned on. I memorized it, then started making a new Feather Dot.

I made the Lamborghini body, doors that changed into wings so it could fly, tires that let it climb walls, a laser dot in the bumper, and long feathers to add extra cat interest. This was my second version of the Dot, and now it looked like it needed to be made over again.

I took the speed version of the force rune and engraved it on the hood. That would probably do it on its own, but now I was changing it, maybe there were other things I could do to give my young feline more of a challenge.

I was still sleepy, so I let my mind drift as I considered the design.

Wings.

Wings could only go so fast. How about rockets?

How about rocket wings!?

I modified the doors, so when they turned into wings, they also had rockets coming off of them like feathers. Not only would it be faster, it looked pretty bad ass too.

What else could I do?

My mind drifted, and I thought about the centaur guard. When I’d fought him, I’d originally reacted to him like he was a car. But he turned and accelerated with all four feet. That gave him an amazing turn radius. What if I changed the Dot so all the wheels could turn completely around? Then it could suddenly dart to the side, rather than having to turn like a regular car.

I finished up the changes, added in all the extra details, and was just filling it up with magic, when Bermuda hopped up on the bed again, ready for action.

‘Good luck!’ I told Dot 3.0 and turned him loose.

Still full of energy, Bermuda gave chase, but this time it went very differently. The new Dot was fast. Like crazy fast. And it wasn’t just zooming straight forward, either. When Bermuda pounced, it shot off in a completely different direction, and the chase took some very unexpected turns.

‘Thanks, Dude,’ I told him. ‘Who would have thought that I’d go to all this trouble to get this amazing rune, and the first real use I found for it was enhancing a cat toy?’

He just shrugged in a zen way and surfed off. I tracked Bermuda and Dot for a few minutes with my magic sight. They were having a wonderful time, and Bermuda was going to have to get a lot faster before he started catching Dot again. I was sure it would happen, but for now, I was safe once again from youthful enthusiasm. I rolled over, snuggled up in my pillows, and quickly fell asleep.

The next time I woke up, it was the morning. Time to start my day. Bermuda was snuggled up beside me, and he was passed out. Like passed out hard. He’d woken me up in the middle of my night, so turnabout was fair play. I cuddled him good, and all I got was a slight twitch of his paw, so I ramped it up a bit. I added in noisy wet kisses and deep belly lovin’, which finally got him to crack open one eye.

I just got a sliver of a glance, but it told a story of death and misery. It was a slice of ‘What the HELL is wrong with you?’ baked in a ‘What damn time is it?’ crust with a generous dollop of ‘Fuck You!’ on the top. I probably should have kept going to even out the scales a bit more, but I loved my furry baby, so I just settled for one last extra noisy kiss. Then I hopped out of bed and started my morning routine. And I do mean “Hopped.”

I felt good! Like fully rested, full-of-energy, blessed-by-the-Tea-Tree good. All that sleeping yesterday had put me back on top again.

I threw on some casual clothes and joined Sandy for breakfast. She was feeling rested and perky as well. I guess our Marks had settled in, and now we were back to normal. We were almost done eating when CLl and NLl showed up. I was surprised, but happy to see them. They usually only showed up in the evening.

“We’ve cleared our schedule,” CLl said proudly. “We wanted to be with you and support you however we could on your special day.”

“Thank you so much,” I said. “You didn’t have to do that. But we really appreciate it.”

Today was the day we were meeting with the Council. It seemed a bit early to get ready for that event, though. I threw Sandy a questioning glance, but she just looked as surprised as I was.

“I’ve prepared special outfits for both of you,” NLl said. “Today, of all days, you certainly want to look your best. I’ve gone with more of a ceremonial martial arts theme. I thought it would look fancy for the occasion, but also highlight your deadly side.”

“That sounds great!” Sandy said excitedly. “I’m sure anything you’ve made us will be just perfect. I can’t wait to see it!”

“Well, let’s get ready, then.” NLl laughed at how happy Sandy was, and they both hurried off to Sandy’s room to get ready.

“NLl really has worked a miracle with Sandy,” I told CLl after they left. “It used to be that she only wore practical clothes and wouldn’t be caught dead in anything even remotely termed as dress clothes. Now, she can’t wait to see what NLl has made her. Your niece is just amazing.”

CLl beamed with pride. “She brings me joy every day. And I’m not surprised she brought that out in Sandy too. Once you wear one of her creations and realize just how fun it is to look good, you can’t help but get excited about what she’s going to make next.

“And speaking of which,” he turned to me, “it’s time for you to get into your new clothes as well.”

CLl was right. Now I’d worn one of her outfits, I was super excited to see what she’d made for me!

We hurried to my bedroom, and I stripped out of my clothes as fast as possible. CLl opened the armoire slowly, drawing out the suspense. Then he pulled out my clothes, and I fell in love with them before I even put them on.

NLl had made something that looked like a cross between a kung fu outfit and a formal suit. It was shiny black, with silver accents everywhere. The top had a cool double row of buttons, all of which were outlined and connected in silver thread. I had my initials, JC, on the left in a fancy script, and “House Louisville” on the right. It wasn’t loose, like a kung fu top. Instead, it was form fitting, like a tailored suit. It accented my shoulders and made my chest look bigger than it was. It pulled in at the waist, accenting my slim figure, and then flared out a bit over my butt. The pants took over from there. The silver accents went down the side, but they also had little trails of silver, like roots, that wandered toward the center. They looked random, but once I put them on, I realized they made my legs and butt look fabulous!

The whole outfit was close-fitting, but the material flexed and moved with me. I felt like I could run a mile or even have a real fight in it. Once again, I was blown away by the artistry and comfort of it all. I also couldn’t stop looking at myself in the mirror. I wished Tyler could see me now!

CLl dusted me down with his Feather C 250, causing the clothes to settle on me just a bit better. It also took care of a few cat hairs that had somehow already found their way onto my outfit. The culprit of those hairs was still passed out on the bed, and I was pretty sure he wasn’t coming with us today. We took a moment to make him a nice nest of pillows and covers, and he snuggled in even deeper. I gave him a goodbye kiss, and then we left the room. Of course, I’d picked up even more cat hair, so CLl had to use his Feather C 250 again.

We only had to wait a few minutes before Sandy showed up, and she was positively glowing. Her outfit was similar to mine. It had her initials, of course, and her collar was higher. It was a small change, but it framed her face a bit more and highlighted her beautiful features. Her outfit hugged all her womanly curves and somehow looked both commanding and sexy as hell. I’m not sure if John would have saluted her, or immediately picked her up and whisked her away to the bedroom. Maybe both!

Sandy’s hair, which normally hung loose, was done up in a battle braid, similar to how the Captain usually wore hers. She also had what looked like small silver chains braided in, which tied the whole outfit together.

“Damn, gurl!” I told her in my best gay fabulous voice. “You clean up good! Three snaps and a holla!”

I gave her my best Z snaps formation and added in a fourth snap for extra appreciation. Sandy just laughed and bowed.

“NLl has blown my mind again,” she said. “This looks fantastic, and yet it moves so well. I think I could really fight in this.”

“I was thinking the same thing,” I laughed and threw a punch. That inspired Sandy, who threw a front kick, landed into a punch, and spun into a backfist. Then she stood up like normal, and her outfit still looked perfect. Damn!

We both showered NLl with praise, who laughed and said she was happy we were happy. It was past our time to leave, so we calmed down quickly and were getting ready to head out when MMm and his grandmother showed up.

We hugged and kissed, and they said they wanted to be there for our special day, too. Also, they wanted to let us know the Captain would meet us later with an honor guard so we could make a proper entrance.

I was beginning to think I hadn’t assigned enough importance to our event tonight. Everyone was acting like this was a big deal. Maybe I should do the same. I started feeling nervous, but I just let it go. As far as I knew, there wasn’t anything I could do to prepare. It was better to just stay loose and go with the flow.

We left our suite and jogged down the hallway. I had a brief moment when it was just Sandy and me running together, and I had a quick moment to ask her a question.

“This seems like a lot of prep for our meeting tonight with the Council. Is this a bigger deal than we realized?”

“I was thinking the same thing,” Sandy said softly. “I would have thought we’d get ready for the event tonight, after supper. I know meeting the Council is important, but I hadn’t planned on thinking about it all day. As far as I know, we should just show up, act gracious, and go along with whatever they’ve planned.”

“I agree,” I said. “I didn’t want to say anything back in the room and hurt their feelings. I’m just going to play it by ear and go with the flow. If you think of anything I should be doing, please let me know.”

“Same here,” she whispered back.

We made it to our first discussion, and Aamya and Balaji had our regular sofa reserved for us. I was worried about where everyone was going to sit, but all the centaurs said they wanted to stay in the back. They weren’t really interested in the discussions—that was a Sandy thing. So we went up front on our own and sat down with our friends from House Hyderabad.

I thought we might be late, but the speaker hadn’t arrived yet.

“Welcome,” Aamya said cheerfully. “I must admit, I was very surprised to get your message this morning. I thought for sure you would want to skip this discussion.”

“Why would I want to skip this discussion?” Sandy asked, sounding confused.

“Well, I just figured you’d want to prepare,” Aamya said. Now she was sounding slightly confused, too. “Most Houses do.”

“Prepare for what?” Sandy asked. Now she sounded apprehensive.

“The discussion you’re giving,” Aamya replied. “It’s in one hour.”

Sandy got a blank look on her face. Like the words didn’t make sense.

“I have to give a discussion?” Aamya and Balaji nodded. “In one hour?!?” Her voice was rising as they nodded again.

Her blank look changed to one of pure panic.

“You are the Head of a House,” Aamya said soothingly. “So you have to give a discussion just like everyone else.”

“Oh My God!” Sandy looked around the room wildly, like someone was going to jump out of the crowd and attack her. Then she looked at me. Then Aamya. Then Balaji. They were still nodding at her, and I think it sunk in even more.

“Holy Shit!” she cried. “I’m giving a discussion in an hour!”

At that point, the speaker for this discussion walked in the room, and several mages started clapping politely.

“We need to take this outside,” I said. “Now.”

I grabbed Sandy’s hand, stood up, and pulled her towards the door. She just followed along, as she was still trying to process it all. Aamya and Balaji got up and followed us. As we left, our crew of centaur llamas fell in behind, so we made quite the little procession as we moved down the hall.

I didn’t stop until we were well clear of all the meeting rooms. There was still a bit of traffic in the halls and we got a few looks, but now Sandy could have a meltdown if she needed to, and it wouldn’t attract that much attention.

“Fuck me running. How did I not know this?” Sandy was still in the middle of her breakdown.

I was wondering the same thing. She had scheduled everything, and it hadn’t even occurred to me that we would have to give a talk. I was beginning to think that Sandy was a great battle mage and a wonderful mentor, but she was terrible at scheduling. We’d only had a few hours to get ready for the Gathering, after all.

“I thought you were being awfully calm about everything,” GMm said. “Especially since this will be your first time.”

The girls took over and GMm, Aamya and NLl pulled Sandy even further down the hall. They gave Sandy room to rant and yet provided emotional support and encouragement.

Satisfied Sandy was in good hands, I turned to the guys and we had our own huddle.

“Okay, guys, I rely on Sandy to do our scheduling, so I’m obviously out of the loop here. Fill me in. What am I missing?”

Balaji looked at the other two and then took over.

“The talk of House Louisville isn’t just a regular discussion. Almost everyone wants to hear your story, so it’s going to be well attended. Your House has been attacked, and it’s going through a war, so everyone was curious from the start. Because of that, the discussion was scheduled towards the end of the Gathering. This was to give Sandy time to attend several discussions, get used to the format, and figure out what she wanted to say. It was also to keep the most interesting talk to the end and give the participants something to look forward to.”

I really hoped Sandy wasn’t afraid of public speaking. Because if she was, this was going to be her nightmare.

“So, how big are we talking about?” I asked. “Are we talking packed-meeting-room size, or even bigger than that?”

“House Louisville is speaking in the ballroom, so it’s big enough to host everyone in the Gathering,” Balaji said bluntly.

To quote Sandy––Holy Shit!

“Originally, it was scheduled for a smaller room, but as interest has grown, it got upgraded twice. Also, the other discussions have been moved to different time slots, so most of the mages will end up at your discussion by default. In addition, they’ve doubled the normal time for your House’s talk, so Sandy will have plenty of time to tell her story and still be able to answer questions.”

He paused to let that sink in. Thank goodness I wasn’t the one having to give the talk!

“Oh, and one other thing. I’m pretty sure the Grand Matron will be there.”

Oh nice. That was the cherry on the sundae.

“Well, now that I know what’s going on, all your preparations up to this point make sense,” I said. Then my brain kicked in to all the other things we’d seen during discussions.

“So, what are we doing for security?”

“The hope is that since the Grand Matron is there, you won’t have any hecklers,” Balaji continued. “She’s already said they would be dealt with harshly, so it would look bad for her if she let anything slide. Just in case there is trouble, though, our House is going to be in the front rows surrounding Sandy. We’ll be armed and ready for trouble.”

His eyes flashed, and he looked fierce.

“That is also why the Captain has organized an Honor Guard for Sandy,” MMm jumped in. “Sometimes an organized show of force is all that is needed to keep the peace.”

“And that’s also why NLl went the direction she did on your clothing,” CLl said. “We wanted Sandy to look both regal and deadly. She’s a young mage, compared to the others at the Gathering, but she should be taken seriously.”

“Wow, you guys have really given this some thought,” I said gratefully. “I really appreciate all of your time and attention, and I know Sandy does, too.”

We talked for a few more minutes, and then Sandy and her support crew came back and joined us. Sandy now had a determined look on her face. There was still a touch of panic, but she was doing much better.

“Jason, we need to talk,” she said, and I nodded in agreement. She grabbed my hand, and the two of us moved down the hallway together until we found a good spot where we couldn’t be overheard.

“So... this morning has been different,” I said with a light casual tone.

She snorted.

“You ain't lyin’. This morning has been nothing like I thought it would be. And it’s only going to get more exciting.”

“How are you holding up?” I asked. She looked good, but I wanted to be sure she wasn’t just putting up a brave facade.

“I’m fine,” she said firmly. “I’m trying to treat this like it was a battle situation. We got attacked unexpectedly, but now we’re regrouping and getting ready for the main engagement.”

“That is a healthy way to think about it,” I said approvingly. “Just remember to stay friendly and informative. The audience isn’t your enemy. It’s the assholes that talk about rats. That’s our enemy. In a weird way, it’s like the audience votes for the winner, so we want them on our side.”

“Friendly and informative,” Sandy repeated. “I can do that.”

She took a deep breath, held it, then let it all out. I thought that was a wonderful idea, so when she did it again, I did it with her. I wasn’t as stressed as she was, but it still made me feel better.

“So, what am I being friendly and informative about?” she asked. “I’ve just been getting in the right headspace, and I’m sure you’ve already thought about this and got it all figured out.”

She knew me too well. I had already been thinking about how this should go and how to win the audience over.

“I think you need to keep it personal,” I said. “This isn’t just a regular House discussion. It’s House Louisville’s first discussion. It’s also your first talk, which means it’s about your origins as well.

“So I would suggest you start with your mentor, Liddia, and how she inspired you to be a better person. Imagine, when you're talking about her, as if you’re summoning her spirit and her support into the room. She is the antithesis of all these Spark-hating mages, so it’s the perfect place to start your tale.

“Then talk about waking up in the Head of House bedroom. Remind the listeners that you were chosen by the House itself. That almost never happens, so people will want to know what that’s like. From there, just keep going with the things you know. Talk about missing Jennifer and finding out she had been drained by Isobel. Talk about the battle in the park, although I’d skip the whole reason we were there in the first place. Instead, just say they were after your charms in addition to catching you out of the House. Then go into the big battle with all the mages attacking the House shields. That was incredibly exciting and should keep everyone interested.”

Sandy listened thoughtfully as I was talking.

“That’s a great idea for the flow,” she said. “It’s really everything after the battle that I want to avoid. I don’t want to get into merging my magic with John’s, or you-know-who marrying us. I can’t mention the you-know-who anyway, and most mages just would not understand getting married. The battles with the Necro Golem and Big Ugly were all yours, and I don’t want to get into that too much, or it might give away just what you can do.”

“Then don’t talk about them,” I said. “Our House won the battles, but we haven’t won the war yet. If they ask for an update, and I’m sure they will, focus on Karl and Marius and the internal battle for power the rotten mages are going through. That should keep everyone happy.”

“Okay. Sounds like we have a plan.” Sandy paused for a bit, and I could see her going over everything in her mind, making sure she had it down.

We talked about a few more details and then joined our main group. Everyone was talking and telling stories, and it gave the both of us a moment where we weren’t the main focus of attention. I used the time to relax and get centered again, and I could see Sandy doing the same. I wasn’t sure exactly how this was going to go, but I was there to support Sandy, and that’s what I was going to do.

I also took the time to make sure my Surfer Dudes were full of magic and ready to go. Then I thought about it a bit more and triggered the duplicator ring until I had ten of them flying around. They were going to be my Eyes in the Sky, keeping a watch out for anything dangerous.

Or humiliating. I wouldn’t put it past the ‘Responsible Mages’ to try throwing tomatoes or eggs again.

The time passed quickly, and soon we heard the sound of lots of centaur feet heading our way. It was the Captain, and she’d brought twenty of her guards with her. They were decked out in ceremonial outfits I’d never seen before and they looked sharp!

They had on crisp white military jackets with light blue trim and gold braids on the shoulders. All of them had on white berets and were sporting medals. I had no idea what the medals were for, but they looked impressive.

Each of them had a spear, and while they looked shiny and clean, they also looked sharp and sturdy. I had a feeling those spears could do damage if they needed to.

This wasn’t the Captain’s first ceremony, and she quickly got us organized. The guards formed up in two lines with space in the middle for those they were escorting. The Captain placed Sandy in the front, of course, and I was slightly behind her. She was the queen, and I was her smartly dressed assistant. Aamya and Balaji came next. They were powerful mages from an ancient House and our established allies. Behind them came NLl and CLl, the first mage and natural of the Centaur Llama Nation and also our allies. Bringing up the rear of our procession were MMm and GMm.

I grinned, thinking about how much of an adventure this must be for them. A few days ago, MMm was working in the warehouse and GMm was weaving baskets. Now they were part of a fancy procession and showing their support for a young mage and her House.

The Captain moved to the front of the line and brandished her spear in the air.

“Company, march!” she commanded in a loud voice, and we all moved forward. I thought we would just walk normally up to the ballroom, and then add a bit of swagger as we walked inside. That wasn’t the case at all.

The guards added a double step with their feet, and the sound they made hitting the ground was loud and impressive. The beat was powerful, almost like we were surrounded by drummers, and I felt my excitement rising. There was still traffic in the hallway, and the mages either got out of our way or fell in behind us to see where we were headed. The whole thing developed a festive air, like we were fronting a parade, and we grandly swept into the main meeting area and then up to the entrance of the ballroom.

More mages had joined us, and now the hallway was packed. The Captain led us right up to the entrance, where she barked out her next command.

“Company, halt!”

The guards slammed the butts of their spears into the ground and stood at attention. I had a great view into the ballroom, and the place was filled up.

Balaji was right. This was the main event.

The pause from the Captain was perfect, as it gave enough time for every mage in the room to stop talking and turn around and see what was going on. The room got quiet as everyone paused, waiting to see what would happen next. Only when she held the attention of everyone present did the Captain continue.

“Company, parade march!”

I thought we’d been fancy and loud before, but it had nothing on what happened next. The guard stepped it out in full-on Irish Clogging style! I'm talking full rhythmic prancing, and the marble floor and the acoustics of the room really amplified the cadence.

As if that weren’t enough, they bounced their spears off of the floor in time with the beat and added in a robust, “Huuuhah!” every few steps. I’d never been a part of an entrance with so much pageantry and ceremony before. My gay heart was just loving it!

We proudly pranced our way into the ballroom, all the way up the wide aisle, and stopped right in front of the speaker's circle. That’s when I noticed this circle was a bit different. Usually, the platform only had one step, and it was anywhere from six inches to a foot high. This circle had four steps, and Sandy would be almost three feet in the air. I guess that made sense, as we had a bigger room and she needed a bit more height in order to be seen.

“Company, halt!”

The guards slammed the butts of their spears into the ground and looked imposing as the Captain turned around and graciously offered her hand to Sandy. She took it, and the Captain gracefully assisted her up the steps of her speaker’s platform. Sandy didn’t really need any help, but it was a beautiful gesture, showing respect and support, and she looked positively regal in her black and silver outfit. When she reached the top, she stood proud and strong, looking every inch a battle mage and leader of her House.

Someone started clapping, and it spread like wildfire. Soon the whole room was clapping and cheering for their newest Head of Household. The Captain was right—a great entrance made a huge difference with the audience.

Sandy smiled and bowed graciously as the Captain quickly directed us to our seats. Balaji, Aamya, and I were all sharing a sofa, and the four centaur llamas had giant pillows on the floor. The Captain and three other guards stayed up by the speaker's circle, and they assumed a sentry position on the four points of the compass. I was afraid they would block Sandy, but she now stood high enough to be seen over them. The rest of our escort quickly and quietly dispersed to the back of the room.

Now that the centaur llamas had gotten Sandy off on the right foot, she easily took it from there. She gave a big smile and waved at everyone to settle down. She introduced herself and then started talking about Liddia and why she’d wanted to be a Head in the first place. She talked about the difference a kind smile and a helpful hand could make to a young supernatural who was trying to find her way in a strange new world. She shifted to how she became stronger and more knowledgeable, yet still Liddia continued to mentor her with no request for payment or reward.

Sandy was on fire. Not literally, although she could probably do that too if she wanted. She wove in themes of belonging, mentoring, finding friends, and finding a home. She had the audience hanging on every word, as I saw several in the crowd nodding in agreement with her.

She talked about the adventure of waking up in House Louisville and then losing her friend Jennifer. I’m sure everyone there had experienced losing someone, and murmurs of support swept the room when she talked about the pain and anger over the death of her close friend.

When she talked about the battle at the park, the room rumbled in anger. They wanted to be there to crush Isobel all over again. That led to the attack on the House, and Sandy described the battle in full detail. At this point, the curious mages couldn’t contain themselves, and the questions started. They wanted to know more about Isobel’s golem throne, the wands used in the attack, and how the catapults had come together to form the battering ram.

There was so much interest in the battle that Sandy couldn’t finish the rest of her tale before the rat mages made their move. It started with a massive boom that shook the ballroom and made the chandeliers shake. A shower of sparks danced up the aisle, and General Villain and his posse stepped out. I thought it was just an imitation of what the Grand Matron did, but it was effective and it got everyone’s attention.

Aamya and her House were fast. Before the sparks settled, they were on their feet and surrounded the speaker’s circle. My Surfer Dudes sounded the alarm, but by that time, it was already obvious something was up.

“Liar!”

General Villain's powerful voice rang out and filled the room.

“Harlot!”

He paused. Everyone was paying attention to him now.

“And Unworthy!”

“She is Unworthy to stand on that stage. She is Unworthy to lead a House. She is Unworthy to be part of this group of esteemed mages.” He paused again for effect.

“Most of all, she is Unworthy to even be a part of this House!”

The room gasped, and then a familiar presence slammed down. Suddenly, it felt like I was swimming through honey, and it was hard to breathe. The Grand Matron stood up from her seat at the back of the ballroom and casually strolled up to the front. Everyone quickly got out of her way, and once she had everyone’s attention, she pulled her magic back in.

It looked like General Villain was going to start talking again, but she raised a finger in warning and he shut up. She stopped in the main aisle, halfway between Sandy and the General. She took a moment to slowly look him over. His jaw clenched, and he didn’t look happy that he’d lost his momentum.

“Victor.”

She said his name like he was a naughty schoolboy and she was sick and tired of his shenanigans. Her voice didn’t boom out like the General’s, but I was sure that everyone could hear her just fine.

“I thought I’d spoken clearly. There will be no more interruptions, and there will be no more propaganda.”

He took a breath and looked around, like he was going to start a grand speech, but the Matron raised her finger in warning, and he shut up again.

“I assume you have enough mind to understand these simple instructions? A simple ‘Yes’ or ‘No’ will do.”

“Yes,” he admitted grudgingly.

“Then how do you explain yourself? Be brief and do not try my patience. If you start one of your sermons, I will go straight to punishment.”

I loved it. She was handling him like a pro. He’d come in here ready to beguile the room with his words, and she’d cut him off at the knees.

“My words are not false, Gamila,” he growled. “That woman is a harlot, a liar, and unworthy of her House. As a Head of House myself, it is my sworn duty to defend the Houses, and that is why I am here today. She is a danger to us all and must be removed. I have questions to ask her, and if she responds in truth, you will discover what I say is correct and remove her yourself.”

The Grand Matron gave him another slow look and then turned to Sandy.

“Victor of House Cahokia has leveled accusations at you. This is your discussion, so it is not the usual time or place for something like this. However, the words have been spoken and may not be unheard. It is your choice how you can handle this. You can address it here, or we can address it after your discussion in a more private setting.”

Sandy shot me a quick glance, and I nodded. I’d heard and seen how the magic world operated on strength. Prison rules were in effect, and when you got challenged in the yard, you better not back down. Sandy needed to fight like hell and shank this bastard. Metaphorically speaking, of course.

“I have conducted myself with honor,” Sandy stated clearly. “I am not perfect––nobody is––but I have done my best for my House and those in it. I have nothing to be ashamed of. I have nothing to hide. Let the light of truth shine upon me today and banish those with falsehoods and lies.”

“Your choice is noted,” Gamila said, and turned back to Victor the Villain. “Ask your questions.”

She stepped to the side of the aisle so Victor and Sandy could see each other. He cleared his throat, straightened his shoulders, and gave the room a commanding look. He was clearly ready to launch into a passionate speech when the Grand Matron interrupted him again.

“Victor.” He glared at her. “Keep your questions brief and to the point. My time is precious, and I dislike wasting it on frivolous opinions.”

He stared daggers at her while she looked back sweetly. Her interruptions were driving him wild. I’m sure he was used to his lackeys hanging on every word he uttered.

“That woman is a harlot,” he stated. He paused, letting the statement hang in the air while he gathered himself again. “At her previous House, she saw a man of power, and she coveted his magic. He was in a vulnerable position, as we all are from time to time, and she saw her opportunity. This rat attached herself to him. She slipped into his mind and bewitched him. She worked her womanly wiles, and once he was under her spell, she used him.

“She mated with him over and over again. Draining his hard earned power and taking it for herself. Because of this, she grew stronger. She grew faster than she should. This caused the House to take notice, and when she came to Louisville, she brought her meal ticket with her. She continued to consume him, and one day, when he was nearly defenseless, she saw her opportunity. He had risked his life to save her. And in exchange, she betrayed him.”

“Is there a question here?” Gamila interrupted him again.

“My question,” Victor thundered, “is do you, or do you not, deny that you have linked your magic with John? That you have taken his supernatural inheritance for your own?”

He finished his words with a flourish as he glared at Sandy. Righteous indignation poured out of him. He’d kept his words short, but impactful, and now all eyes shifted over to Sandy.

To everyone else, I’m sure she looked calm and composed. To me, I could tell she was furious. She was too still, and her eyes were too wide. She was in battle mode, and this asshole had just attacked her and John’s relationship. I’m sure she would have blasted him on the spot if she could. But this war was fought with words and attitude. It wouldn’t do to let General Villain know he’d gotten to her.

“First, let’s talk about your word choice,” she said in a calm, patronizing tone. “Harlot is an old-fashioned term for a woman who has sex. In case you haven’t noticed, we’ve all had sex.” She gestured at the audience and got a slight chuckle. “I’m sure our esteemed Grand Matron has had her fair share of willing partners.” Gamila smiled and nodded her head. “Yet I don’t hear you calling her a harlot.

“I’m sure you’ve forgotten, but sex is a wonderful thing. It’s natural. Fun. A joyful expression of life. It leaves you relaxed and clear-headed. Maybe you should try it and see if it helps you with all this tension and hostility.” She gestured in his direction like he smelled bad and needed a bath.

“As for having sex with someone more powerful than you, I believe it is called ‘trading up’? And, from what I hear, it is the game to play during the Gathering. I’m sure we have lots of successful and happy mages in the room with us today. Can I get a show of hands from those who’ve traded up in the past few days?”

A few enthusiastic hands flew up around the room. Then a lot more slower, but equally sure, hands joined them. There were quite a few smiles around the room as everyone looked around to see who’d gotten lucky. It took a moment, but soon almost three quarters of the room had their hands in the air.

“You all are harlots!” Sandy said playfully, and her audience laughed.

“Harlot also has a darker meaning.” Her tone turned ominous. “It was a term used back in the day to shame powerful women. Harlot implied that men could do whatever they wanted, but women needed to be kept in their place. To be kept down. They needed to be on a leash.”

She was borrowing the same tone and cadence Victor used when he mesmerized a room. I’d been afraid she’d hesitate when faced with a fight like this, but she was using her words like weapons and she was slaying it!

“Victor, sweetie, this is a very old way of thinking. The world has evolved since then. People have become more enlightened. Women have agency now. We own property. We run businesses. We are inventors, writers, and painters. We even become Head of our Houses.”

She gave him a big smile. Her use of the word ‘sweetie’ and her helpful lecturing tone were driving him wild. If I were closer, I’d probably be able to hear his teeth grinding.

“If you keep using old, derogatory words like this, you risk being labeled ‘old’ too. And not the wise and powerful version of ‘old.’ Instead, you sound out of touch. A relic. Someone who used to matter and doesn’t anymore.”

Victor looked furious. This conversation was not going the way he wanted. Sandy had taken over and pulled the room to her side. He opened his mouth to retort, but she kept going.

“Now, let’s talk about my relationship with John. First of all, it is none of your business. But since you are being nosy, I will say that I didn’t expect to fall in love. I didn’t expect to find someone so kind, handsome, and supportive. John gets me. And I get him. I’ve been around long enough to know just how rare that is.

“John has saved me many times. And sometimes I’ve saved him, too. After the battle with Isobel, we were both in a bad way. I knew that if I didn’t act, I would lose John forever. So, yes, we joined our magic. We grounded each other. It was a bold move, and only time will truly tell how it will work out.”

A few in the audience gasped, and a light murmur of conversation sprang up as they started processing the revelation.

“I can tell you one thing, and this I swear on the House.”

There was a bigger gasp this time. Swearing on the House was a big deal and could have serious repercussions.

“The House was part of us being together. It fully supported our decision on that day and has supported us every day since.”

The light in the room flared brightly, and the room shook. It wasn’t crazy like when it had wrecked CLl’s home, but it was still a very noticeable tremor. Then it settled back down again. That really got everyone talking.

“Well, that settles it,” the Grand Matron said loudly. “If the House is good with them, then so am I. Victor, are we done here?”

She turned like she was going to walk away.

“I’m not done yet!” Victor thundered. “This woman is a liar.”

The Grand Matron turned back to him. She didn’t indicate he could continue. But she didn’t stop him either.

“Her story does not add up. She is deliberately withholding information from us!”

All eyes were back on him again.

“Tell them why you were in the park that day. Tell them what really happened between you and John. Tell them how the other golem was destroyed and tell them how your city got wrecked while you lay there sleeping!”

He hurled the words at her like they were spears, and I’m sure he expected her to try to dodge the questions. Instead, she just answered him directly.

“You’re right, Victor. I haven’t told you everything that happened to our House. As every Head here knows, sometimes not saying something is the best course of action. For some of your questions, I literally can’t tell you, as higher powers are involved. For other questions, I’m shielding those that need it. My honor and my oath demand I defend my House, and that is what I’m doing. If the Grand Matron wishes to know what happened, I will gladly tell her in confidence. The wrong information in the wrong hands can be a very bad thing, as you have just aptly demonstrated.”

Again, she smiled at him in a patronizing way. Her look said he was a small child, and it would be best for everyone to leave matters like this to the adults. Now he needed to run along and play with the other children.

“Don’t talk to me about secrets and protecting your House,” he snapped back. “The only person you’re protecting is yourself. I know you got kidnapped. You were taken in a simple grocery store and carted away like leftover meat. You are supposed to be this vaunted battle mage. A prodigy of your time. And you fell apart like a piece of rotten fruit.

“You talk about this like you’re winning your war, but the truth is you laid on your back for weeks on end. Weak as a kitten. Unable to move. Unable to defend your House. You are supposed to be a capable mage, but the only defense your House had was a weak shield and two mages that were not even a year old. If your enemy had truly attacked again, you would have folded like a wet paper bag. You would be dead. Your Housemates would be dead. Your lover would be dead. And your House would be destroyed.”

Victor shifted to addressing the rest of the room.

“This woman is weak. This woman is not a leader. This woman is gullible, and she must not be trusted with something as sacred as a House. I call for her to be removed from her position immediately and replaced by a real mage. A Responsible Mage. One that has the years of experience needed for the job and the power that comes with that.”

He then focused on Gamila.

“Grand Matron, you must act!”

He started to launch into another speech, probably to tell the Grand Matron exactly what she should do, but she raised a finger and stopped him again. His fists clenched, and it almost looked like he was going to attack her. He really didn’t like being shushed. He managed to rein it in, though, and the Grand Matron turned back to Sandy, awaiting her response.

“Getting kidnapped was not my finest moment,” Sandy admitted. “And getting drained of my magic was a horrible experience. It’s something I hope to never have to go through again. A House is more than just its Head, though. Nobody here runs a House on their own.”

I saw people nodding in agreement.

“In our case, everyone was in danger, and everyone did what was needed to keep the House and themselves safe. We came together, and we did the best we could with what we had. We are a small House, but what we had to offer was enough.”

She paused, and I could see she was debating whether to say something.

“I also have to believe the House itself thought we were enough. It brought in one other outside natural. He helped us with the big battle and then stayed around for training. Instead of the House bringing in more support, it actually sent him away occasionally to help other Houses. The House left us to defend ourselves, and we have evolved and become stronger because of it.”

She focused on Gamila.

“I’d like to talk to you more about this when you have a moment. I truly believe we have done the best with what we have been given. I also believe the House supports our decisions. We have survived and become stronger. There is no greater proof than that.”

Gamila walked back to the center of the aisle.

“Based on what I have heard today, I agree,” she announced. “There will be no further questions, and this discussion will now conclude.”

“No!” Victor growled. “It will not.”

Gamila raised a finger warningly, but this time he continued, anyway.

“As the Head of House Cahokia, I challenge House Louisville to trial by deadly combat,” he roared.

Gamila looked like she was going to say something, but this time, he talked over her.

“It is my right!”

She nodded.

“It is your right.”

He looked back at Sandy.

“You are an abomination. You might fool the others here, but you do not fool me. You are a rat. Your House is stained by your existence. You are a parasite upon this Gathering, and I will not stand for it any longer.”

For the first time, Sandy looked truly shocked.

I was shocked. This had suddenly taken a nasty turn.

“Upon my magic and upon my right as Head of House Cahokia, I declare enmity between us! I shall battle you until there is nothing left. I will erase your memory from existence. I shall crush you beneath my heel, and my House shall purge your House to the root!”

Once again, the room lit up, and the floor shook. The House had accepted his oath.

Oh, crap.

The audience gasped, and then everyone started talking at once.

Gamila nodded solemnly at Victor and then turned to Sandy.

“House Cahokia has challenged House Louisville to deadly combat. Do you accept this challenge?”


27 Do Not Fall

This had gotten serious. As the only other member of House Louisville present, I needed to get involved. I hopped off of the sofa and bounded up the steps of the speaker’s circle. I wasn’t a speaker and I’m sure I shouldn’t have been up there, but we had moved way beyond minor infractions.

“First, explain deadly combat,” I said. Sandy had been fronting this whole time, so I decided to ask the questions and give her a chance to regroup.

“If the fight happens now, then it will be held in a tournament format. The winner will be determined as the one who survives. The match will not end until one contestant is dead.”

Holy shit!

I looked at Sandy, but she still looked rattled, so I kept going.

“Tell me what would happen if we rejected the challenge.”

“If House Louisville rejects the challenge, then basically they lose by default,” Gamila explained. She sounded very normal and factual, like battles to the death happened all the time. And who knows––maybe for someone at her level of responsibility they did.

“Everyone currently in your House would be forced to leave. They could either leave the Houses entirely, or petition another House to accept them. Sandy would no longer be welcome at any House and would be ejected immediately.

“Under normal circumstances, this would end the feud. But Victor has sworn on his magic, so he will have to hunt Sandy down at some point, and they will then have their death match.”

I nodded to Gamila to let her know I understood, and then I turned to Sandy.

“We don’t really have a choice,” I said softly. “Either you fight now, and at least you know the fight will be fair, or you fight later when he will make sure he has the advantage.”

“That’s what I was thinking, too,” Sandy whispered back.

I moved in even closer so we wouldn’t be overheard.

“Can you take him?” I asked.

“I don’t know,” she said honestly. “My magic has changed so much, and I’m not sure just how powerful it is now. I also don’t know how strong or skilled he is. I’m sure a lot of what he said in his discussion was bragging, but he was well ranked in the tournaments, and that means he can fight.”

She clenched her hands and shifted a bit, like she was looking internally.

“I can say that I feel better than I ever have before. Physically, I feel rested. Magically, I feel whole and complete. Getting the Mark of the Deep Earth was really good for me. It solidified the joining of my magic with John’s even more. I’m nervous because I haven’t tested anything, but I feel like I could take him.”

“Good,” I said and reached out to give her hand a quick squeeze. “Now, how do you feel about killing this guy?”

“I never want to kill anyone,” she said. “But I’ve been in real battles before, so this isn’t my first experience with death. He brought this on himself, so if I win, I have no problem finishing the job.”

“When you win,” I corrected her. She gave me a tight smile.

“I’m more worried about you,” she replied. “If I reject this challenge, at least no one else has to fight. You and Annabeth can probably find different Houses that will take you. John will come with me, of course, and Tyler won’t have to fight at all. This is one advantage of him not being officially part of our House.”

“I’m not worried about Tyler,” I said confidently. “Other than John, he’s the best fighter we have. If he was here, none of these guys would stand a chance.”

Sandy smiled at how quickly I’d defended my man. Then what she’d said caught up with me.

“Wait! I have to fight?”

Sandy nodded.

“He’s pitting his House against our House. Let’s get some clarity about how that will work out.”

She turned to Gamila and spoke up.

“Jason is the only member of House Louisville present. So we do not have a full crew to match House Cahokia. Expecting two of us to fight twenty is not a challenge we can accept. So, how do you suggest we proceed?”

The Grand Matron thought for a moment.

“The only thing that makes sense is for there to be two matches. Both you and Victor will fight, as you are the leaders. So we must find someone for Jason.”

She turned to Victor the Villain, who was smirking. It seemed like he had been expecting this and was excited about the outcome.

“Who is the youngest mage in your House? It is only fair that Jason’s opponent be as close to him in power and skill as possible.”

Victor’s smile grew even bigger.

“All of my Housemates are older mages who are here to compete in the tournament. My youngest Housemate here at the Gathering would at least be in his tournament bracket, though. Would that be acceptable to you?”

“You swear he is your youngest mage?” Gamila asked.

“I do,” Victor replied.

“Then he will have to suffice,” Gamila said. “Let us see this mage.”

“Boy!” Victor raised his voice and hollered back at the group of mages behind him. “Come forward.”

The audience had settled down so they could hear what was going on. Now everyone leaned forward, trying to get a look at who my opponent was going to be.

The group shuffled, and Eugene stepped out.

Wait––what?

Eugene?

The audience gasped, and again a murmur of voices sprang up.

“The tournament winner?” the Grand Matron said sardonically. “This is the closest match you have to Jason for experience and skill?”

“He is my youngest student,” Victor said gleefully. “It’s not my fault I’ve trained him well. Like I said before, they are at least in the same bracket of the tournament.”

Gamila nodded. “Jason, you will only fight once. And this is your opponent, should your House choose to accept the challenge.”

Eugene was just standing there, feet shoulder width apart, hands behind his back. His shoulders were back, and he stared straight ahead with a stoic expression on his face.

“Eugene?” I said, and I let the hurt show in my voice.

He glanced at me briefly, and a look of pain and regret crossed his face. Then he went back to staring straight ahead again.

Suddenly, it clicked, and all the pieces fell into place. Eugene had been too easily available to show me to our suite. He’d invited me to the tournament, and afterwards, he'd asked Sandy all about our battles with the rotten mages. That’s how Victor knew so much about us.

I felt hurt.

I felt betrayed.

I thought he was my friend.

“I’m sorry, Jason,” Eugene said softly. “I’m sworn to my teacher.”

“Yes, you are,” Victor snapped. “So you will not speak until spoken to.”

Something else clicked for me at that point. I had to trust my instincts, and they told me that Eugene had enjoyed the time spent with us. I’m sure his master had told him to spy on us, and since he had sworn all these fierce oaths, he’d had to obey. He’d connected with me, though. He’d let his guard down and been friendly. He’d said things that felt real.

“I won’t fight Eugene to the death,” I told Gamila firmly. “I don’t deserve that, and neither does he.”

She nodded. “I agree. Victor, your oath is against Sandy, not Jason. Eugene and Jason will not fight to the death.”

“Then they shall fight as a grudge match,” Victor stated. “Jason is still a rat. And he deserves what a rat gets. Our Houses are in enmity, and I will accept nothing less.”

Gamila nodded again. “Agreed.”

She turned back to Sandy.

“The ground rules have been set. I ask again—do you accept this challenge?”

Sandy gave me a searching look. I paused for a second to think, but the logic remained the same. Either we fought now and kept our House intact if we won, or we fought later in much worse conditions. It sucked that I was going to fight Eugene, but apparently I was going to fight a powerful mage, anyway. At least I’d seen how he fought. And at least we weren’t fighting to the death. That wasn’t a great silver lining, but it was something.

I gave Sandy a firm nod.

“House Louisville accepts the challenge of House Cahokia,” she said clearly.

“Let it be written—the challenge has been issued and accepted,” the Grand Matron said loudly. She was going to say something else, but Victor spoke up quickly and interrupted her.

“There is one item you’ve already agreed to that I want to be perfectly clear on.” Gamila did not look happy, but she gestured for him to continue.

“I think there might be a misunderstanding between our two contestants.” He glared at me, and then Eugene. “I wish to be clear—this is a grudge match. That means the referee will not stop the match until one contestant is near death.”

Gamila nodded. “Yes, that is understood.”

“I think you like my boy.” Victor was looking at me with a cruel look in his eyes. “That is fine with me. It will make what he does to you even sweeter.”

He grabbed Eugene by the hair and pulled him in close. “You are oath-bound to me, boy. You are mine to command.” He then spit in his face and slapped him hard. Eugene didn’t even flinch. Then Victor gave me another cruel look and slapped Eugene again.

“You will fight this rat,” he said to Eugene, while pointing at me, “and you will fight him to the best of your ability. You will subdue him, and then you will slowly break the bones in his legs and arms. Make sure he is in no danger of dying, as I want him conscious for the next part.”

He looked at me to see how I was taking this, as he licked his lips in anticipation. I just gave him a flat look and tried not to react at all.

“Once all the bones in his limbs are broken, I want you to cut off his manhood. Be sure to make the cuts as ragged as possible. Make sure there is no way for it to be attached again. If the match is not called at that point, then just cut him fast and deep. Rip his entrails out if you can. Do damage and keep doing damage until you are physically stopped.”

He slapped Eugene again.

“Do you understand me?”

“Yes, Master,” Eugene replied quickly.

“Repeat it back to me so I can be sure you heard me correctly.” Victor was still looking at me. His gaze was piercing, like he was trying to look into my soul.

“Subdue my opponent. Break all the bones in his limbs. Keep him awake and alive. Cut off his dick. Use ragged cuts.”

“And balls,” Victor interrupted. “Cut off his dick and balls. Make sure there is nothing left that makes him a man.”

“Yes, Master,” Eugene replied. Then he paused to see if Victor was going to say something more, but he just waved for Eugene to continue. “After that, just cut as fast as possible until I’m physically stopped.”

“Excellent,” Victor said. He released his hold on Eugene. “Now get ready for your match. Make sure you are physically and magically warmed up and ready to do your best.”

Victor looked away, and I felt like I could breathe again. I did my best to put what he’d said out of my mind. Being paralyzed with fear would not help me with my fight.

Not that I was completely immune to what he’d said. Why did everyone keep wanting to break my bones? My Waker Moment had been all about broken ribs and a broken arm. Then Isobel’s golem had smashed my face, and she’d kicked me until my ribs and arm were broken again. I had a healthy fear of broken bones, so his threat felt real and personal.

As for losing my dick and balls, that felt very personal. I was highly motivated to make sure that wasn’t going to happen. I liked Eugene, but I wasn’t going to hold back at all. I was going to do everything in my power to make sure he went down––and went down hard.

I took a deep breath and looked around. Other than Sandy and the centaurs, everyone was looking at me with various looks of pity. I kept my game face on, but now I just wanted to get off the stage.

“I must admit, I’m impressed,” Aamya said loudly to Victor. Her House had surrounded the speaker's circle to protect Sandy, and now she casually strolled down the main aisle to stand close to the Grand Matron. Balaji was right beside her.

“Oh?” Victor sounded curious.

“I thought all of this posturing you’ve been doing was just to gain more attention and fame for yourself,” Aamya continued. “I had no idea you believed in this rat theory of yours enough to die for it.”

“You know,” Gamila said, “I was just thinking the same thing.”

“What???” Victor laughed disbelievingly. “You think I’m going to lose to her?” He flipped his hand at Sandy like she was a bad puff of smoke.

“She’s lost all her magic and has been comatose for weeks. She couldn’t touch me, even on her best day, and now she’s a shadow of who she used to be. I could beat her with one arm and half my magic.”

“Oh, I wasn’t talking about that,” the Grand Matron said. “I was talking about everyone that would come after her.”

“What?” Victor sounded confused.

“Oh, dear,” the Grand Matron said in false sympathy. “Did you think you were going to challenge another House to deadly combat, and then just walk away?”

“Exactly,” Aamya said. “Hear me, House!” she raised her voice to shout, and all conversation ceased. “By his actions on this day, Victor of House Cahokia has proven he is unworthy. Unworthy of being House Head. Unworthy to be part of the House system. Unworthy to be a Mage. I declare on my magic and on my title as Head of House Hyderabad that our House is next in line to challenge his House to deadly combat.”

The ballroom shook again, and the lights flared. The House had accepted her oath.

Holy crap! House Hyderabad had really backed us up.

Suddenly, Victor didn’t look so happy anymore. He opened his mouth to give what I’m sure was a witty retort when a thundering roar filled the huge room. It was so loud, I thought I’d lost my hearing for a moment. Then the roar sounded again, and the trees of the Lagerel stormed into the place.

Their hair limbs thrashed in agitation, and their roots tore up the floor. The path they made was wider than the main aisle, but the mages on the edge got the hell out of the way. I’m sure seeing an eight-foot tree bearing down on you was a scary sight.

Once they were all inside the room, they circled up, and Copac stepped forward.

“Who has challenged Sandy and Jason this day?” he thundered. I had no idea a tree could speak so loudly.

Several mages pointed to Victor and his crew.

Seful Silverleaf, all twelve feet of him, glided over to Victor and towered over him.

He rustled and Copac spoke up again.

“You are the mage that has challenged House Louisville to deadly combat?”

Victor tried to look tall and tough, but he just looked small and puny next to Seful.

“They are rats, and as such, they are undeserving of a House.” His voice sounded small compared to Copac.

Seful and his dumbrava roared again, and their roots slammed against the floor. Victor and his crew scrambled back. Those roots looked powerful.

“Know this,” Copac said. “You have disrespected us. You have challenged our seeds before they’ve had a chance to take root and grow. We find that you have no honor.

“Know this! We are the masters of our realm. We are unmatched in battle. Learning to fear us is the last thing you or your House will do. Your bones will decorate our branches, and your blood will nourish our roots. Your flesh will rot in the sun, and the stories of your cries will be told as a warning to our enemies.

“Upon House Silverleaf, the Realm of Silverleaf, and my magic––this I swear!” They roared again, and the House shook as it accepted their oath.

I was blown away by how vehement the Lagerel were. I knew we had made new friends the other night, but they were ready to avenge us in the best way possible.

Victor looked flabbergasted. This was clearly not part of his plan. The mages that had stormed in with him also looked sick, and more than one of them was eyeing the door.

“I’m sure there will be nothing left of you, or your Housemates, by the time you reach us,” a mage with an Australian accent spoke up. He hopped up on his chair to make sure he would be seen and heard. “However, House Perth finds the actions of House Cahokia to be despicable. As such, our House is proud to stand fourth in line to condemn who you are and what you stand for. Our House is a safe space, a harbor for those in need. I look forward to battling you and any other like you that says otherwise.”

That opened the floodgates, and soon House Heads all over the room were standing up and declaring their support for House Louisville and against Victor and everything he stood for. It was an amazing outpouring of support. I felt touched and honored. It reaffirmed the Houses were full of good people who wanted to create good homes and a place to belong for all supernaturals.

Victor looked disgusted as the room turned against him, and he motioned for his crew to follow him to the side of the room.

“Before you start to prepare, there is one more thing,” the Grand Matron said loudly. All eyes turned to her.

“Since this involves so many Houses, I want to make sure that everyone is dealt with accordingly.” She gestured, and suddenly Victor and everyone with him turned swamp green. “It wouldn’t do to have some of these Responsible Mages slipping out and not owning up to their actions.”

Several of the mages in his crew looked sick. I’m sure they were thinking about doing exactly that. Now they couldn’t hide––or at least––not for long.

Victor just glared at her again, and then stomped off, his green crew in tow.

The Grand Matron clapped her hands. “Prepare the room!” she called. “The matches will happen right here. Contestants, ready yourselves. We will begin in a few moments.”

“Jason,” she looked up at me, “you will fight first.”

The Captain took over at this point. “Centaurs and mages,” she bellowed, “we will regroup over there.” She pointed to the opposite side of the room from Victor. “Prepare a space for us.”

The guard that had held back swiftly made their way over to the wall and started clearing a space. Sandy grabbed my hand as we descended the speaker’s platform, and then the Captain and the remaining guards formed around us as we made our way over to the side. The whole room was in disarray as the volunteers from House Atayk were already breaking down the platform and clearing the center of the room.

We made our way toward our gathering area, when suddenly I realized it was moving away from us. I looked around and saw the Grand Matron was pouring her magic into the room, causing it to expand. She needed more space since she was going to fit a whole tournament ring in here, too. I’d seen John do this to Sandy’s bedroom, but this was a whole ballroom. It was an impressive display of power, and several of the mages who were paying attention looked on in awe.

We finally made it to our spot in the room, and the guard quickly formed a perimeter. It was nice to have a place to regroup and plan in the middle of all this chaos. We were joined by Aamya, Balaji, and a few other members of their House. We were also joined by Seful and Copac from House Silverleaf.

“I’m afraid I must speak quickly and plainly,” Aamya said, “as the Grand Matron will have the tournament ring together soon. You must still prepare for your matches, and our Houses will fight next.”

She paused, and her hands clenched.

“What I’m about to say next gives me no joy. But we must deal with the likely outcome of your match and collect your last wishes. Jason, in the event of your death, who do you want to inherit your possessions and what are your wishes for your body?”

I was so shocked I didn’t say anything for a moment. I’d never been asked this before, and it drove home just how real this fight was going to be.

“I thought I wasn’t fighting to the death?” I asked. I felt shaky, and my voice quivered a bit.

“I’ve seen grudge matches before,” Balaji spoke up. “All that is required is that the contestant doesn’t die before the match ends. Based on what Victor commanded, you’ll have sustained severe injuries, and it’s likely you will pass after the match is over. We have an amazing healer with us today and she will do her best to save you, but we still must prepare for every possibility.”

This was not the conversation I thought we were going to have. I thought we’d be talking about strategy and how to beat these guys. Not what to do with my remains after I died.

“Do none of you think we can win?” I asked. House Hyderabad and House Silverleaf exchanged uncomfortable glances. Then Seful rustled.

“It is a certainty that you cannot win this fight,” Copac translated. “You are less than a year old. He has almost a century of learning and magic development. Not only that, he has trained hard and has demonstrated that he is excellent compared to his peers.

“Sandy also most certainly cannot win her fight. Again, she is not even a century old, and Victor is five times her age. He has also trained hard and demonstrated his excellence in tournaments past.”

Seful rustled, and his hair limbs pointed at me and quivered.

“However, it is also a certainty that no human mages of less than a millennium would be able to overcome my hedge. And yet you both succeeded. That is a feat of great significance to us. According to the stars, you both shall fall. Your bodies shall nourish those that come after.”

The rest of the Lagerel were forming the perimeter with the centaurs. All their hairs quivered, and their roots slammed against the floor.

“Now go forth––and DO NOT FALL!” Copac roared.

Seful roared, and all the Lagerel roared with him.

“DO NOT FALL!” Aamya, Balaji, and all of House Hyderabad hollered.

“DO NOT FALL!” the Captain and all the guards bellowed. They stamped on the floor and gave their warbling cries.

“DO NOT FALL!” they all cried together, and it was thunderous. I could feel their support, their hope, in my bones. I felt tears running down my face, as all the emotions of the moment caught up to me.

I was scared of what was going to happen.

I was touched by all the support.

I felt despair at just how lopsided our matches were.

But most of all, I was feeling pissed off. Victor and his assholes were playing with our lives. I was going to show him that you do not mess with a god!

Mother Creation and Father All-Rune had blessed me with life. I had the Mark of the Lagerel and the Mark of the Deep Earth. I was NOT a normal mage, and in a few moments, I was going to put up the fight of my life.

I would not fall!

Everyone quickly settled down again, and Sandy got us back on track.

“Jason, just to give you some context, it’s normal to discuss inheritance and remains before you head into battle. I’ve done it many times. So that everyone knows, John is my designated survivor. He will know what to do with my possessions and my body.”

Aamya nodded in affirmation and then turned to me.

“Tyler will be my designated survivor,” I said firmly. “I’m sure he’s been through this before and will know what to do.”

Aamya nodded again, then she turned to go. “Our House must start preparations. Even should you win your matches, we will still fight the rest of his House. Just know that we support you, and our hearts will follow you into the ring.”

House Hyderabad formed their own safe space next to ours and started organizing their own matches.

“Do you need to leave also?” I asked Copac.

“We are always ready,” he said simply. “The forest does not allow time for preparation. We can fight with full strength at any moment. Getting ready is a human thing, so strengthen as you must. We will protect you.”

It was a simple statement, and yet so powerful. I needed to be prepared every moment of every day. When a fight happened, I needed to be able to bring my full strength at a moment's notice.

That wasn’t today, though. Today I needed a plan, and I needed it quickly.

“I know you guys don’t know me, or what I’m capable of, but if you were fighting Victor or Eugene, how would you do it?”

I couldn’t give away my soul creations, but maybe the Captain, or the Lagerel, would have ideas I could use.

“We have little experience fighting mages,” the Captain said wryly. “But if I had to fight either of them, I’d want to ambush them somehow. I’d find a way to change the terrain to my advantage, and then hit them with as much force as possible.

“Or I’d just find a way to poison them,” she said thoughtfully. “Or maybe kill them in their sleep.”

“I like the way you think,” Sandy laughed. “I’m not sure that will help us here, though. We can’t control the terrain very much and the fight starts in a few minutes, so taking them out in their sleep is not an option.”

“How about you?” She turned to Seful.

“First, don’t get hit,” Copac translated. “Then find a way to hit your opponent. That is the heart of every fight.”

“You make it sound so simple,” Sandy laughed again. “Okay, Jason and I are going to strategize. Give us a moment.”

There wasn’t much room, but we moved away slightly and put our heads together.

“What are your thoughts on how to win your match?” I whispered. I wanted to talk about her match first. It’s always easier to figure out what someone else should do, and this would give my brain a chance to get warmed up.

“I know Victor is thinking he has our match in the bag, so I feel like he’s going to want to put on a show. I’m going to use that against him by hitting him with everything I have from the start. No warm up. No feeling each other out. Just full-power attacks until he falls.”

“So, hit him with lava from the start?” I summarized.

“Yes,” Sandy said. “Most mages defend very well against force, but they usually aren’t that great against heat. I’m going to burn him up.”

“And how, exactly, are you going to bring the heat?” I asked. “Remember, you have John’s powers now as well as the Deep Earth.”

“I had planned on using my regular fire attack,” she said thoughtfully, “but you are right. I have access to more tools now. I wonder if I can summon a stone here?”

“Let’s find out,” I said, as Sandy knelt down and put her hand on the floor. It flexed, and suddenly she held a baseball sized ball of rock.

“Well, look at that,” she said in wonder. “We’re inside a House and a couple stories up, and yet I can still feel the Earth.”

We whispered for a few more minutes, and a solid plan for her fight came together.

I was excited. It was unexpected and played to her strengths. I had no idea how powerful Victor was, but I thought she had a chance.

“Now, let’s talk about your match,” Sandy said. “I have an idea.”

“Well, that’s nice,” I said in relief. “I’m all ears.”

“I think you should target his magical capacity,” she said. “Goggles said the other day that he’s run out of arrows before. It’s rare, but it does happen. Once he’s out of ammo, it’s just down to his shield and staff. That brings the battle into more of a physical game, and you’ve trained with Tyler a lot on that. You punched out a centaur, so hopefully you can get through his shield and do the same to him.”

“That could work,” I said thoughtfully. “Of course, to make that happen, I need to lure him into shooting a lot of arrows. And that means I need to have an awesome defense.”

“How did your shield turn out?” Sandy asked.

“I upgraded my gem cells a lot, but I don’t have enough power here to expand it beyond the gauntlets. So I don’t have a full body shield, but I should be able to block the arrows with my hands.”

“That’s not ideal,” Sandy said. “You’re going to have to be really fast, and you can’t make any mistakes. Maybe you should try the maze option and try to get in close from the start.”

I visualized the fight and then shook my head.

“That sounds good, but he can generate arrows and shoot them quickly. If I’m fighting too close, I’ll have almost no warning. Blocking fast arrows that can curve from a short distance would be insane.

“What would be better is to have a lot of distance between us. That way I’ll have more warning that an arrow is coming. I’ll know where it should hit, and I’ll have a greater chance of blocking it.”

“I agree,” Sandy said, “but he is most comfortable at a distance, too. You saw what he did to his last opponent.”

“I think that will work to my advantage,” I said. “Like you pointed out, shooting arrows is wasteful. He’s going to want to stay back and shoot for far longer than he should. I’m betting it won’t even occur to him to bring the battle to me. He’ll just be looking for me to get close to him. It sounds crazy, but if I can stop his arrows, I’ll have control of the fight.”

“Like Copac said, ‘First, don’t get hit’,” Sandy laughed. “I guess it all comes down to your defense. Are you fast enough? And can your gem cells take the hits?”

Could I make it work? I thought about my soul creations and what they could do. The upgrades to Red and his team were completely untested. Eugene's arrows were powerful and packed full of magic, but they weren’t all that detailed. Red, on the other hand, was full of detail, and his whole defense was built around absorbing and distributing magic. I just needed to have faith in my colorful hexagonal creations and build my strategy around them.

I had some other ideas too, so yes, this could work. I’d need to get a bit more power from Seful, but I could do this.

I realized Sandy had been standing there, giving me space to process my thoughts. Her suggestion had been excellent, and now I felt bubbles of hope and excitement popping up inside.

I gave her a big grin and was about to tell her all about it when Goggles galloped up. I quickly indicated the Captain should let him through.

“Time is of the essence,” I told him before he could even say a word. “Get with the Captain, and she will catch you up on everything. I do need your help, though.”

“Ask me anything,” he said quickly. “Whatever you need, it’s yours.”

“I feel I can win this fight,” I said. “Take all the pearls I have and wager them on me. If I’m going to risk my life, I might as well win a crap ton of pearls in the process.”

His eyebrows shot way up on his head, then he got a huge grin.

“Of course, young master! Of course!”

“I feel Sandy can win her match, too.” I gave her hand a squeeze. “So take everything I win on my match and wager it on her.”

“I think I have created a monster,” Goggles laughed in excitement.

“I certainly hope so,” I said. “Now I’ll leave you to work it out. I need to get with Seful.”

The ring was coming together quickly, so I didn’t have much time. Seful was only too happy to give me some more power. He quickly deposited several drops of his concentrated magic into my Mark, and I breathed and pulled it into my system. I filled my matrix until it was buzzing with energy and gave some of the excess to Penny. I could only absorb a certain amount of neutral magic, so I couldn’t just keep going, but it was a nice topper on power right before my big battle.

I thanked him and then stepped away. The Grand Matron had continued to work on the room, and it was huge. It resembled more of a football field now, rather than a ballroom. Despite all the added space, the room was still packed full of people, and I could see even more waiting to get inside. This was a lot more than just the mages from the Gathering. The residents of House Atayk must be showing up in droves, too. Plus, I saw a lot of centaur llamas. This was starting to feel like my fight with the centaur guard in their half coliseum.

I didn’t need to worry about any of that, though. I just needed to get my own magic together. So I centered myself, pushed away all the noise and distractions, and closed my eyes. It was time to work on my soul creations.

I started with Red and the hex defense network. They were the core of my plan. If they couldn’t block lots of arrows, then I was going to turn into a very painful pincushion.

‘Don’t you worry about us, Laddie,’ Red was just as enthusiastic as always, and today he was feeling Scottish.

‘We’re of a noble mind to stop those slings and arrows of courageous fortune!’ I think he just wandered through Shakespeare for a moment.

‘We’ll punch him when we see the whites of his eyes!’ Now he was somewhere in the Revolutionary War.

‘And like Churchill said: Never give up. Never give up. Never ever give up!’ All the gem cells sparkled and flashed and cheered. I was pretty sure the quotes weren’t correct, but the sentiment was dead on.

I took a moment to touch each of them, make sure they were full of magic, and thank them for their support. None of them seemed nervous about the upcoming battle at all. Instead, they were excited to show off what they could do.

Now my gem cell gauntlets were happy, I turned to my aerial support: my Surfers.

‘Dudes, I need you to be my nudge patrol. As Tyler says, it doesn’t matter how far your opponent misses you, just as long as they miss you. We know that Eugene can bend the path of his arrows after he shoots them. I need you guys to stop him from doing that and do a little path bending of your own.’

They all nodded to show their support. The Dudes used as few words as possible, so this was a ringing endorsement from them.

‘I know you have the force rune now, and you’ve modified it for speed. Do you think you are fast enough to keep up with his arrows?’

My lead Surfer held up three fingers. Then two. Then one. Then suddenly he wasn’t there anymore. He was now several feet to the right.

Damn––that was fast!

Even if they could keep up with his arrows, that was still a lot of magic to shift. Let’s hope they had enough power to do it. If so, the battle would be a lot easier.

Again, I took a moment to touch each of them, say thank you, and make sure they were full of power.

I felt Sandy give my hand a squeeze. “The Grand Matron says she will be ready in a few minutes.” I nodded to let her know I’d heard, but I didn’t open my eyes or break my concentration.

Next, I started making a Basher. He had been hugely helpful in my fight with the rotten mage in the park. He’d triggered rotten’s shield charm right when he was going to attack, and it had done everything from making him fall over to making his own spells bounce back on him. I knew Eugene was going to start the fight with a regular shield charm, so the Basher should be able to do the same thing to him.

I hadn’t made Bashers often, but he still came together quickly. I started with the basic idea of Wreck-it Ralph and gave him huge arms and broad shoulders to pound on the shield. I added boots with suction cups on the bottom so he could anchor himself and get some leverage. I gave him a jetpack for propulsion and a hard hat for safety and aesthetics.

He looked really good, but after a quick moment of debate, I added a name tag that said “Hello! My name is: Murphy Law”. If all went well, the Basher was going to make Eugene think his shield charm had totally spazzed out. I gave him a ring of resizing, a ring for duplicating, and then went back over him one more time to fill in all the details. I filled him with magic, and he was good to go.

‘What I need you to do is keep me from being overwhelmed,’ I told him. ‘Trigger his shield and keep him from shooting or moving, and give me that all-important second to recover. Don’t trigger him too much, though, as his shield will run out. Once he switches over to a personal shield, you won’t be able to help any more.’

‘Understood!’ he said cheerfully. ‘You can count on me.’ He paused and then duplicated himself. ‘Actually, you can count on us.’ They both flexed and did a test ground-pound.

‘It’s always good to have a backup,’ he continued. ‘After all, whatever can go wrong will go wrong.’

‘You got it,’ I replied. ‘Just make sure it doesn’t go wrong for us!’

I made sure both of them were at full power and then started on my Flasher. I’d used this guy in every fight, and I knew he could light up a room. I started with a little cartoon firefly, just like I had back at the Oval. This time I gave him angry eyes––he was going to war after all––and I used little lightning bolts for his antennas. I put the light rune on his big glowing butt and gave him four wings. This time I made the wings longer and slimmer, as he needed to be able to maneuver faster than normal. Finally, I added his signature trench coat, but this time I lined the inside of the coat like it was a disco ball. Eugene was going to get direct light and reflected light right in his peepers.

I was adding in all the details when I realized I’d missed his resize and duplicator rings. He really didn’t need a resize ring, but they were part of my new standard. Once he was good, I duplicated him ten times, and then started giving instructions.

‘You guys have the most nuanced job of all, and I’m putting a lot of faith in you. I need Eugene shooting arrows at me and wasting his magic, so I don’t want you to just blind him from the start. Instead, I need you to flash at the edge of his vision right when he’s shooting. Or do a low grade super-fast flash right in front of one eye. Wear his vision down, but let him think he can still see well. Got it?’

They buzzed and twinkled in excitement.

‘At some point, the fight is going to shift. He’s going to get low on magic, and he’ll stop shooting arrows. I’m going to try to get close to him, so let him have it! Blind him and keep him blinded.’

They buzzed and twinkled some more.

I made sure they were all good and then started my Belchers. These guys were new to my arsenal, but as I put together the sonic blowfish, they seemed to fit perfectly with the crew I’d already assembled. I added his spikes, yellow stripes, big red lips, and thick glasses. I finished up the details and duplicated him ten times.

‘I want you guys to just have fun,’ I told them. ‘Try to out belch each other. Target one ear several times, then switch. Keep him off balance and just irritate the crap out of him.’

I would have said more, but Sandy squeezed my hand again. “Everything is ready,” she said.

I squeezed her hand back. I was almost done. I touched all the Belchers and turned them loose.

I thought about the rest of my creations. Did I have everything I needed?

I relied on my Grannys a lot, but they were cleaners, not fighters. I’d used my Miners a lot too, and I loved sending them in to take out an inner ear. Eugene had a powerful aura, though, and I wasn’t sure they could survive in that environment. If I’d had more time, it would have been worth a shot.

The only other thing I could think of was the Ass Blaster 2000s, but again, they weren’t battle creatures. I’d covered light, sound, and multiple forms of defense. It would have to do.

I opened my eyes and then stared around in shock. The ballroom had been completely transformed into an arena.

Rows and rows of platforms rose off the ground floor. It didn’t have seats, standing room only, but that worked out well as it could accommodate humans and non-humans alike. The hand-painted ceiling was still there, except now it was at least eight stories in the air, and all the scenes had shifted to ones of battle and fighting. The chandeliers were still there too, but now they were massive, and there were a lot more of them. The aisles on the platforms were decorated with free-standing columns, topped with glowing orbs to add even more light.

I loved that the space had remained true to its ballroom origins, and now it was the most beautiful coliseum I’d ever seen. But it was still a coliseum. A place of battle. I looked back toward the center and saw the tournament ring was now on a raised platform. Once again, it reminded me of my fight with the guard, except this time I couldn’t just fall out of the ring and end the match. This time, Eugene was going to try to make mincemeat out of me. Or at least mince my meat.

I winced at my own gallows humor. One should never joke about losing one’s tallywacker.

Despite all the expanded space, the place was packed. I felt like I was at the world's biggest rock concert. The Centaur Nation had shown up in force, and there were several rows of one section that were filled with Lagerel. Our fights had moved beyond just the mages invited to the Gathering. I guess they were porting in, watching the fights, and then porting out?

I felt a touch of the Grand Matron’s power, and then it was gone.

“Ladies and Gentlemen!” a voice boomed out. I looked to the center and saw an announcer was in the ring. Even on the ground floor, as we were, he still looked small and distant. That problem was solved with a massive 3D illusion that hovered in the air. It projected the entire ring with at least a 10X boost to size.

Oh great. Now everyone here was going to see all the gory moments of our fight in lovely detail.

“Mages and naturals!” the announcer continued. “Human and non-humans. And everyone that either does or does not fit into any of the categories above. I bid you welcome!”

The crowd roared, hooted, clapped, or rustled appropriately.

“Today, a challenge has been issued. A challenge the likes of which we haven’t seen for over six hundred years. House Cahokia has declared enmity against House Louisville and has challenged them to deadly combat!”

The crowd roared, hooted, clapped, or rustled again. There was so much noise, it was difficult to gauge the mood of the crowd.

‘Everyone loves a good fight,’ my Analytical Side said practically.

‘And getting my bones broken and my dick whacked off will make for good TV,’ I replied sarcastically.

‘True that,’ my Analytical Side nodded. ‘You jest, but people do like high stakes. Especially when they aren’t the ones that could get hurt.’

“As most of you know, House Cahokia is a tournament House. In fact, they’ve already won the championships for the hundred year bracket, the two hundred year bracket, and just this afternoon, the three hundred year bracket.”

Well, damn. I wanted to believe that Victor was a bunch of hot air, but the way his students were winning said otherwise. I started feeling uneasy about Sandy’s match. Maybe she really was outclassed.

“House Louisville, on the other hand, is brand spankin’ new. They are the baby of the Houses, having only been around a little over a year. They are currently at war, though, and they have had some victories, so we can’t completely rule them out.”

Okay, that wasn’t exactly an overwhelming endorsement.

“What makes tonight truly interesting, though, is that House Hyderabad has declared first rights of vengeance. They are an ancient House, with a deep pool of fighters to draw from, and in their time, they have been the champions of the tournament as well. Those matches should be spectacular.”

It sounded like Aamya and Balaji were going to kick some ass. Good!

“And should any of House Cahokia make it through, House Silverleaf has declared second right of vengeance!”

The announcer sounded particularly gleeful.

“House Silverleaf is the undisputed master of their realm, and if you haven’t seen a tree fight, you are in for a treat!

“After them, a whole bunch of Houses jumped in line to show their support. Let’s be honest, they won’t be fighting, but it is wonderful that so many Houses have come out in vocal support against House Cahokia and their shady actions.”

I thought announcers were just supposed to hype the crowd and introduce the contestants. This one was being feisty and calling it just like he saw it.

“For those of you who haven’t been with us at the Gathering, here’s a quick update. House Cahokia checked their brains at the door and got wrapped up in some conspiracy about new mages. They’ve been trying to spread their propaganda all week, and today they decided a deathmatch with the weakest House was the way to show just how big their dicks were.

“They thought they were just going to have a couple of easy fights, go home, and drink to celebrate how well they swung their dicks around. Instead, the other Houses piled on the bastards, and now there is no way they are getting out of this alive. Karma’s a bitch, and today we get to celebrate some rat bastards getting their comeuppance.”

Everyone around me looked flabbergasted. This announcer was everything! If I lived through the day, I wanted to buy him a drink. I wanted to buy him a lot of drinks. He was verbally smacking the shit out of Victor and his crew.

“So tonight you can raise a pint in memory of House Louisville, but for now I need you to boo in the Red contestant. He is ninety-nine years old, and he weighs in at two hundred and nineteen pounds of solid muscle. His preferred weapons are the staff and bow. He is undefeated in the ring, with a record of eleven and zero. He is the current tournament champion for the hundred year bracket.

“He is your contestant from House Cahokia! He is Euuugeeene Duarteeeeee!!!”

The crowd roared. And then the booing started. I only got to enjoy that for a moment, because suddenly CLl and NLl were in front of me and Sandy.

“We know you only have a moment, so we will be quick. You’ve changed my life. I will never forget you,” CLl said emotionally as a tear ran down his face. Then he kissed me llama style. It was full of sadness and yet hope.

NLl had been saying goodbye to Sandy, so they switched.

“Thank you for my uncle. Thank you for being able to run again! Just... thank you.” She had tears in her eyes as she llama kissed me too.

They moved out of the way quickly, and MMm and GMm were next. He didn’t say anything. Instead, he wrapped his big arms around me and lifted me into the air in a huge hug. Then he put both hands on either side of my face and kissed me passionately. I must admit, I loved every minute of it, and I kissed him right back.

At that moment, I realized just how scared I was. I was fighting someone who was worlds better than me. He had so much more training, loads more experience, and he was oath-bound to hurt me in the worst way possible. There was a very real possibility this was my last day on Earth. If I was going to go out, I wanted to go out being kissed by a gentle giant. MMm was a beautiful half man, and I’d take all the love and support I could get.

When we broke apart, there were tears in my eyes too. GMm was practically bawling. She and Sandy had really connected, and I could see them being lifelong friends if we survived. They switched, and GMm llama kissed me. She didn’t play this time. Instead, she kissed me with all the love and hope she could muster.

“Thank you for my grandson. I will always remember and love you for your gift,” she whispered, and then the Captain and her husband were next.

She gave me a solid martial kiss, like she was trying to give me her strength and experience with just her touch. She didn’t say anything—she just gave a look and a nod. That said it all. Her husband, on the other hand, was a sensitive soul, and I got a very tearful kiss from him.

And so it continued. While Eugene made his way to the center, being booed the whole time, Sandy and I were being honored and loved. In a very weird way, I felt like I was in the receiving line at my own wake.

Goggles was actually excited and told me the entire Centaur Nation was betting on me and Sandy to win. He couldn’t wait to get with me later and tell me what my odds had been. After him and his husband, I kissed all the honor guards that had escorted us. Apparently, I was “hot––for a human”, so some of the kisses were of the invitation type. Should I survive, of course.

Aamya and Balaji were next, and I got llama kisses from them too!

“I’m pretty sure kissing is good luck,” Balaji smiled. “You are a beautiful human being, and I’m so glad to have met you. I know this is cold comfort, but you will be avenged.”

That set the precedent, and the rest of House Hyderabad kissed me and either wished me luck or vowed their vengeance. They were fighting after our House, so I wished them all luck too.

The morbid line was moving quickly, so there was enough time for Seful and his dumbrava to have their moment. We ‘touched branches’ with all of them, and a few moved in extra close and caressed my face with their little hair branches. It was oddly touching and supportive.

“In this life or the next,” Copac said, “may your sun shine warm, your rain fall clear, and your soil run deep. Just know that you will always be a friend of the Lagerel.”

I was going to say something in reply, but the announcer's voice rang out again.

“And now we turn to our Blue contestant. He is a few weeks old...”

The announcer paused for effect.

“That’s right, folks. He’s a few weeks old.”

The crowd rumbled in protest. This contestant was just a baby. What was he doing fighting in the ring?

I wanted to yell out that the announcer was exaggerating––I was a few months old. Once I said that in my head, I realized that didn’t sound much better, so I just stayed quiet.

“He weighs in at a compact hundred and sixty-eight pounds. His preferred weapon is...”

The announcer made a big show of checking his cue card for information.

“He hasn’t figured out how to manifest a weapon yet. So we’ll go with bare hands. He fights with his fists, folks!”

The crowd roared again. The announcer was doing a great job of letting everyone know how lopsided this match was.

“This contestant has never fought in the ring before.” He paused for dramatic effect. “So he is undefeated!” The crowd roared with laughter.

“He is highly motivated, however. Eugene's mentor, the current Head of House Cahokia, has commanded Eugene to break his bones, stab him in the stomach, and cut off all his...”

The announcer waved his hand over his nether regions, like saying the words were just too much. Again, the crowd gasped.

“No more naughty bits,” he stage whispered.

“No more meat and two veg,” he said a little louder.

“No more bangers and mash for breakfast, if you know what I mean!” he cried in horror.

“So today I want you to give your very best welcome to the poor chap from House Louisville. He is your Blue contestant. He is Jaaaason Coooooole!”

The crowd went wild.

I might lose my best parts tonight, but at least the crowd loved me.

The centaurs started forming up for our procession to the ring as Sandy grabbed my hand and spun to face me.

“Jason, I just want you to know I love you,” she said, looking both tearful and commanding at the same time. “I’m so glad you are a part of my House, and I’m so grateful for all you have done for me and John. I couldn’t ask for a more suitable Best Man at my wedding, and win or lose today, you will always have a special place in my heart.”

“I love you too, Sandy,” I said sincerely. “I couldn’t have picked a better House, or a better mentor.” I wanted to say more, but time was up, so I hugged her instead.

“We are going to win, Sandy,” I commanded her. “We are winning today. Believe it! Live it! I’ll see you on the other side.”

She smiled at me, like she was willing for it to be true. Then we held hands and turned forward. Our procession was ready.

The centaurs started first, doing their rhythmic clopping. The Captain, Aamya, Seful and Copac led in the front, and Seful gave his huge growl. Even in a space this large, it still echoed. It was enough to get the crowd’s attention.

Then all the thousands and thousands of centaurs in the place started rhythmic clopping, too. The sound was massive––and unifying. The crowd was with me. For a moment, it felt like the crowd was me.

Seful and the Lagerel growled, and the centaurs gave their warbling cry in return. The next time Seful growled, all the Lagerel growled with him. I thought my eardrums would burst. Then all the centaurs cried back. I felt goosebumps on my arms, the sound was so powerful.

Now he had the crowd's attention, Copac took the lead.

“When the terrors come in the night,” Copac began.

“Do not fall!” the Lagerel replied.

“When you feel dry and alone!” he cried.

“Do not fall!” The crowd started picking up the chant.

“When lightning strikes!”

“Do Not Fall!” Everyone was part of the chant now.

“When the flood rises!”

“Do Not Fall!” The chandeliers rattled with the sound.

“When the wolf comes!”

“DO NOT FALL!”

I squeezed Sandy’s hand and smiled at her. She gave me a confident smile back.

The support was awesome. Overwhelming. Powerful.

So what if any sane mage thought I had zero chance in this fight. I was angry. I was motivated. I was going to make this happen.

We made our way through the crowd and up to the ring. I saw there was already a faint magical barrier around it. For some reason, it gave me pause, so I called all my soul creations to me.

“Hide inside me until we’re inside the ring and we’ve tossed the discs. Then you can come out and get into position.”

Other than Tea, I hadn’t really had any of the other soul creations inside me before, but I thought it would work. And it did.

I gave Sandy one last look––then let go of her hand. That was harder than I thought it would be. For some reason, that simple act made me feel like I was truly on my own now. Win or lose, it was all up to me.

I took a deep breath and stepped into the ring.


28 Working the Plan

I was right about the thin barrier of magic. I felt a tingle of intelligence search me for charms, weapons, or anything else that I could use in the match. Once it was satisfied, a blue belt of light settled around my waist.

The announcer let the crowd roar for a few moments more, but without the Captain and Seful egging them on, they were already settling down. The ring seemed much bigger now that I was inside it. Eugene was in his corner, with Victor and a few other mages staying outside the ring. He seemed so far away. Which was a good thing. I wanted his arrows to travel as long as possible before they reached me. That gave me more time to react.

I closed my eyes and reached out with my magic sight. I could see less than half the ring. I wished I could see more, but it would have to do.

Seeing Victor in Eugene’s corner reminded me I could have my own support people. I turned around and motioned for Sandy to come up. She quickly mounted the steps and stood on the platform outside of the official ring.

“So far, so good,” I said as lightly as I could.

“The hard part’s done already,” she joked. “That parade was exhausting.”

“For sure,” I laughed. “Now all I gotta do is throw water on the Wicked Mage of the West over there, and we can go home.”

Eugene was still the swamp green color from when the Grand Matron had marked his whole group. You wouldn’t think it mattered, but having him look so different actually helped. This wasn’t Eugene, my socially awkward friend. This was Eugene the Puppet, who was controlled by a horrible evil man. Until he somehow became liberated from his oaths, swamp green was the perfect color for him.

“And now, it’s time to flip the discs,” the announcer spoke up, and the crowd settled down. “Let’s have both contestants approach the center.”

“Good luck!” Sandy called as I left her and started across the mat. The floor felt good under my feet. I could get some traction on it. I’d need that for quick dodging.

I wasn’t sure where I was supposed to stop, but a moment after I started toward the center, the floor lit up with a helpful circle close to the middle. I stepped inside and faced the announcer.

“The first flip is for the choice of weapons,” he said, showing everyone a disc with a hammer on it. He tossed it in the air, and it landed on my color: Blue.

“Did you bring any charmed weapons or natural weapons with you?” he asked. I shook my head. “Then, by default, you have selected the empty-handed option. That means both of you will only fight with your normal magical and physical abilities.”

A giant icon of an empty hand hovered over my head.

“The second flip is for the choice of ring layout,” he said, showing everyone a disc with a square on it. I crossed my fingers and prayed for Red. I wanted Eugene to pick, as he would surely go for the open layout. If it came down my color, everyone would expect me to go with the maze layout. I didn’t want to give away my plan yet. I wanted Eugene to feel cocky and confident.

The announcer flipped, and the disc showed Red.

Yes!

Oh wait, I was supposed to look dejected. I quickly tried to look disappointed. I guess it worked, because the announcer shot me a sympathetic look before turning to Eugene.

“What type of ring layout do you choose, oh great arrow shooter?”

Eugene opened his mouth to say something, but the announcer interrupted him.

“You know, I hear surprises are all the rage this year. Just think how a-MAZE-ing it would be if you chose a different option. It would be like seeing the sun’s RAYS for the first time. People would PRAISE you for DAYS! While you sat in your CHAISE, fireplace a-BLAZE, and your eyes all a-GLAZE, you’d think about the WAYS you’d won and thought––‘You know, I really wish I’d picked...’”

Eugene just looked at him like he was a bug.

“Say it with me. Mmmmmmmmaaaaaaaaze.'' The announcer was trying so hard. And I’m sure he thought he was trying to wheedle the best option out of Eugene. But fortunately, it wasn’t working.

“I choose the open layout,” Eugene stated clearly.

The announcer sighed dramatically, like Eugene had disappointed him so much he could barely stand it. Since the announcer was doing all the work, I just tried to look disappointed again.

A big icon of an open square appeared over Eugene’s head.

“Well, you are no fun. No fun at all.” The announcer sighed again, then turned to address the audience. “Normally we’d flip a third disc, but that option has already been determined. Let the record show this is a grudge match.”

An icon of two fists smashing into each other appeared over both our heads.

“Well guys, that’s the end of my part of this charade.”

He turned to me and gave me a bow.

“Jason, I truly wish you the best luck.”

He turned to Eugene and gave him the finger.

“I hope you eat glass and die.”

Then he walked out of the ring.

‘He was certainly a colorful character,’ my Analytical Side said cheerfully. ‘I rather liked him.’

I agreed, and yet he was probably going to get fired. I’m sure announcers couldn’t be that biased in regular matches.

A gruff-looking referee walked into the ring and stood in the same spot as the announcer. I had a stray thought where I wondered if he had a circle to stand on too, but I pushed it out of my head. That didn’t have any bearing on my match at all, and I needed to be fully present.

“I would normally say that I expect a good clean match, but we all know that isn’t going to happen today.” I thought he would sound rough, but instead he had a rich, full voice.

“I’ve refereed grudge matches before, and usually the contestants hate each other. My job is just to sit back and let them pound on each other until they get all the anger out of their system.

“Today, though, it’s different. I understand both of you do not loathe each other?” He gave us a questioning look.

“No.” Eugene shook his head and then went back to looking stoic.

“Before today, I would have said Eugene was my friend,” I spoke up. “But I think his master considers him to be disposable, and so he’s tasked with doing his dirty work. To answer your question: no, I do not hate him.”

“Well, you better start hating him real quick,” the referee stated. “I’ve heard what he is oath-bound to do to you. You better come out fighting hard. You need to fight like you’ve never fought before. Nobody thinks you can win this fight, but if you are to survive, you better do some damage and find a way to slow him down.”

I didn’t know what to say to that, so I just nodded in general agreement.

“I want to be clear about what my job is here. I cannot stop the fight until I feel like one contestant is in danger of dying.

“If you try to tap out, it won’t matter. I can’t stop the fight.

“If you verbally surrender and scream bloody murder, I can’t stop the fight.

“If you fall unconscious and your opponent starts kicking you, I can’t stop the fight.”

He was still looking at me, and he paused to let that sink in.

“The only way I can stop the fight is if I think your life is in danger.”

I nodded again.

“Now go to your corners.”

I turned and headed back over to Sandy, but not before releasing my little creations.

‘Flashers, Bashers, Surfers, Belchers––you know what to do. My life is in your hands. I know you’ll do your best.’

I felt their acknowledgment, and then they all flew away with Eugene. The plan was now officially in motion.

“Ring up!” the referee called, and a mage stepped forward and started raising the walls. I felt a moment of panic. This was really it.

I reached my corner, nodded to Sandy to let her know I was okay, and then turned around and closed my eyes. I couldn’t give in to the fear. I couldn’t let the terror creep any further up my spine. What I needed was to visit the alley again. I needed to become a cat fighter.

I felt inside and touched my connection with Bermuda. All I got back was a lazy sleeping stream of nothing. My furry companion was still fast asleep back in my bedroom. I really wished he was here, but I was also glad he wasn’t. There was no way they would let him in the ring with me, and Bermuda wouldn’t have stood for that. It was best that I was here and he was there.

I still needed to get in the right mental state, though, so I pushed images of the alley and the moonlit night up the connection until his sleeping mind took over.

Suddenly, I was there. It was crystal clear. Cats lined the rooftops and perched on the trash. Their cold eyes gathered the moon's rays and reflected them back to me. I felt the gritty road beneath my paws.

My Enemy was in front of me. I did not hate him. I did not fear him. He was my Enemy, and that was enough.

I would destroy him.

There was no mercy. There was no revenge. The other cats were here, but they would just bear witness to the battle tonight. I put everything out of my mind, except the joy of battle.

I would bite him and taste his blood. I would hold him close and rip him with my claws. My Enemy would fear me tonight.

My Enemy would FEAR ME TONIGHT.

I opened my eyes and hissed.

The walls of the ring were finished. The referee was looking at me to see if I was ready. He looked startled, as well he should.

“Are you ready?” he asked.

Was I ready!? I was ready to run across the ring and rip Eugene’s arms off.

‘The plan!’ my Analytical Side hollered frantically. ‘Stick to the plan!’

The plan?

Oh shit! The plan!

“One moment,” I told the referee and closed my eyes again.

I was not a cat. I was a human. I needed to fight like one.

Screaming at the top of my lungs and running across the ring would just get me shot up. I’d end up with so many arrows in me I’d look like a pincushion. Behaving like a real alley-cat would get me killed.

I took a deep breath and let the battle rage go. He was my Enemy. I would Destroy him. That was all.

I stepped into my pigeon-stance. That felt good. All the training with Tyler merged with my alley mindset.

I opened my eyes and took a quick look around. The crowd was there, but I wasn’t intimidated. They were just there to bear Witness to the battle tonight.

I looked at Eugene. I didn’t fear him. Instead, I felt ready.

I checked out my soul creations. They were in place.

Go time.

I nodded at the referee.

“Ready,” I said.

He turned to Eugene.

“Ready?”

“Ready,” Eugene said calmly.

“Fight!” the referee declared, and stepped back.

I expected Eugene to spring into action, but instead, he just stood there for a moment. He looked at the crowd and then looked back at me.

Okay...

I guess he wasn’t in a hurry. He really didn’t have to be. He was pretty sure I didn’t have any powers that could hurt him, and he was right. For now.

I wasn’t trying to raise a shield, so there was no rush on his side to shoot me. Instead, he could just be in the moment and enjoy the biggest stage of his life so far.

I felt calm. In a strange way, we were dance partners. I wouldn’t step until the music started. I was still like the waters of a lake in the morning.

I wasn’t going to ripple until he blew me.

I smiled at my thoughts, but it was all on the inside.

Eugene summoned his bow.

The music was about to start.

He summoned an arrow and gave me one last sad look. Then he got his game face on, and our dance started.

He pulled the bow in one smooth move and shot.

And missed.

I felt the roar of the crowd. Eugene looked surprised.

What he couldn’t know was that my Surfer Dude had leapt into action just as his arrow left the bow. He put his board against the head of the arrow and surfed it, just like a wave. The pressure had nudged the arrow just a bit. Instead of hitting me dead center, it had missed me by less than an inch.

I learned two things from that shot.

First, his arrows were fast.

Like lightning fast. Blazing fast.

I knew they were quick, as I’d already seen him fight, but when they were aimed at me, I could sense the speed at a whole new level.

I wasn’t going to be able to rely on my regular sight. By the time it registered the arrow was in motion, it was already here. I was going to have to switch to my magic senses. Instead of magical sight, I needed to use touch. Humans can react much faster to something they're touching, rather than something they’re seeing.

The second thing I learned was just how big and powerful his arrows were compared to my Surfer. They were about three feet long and brimming with power. I felt the flash of magical heat as it went by. That was great for me, as it meant he was using a lot of power in every shot. It wasn’t so good for my Surfer.

My Surfer Dude was only an inch high, and all the radiated magic tore at the fabric of his existence. If he hadn’t been a soul creation and as detailed as he was, he wouldn’t have lasted for even one shot. He would have just disintegrated, and all the magic I put in him would have been lost.

It was also a freakin’ miracle he was able to affect the arrow at all. I’m sure the force rune was assisting in that regard. If you just compared their sizes, it was like a hood ornament trying to change the trajectory of a car. Or a bird trying to steer a buffalo.

‘Great job!’ I told my Surfer. He gave me a cheerful thumbs up. ‘Maybe try partnering up for the next shot and see how you do. Let's go with two Dudes for the next arrow, and let me know how you feel.’ He nodded, and zoomed off to the other side of the ring.

Eugene was still taking his time, which was wonderful, as it gave me a moment to process everything. I was still in position, so I waited for his next shot. I hadn’t planned on making him think he’d missed. I’d planned on dodging the arrow. The idea was for him to shoot more arrows to try and hit me. Not for him to flex his special arrow bending power and make sure I got hit.

Now he’d missed the first time, he was going to make doubly sure he didn’t miss again. If he personally directed the arrow, even two Surfers might not be able to redirect it enough.

I let my thoughts go. I touched the waiting alley cat and the familiarity of my pigeon-stance. I was in calm waters. Let’s dance.

Eugene formed the arrow, drew the bow, and fired the shot––all in one breath. It was a master class in speed and power. But fast as it was, my Surfers were faster. I felt them. And I felt the arrow when it reached the edge of my magic senses. This time, I reacted fast enough, and I shifted and blocked.

It was a good thing I did, as Eugene was all over that arrow. The Surfers pushed it off course, and he pulled it right back on again. My shift was probably enough to cause it to miss, but my slap block made sure of it. The arrow flew harmlessly on by.

‘Red, you good?’ I asked. This was their first contact with the arrows, and I wanted to make sure they could handle them.

‘We’re better than scrambled eggs on a Sunday morning!’ he said cheerfully. ‘Don’t worry about us. We got this.’

‘Dudes, you good?’ I asked.

‘That sack of shit cheated!’ They were both mad. ‘That Jake over-gunned us. Sorry, mate.’

‘I was afraid of that,’ I told them. ‘He can direct the arrows a bit, just like you can. So expect some resistance.’

They were both still muttering as they darted off.

Eugene looked thoughtful. Then he fired three shots—one right after the other, as fast as he could.

I was able to block two. My Surfers took care of the third one. I realized he could only direct an arrow if he was giving it his full attention. These rapid fire arrows had no extra input from him.

All that time in the sandy arena back on the beach was really paying off. I was used to blocking attacks. Lots of attacks. From lots of opponents.

Eugene was firing quickly, but he still had to form his arrows in between shots. So it wasn’t like he was machine-gun fast. I had enough time to block and refocus before the next one shot.

Meanwhile, the crowd was going wild. This total newbie was somehow standing up to the tournament champion. He shouldn’t be able to block arrows with his bare hands, but somehow it was happening. Sandy was screaming in joy, and for a moment, I felt that excitement too. It threatened to throw me off my game. One arrow could ruin me. I couldn’t lose my focus.

I felt the alley cat again. Everyone in the crowd was a Witness. My Enemy was still standing. I would Destroy him.

Eugene no longer looked thoughtful. Now he looked concerned. I shouldn’t have been able to handle one arrow, much less three. Since simple shots weren’t doing it, he was probably going to pull out some tricks now.

Eugene formed an arrow. It was noticeably slower than the ones he’d used so far. He pulled back the bow slowly and gave a long pause. He was hoping to psych me out, but I’d played this game before.

We were battle dancing, and I didn’t step until my partner stepped with me.

Finally, he released the arrow, but this time it was a slow arrow.

‘This has got to be a trick arrow!’ my Analytical Side hollered. ‘He’s going to follow up with fast arrows. Be ready!’

‘Yes, I’m ready,’ I replied calmly.

The arrow was only feet away, and I was already moving to block it, when it suddenly exploded with light.

My Enemy was trying to use my own light technique against me. If I hadn’t been so zen, I’d have been pissed. Flashers were my trick! Stay in your own lane.

I wasn’t using my regular sight for his arrows anyway, so it didn’t really bother me that much. I closed my eyes and just felt.

Thinking I was blinded, Eugene started shooting in earnest.

And as his speed arrows entered my awareness, I moved like lightning. My hands lashed out to deflect and divert. There were too many, and they were too fast for me to block them all, but my body flowed smoothly from pigeon-step to pigeon-step. From angle to angle. And some of the arrows just sailed right on by.

I don’t know how many of them there were, at least ten, but suddenly they stopped. I opened my eyes, and my vision was blown out. I couldn’t see.

‘Tea!’ I called.

‘On it,’ he replied.

I had faith in Tea and his grove. I’d have my sight back shortly.

I didn’t mean to, but on a subconscious level, I relaxed my guard a bit. That was a mistake. Eugene usually had a longer pause between shooting sets of arrows, but this time he’d only paused enough to see me blink and try to clear my eyes.

He shot a speed arrow, and two Surfers jumped on board just like normal. Then, about halfway across the ring, the arrow split, then split again, then again and again. Suddenly, there were over a dozen smaller, needle sharp arrows headed my way.

I’d relaxed, so I was caught completely flat-footed. Fortunately, the Surfers had already been nudging the main arrow, so over half of the mini arrows were going to miss me. I threw up my hands in reflex to protect my face and neck, and that stopped a few more. It didn’t stop them all, though, and my body was peppered with the remaining arrows.

They freakin’ hurt! I felt like I’d been shot several times with a nail gun. My zen was way off, and that’s why I totally missed the next arrow. Eugene was guiding it personally, shooting it down low where I couldn’t reach, and speared me right through my left ankle.

I thought being stabbed with nails was bad. This was like a hot poker jammed through my foot. I couldn’t help it—I screamed and fell to the ground.

‘Shut him down!’ I howled at my creations, and they went to work.

My Flashers lit him up. Take that, you bastard!

I had my arm over my eyes, but the light was so bright, I could see through my closed eyes and see the bones in my hand. My Flashers were intense!

The first of my Belchers were ready, and they let loose.

“Bbbrrrawwwwpppppppppp.” It was much louder than I remembered. It wasn’t lethal or anything, but at this point, I’d take anything to throw him off.

My Bashers held back, waiting for a better moment. I had the feeling from them that the Flashers and Belchers had already done what was needed.

‘Intruders!’ Penny cried, and then she was there. Athena dressed for battle. Eyes blazing with fury.

She started with my biggest problem, my ankle, and her spear started shooting out capsules like a rail gun. Eugene’s big fancy arrow didn’t stand a chance. In no time at all, she’d cut it in half inside my ankle.

‘Pull it out!’ she commanded.

The pain was so intense I couldn’t think. Fortunately, I didn’t have to. I just had to follow her orders.

‘Now!’ she commanded again.

I grabbed the part sticking out the front and pulled. It came out very easily. I grabbed the back part and pulled. As soon as the arrow was out of me, my ankle started feeling better. Like a lot better.

I felt a cooling sensation settle over the path of the arrow. What was that?

Now the hostile magic was gone, leaf green magic was flooding the area. It was my Mark of the Lagerel at work!

Seful had said I’d be more resilient. This must have been what he was talking about. This was awesome!

I felt both Penny and Tea asking for my attention.

‘What’s next?’ I asked my copper and zinc warrior.

‘I’m pushing out the little arrows. You need to sing your matrix back into shape. Be quick about it. This battle is hot.’

‘Agreed! Tea, what do you have for me?’

‘Your pain isn’t physical, it’s magical. That was a magical arrow, not a real one. So it didn’t make an actual hole. You aren’t bleeding or anything like that. There’s some burn damage, but your matrix is dense enough it's prevented a lot of it. Do what Penny says. You’ll feel better and you need to get on your feet quickly.’

I realized I was still screaming, so I shut up and started listening to my matrix. When I’d sung my new matrix into being just a few days ago, I’d started with just a tiny patch of new spheres. It had taken several minutes to get in touch with the sound, taste, and smell of the new matrix. Fortunately, that wasn’t the case anymore. My whole body was full of the new configuration, and I immediately got in touch with the low notes of the cello, the taste of boiled potatoes, and the feel and smell of rubber.

Penny pushed out the last mini arrow, and I sang. I sang the song of completion, and my matrix snapped back together. All the little free floating magic capsules in my ankle combined back into spheres, and then clicked into place. The disruptions from the mini arrows were fixed even faster.

I stood up, blinked my eyes, and stepped back into my pigeon-stance again. I pigeon-stepped as a test. My ankle wasn’t perfect, but it worked well enough. Considering I’d just had an arrow sticking out of my foot a few moments ago, I thought I was doing pretty freaking good!

I felt for my alley cat. My moonlit night. My Witnesses.

I realized the crowd was going insane. I’d gotten shot, yet somehow I was back on my feet.

They didn’t bother me, though. The zen of the calm lake settled over me again.

My metaphorical dance partner had stepped on my foot and stabbed me.

I gave a mental shrug. Shit happens.

I could see Eugene clearly now. My vision had cleared up already, and I guess he was getting over his flash, too.

He had tears streaming down his face, and he staggered a bit. You wouldn’t think light could have such a powerful effect, but my Flashers are just insane. Something that bright, shining that fast can really mess with you.

He shot another arrow, but it was a clumsy affair. Which is why I was shocked and surprised when it bent in the air and came right at me.

What the heck?

It wasn’t as fast as his other arrows, so a simple slap block knocked it away. Eugene roared in anger and shot again. Then again, and again. He was furious and frustrated, and his every move said he just wanted me to die already.

The crazy part was that every shot was on target. Every single one streaked right towards my chest. I knew he couldn’t see well, as his eyes were still streaming with tears. So how the heck was he targeting me?

I loved all the arrows he was shooting, though. They were just wasted magic. The plan was working!

I was feeling loose and doing well until he shot a flaming arrow at me. I didn’t really have time to even think about reacting differently, and I’m not sure what I would have done even if I’d had more time. I slap blocked it, just like all the others, and it just sort of vanished.

When I blocked his regular arrows, they usually kept their shape and flew right by. This flaming arrow, though, just fell apart. The flames winked out and nothing happened.

Eugene didn’t stop shooting either. He kept peppering me with more arrows. He’d stopped staggering, and his eyes looked better. They were still watering a lot, though, so there was no way he could see well.

I noticed it was getting hot, but I figured it was just a side effect of the flame arrow. Flames do equal heat after all.

Damn. It was getting really hot in here. One flaming arrow couldn’t have generated that much heat, could it?

Eugene was still shooting arrows, but now I felt like we were fighting in the Mojave Desert. It’s a good thing I didn’t need my eyes to see his shots, because sweat started pouring down my face.

‘Something’s wrong!’ my Analytical Side hollered. ‘You’re in some sort of heat field. Get the hell out of it!’

‘Shut him down!’ I yelled to my little creations, and they swooped in. My Flashers went off, but the arrows kept coming. Eugene had also figured out how to fight without his eyesight. Four Belchers went off at once, and Eugene staggered back. Sound can be very disorienting too.

It was my Basher that saved me this time. Every time Eugene got ready to shoot, he triggered Eugene’s shield charm and shut him down. That was the problem with shield charms. They stopped attacks from reaching the mage, but they also kept the mage’s magic from getting out.

I also noticed one other thing that was awesome for me. Apparently, the shield only extended a certain distance from the mage it was protecting, and Eugene’s bow was too big to fit inside. So every time my Basher triggered his shield charm, it cut the ends off his bow!

He just regrew it back again, of course, but still, it was a nice disruption. I would have loved to have seen more of it, but I had my own problem to deal with.

I rolled to the side, but when I came up again, the air was still way too hot. I sprinted a short distance, figuring I just needed to get away from the heat zone, but it still felt like I was inside an oven.

‘Feel the spell,’ my Analytical Side suggested. ‘To have an effect this powerful, it has to be big and active.’

I’d been so focused on his arrows, I hadn’t been aware of anything else. Once I shifted my attention, the spell came into focus.

The damn thing had surrounded me. It was like I was the marshmallow man, and it was trying to toast me for s’mores. The temperature went up several degrees, and now it was hard to breathe. I had to figure this out. I had to figure it out fast.

I staggered away, and the heat spell moved with me. How the hell was that happening? It was glued to me somehow. How did I get it off me?

‘Tracker!’ my Analytical Side said triumphantly. ‘You have a tracker! Get out of your clothes. Now!’

The temperature went up again. I couldn’t think. I felt like I was boiling.

I was just about to collapse when the Mark of the Deep Earth kicked in.

It liked the heat. It welcomed the toasty side.

It was lava incarnate.

It looked at that heat spell and said, ‘Bring it, bitch!’

Lava capsules of magic flooded my system, and suddenly I could breathe again. I still felt like I was baked in the oven, but now I could move.

I ripped off my clothes like they were on fire. Which, in a sense, they were. I threw NLl’s beautiful clothes away from me, and the heat spell followed them.

‘Get rid of your shoes and underwear too,’ my Analytical Side said quickly.

‘Underwear?’ I didn’t mind losing my shoes. But I wasn’t sure I wanted to be naked in front of thousands and thousands of people.

‘You do realize that a new tracker can’t sit on your skin because of your aura, right?’ my Analytical Side said in his best British lecturing tone. ‘Which means that he’s going to try and put another tracker on your clothes. If your only clothes are your underwear, then that means all those lovely speeding arrows are going to track directly towards your crotch.’

He gave me the hairy eyeball.

‘Is that what you want? Is your Louisville Slugger ready to bat away Robin Hood and all his merry men?’

‘I see what you mean,’ I replied, and quickly kicked off my underwear.

‘Besides, your clothes never seem to survive your battles anyway,’ he continued. ‘Just think of this as free advertising. Your popsicle brings all the boys to the yard...’

If we’d had time, I’d have done the whole Milkshake song with him. But my clothes started smoldering, and I just got the hell away from them as fast as possible.

Meanwhile, Eugene hadn’t been idle either. He’d figured out I was using his shield charm against him, so he ripped it off and threw it away. Then he summoned his own personal shield.

Well, crap. That meant my Bashers weren't going to work anymore.

‘Sorry, guys,’ I told them. ‘Just stick around and bash his personal shield. Maybe it will distract him a bit.’

I got further bad news when the shield over his head turned darker. Looks like he had put on some magical shades to help with my Flashers.

‘It works both ways, though,’ my Analytical Side noted. ‘A darker shield means he can't see as well for his shots. Now you’ve gotten rid of his tracker, he’s going to have to go back to shooting you by sight.’

‘Good thinking,’ I told him.

‘Okay, new plan,’ I said to my Flashers. ‘Stay bright and stay in front of him. Force him to keep his face shield as dark as possible. Don’t go too bright, though. Save some magic so you can shine for a while.’

‘We’re on it!’ they buzzed happily and got to work. They lit him up, and his face shield went almost fully black. There was no way he could see very well out of that thing now.

Eugene shot a few more arrows, but they missed by a wide margin, and I didn’t have to block any of them. He was lost without his tracker.

I guess he figured the same thing as he started shooting his splinter arrows again.

‘Surfers, you’re up!’ I called. ‘Do whatever you can, but stop any arrows from landing on me.’

I couldn’t shut Eugene down anymore, so my Dudes were my last line of defense. I also changed my physical defense. Instead of trying to block, I focused on getting the hell out of the way. I dove, rolled, sprinted, jumped, and did whatever I could to stay out of his attack radius.

The Flashers kept his visibility down, so he was almost shooting blind. He was shooting fast, though, and his splinter arrows covered a wide range, so staying away wasn’t that easy.

Fortunately, my Surfer Dudes were up to the task. They darted from splinter to splinter and mostly kept them off of me. A few still got through, though, and when they hit me, Eugene immediately focused on where I was. He must have some sort of link with all of his arrows, not just the tracker ones. Or maybe every arrow was a tracker. Either way, I didn’t want to get hit.

Penny was all over the mini arrows that landed. She pushed them out immediately so Eugene didn’t have more than a second to target me. The Mark of the Lagerel followed her up with its cool soothing touch, and between them, I stayed on my feet and out of Eugene’s crosshairs.

I could have done this all day, but Eugene switched up his attack style again. This time he took a lot longer making his splinter arrow, but when he released it, it split into at least a hundred tiny arrows. That was way more than my Surfers could handle. The arrows also showered down over a much wider area. He could cover almost an entire wall with one shot.

Arrows that tiny couldn’t hurt me, but they could find me, and when they did, he summoned an extra powerful speed arrow for his next shot. I was already moving fast, so it just grazed my shoulder. It burned like crazy, but it didn’t stick, and I quickly sang my matrix back into shape.

The next several minutes were a game of cat and mouse. He’d shoot his seeker arrows, wait for the inevitable hit, and then try to pin me down with the fastest, most powerful arrows he could summon.

If I was a normal mage, this would have worked. I’d have gotten tired, slowed down, and gotten skewered. I wasn’t a normal mage, though. Tea had healed me to the peak of perfection, and I could go at full speed all day.

So I didn’t slow down. If anything, I got even faster.

I wasn’t standing still on the strategy front, either. I summoned my lead Surfer to me, kept filling him up with my magic, and had him duplicate like crazy. It was a lot to handle––dodging, singing my matrix whole again from the mini hits, and duplicating my Surfers––but I made it happen. Soon, I had a hundred Surfers of my own, and his seeker arrows became a lot less effective. It took a lot of my magical capacity to make that many, but it was worth it.

What got me next was just plain bad luck––I slipped and fell.

I’d sweated a lot because of the heat arrow, and some of that had splattered on the floor. I had bare feet now, so I didn’t have the best traction. I was sprinting through that area when I hit a slick patch and went down.

The ironic thing was, several of my Surfers were ganging up on one of his power arrows to push it out of my projected path, and I fell so unexpectedly that they ended up directing it right into me.

This wasn’t a little shot through the foot. This was a full on direct hit in the side. It entered my lower ribs, went through all those organs you have in the middle of your body like intestines and liver, and poked out the other side.

It hurt so badly I couldn’t scream. I couldn’t even breathe. My muscles locked up, and I thought I was going to pass out. That could not happen.

‘Protect me!’ I cried desperately to my Surfers. Since Eugene could feel his arrows, he had to know where I was and that he’d scored a solid hit. He was going to throw everything at me now. This was his chance to finish it.

‘We got this!’ Penny shouted as she flew to the center of the arrow and started cutting it in two. This arrow was thicker than the one that had hit me in the ankle, and it was taking her a few seconds longer to get through.

The pain was so intense I instinctively broadcast it down on all my connections.

‘It is heat. Accept it,’ the Mark of the Deep Earth rumbled.

‘Die and regrow. It is natural,’ the Mark of the Lagerel whispered.

‘Stop that!’ Penny snapped. ‘And get ready.’

‘Huh?’ my furry companion woke up. ‘What!?’

‘It is the Way of the Sword,’ Eggy rumbled distantly.

Sharing the pain helped. I didn’t pass out.

‘Now!’ Penny demanded. ‘Pull it out!’

The butt end of the arrow was still sticking out of me, and I could get a good grip. I pulled it out, screaming the whole way. At least I could breathe again.

I felt Bermuda frantically tugging at my attention, but I didn’t have time for that right now.

The other half of the arrow was still in me, and only a bit of the tip was poking out. I slapped my hand over it so my gem cells had as much contact as possible.

‘Suck it out, Red!’ I commanded, and that is exactly what he did. My gauntlet lit up like a Christmas tree as it sucked in all that energy, conducted it along its copper and silver network of vines, and expelled it as light. Penny pushed from inside me, and soon the second half of the arrow was out.

While all this was going on, the Surfer Dudes had done an incredible job. Eugene had shot powerful, heavy arrows filled with magic in my direction, and my beach gang had forced every one away from me. Even the arrows he’d personally directed had been pushed out of the way. They’d given everything they had to do this, and some of them had run out of magic and faded away.

I still had over half of them left, but I needed to recover quickly. I sang my matrix into completion, rolled to my feet, and staggered a few feet away.

Eugene shot a few more arrows where I used to be, and then he stopped.

I kept quietly moving away as I gradually started feeling better. The Mark of the Lagerel was doing its cool minty thing, but this hit had been destructive enough that I was sure I was going to feel it for a long time yet.

I knew I looked rough. I certainly felt rough.

I was still standing, though. Still moving.

Most importantly, I was still fighting.

I waited on high alert, but Eugene did nothing.

That wasn’t a good strategy for him. The more time passed, the better I was feeling.

Had the moment I’d hoped for finally arrived? Was his magic low enough he’d stopped shooting arrows?

I pushed away the pain and summoned my alley cat mindset again.

Eugene was my Enemy. All these bastards were here to Witness. I was here to Destroy him!

I leaned into the rage a bit more this time. I needed it.

I started bouncing from foot to foot. Getting my muscles loose again. Getting my zen on.

I’d just about made it too, when a primal scream shook the arena. It sounded like someone had stepped on a cat’s tail––times a thousand.

I felt a fierce joy well up inside. I knew who that was.

The primal scream sounded again, and the arena shook so hard people lost their footing. Eugene released his bow and crouched down. I’m sure he was wondering what the hell was going on.

It was easy to see Bermuda’s path through the crowd, as people were getting the hell out of his way. He made a beeline straight for the stage and bounded up the steps.

He clawed the wall of the ring, and the whole thing shook.

“I’m sorry, little one,” the Grand Matron stepped up and reinforced the ring. “This is not your fight.”

He hissed at her and clawed the wall again.

The Grand Matron stood firm and shook her head.

Then he really tore into it, clawing at it like he was trying to dig a hole.

The Grand Matron slapped her hand on the wall and set her jaw.

“I said No!”

I almost laughed. I could have told her that wasn’t going to work. If Bermuda wasn’t intimidated by Mother Creation and Father All-Rune, he surely wasn’t going to back down for her.

She was powerful, sure, but she wasn’t cosmically powerful.

Bermuda hissed at her again. Then he looked at me.

I got the mental image to get ready.

Do what?

What was my crazy cat going to do now?

Bermuda looked into my eyes, and I felt our magic connect. He crouched low, tail lashing, and then he jumped.

And landed in my Throne Room.

I only had a moment to be surprised before he jumped again. This time he jumped out of my Throne Room and into the battle ring with me.

I staggered back, and Bermuda crouched down, recovering.

Thank goodness Eugene wasn’t shooting at the moment, as I felt drained. I just wanted to curl up on the floor and take a nap.

I was blown away by what Bermuda had just done. Nothing like this had happened before.

Oh––wait.

That wasn’t true.

When Bermuda had gotten hurt in the fight with Big Ugly, Penny had moved him from the sidewalk and into my Throne Room. When I’d gotten home, she’d moved him from the Throne Room to the bathroom where we’d started picking out all the glass.

With everything that had happened during the fight and being worried about overextending my magic, I’d completely forgotten what had happened.

Apparently, Bermuda had a whole new skill. I wondered what the range was on it. Did we need to be looking at each other? How long could Bermuda stay in my Throne Room? Would he end up taking naps there?

I suddenly had a mental image of my nice Throne Room covered in pillows, blankets, and cat toys. Hmmmm. We would need to have a talk about boundaries.

And he would probably listen to me just as much as he’d listened to the mother of all creation.

Okay. Enough about that. I could think about that later. For now, Bermuda was here, and we had a fight to win.

I looked over at the Grand Matron. Hopefully, she wasn’t pissed off.

She wasn’t. She just stepped back from the wall and stood with arms folded. Instead of looking upset, she looked interested. She caught my eye and gave a subtle smile. I took that to mean that all was well and my companion was cleared to be in this fight.

Bermuda screamed at Eugene and then gave me the look.

‘Ready?’ he asked.

‘Am I ready?’ I retorted sarcastically. ‘I’ve been ready this whole time! I’ve been ready while this Enemy’s been shooting arrows at me. I was ready when he tried to burn me up with fire, and I got ready when he shot me in the chest.

‘So am I ready? You bet your furry ass I’m ready!’

He gave me a look like, ‘Humans. So excitable.’ Then he dashed across the mat to Eugene.

The time for defense and wasting Eugene’s magic was over. The attack had begun.

As I ran across the mat, I realized Eugene had transformed his bow into a staff. Thank goodness for that. Trying to cross this distance with him shooting at me would have been insane.

Goggles had said the real star of Eugene’s melee game was his shield––not his staff work. I wasn’t sure I agreed with that assessment. Bermuda was obviously a lot faster than I was, and Eugene was already defending against Bermuda’s attacks.

His staff work was fast and precise. Bermuda had rushed in, expecting to claw him a few times and call it done. Instead, Eugene had blocked him and tagged him with a glancing blow that sent him flying.

Bermuda wasn’t really hurt—he’d been jumping back already, but it stung his pride a bit. He was Fast! He was King of the Dot! How dare this Enemy stop him so easily!

‘Easy, tiger,’ I cautioned him. ‘This guy is good. We need to work on him together.’ I quickly sent him mental images, catching him up on all that had happened so far.

‘He seems worthy,’ Bermuda summarized.

‘Oh, he’s worthy alright,’ I said wryly. ‘He’s worthied all over my ass so far. I’m very much looking forward to handing some of that worthy right back to him.

‘Now, hold on a sec while I check him out.’

I slowed my headlong dash across the mat and started reaching out with my magical senses––feeling out Eugene’s defense. His staff was good. Not amazing, but good. It had a reasonable amount of detail, and he had put a decent amount of magic into it.

I sensed another sort of field around it, though, like a force field. His arrows had been all about magical damage. Was his staff capable of physical damage? Based on the way he’d knocked Bermuda away, I had to assume so.

Whatever he was doing to his staff, he was also doing to his body. His shield was set up in layers. One layer of magic, followed by a layer of force, followed by another layer of magic, etc. He had at least ten layers of this all tightly wrapped around him.

The shield part around his head didn’t seem to be any different, other than the magical layers were darker to block out my Flashers. The final outer layer of his shield was magical, but it extended for about eight feet all around him and was very faint. If I hadn’t been looking, I probably wouldn’t have seen it.

His face shield was almost totally dark, and yet he’d been able to see exactly where Bermuda was and how he was attacking. I could only guess, but I figured this was his sensing layer. He was using his magical senses instead of sight to fight with.

To test this, I walked right up to the edge of his sensing field and stopped. He held his defensive position, like he didn’t see me yet. I put my hand inside the field, and he immediately rotated to face me.

I quickly imaged everything I’d figured out to Bermuda, and together we came up with a simple plan. I’d attack from the front and take on his staff. Bermuda would attack from the back and take out his shield. If all went well, we’d meet in his juicy middle.

Before we started, I needed to do something about his sensing field. I knew from experience just how much better feeling was compared to sight. If he could feel us, he’d know exactly what Bermuda was up to, and he’d be reacting that much faster to my attacks.

‘Flashers, back off for now,’ I told them. ‘I need to let him have his sight back.’

They buzzed in acknowledgement and flew up over our heads in case I needed them again.

‘Red, I need you and your hex network to suck all his sensing magic out of the air,’ I told him.

‘Sure thing!’ he said cheerfully. ‘We’ll suck like a tornado in Kansas. We’ll suck like a straw in soda. Come on everybody. Let’s suck!’

I wanted to laugh, but I needed to keep my game face on. Even Tyler would have been hard pressed to be a more enthusiastic and cheerful sucker, and he’s an incubus.

‘You guys are the best!’ I replied and stepped into his sensing field. Immediately, my gem cell gauntlets started glowing faintly as they pulled in all that ambient energy and vented it as light.

His magic wasn’t replacing itself fast enough, so I got the idea of doing all the swirly kung fu hand movements. I had no idea what I was doing in a martial arts sense, but I was doing a great job of moving my gem cells through his sensing field and destroying it. I stayed out of reach of his staff, as I didn’t want to get hit, but I added in some nice kung fu cries for flair as I stalked around him.

Basically, I totally entertained myself and confused the hell out of him. He knew what real kung fu looked like, I’m sure, and this wasn’t it. Best of all, I got what I needed, as he dropped his sensing field and lightened the layers on his face shield.

Once I felt him abandon his sensing field entirely, I kicked my own magical senses up to full, stepped into my pigeon-stance, and attacked.

I hadn’t realized just how big Eugene was. Now I was trying to actually punch him, he certainly seemed a lot like Superman’s brother. He was taller than me and heavier than me. If he connected, I was going to feel it. Plus, he had a weapon, and he knew how to use it.

Fortunately, he knew nothing about how to relax and tense-on-contact. His attacks were pure power, nothing more. My blocks and punches required more timing and attention, but when I did it right, I was able to generate a lot more force than my small frame suggested.

I should have been scared, but I wasn’t. Sparkles, my training dummy from the beach, was bigger and much more powerful than Eugene, and I was very familiar with fighting him.

I knew this dance. I was freakin’ great at this dance. And now it was time to increase the tempo. Eugene might be the one with all the power, but I had a lot more speed.

I started mixing some offense into my defense, and that’s when Red and his team really went to work. My strategy was based on what I’d seen at the tournament when the Craftsman had his match. My Gems were so much more detailed than his staff or his shield, so every time I blocked or attacked, it cost him more energy than it did me. Added to that was the powerful absorption ability my hex network had, and his energy expenditure started going through the roof.

Just like the Craftsman, I didn’t try to attack his body. Instead, I attacked his weapon and his arms. Eugene had layered his thickest protection over his head and torso, but the shield layers on his arms were weak. And Red and the hex network were just tearing them apart.

I’d almost forgotten about Bermuda, but he made himself known in a big way. He made a flying leap onto Eugene’s back, landed on his shield, and started clawing like crazy. My furry baby has the ability to tear apart magic, and Eugene’s shield was no exception. Bermuda went through his layers like they were wrapping paper and it was Christmas morning.

Eugene’s eyes became huge, and he screamed bloody murder. He looked totally shocked that his shield could fall that fast. He spun, throwing Bermuda off of him, and darted away. I let him go, as I’d grabbed his staff and held onto it. All that magic he’d put into making it just went up in colored lights.

‘Excellent job!’ I told Bermuda and sent him a mental high five.

He looked very satisfied with himself as we both gave Eugene a moment to put his shield and staff back together. This time, his staff seemed smaller, and it didn’t form as fast. The layers of his shield also seemed thinner. My plan was working. Eugene was running out of magic.

I attacked again, and Red really got into it this time. We tore apart the shield layers on his arms, and it wasn’t long before I was pounding his forearms and hands. I’d tried this out with the centaur guard, and it worked now, just like it had then. His grip got weak, and I tore the new staff out of his hands just as Bermuda attacked again. His claws unwrapped him even faster this time, and it was everything Eugene could do to get away.

Eugene summoned his third staff, but his hands were trembling now. He also rebuilt his shield layers, but they were a shadow of their former glory.

Bermuda hissed and sent images and emotions to me.

This ring was the Alley. The chandeliers were the Moon in the sky. The crowd all around us were Witnesses. Eugene was the Enemy.

There was no Mercy.

There was no Revenge.

We didn’t hate him. He was our Enemy, and that was enough.

We would Destroy him.

As one intention, we both stepped forward and stalked him. Eugene looked like he saw the shift in our energy. I certainly saw the fear in his eyes as he gave a battle cry and attacked. He was slowing down and getting tired. His movements were no longer crisp and forceful. He still had power, but it was becoming unfocused.

I, on the other hand, was feeling even better. Penny pushed magic into my system––which made me feel like I’d just drunk a morning cup of coffee. Tea and his grove had been healing my hurts and aches, so every moment that passed got me closer to a hundred percent. I felt the leaf green magic in my system, giving me resilience and a fresh spring in my step. I felt the lava magic in my system, giving me heat and power.

I bared my fangs as I stepped forward to meet him with an attack of my own. I power blocked his forearm and felt the bones fracture. I grabbed his staff and ripped it away from him as Bermuda began his own attack.

I pounded his shield from the front as Bermuda tore his way through from the back. Eugene’s shield was an amazing thing, and in a normal fight, it would have been a lot harder to take him down. But Bermuda was pissed and ready to rumble. Eugene had messed with his human, and now he was going to pay the price.

Bermuda had leaped onto his back and tore through several layers as he slid off. I ripped those layers off the front as he leaped again. This time, he took out all but one of the remaining layers.

Recognizing that Bermuda was the bigger threat, Eugene spun around and kicked Bermuda as hard as he could.

Or, at least, he tried.

A haze of red settled over my vision. My alley rage roared out of me unchecked. I had a flashback to Isobel kicking my little baby in the battle of the park. That was NOT going to happen again!

Red tore through Eugene’s last shield layer, and I let him have it. All the fear and frustration poured out of me in a primal scream as my fists flew like lightning. I punched him so hard and so fast he shook like a rag doll. It looked like he’d stuck a fork in a light socket and was being electrocuted.

Bermuda jumped on him again, and this time he hung on with his front claws as his back claws kicked for all they were worth. Blood, flesh, and magic flowed out.

I felt things break, and I didn’t care. How dare he attack me and my companion? I ruled this jungle! This was my ring. My alley. Witness and beware!

My Enemy was still on his feet when I knocked him out. He got a vacant look on his face, and he slid bonelessly to the ground. He just sort of puddled there, and Bermuda was ready to pounce on him again, when I snapped out of it.

This wasn’t my mortal enemy. This was Eugene. I didn’t want him to die.

I stopped and shook my head to clear it. I wasn’t fighting in an alley. We weren’t under a moonlit night. The crowd wasn’t perched on rooftops and garbage cans.

‘Bermuda, stop!’ I told him. ‘We’ve done enough!’

He hissed at Eugene and smacked him one more time. Then he paced over to me, sat down, and started grooming himself.

I looked around. The walls were still up. The referee hadn’t stopped the fight. Surely it was over, right?

“Call the match,” I told the ref.

He shook his head. “This is a grudge match. The walls can’t come down until he is near death.”

“Seriously?” I said. I’d won. Eugene wasn’t going to suddenly get up and fight back. This should be over.

The referee just nodded. “You have to keep hitting him until he is in danger of death. Only then can I stop the fight.”

I noticed the Grand Matron was watching me closely. I gave her a quizzical look to see if she could help me. She just shook her head.

I looked down at Eugene. He was a mess. He’d recover, of course. I hadn’t done anything really bad to him, like cut off his dick. But the healing he was going to go through would suck in a major way.

Eugene was being used by Victor. He was the wrong guy in the wrong situation at the wrong time. In a twisted way, he was a victim too. I did not want to hurt him any more.

Suddenly I had a thought, and I walked over to the wall beside the Grand Matron. She couldn’t come into the ring, but she could still hear me.

“How do you break an oath?” I asked softly. There were Recorders all around the base of the platform and up in the stands. I didn’t really want them to hear our conversation if I could help it.

She gave me a surprised look.

“I assume you are referring to an oath of obedience?” she asked. I nodded. “There are a few ways to do it, but the one that would apply here is if the teacher dies or gets too low on magic, then the student’s oath is dissolved.”

“Victor is going into a death match next,” I said. “So if he dies, then Eugene is a free man again?”

“That is correct,” she said. Then she gave me a piercing look. “Are you really trying to figure out how to save your opponent? Even after what he was going to do to you?”

“Yes,” I said simply. “I haven’t known him long. But he is a much better man than you’ve seen today. Which is why I need to ask you for a favor.”

Her eyebrows rose in surprise. I don’t think she’d anticipated this.

“Ask and I shall consider it,” she said.

“When this match is over, don’t let Victor or any of his crew get their hands on Eugene. Instead, I need House Atayk to take him away and hide him until he recovers. I know you have a whole floor here for those in need of mental and physical healing. You can make sure he recovers fully and leaves here a different mage than he entered.”

She regarded me thoughtfully.

“We will have a talk after these matches are over. In exchange for this favor, you will answer my questions fully and truthfully to the best of your ability. Agreed?”

She was the Head over all the Houses. If I couldn’t talk to her, who could I talk to? Plus, I had a few questions of my own.

“Agreed,” I said firmly.

“Then go finish your match,” she said.

I walked over to Eugene, put one hand over his mouth, and pinched his nose shut with the other. The rules just said he needed to be near death. This was a relatively painless way of making that happen.

It took longer than I thought it would. In horror movies, the suffocating victim dies quickly. In real life, it takes a couple minutes, and they seem to pass so slowly. Even knocked out like he was, Eugene started twitching. It made me sick, but I held on, watching the referee the whole time. Oxygen deprivation wouldn’t hurt Eugene long term, and it was the only way I could think of to end this.

It also gave me a moment to reflect on how this match could have ended if Eugene had won. I’d be getting mutilated and stabbed right now. My balls got goosebumps at the thought.

Finally, the referee stepped into the ring and called it.

“Step away,” he bellowed. “The match is over!”
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I quickly released Eugene, and I heard him take a huge breath as I stepped back. The walls of the ring came down as the referee marched over, grabbed my hand, and lifted it into the air.

“Jason Cole of House Louisville is the winner!” he declared loudly, and the crowd went insane. I thought they had been loud before, but this time they went absolutely wild.

All the centaur llamas stomped and screamed and made their warbling war cries. The Lagerel growled, and the human mages let loose with fireworks, noisemakers, and cries of their own. My friends stormed the ring, and MMm hoisted me up on his shoulders.

I laughed so hard and started handing out high fives. As big as it was, there was too much energy to be contained on the stage. Suddenly, the Captain showed up, and she was waving a giant banner with a white centaur llama on it.

“Follow me!” she cried and took off. Immediately, all the guards and my centaur friends took off after her. She ran down the main aisle, up into the stands, and then turned and started making a giant loop around the arena. I threw out my arms and let the wind stream through my hair.

I was alive, and I felt alive like never before!

I cried out in victory to the heavens, and the crowd roared with me. We developed a huge procession as centaurs flowed out of the stands and ran with us. Mages flew overhead, and the Lagerel sent a fifteen foot illusionary tree to trail behind MMm. It shed a shower of leaves, appearing like a long green veil stretched out several feet behind us.

The spontaneous celebration felt absolutely perfect, and I laughed and cried at the joy of it all. I hadn’t realized just how much pressure I’d been under until it was lifted, and it was like I was floating along on MMm’s shoulders, enjoying every moment of my victory lap. I knew I’d have more battles, most of which might not turn out as well, or be as celebrated. But for now, I was whole. I was alive. I was victorious.

I took in all that energy, all that joy, and made a memory. When things got tough in the future, or when I was feeling depressed or discouraged, I could look back on this moment and find hope, knowing that despite extremely overwhelming odds, I could win.

“Five minutes until the next match,” the Grand Matron projected.

We were almost done with our lap anyway, so the celebration split up. Mages and centaurs raced back to where they had come from, and MMm and the Guard ran at top speed back to the ring in the center.

MMm was just setting me down beside Sandy when CLl showed up.

“Here you go,” he said breathlessly, handing me a comfortable looking white bathrobe. “That's all I could get for now.”

“It’s perfect. Thank you!” I replied, quickly putting it on. I’d been so caught up in the joy of winning, I’d forgotten I was bare-assed naked.

I thanked MMm for the victory run and then turned to Sandy. Her match was only moments away, and the clock was ticking.

“Congratulations on your fight!” she spoke first. “I was so scared when you got shot in the chest. I thought that might be it. I almost couldn’t believe it when you got up again.”

She held my hand and gave it a squeeze.

“I’ve found that watching a deadly match is much harder than fighting yourself.”

“I guess I’m going to find out,” I said. I meant to say it lightly, but it suddenly hit me that this might be the last time I talked to Sandy. I had faith in her abilities––I really did––but Victor was supposed to be a really good fighter, and anything could happen in a battle. I was under no illusion that he would balk at killing her.

The thought that Sandy might actually die, and then having to go home and tell John what happened, punched me in the gut. All my joy evaporated, and suddenly, I was anxious as hell.

“How are you doing?” I asked, trying to sound calm and supportive.

“Truthfully, I’m all over the place,” she said. “The pause before the fight is always nerve-wracking. I used to throw up every time before I stepped into the ring. Once I had a few real battles, I stopped doing that. But the butterflies are still there.

“The stakes are high, so I’m anxious. I’ve got an amazing husband, a wonderful House, and the best of friends.” She gave me a tight smile. “I’m in a good place, and I don’t want to lose any of that.

“Balancing all that out is the fact that I feel good. I feel strong. I feel like I have all my previous fire power back again. John’s given me the power of a mountain troll, and layered over that is the power of the Deep Earth. I don’t know how the Mark of the Lagerel will affect how I fight, but I have that too.”

“The Mark is wonderful,” I said sincerely. “It’s like cool, minty green sap running through your veins. If you get injured, it helps numb the pain a bit and keeps you going.”

“Really?” she laughed.

“Oh, yes,” I smiled back. “It’s good stuff!”

For a moment, we just stood there, holding hands. The only two members of House Louisville, finding support in each other.

“Are you still going with our plan?” I asked. “Or have you thought of something different?”

“I’m sticking with the plan,” she said. “Hit him hard and fast. Don’t let him get a chance to set up or try anything fancy.”

I squeezed her hand, and we stood quietly again. I was unsure of what to say. I wanted to wish her luck. I wanted to let her know how amazing she was and how much she meant to me.

On the other hand, I hadn’t wanted to hear anything before my fight. I’d wanted to get in the right headspace and hold it until the fight started. I decided to just be here for her and not say anything. Sometimes a silent, supportive touch was all that was needed.

“Ladies and gentlemen!” The announcer was back. It was the same one that had announced my fight. So I knew this was going to be good.

“Mages and naturals! Humans and non-humans! And anyone that was somehow left out of the categories above––I bid you all a fond welcome back!”

The crowd cheered, and the last few people returned to their places in the arena.

“We have arrived at our title match this evening. We have a Head of Household fighting another Head of Household, and only one of them will live to see the next day. That’s right folks—this is a death match!”

He paused to let the crowd roar.

“House Cahokia has declared enmity against House Louisville. They’ve said that House Louisville, as it stands now, has to be disbanded. They said that House Louisville is so vile, so full of filth, so reprehensible that all the supporters of the House have to go. The ignorant will be sent to other Houses and taught the error of their ways. The enablers will be punished severely. The Head must die and her ashes scattered in the wind. This is the will and the wish of House Cahokia.

“What are their crimes, you ask? What have they done that is so terrible? What heresy has she uttered that deserves her memory to be erased from this world?”

He paused for dramatic effect.

“He claims that she’s had sex with an older man.” The crowd murmured in confusion. There were thousands and thousands of people here that hadn’t been part of Sandy’s talk at the Gathering, so they probably had no idea what this was all about.

“And it wasn’t just any older man. No, no. This older man was devastatingly handsome. And kind. And supportive. And loving.” The crowd sounded even more confused. Where was the crime here?

“House Cahokia claims she had sex not once, not twice, but many times! Can you believe it? She’s got some nerve!”

The crowd laughed incredulously. Victor had used the word “harlot,” and tried to paint her as a gold digger. This announcer had torn that argument apart, though, and exposing just how ridiculous it all sounded.

“House Cahokia also claims she committed another fatal sin.” Again the announcer paused, and the crowd fell silent, waiting for what he was going to say next.

“He claims she didn’t tell him everything.” The crowd muttered in confusion, and the announcer shrugged like he was confused too.

Victor had claimed she lied, but this sounded so much more ridiculous.

“I don’t get it either. I guess he thinks he’s her daddy? Or maybe her priest? I don’t know, but it sure got him all hot and bothered.”

I looked over at Victor, and his face was so red it looked like it might explode. He didn’t have any way to dispute what the announcer was saying, and now he looked like a complete fool. He’d hoped to get his message of “Responsible Mages” and “Killing Rats” out to all these supernaturals, and that had totally failed. He might be able to get some people to understand where he was coming from, but it was going to take a lot of explaining after this.

“The final and most important sin in his eyes is that she is too young.” Again, the announcer shrugged. “He thinks she is too young to love her man. Too young to run a House. Too young to fight in battle. And based on his challenge, she is too young to live.”

The crowd rumbled––now it sounded angry.

“I don’t understand it either. But crazy people gotta be crazy. So, let's meet your first contestant. He’s fighting out of the red corner. He’s three hundred and sixty-three years old and weighs in at two hundred and five pounds. He’s a seasoned tournament fighter with five hundred twenty-seven wins and eight losses. He’s also the mentor of three of the tournament champions at the Gathering. His preferred weapons are the whip and the knife.

“He is your crazy contestant from House Cahokia! He is Viiiiictor Chaaaaapuuut!!!”

We were all right by the ring, so there wasn’t a big procession this time. Instead, Victor stepped into the ring, and a red glow settled around his waist. He kissed his hand and waved it in the air, like he was kissing the crowd. He got some cheers, probably from people who weren’t paying attention, but then the booing started.

The announcer waved his hands, urging people to boo even louder, and the crowd really got into it. The sound was like a wall of negative energy headed right for Victor, and I loved it. Hopefully, all that negative karma would jinx his fight with Sandy. He tried to look gracious and wave it off, but as it kept going, he finally got pissed and raised his finger to the crowd. I guess that felt good, because he then flew both birdies. Then he did an F-you to the announcer. Then a couple of F-you’s to the crowd. They just booed him even more.

Sandy released my hand and started bouncing from one foot to the other. Then she started rolling her shoulders and shaking out her hands. She had her game face on. She was ready.

“And now we turn our attention to the contestant in the blue corner. I checked our records, and at seventy-three years old, she is the third youngest Head of Household ever. It’s said she is a prodigy, and she’ll need every bit of that in her fight tonight. As we saw in our previous matchup, anything can happen.

“Victor set out to challenge the weakest Head possible, because not only is she the youngest Head at the Gathering, but rumor has it that only a few short weeks ago she lost almost all of her magic in a grueling battle.”

The crowd gasped in surprise and dismay. If Victor was the villain, they needed Sandy to be the hero. She couldn’t do that if she was still recovering from a previous fight.

“I don’t need to tell the veterans among us how long it takes to recharge from something like that, but I can assure you it is more than a few weeks.”

He paused again to let the crowd absorb this additional info. I’m sure Victor wanted to be portrayed as the Savior of the Houses. He wanted to be the leader, taking them in a bold new direction. Instead, he was being painted as an opportunist, crazy in the head, and a bully. In the war of the words, this announcer was tearing him to shreds.

“She has some tournament experience, though. Her current record is forty-eight wins and five losses. She weighs in at one hundred and fifty-one pounds, and her preferred weapon is fire.”

The announcer paused while he reviewed his card again.

“That’s right, folks. Her preferred weapon is fire! I have no idea how that is supposed to work for her, but I guess we’ll find out.”

“She is your contestant from House Louisville. She is Saaaaaaaannndy Feeeeeelton!”

The crowd cheered like crazy as Sandy stepped into the ring. A blue glow settled around her waist.

Sandy was right. Watching her step into the ring, knowing what was at stake, it was hard. I was anxious as hell, and I suddenly wanted to puke.

I heard a yowl, and I looked down. Bermuda must have known how I was feeling. I picked him up, and he started purring and licking my face. Immediately, I felt better. How could I not? Kitty love is pure magic. I was still nervous for Sandy, but I no longer felt like I was going to throw up for her.

The announcer gestured for Sandy and Victor to join him in the center of the ring, where he held up the first disk.

“The first flip is for the choice of weapons,” he said, showing everyone a disc with a hammer on it. He tossed it in the air, and it landed on Sandy’s color: Blue.

“I choose the empty hand,” Sandy stated clearly, and a giant icon of an empty hand hovered over her head.

Victor grinned. I’m sure he thought Sandy was low on magic and this was the worst choice for her.

We’d discussed it and decided against the supernatural weapon option. Sandy had charms, sure, but she didn’t have top grade charms. Victor had won a lot of tournaments, so we both figured he’d gained a lot of good battle charms as prizes. He might have something that was just too powerful to overcome.

“The second flip is for the choice of ring layout,” he said, showing everyone a disc with a square on it.

The announcer flipped, and the disc showed Red.

“I choose the open layout,” Victor announced, and a big icon of an open square appeared over his head.

That was surprising. We’d thought he’d go for an obstacle or maze and try to avoid Sandy’s fire. What did he have as a long-range weapon? His whip?

Sandy looked surprised too, and Victor flashed her an evil grin. He was up to something.

“Normally, we’d flip the third disc, but this match has already been predetermined. Let the record show this match is to the death.”

An icon showing a skull floated over their heads for a moment.

The announcer turned to Sandy and bowed.

“I genuinely wish you the best of luck in this fight. I hope you kick his ass.”

She smiled and bowed back.

He then turned to Victor.

“I said this to your student, and he lost his match in a spectacular fashion. So I’m hoping my luck holds true, and the same thing happens to you. Eat glass and die!”

He spun around before Victor could retort, and marched off. Victor stood there awkwardly for a moment, then he waved to the crowd and walked over to his corner.

The gruff looking referee walked in next. He didn’t bother bringing both contestants together. Instead, he raised his voice and addressed them and the crowd.

“This is a death match. There is only one rule. Kill your opponent. It doesn’t matter if you do it fast or slow––clean or painful. You just need to kill your opponent.

“If both of you are knocked out, the match will keep going until someone wakes up and kills the other one. If both of you are badly injured and we have to wait while one of you bleeds out, then that is what we will do. There is no mercy in this ring. Only one of you can leave with their life.”

He paused to let that sink in.

“Ring up!” he called, and the mage stepped forward and started raising the walls. I looked at Sandy. She was staying loose and ready. I looked at Victor. He was a coiled spring, ready to strike. We’d hoped that he would feel overconfident. Maybe he’d hold back at the beginning of the fight to make it a show.

Based on his stance, though, he was going to attack right away. I hoped Sandy could handle it.

The mage quickly finished the ring and stepped back. The referee looked at Victor.

“Are you ready?”

“Yes,” Victor replied eagerly.

The referee turned to Sandy.

“Are you ready?”

“Yes,” she replied. She sounded pretty eager, too.

“Fight!” the ref declared, and stepped back.

Sandy dove forward in a roll, and when she came up, she had a baseball-sized rock in hand. She kept her spin going and used all that momentum to hurl it at Victor. Before it even landed, she’d already spun again, picked up another rock, and hurled it on its way.

Victor hadn’t been idle either. Both hands flexed, and a powerful bullwhip formed in each one. He’d just put them together when the first rock impacted his shield.

I guess he hadn’t taken it seriously, as he hadn’t tried to dodge or anything, but the rock smacked into him like he’d been hit by a cannon. This was a John-style offense, and the mages who’d attacked our House had found out just how powerful it was. John had been a one-man army, and although Sandy didn’t have his muscles or mass, she now had his affinity for stone.

Victor looked shocked as the first stone hit with enough force to knock him back. It sounded like a cannon too as the boom rolled over the stage. The shield provided by his charm flared to life. It had enough power to stop the second stone, and then it fizzled out.

Wow! Sandy had landed the first two hits in the match, and already Victor’s shield charm was done.

What made it even more awesome was Sandy hadn’t stopped spinning, and the third stone was already on its way. The look of panic on Victor’s face was priceless.

The next few moments were a mad scramble as he used his whips to knock the stones out of the air and get his personal shield up. Using real whips to deflect stones would have been almost impossible, but these magical whips were more like tentacles. He could flex them and move them as he needed. Even then, he still couldn’t stop all the rocks, and he was forced to dodge and roll like a chased squirrel.

Finally, he had his own personal shield together, and he took a hit to go on the offensive. His whips snapped across the ring and wrapped around Sandy. One wrapped around her waist, and one tangled up her throwing arm. Her own shield charm flared to life, so she didn’t take any damage, but it stopped her spinning throws.

Victor sent a fat surge of power down his whips. I had no idea what he was trying to do with that, but I’m sure it wasn’t good. Sandy just smiled and set his whips on fire. It started where they were coiled around her, and then the flames started racing up the thong, back towards Victor.

Her flame was so intense, it set her own clothes ablaze. It seemed like NLl’s beautiful outfits weren’t destined to last the day. Sandy’s fire met Victor’s surge of magic, and both sides warred for control. In the end, neither side won. The flames burnt through most of the whips, leaving Victor with ten-inch stubs.

“You stupid woman,” he taunted her. “Now you’ll burn yourself up.”

Sandy just looked down at herself and then burned off the rest of her clothes. For a moment, she was wreathed in fire, and it looked intense. The crowd gasped, and even Victor stepped back a bit. The temperature must have gone up a lot because he started sweating. The walls of the ring were supposed to keep all hostile magic inside, but I could feel warmth radiating from them.

I think Victor was looking to buy himself some time, as he was still growing his whips back out. This time they were much fatter, and the whip itself was dividing. I think he was going for a bullwhip slash cat-of-nine-tails hybrid.

“You should have known not to test your betters. You’re a harlot and a gold digger. You should have known that a rat could never work as a Head of House! You’re a rat, and your House is full of rats. Today, you’ll get what’s coming to you. The whole world will watch as I filet you to the bone!”

Suddenly, I felt the heavy presence of the All-Rune.

He was here.

Watching.

Judging.

And he was angry.

Sandy’s clothes fell away from her in ashes, but the fire didn’t go out. Flames danced all over her body like she was covered in oil. Her long black hair caught fire too, and it started floating in the air behind her, like it was dancing in a summer breeze.

Sandy just smiled, like she was a saint looking down on a sinner.

“Oh Victor, sometimes you’re just precious.”

He looked confused, but he didn’t stop growing his whips. They looked less cat-of-nine-tails now, and more like snakes.

“You think you're still fighting,” Sandy continued. “But you’ve already lost. You just haven’t realized it yet.”

Suddenly, all the stones she’d been throwing at him levitated off the ground and flew towards him. Victor growled and grew his shield, but they stopped just a few inches away.

That’s when Sandy’s true plan became apparent as all those rocks started giving off heat. She hadn’t just been throwing rocks to knock him out—she’d been gathering kindling. And now it was time to roast a mage.

This was like what she’d done at the Oval, when she’d lightly toasted the House procession in the garden. These were much bigger rocks, though, and it was a much denser, concentrated area of focus.

Victor frantically reversed his flow. Now he sucked all the magic from his whips back in as fast as possible and began reinforcing his shield. He doubled his shield wall. Then tripled that. But he was becoming beet red, making it apparent the heat was still getting through.

Sandy made a small gesture, causing the heat to increase even more. Now all the baseball sized rocks were glowing, and some of them had deep blue flames dancing around them. The ring mage that had put up the walls started begging for help as the heat poured out onto the platform. The Grand Matron slapped her hand on the wall, adding her own power. The walls stayed up, but I backed off the platform and down the stairs anyway.

The heat warped the air inside the ring. The view shimmered and rippled, like I was looking out onto a desert. Victor was now behind a shield so thick I couldn’t see him anymore.

That’s when the All-Rune acted. The temperature in the entire arena jumped. I don’t know how hot it got, but it had to have been over a hundred degrees. It suddenly felt like we were in a sweltering hot summer day. It wasn’t enough to hurt anyone, but it certainly got everyone’s attention.

Then the lights went out, except for a single bright light that shone down on Sandy. The All-Rune spoke, and the sound vibrated out of the ground.

“This is my Louisville Chosen. In her, I am well pleased.”

The crowd gasped, and then it became so quiet you could hear a pin drop.

“My House is a Home.

“A Home for those who are just finding their way. A Home for those who know themselves and walk their path.

“A Home for the Lost. A Home for the Found.

“As long as you are of good heart, you are welcome here in my House.

“A false prophet has risen from someone I once welcomed.”

A second spotlight shone down on Victor, still cocooned in his dense shield.

“Together with his followers, they have desecrated my Home.”

A third spotlight now shone down on all the mages that had marched in with Victor.

“Today, I clean my House!”

The floor under the mages vanished, and they looked completely shocked as they fell. At the same time, the floor of the ring opened up, and all the mages from House Cahokia fell through into the super heated air with Sandy.

It was crazy because the mages had fallen down into the floor, but as they were ejected from the hole in the ring, they fell out and up. It was like the All-Rune was playing Portal in real life. When they fell through, they all came out upside down, which I’m sure was very disorienting, so only a few of them were fast enough to get their own personal shields up.

The extreme heat popped their shield charms like soap bubbles, which caused most of them to pass out right away. Only six were able to get a real defense up in time, while all the unshielded mages caught fire. That’s when the All-Rune kicked it up to the next level and turned the floor of the ring into lava.

The Grand Matron and the ring mage abandoned the walls, and we all quickly got the hell away from the platform. Every person on the floor of the arena made a mad dash up into the stands and away from the increasingly intense heat.

MMm swept me up in his arms again, and GMm, CLl, NLl, the Captain and all the guards thundered across the floor and away from danger. I looked back to see the bodies of the mages flame out, and their ashes mixed with the molten rock.

One by one, the rest of the mages popped and burned. Death came for them so quickly, they didn’t even have time to scream. Soon, only Victor was left. I had to give it to the guy—he really had been powerful enough to hold out the longest.

There was no doubt about how this was going to end, though. He couldn’t attack Sandy, and he couldn’t hold out forever. The ending was almost anticlimactic. About a minute after we reached the stands, his shield finally popped. He fell and burned, turning to ash just like all the rest.

‘You know, that wasn’t a bad way to go,’ my Analytical Side noted. ‘The end was pretty fast and painless, and he seemed to enjoy a spectacle. He always wanted to be famous, after all, and now his story will be told over and over again. It’s not exactly the story he wanted as he’s going to be a cautionary tale, rather than a shining example of leadership. But at least he will be warmly remembered.’

I groaned. ‘That was a very searing observation,’ I replied back.

He snickered.

‘One could say his fame is now baked in,’ he chuckled. I just about laughed out loud, which would have been weird since this whole conversation was entirely in my head.

I felt the presence of the All-Rune withdraw as the walls of the ring fell and Sandy walked off of the lava pooled on the ring floor.

“Sandy Felton of House Louisville is the winner!”

The announcer boomed from somewhere in the stands, and the crowd went wild. It was way too crowded for any sort of victory lap and nobody wanted to get anywhere near the platform, but everyone still let loose with noise and lights of all kinds.

Sandy stood there, clothed in bright orange flame. She thrust her hand into the air in victory and the crowd went even more wild, if that was possible.

I slipped out of my comfy bathrobe and handed it to CLl. I didn’t want it to get burned up, and I needed to go and get Sandy. Hopefully, my Mark of the Deep Earth would protect me. She was looking around for us, but there was so much noise and movement, there was no way we could get her attention.

I raced across the floor of the arena, and Sandy finally looked down and saw me. She waved, jumped off the platform, and started running to meet me. It felt warmer the closer I got to the center, but not unbearable. I wasn’t about to test how lava would affect me, but I was curious just how much more heat resistant I was with my Mark.

When we met, Sandy swept me up into a huge hug. It should have been awkward, as we were both naked, but somehow it wasn’t. We both laughed and cried at the joy and victory of it all. It was a miracle, but we’d both survived. Our House was intact, and we were going to be okay.

“We’re all over there.” I pointed to our group, and we took off running again.

When we arrived, CLl had found another white bathrobe for Sandy. We got dressed as everyone offered Sandy their congratulations. We had hugs, high fives, and more than a few kisses.

“I hate to break this up, as you two deserve every bit of your celebration.” It was the Grand Matron, hovering overhead. “However, we have limited time, and we certainly need to talk.

“I also wish to congratulate House Hyderabad and House Silverleaf on your implied victories.” She smiled and gestured to both Aamya and Seful. “The best battles are those you win without lifting a finger. Just know that I have no doubt that if the House had not intervened directly, you would have done your own version of House cleaning today.”

She then spoke to the Captain.

“Please tell your Council that the ceremony can continue tonight. I will return these two in time to get ready for your festivities.”

She turned to us.

“Now, if you are ready?” We nodded and waved goodbye to everyone as she picked us up and flew away.

I thought Balaji flew fast. He was nothing compared to the Grand Matron. She actually encased us in a bubble so we wouldn’t get hurt by the wind, and then sped up so quickly the surroundings were a blur. We whipped around corners, and I had no idea how many G’s we were pulling, but my lips just about flew off the side of my face.

It wasn’t just my lips, either. I was free balling it like the angels, so suddenly my nether region was being stretched out like taffy. I squawked and was about to ask her to slow down when we arrived.

We landed in what looked like a botanical garden. There were all kinds of exotic plants and flowers, with birds singing and butterflies fluttering in the air. There was a narrow stream winding through it all, and I saw a couple of box turtles sitting on rocks and soaking up the day’s heat. Beside the stream were three very comfortable-looking chairs, each with its own side table.

We had coffee cups already filled with coffee, as well as a selection of cookies. It was a little jarring to go from a battle setting to such a beautiful location, but there was no denying this was an idyllic place to have a chat.

We touched down beside the chairs, and a very tall man stepped out of the shadows.

“Greetings, Madam mage,” he spoke to Sandy. “Sir mage,” he turned to me. “Allow me to see to your comfort. I’ve taken the liberty of providing clothing beyond what you currently have. Just change into your new outfits and feel free to leave the robes behind. I will make sure they are returned.”

I was glad to hear that. I didn’t want CLl to get into trouble for swiping bathrobes. I followed where the man indicated and found there was a little clearing in the vegetation that provided privacy and enough room to get dressed. There was a small table with sapphire blue underwear, a sapphire blue undershirt, emerald green pants, and an emerald green and silver shirt. Everything was my size and fit almost as well as NLl's clothes. Topping it all off were a pair of comfortable brown sandals. Once I got dressed, I realized I looked like a rich guy on a fancy island getaway. The colors should have been too much, but they matched all the greenery and I felt like I belonged.

I also had a surprise visitor, as Bermuda nonchalantly walked in and wanted to be picked up. I held him close, and he purred and licked me. I felt some of the tension of the battle melt away. Life was always better with a cat in your arms.

I walked back to our gathering spot and discovered Sandy had beaten me to it. She also had on a relaxed, tropical island look, although her outfit had lots of orange and gray mixed in it. I was just glad to have on some underwear. Given the ride here, I wasn’t going to say “No” to some comfortable support.

I sat down, settled Bermuda onto my lap, and tried the coffee. It was delicious. Full of cream and sugar, just the way I liked it. The tall man cocked his eyebrow in question, and I gave him a happy smile. He bowed to both Sandy and me and then withdrew.

“I could probably talk to both of you all day,” the Grand Matron began, “however we have limited time together. So I suggest we skip with the pleasantries and get straight to the meat of our conversation. I am aware, Sandy, that you did not tell the entire story of your House at your discussion. I will require the full story from both of you as to what has transpired. Also, I’m sure you have questions for me. I will attempt to answer them as fully as possible.”

For the first time, I noticed her lips did not match her words. It was like I was watching a dubbed movie. I wanted to ask about it, but she was right. Our time was limited. Did it really matter how she communicated?

“I think that is an excellent idea,” Sandy replied. “I also think we will require an oath that what is said here today remains between the three of us. Some of the answers I have to give could be harmful, and I cannot speak freely unless I know what I say stays in confidence.”

She took a deep breath and then gave the Grand Matron a piercing look.

“Also, some of the questions I have to ask are ones you will only want to answer if you know what you say cannot be repeated.”

The Grand Matron’s eyebrows went up. I think Sandy had really surprised her. She’d certainly surprised me. I thought Sandy would be all polite and deferential, but she was coming across as firm. Even a little aggressive.

“That is a thoughtful suggestion,” she said slowly, obviously thinking it over. “In many ways, it is a wise request. Just know that my highest responsibility is to the House, so I will not swear anything that will go against that.”

“I understand,” Sandy replied. “It’s just that sometimes things that should not be said slip out in conversation. A casual comment can lead to more questions, and soon, a secret is loose. How about this––we agree not to talk about the parts of this conversation that are not common knowledge, without first talking to the person it affects and letting them know who is being told.”

The Grand Matron liked the idea and also had a few fail-safes she liked to use in these situations. We didn’t actually have to ‘talk’ to the person. A message would suffice, followed by a hold time of twenty-four hours to give the person time to respond. She said this was needed, as she could be a difficult person to get in contact with. Also, if the affected person was dead, then anything could be discussed freely. Having seen how powerful oaths were, I wanted anything we agreed upon to be as specific as possible. They both added a few other provisions, finalized the wording, and then we all swore.

“Now this is a safe space, and we have warded against casual conversations, would you please tell me again the story of your House?” the Grand Matron asked politely.

Sandy nodded and began her tale. This time she covered the missing parts, like how we were supercharging the charms in the park when the Louisville mages first attacked. She covered being ambushed, drained of magic, her oaths to save John, and their marriage. To my surprise, the All-Rune didn’t stop us from talking about him.

“That is a fascinating tale,” the Grand Matron said when she finished. “I knew your House was special. I didn’t realize just how special it was. I can also see why you want to keep some of it quiet. Mages would kill to know how to supercharge a charm. They would also kill to obtain a source of neutral magic. The other thing you are overlooking is Jason’s relationship with Tyler. Powerful mages would love to get their hands on Tyler, and Jason is a possible way of doing that.”

She turned to me.

“Jason, you quickly need to become as strong as possible. You have a lot going for you, but that also makes you a very attractive target.”

“Why would anyone go after Tyler?” I asked. I knew about the other reasons someone would want me, so I didn’t focus on them. This was the first time I was really hearing that Tyler was in danger, though. I felt my protective instincts kick in. They better not come after my man!

“I can only convey the minimum,” the Grand Matron said. “This is really Tyler’s story to tell.”

She took a sip of coffee, arranging her thoughts.

“First, he has a history with a powerful faction. He escaped from them, and they want him back. That is all I will say about that. If you want to know more, you can ask him. Just be aware these are probably painful memories for him, and he most likely won’t enjoy reliving them again.

“Second, mages will want him for his abilities. He is the only incubus alive that eats negative emotions. Mages live for a long time, and their bitterness and regret can grow to soul crushing proportions. To have someone take that away is priceless. I also know that sex with him gives his partner pure neutral magic. So he is a source of uncontaminated power, just like you are. Again, this is priceless to certain mages.

“Finally, an incubus can become very powerful, very quickly. That is why they are hunted and killed as soon as they are discovered. It doesn’t matter how well intentioned he is, or how good his powers are. If he ever left the protection of the House, he would be hunted and probably destroyed.

“That is why he can’t belong to House Louisville. Or any small House for that matter. It would paint too big of a target on its back.”

Wow. Just wow. I had no idea. Tyler had always been careful with what he said, and he’d alluded to the fact that he needed to hide to be safe, but I did not know it was this bad. We needed to have a long talk about how I could support him when I got back.


30 Speaking Freely

“Now you have spoken freely to me,” the Grand Matron said to Sandy, “what can I answer for you? I sense you have some tough questions you need to ask.”

“I do.” Sandy drew herself up and put on her game face. “When I was unconscious and John was lost to the Earth, why did no one come to our House to support us? For that matter, why have we fought our House battle alone? The House has many wandering warriors. I know because I've fought beside them before. Why did they not show up for us?”

The Grand Matron sighed.

“I thought you would ask this question, and the answers might be the hardest to hear. Here is the first answer. Nobody came, because you never asked.”

Sandy frowned. She opened her mouth to retort and then closed it. She took a long sip of coffee and nodded. I could tell it wasn't a happy agreement, but it was an acknowledgement that the Grand Matron was right.

“I’m sure part of it was that you just didn’t know who to ask. Now you’ve been to a Gathering, I’m sure you have found some excellent people with whom to communicate. Their Houses could either provide the support you need directly, or tell you who to ask. When you arrived, I’m sure you felt like an island. I hope that isn’t the case anymore.”

“I have made friends this week that I think will continue for a lifetime,” Sandy replied. “Other than Victor and his House, everyone here has been so amazing and supportive.”

“I’m glad to hear that,” the Grand Matron continued. “That is why we have the Gathering. To bring all the Houses closer together and create an extended family. But, back to your question. The second reason that no one showed up is that your House is too young. Larger Houses have a constant source of magic flowing from their houseguests, so they have lots of power to initiate transfers. Your House only has four people. It doesn’t even have a transfer room set up, much less the power to actually request someone.”

I wanted to protest that we did have a transfer portal set up. We moved back and forth between the House and workout area on the beach all the time. Then I remembered it had all been set up by Tyler. He’d run a lot of extra missions for the Houses to get enough Morphous Points to make it happen. I took a moment to feel grateful. I had a good man.

“Now, here is the answer that might be the hardest to understand. The House sent Tyler, and then didn’t send anyone else, because it wanted you to grow. It wanted to protect you. Not necessarily against the Louisville mages, but against future threats. It has given you a lot. It wanted you to use what you had and solve this on your own.”

She paused to let that sink in. I think she thought that Sandy would be upset, but Sandy simply looked thoughtful. I knew she already thought this might be the case, as she’d mentioned it during her discussion.

I wasn’t that surprised, either. I’d always assumed I could only rely on my House for support. Now I realized that had been on purpose. The House wanted us to be a group who worked together, not call in help every time something went sideways.

“Believe it or not, I’ve kept an eye on your House. I’d be a poor Grand Matron if I didn’t. At one point, I tried to send a whole squad of battle mages to Louisville, but the House refused. I tried a couple different groups of people to see if it didn’t like any one person, but it refused them all. The House allowed Tyler to move back and forth freely, but it wanted you and your Housemates to figure this out on your own.

“I know the Louisville Mages are a lot to handle, but they are nothing compared to the power that a real Collection could bring to bear. I think your House has big plans for you and your Housemates. I don’t know what they are. It hasn’t shared that with me. But the only way for you to be safer is to get stronger.

“I know this sounds counterintuitive, but the House left you in danger so you would be ready for an even bigger threat down the road. You only need to look at the events of this afternoon to see the results. You’re not even a hundred years old, and yet you beat a seasoned tournament fighter over five times your age. I know you’re a prodigy, but you wouldn’t have been able to do that a few months ago before the attacks from Louisville Mages. Am I right?”

She gave Sandy an appraising look.

“That’s true,” Sandy agreed. “I didn’t realize just how strong Victor was. Before John and I merged our magic, I wouldn’t have been able to take him.”

“As for you,” the Grand Matron turned to me, “what you did was unheard of. You don’t seem like much, just sitting there. You don’t look physically powerful, and your magic seems normal. There is nothing about you that would indicate you have the level of ability I saw today.”

That was certainly good to know. When I first made my matrix, I’d noticed that my magic wasn’t shining any more. My magic had gone from messy to orderly, and I had stopped radiating stray bits of power. After our conversation with Josette in the grocery store, I’d realized this was a big deal, as it meant I wasn’t constantly leaking a small bit of magic all the time. Now, it seemed like my matrix was also hiding just how much magic I could hold. That was awesome!

For the first time, I was also grateful that I was slim and didn’t look that muscular. I didn’t look physically powerful, but with Tyler’s training and the secret of relax-and-tense-on-contact, I could now pack a punch.

The Grand Matron gave me a thoughtful look.

“I don’t think you know just how astonishing your victory was. Have you met a normal year-old mage yet?”

I shook my head. “Annabeth isn’t that much older than me, relatively speaking, but she’s pretty awesome. I certainly wouldn’t call her normal.”

“The sonic mage,” the Grand Matron said. “Yes, she is certainly anything but normal. You can’t use her as a comparison, so let me give you a different example. What you did today would be like a tiny pet kitten getting into a fight with a tiger and winning.”

I blinked at her in shock. Oh. Wow. That sounded pretty extreme. My odds hadn’t been that bad, had they? I didn’t feel that powerful compared to everyone else. I guess I was doing better than I thought.

“That may not be a good example. You probably haven’t seen a tiger fight before, have you?”

I shook my head. “I just saw a tiger once at the zoo. But he was napping, not fighting. I get the idea, though. And you're right, I didn’t realize the difference between Eugene and I was so massive.”

“I still don’t think you fully get it,” the Grand Matron continued, “but we’ll move on for now. Someday, you will meet a regular young mage, and then you will understand.”

She paused thoughtfully and turned to Sandy.

“Actually, I don’t think you fully understand just how unusual all of Louisville’s residents are. Allow me to enlighten you.

“Let’s start with John. Mountain trolls are not common, and they are only interested in mountains and rocks, not people. I’ve met very few mountain troll / human hybrids in my two thousand plus years as a supernatural. The ones I have heard about have all ended up vanishing into the earth, so having John’s mountain side balanced by his human side is a first for me. Add in the fact that he has now picked up the power of a fire mage and is an ambassador for the Deep Earth, he’s become a truly unique individual with huge potential.

“Next, there’s Tyler. I know he’s not part of your House officially, but he was a big part of your tale and now has a permanent door into Louisville. In all my years, I’ve never met a good incubus before. Their hunger becomes insatiable, their power grows to immense proportions, and they quickly become insane. There is a very good reason incubus are killed as soon as they are discovered, as they only leave emotional zombies behind. When they become powerful enough, they don’t even have to touch you to work their magic, and can wipe out a small city in a matter of days.”

She shuddered at her own words. She paused as if in thought, and then continued.

“Anyway, back to Tyler. He’s sane. He’s growing in power, but not so fast he can’t handle it. And his power is very beneficial. In a very real sense, he might be the most important person, with the most potential, of anyone in all the Houses right now. Myself included.”

She then fixed me with a harsh look.

“I am very happy that he is recovering from what happened to him, and that he’s opening up emotionally. So I’m glad that you and he are making a go of things, but if you break him, we will have words.”

I gulped and nodded to let her know I understood.

“I fought hard for him to be a part of the House and helped him find purpose in this world. I’ve come to think of him as a younger brother, so keep that in mind before you do something you’ll regret.”

I felt like I was a young teenager having ‘the talk’ with a protective father as he cleaned his shotgun.

Treat Tyler right. Got it. Message received.

“Anyway,” she took a deep breath, centering herself, “let's talk about Annabeth. Her powers make her the most versatile mage in Louisville. Sonic mages are rare, and what they can do is often very surprising. In this case, she can both hear and speak magic. Most sonic mages can usually only do one or the other. I’m sure she’s feeling different and may even think her powers are crippled somehow. Just let her know that is not the case. She will have to figure things out for herself, as regular mage training will not work for her, but her abilities are a huge gift.

“Now, Sandy, let’s talk about you. Fire mages, as you know, are common. There are so many new mages now that being a prodigy has also become a lot more common. Being a prodigy fire mage that has merged her magic with a natural and a mountain troll makes you unique. Becoming an ambassador for the Deep Earth is a direct result of that uniqueness. I am truly excited to see how you grow and develop.”

She gave Sandy a friendly smile, and Sandy smiled back. I hoped they were hitting it off. Having the Grand Matron as an ally would be wonderful for Sandy and our House.

“That brings us to the last member of House Louisville,” she said to me. “I would have said that you were the anomaly in this little group, as you don’t appear special at all, at least by looking at you and your age. I’m going to assume that you are the person who Sandy wanted to protect with our oath of confidentiality?”

She shot Sandy a questioning look. Sandy nodded.

“Jason, if you would, please tell me your story. I know we have only met, but I will honor the spirit of our agreement as well as the letter of the oath. I care about the Houses, and I love to help our supernaturals grow and evolve as much as possible. Once I’ve heard your story, I’ll help you however I can. On a personal level, I’m also excited to learn more, as I love to discover something new.”

She gave me a friendly smile, and both of them looked at me, waiting for me to begin.

‘What do you think?’ I asked my Analytical Side. ‘Do we trust her completely? Should we tell her everything?’

‘She’s been around a long time and she’s learned a lot, so she can probably help us,’ my Analytical Side replied thoughtfully. ‘Sandy seems okay with her now, so that’s a plus. You’ve already agreed to tell her your story anyway. That was part of your bargain to save Eugene.

‘On the other hand, I’m not sure she needs to know you’re a god. And you might not be able to even talk about that part, anyway. Maybe just make up the idea that you’re some sort of mage / natural hybrid. That sounds much more reasonable.’

I gave Sandy a look to let her know I was going for it, and then I told the Grand Matron almost everything. My Analytical Side was right—I couldn’t talk about being a god, or my experience with Mother Creation and Father All-Rune. The Grand Matron thought my little creations were fascinating. I didn’t call them soul creations, so she started thinking of them as self-directed spell fragments. She was also amazed at how well I could see and manipulate magic. She hadn’t heard of anyone in a long time that could see down to the capsule level.

When I talked about my fight with the centaur guard, she became fascinated with my natural side. She said the only thing that made sense to her was that I was a mage / natural hybrid. She’d met a few of them before, but they were very rare. They also didn’t last long, as they were poor mages and poor naturals. I was the first one she’d met where both sides really worked together to make me stronger.

I was shocked there had been actual mage / natural hybrids. It made me wonder if they were real, or were they gods and just hiding it like me? Mother Creation indicated there had been other gods, but they hadn’t managed to live very long.

“Jason, you are just fascinating,” the Grand Matron said. “I could talk to you all day about your powers, but our time is limited. I appreciate you opening up to me and telling me your story. Now, what questions can I answer for you? I’m ready to help however I can.”

This was the part I’d been waiting for. She’d been open with her thoughts and ideas, but I hadn’t actually heard anything that would really help me.

“Thank you,” I said. “I’m still learning so much about what I can do. One thing that nobody seems to know anything about, though, is why do I have two colors of magic? It seems like everyone just assumes it's some sort of contamination.”

“I really don’t know,” she replied. “I’ve seen supernaturals with all sorts of different colors before, but it’s always been caused by external magic. I believe what you’re telling me about both colors being your own personal magic, though. A mage cannot manipulate contaminated magic like their own, and you can obviously use both of your colors very well.

“I’m just guessing here, but maybe it’s because you’re a mage / natural hybrid? Maybe one color is for your mage side and one color is for your natural side? I’m trying to think back on the last hybrid I met, and I don’t remember them having multiple colors of magic.”

She shrugged helplessly.

“I wish I knew. I’ve never even heard this discussed before. I’ll bring this up with Lord Atayk, if you don’t mind, and see if he has heard anything. His work is very experimental, so even if this is news to him, he might have some ideas.”

“That sounds good,” I said. “Can you do it in such a way that it's not directly linked to me? He’s not bound by our oath, after all.”

“Certainly,” she said. “I’ll keep your name out of it and say it’s just a mage I’m concerned about. Now, what else do you want to ask me?”

“We talked to a historian at the fair, and he mentioned that naturals used to be a lot more powerful than they are now. He suggested there was some way they used runes instead of charms to augment their powers. Do you know how this was done?”

The Grand Matron laughed.

“I’m assuming you talked to Bitty?” I nodded. “He is a very interesting fellow, and he certainly loves his stories. We’ve interviewed each other many times over the years, searching for answers in the past. The short answer is I don’t know. I can tell you that we’ve tried tattoos, piercings, acupuncture, imbedding charms, chakra stamping, extreme stress, and even circle rituals. Nothing has worked. If you can figure it out, naturals the world over would be in your debt.”

Well, that was a dead end.

The whole thing just felt off to me. I was great at seeing patterns and figuring things out, and it didn’t make sense that such a powerful technology had died out. Sure, charms were great, but personal power was highly prized. Why hadn’t naturals passed on what they knew to their students?

“I will certainly let you know if I have any ideas,” I told her. “In the meantime, I think I’d like to ask a general question. We learned so much from Bitty when he told us the history of runes. So my question for you is: what does the growth of a mage and a natural look like? I’m looking for the big picture here. Like, what is the end goal? What does power look like when you’re two thousand years old?”

The Grand Matron sat back and sipped her coffee for a moment.

“That is a very big question,” she said. “It doesn’t sound like much, but most mages and naturals are just focused on the next stage. They want to learn how to gain power right now. Not how it will affect them a thousand years from now.”

She sipped her coffee again.

“You certainly ask wise questions for one so young. Usually, us older supernaturals only drop bits of knowledge that will help the supplicant on their path. We almost never lay out the entire scope of what we’ve learned so far. You both are in for a treat today, though. I’ll tell you plainly where you are headed and what to expect. I want to note that this is not common knowledge, and so it will be covered under our oath.”

We both leaned forward in our chairs with excitement. This was going to be good.

“The first stage of being a supernatural is just to gain power and survive. You both are in this stage, so I won’t talk more about it, except to say that there are a huge number of ways to gain power. Many of them work, but aren’t a good idea based on what comes much later.

“At a certain point, you have a reasonable amount of power and you’ve learned how to survive, so now your focus can turn to breaking through to the next stage. For mages, this means filling your aura with dense mana and gradually transforming it into pure magic. For naturals, it's almost the same, but instead, they transform their physical cells into magic. This takes hundreds of years and a lot of power, but in the end, you reach the peak of your chosen side. If you’re a mage, flexing your magic and causing changes in the world is as easy as breathing. If you’re a natural, you have complete control over your body, and you can transform it at will. Mages at this level are called Magnus. Naturals at this level are called Titans.

“It takes luck, persistence, emotional stability, and a strong will to live to reach this point. Most supernaturals will never make it this far. The next step is why you sometimes hear that it doesn’t matter if you are a mage or natural. Because the next step is to grow your other side to the same level of mastery. So, if you’re a mage, you need to fully transform all the cells in your body into magic. If you’re a natural, you need to completely transform your aura.”

She laughed wryly.

“It sounds so simple when I say it, but you have to understand, I spent my whole life being a mage. Learning how to be a natural was not easy.”

She paused, lost in thought.

“I could tell you stories, but let’s just say it’s like learning how to walk on your hands after you’ve spent all your life walking on your feet. I knew what to do and how to do it, but actually developing my natural side was awkward as hell.

“That’s also why I’m excited about both of your long-term potentials. Sandy, you’ll already know how to be a natural with John’s power, and John will know how to be a mage with yours. Jason, you’re already tapping into both sides, so you’ll be fine.

“Anyway, mages that fully transform both sides are called Magnus Titans. Naturals who transform both sides are called Titan Magnus. It’s done this way because you always favor the first side you developed.

“It’s the next phase after this that really knocks out the powerful mages. It’s where you get to work on your creation cores. You see, while you’ve been busy transforming your aura and your body, a solid core of creation energy has slowly been growing inside you.

“Think of it like growing a pearl. A real pearl, not a magic one. Your magic shines on the creation spark you were given when you became a supernatural, and over time, it forms layer upon layer of solid creation magic. By the time you become a Magnus Titan, the core is big enough to feel and work on. That’s when you discover just how good a job you did at growing in power. In a perfect world, your core would be a nice round sphere. If you grew in fits and surges and took magic however it came, then your core could look like a misshapen mess. This still isn’t the worst that can happen, though. If your contamination has been high, it will stick to your creation core and create brittle layers that weaken it. If it’s bad enough, the only way to repair it is to shatter the core and start over.

“Needless to say, this is not a fun option. Most mages just give up and fade away. Even the mages that can save their cores find it’s too much work, and they fade away as well. This is the stage that I’m at currently, so I can’t tell you much beyond it, other than the fact that your magic proficiency jumps exponentially. I’m not sure if it’s a requirement or not, but many of those with perfect cores move on to start their own realms. I guess I’ll find out when I arrive at that point.”

“So how close are you?” I asked. This was fascinating stuff. I hadn’t heard anyone mention creation cores before. It matched what Mother Creation had said, though. She’d said that being a mage or a natural was just temporary. Eventually, both sides wake up, and then they move on to the next step. The next step must be refining the creation core. I’d seen a creation spark in its purest form, so it made sense that it would stick around and grow.

“I can’t share that information,” the Grand Matron said. “It’s too personal, and it’s not relevant to your journey. What I’m hoping you learn from this is to grow responsibly. Think about if the magic you’re absorbing is something you want as a layer on your creation core. Or is it something you’re going to have to fix later? Believe me, if you can avoid contaminated growth or growth that warps you, then you will be much better for it.

“Here’s an example for you. When I was a very young mage, about two hundred years old, it was popular to insert a large metal charm under your skin and gradually absorb the magic it contained over the course of a year. They were called tucks, and I wanted one so badly. I saved up my pearls and finally got a medium-sized one with a good amount of power in it. There were shady mages with questionable tucks, but I held out and purchased one from a reputable Collection. I’m very glad I did, as even a reputable one flooded my system with contamination for a long time. I recharged it every year for over a hundred years. I thought I was doing the right thing, as I certainly grew in power. Unknown to me, though, I was coating my core with a big fat layer of brittle crud.”

She smacked the arm of her chair in frustration.

“And I’m still working on the damage it did. If I could go back in time, I’d yank that tuck right out and smack the shit out of myself.”

She sighed, lost in regret for a moment. Then she focused back on me again.

“I hope you found that helpful. I’m playing the long game here, but with your sensitivity to magic, you may be able to find your creation core after the first millennium. Being able to start working on it that much sooner could put you well ahead of your peers.”

A millennium? She was giving me advice for a thousand years later? Well, I had asked for the long view. I’d already seen a spark of creation, though, and I’d seen the way it had integrated into NLl. Maybe I didn’t need to wait a thousand years. Maybe I could find my own spark of creation and see how it was doing.

She shifted to Sandy.

“Our time is growing short. Do you have another question for me?”

“I have a question and a request,” Sandy gave a wry smile. “I’m afraid it’s another one of those tough questions. I want to let it go, but I know myself, and it’s going to bother me unless I get it answered.”

She paused, choosing her words.

“Why didn’t you stop Victor before things got out of hand? I feel like we were bait for a trap. Or maybe just expendable mages, and it didn’t matter to you if we got killed. If so, that is not okay with me.”

She looked like she was going to say more, but stopped.

The Grand Matron sipped her coffee and looked thoughtful and a little sad.

“Sandy, I’m so glad you asked that. This is the type of question that could fester and cause a lot of upsets and hurt feelings down the road. I appreciate you bringing it up and giving me a chance to answer it.

“The truth is, you were caught in my mistake. The Victor I knew would never have done something like that. I was slow to catch on to how much he’d changed, and it cost you. For that, I am truly sorry.

“You see, the attacks on the House have gradually increased. Someone or something is probing our defenses to see how prepared we are. The truth is, we are not as powerful as we used to be. We once had a crack group of warriors seeing to our defense, but they have all dispersed for one reason or another, and now only mid-level talent remains. They aren’t bad. It’s just that they aren’t exceptional, and I think our enemy knows that.

“Victor saw this too, and he came to me with the idea of creating a new team of top level talent. He wanted to take over a House, turn it into a training school, and rebuild our defense. I knew he had a big ego and liked attention, but at his core, I felt he was a good person. I agreed and supported him becoming the Head of House Cahokia. It was an older, stable House, and I thought it would help balance him out.

“Somehow, our enemies got to him, and he became radicalized. He turned into the vindictive, spiteful, evil person you fought today.”

The Grand Matron sounded both sad and angry at the same time.

“I was guilty of looking at the results and not the process, so I didn’t see how he’d changed. I was just excited and happy that he was training tournament champions that would hopefully be good in real battles and defend the House.

“I never in my wildest thoughts imagined he would challenge you House to House. Once he did, though, there was nothing I could do about it. The challenge had to continue. I only hoped that the House itself would intervene, as its will overrides all laws.”

She bowed her head to Sandy.

“I humbly apologize and ask for your forgiveness. I was wrong. I will do my best to root out the remaining traces of his corruption, and I will be wary of anything like this happening in the future.”

Wow. That was a very powerful apology. You rarely hear that from people in power. I thought she’d try to sugarcoat it a bit more.

I guess Sandy thought it was sincere too, as she got to her feet and gave the Grand Matron a big hug.

“Thank you for saying that,” Sandy said. “I feel like I can let it go now. I guess being two thousand years old doesn’t make you infallible.”

“Oh, no,” the Grand Matron replied sadly. “It’s quite the opposite. It just means you’ve had more time to make more mistakes. Now, you said you have something to request?”

“Yes,” Sandy said. “Our House shield is very low on power. It took quite a beating during the attack, and with just four of us, we didn't have enough capacity to recharge it. I’d consider us even if you flexed your Matron muscles and brought us back to full strength again.”

“That is an excellent request.” The Grand Matron smiled warmly. “We have the Grand Circle tomorrow, which concludes our Gathering. I will make sure enough power is routed to Louisville to completely refill all your House functions.

“Also, I really like what Tyler has done with your whole workout beach. I know he didn’t have enough Morphous Points to include you and John, as you both were just too strong for it to give you a good challenge. I’ll personally add my points to the beach so you and John can train there, too.”

“Oh! That sounds wonderful!” Sandy looked excited. “Annabeth and Jason have gotten so much benefit from what Tyler has set up. I can’t wait to try it out myself.”

“I would also like to give you and your House one more thing: a transfer room. With just four people, it will take a long time before you have enough magic to create one on your own. Your centaur friends will start their training after the Gathering, but at some point, they will have enough time and power to come and visit you. As for your new human friends, they are familiar with transfer rooms, and I’m sure they would love to come and see you.”

I was so excited I gave a gay squee! I’d already been wondering if I was going to see the centaur llamas again. Having a transfer room ready to go sounded like it would make that a lot easier. I’d only ever transferred once, and that was by portal, so I wasn’t familiar with them. The concept sounded simple enough, though.

“Just a word of caution. It seems like the House wants you to solve this rotten mage problem on your own. If Balaji, who is an excellent fighter, wanted to visit, I’m not sure the House would let him right now. Even if he just wanted to visit as a friend.”

“I understand,” Sandy said. “Once we leave the Gathering, I’m anxious to find the rest of the Rotten Mages and finish this up.”

“Now, I must be mindful of the time and send you back to your suite.” The Grand Matron stood up. “You have a wonderful evening of celebration in store for you, and you must take time to prepare.”

“One quick question.” I stood up as well. “How is Eugene? Is he okay?”

After seeing what the House had done to all the mages that supported Victor, I was afraid that Eugene had gotten sucked down as well. He had technically been part of their group.

“He is fine.” She waved her hand. “Well, as fine as he can be, considering he lost a grudge match. I got him out of there as soon as the walls of the ring came down and removed the green tint I’d put on him. He’s currently in our convalescence wing, and getting the best care possible.”

She smiled at me encouragingly.

“He’s recovering from several broken bones, and he’s very low on magic. All of that is repairable, though, and the best news is that he is no longer oath-bound to Victor. He’s a free man, and as he recovers, he can start to create a new life for himself.

“That was a very kind thing you did for him, Jason,” she said, but she didn’t look that happy. “In this case, I think it will work out well. I don’t think he will recover and come after you. Just be aware that sometimes being kind to your enemies is not the right response. Some people do not understand kindness or mercy. They see it as weakness, and instead of being grateful and learning from the experience, they find a way to flip it on you and attack.”

“I get it,” I said. “I’ve met people like that before. We didn’t spend that much time with Eugene, but it was enough for me to get a sense of who he is. I think he will embrace his second chance.”

“I hope you’re right,” the Grand Matron said. “Now it’s time for me to send you on your way.” She gestured, and the tall mage appeared again.

We said our goodbyes, and then he picked us up and flew us back to our suite. We went at a much more reasonable pace, and I arrived without any testicular discomfort––for which I was very grateful.

All our centaur llama friends were there, including Goggles, and they were dressed very differently. I was used to seeing everyone in their work uniforms, but today they were wearing formal looking coats in shades of brown. Actually, they were more like tuxedos, but the tail was wide and long, and it covered the llama part of them. They looked very earthy, and it could have been bland except for all the beadwork on them. The beads were all colors and sizes, and they made for some interesting patterns.

Everyone was very glad to see us and know that we were safe and sound. We had hugs and llama kisses all around. We could have spent a lot of time talking about the fights, but NLl stepped forward and took charge.

“Sandy, we have much to do to get ready. GMm, follow me to Sandy’s bedroom, where we will begin the preparations. Gentlemen, you can get Jason ready in his bedroom. We don’t have much time, so let’s move!”

Sandy gave me a quick hug, and then was swept along by NLl and GMm in a flurry of laughter and excitement. CLl, MMm, and Goggles ushered me into my bedroom, but not before I grabbed a plate and put together a quick snack. I was starving.

Once in the bedroom, CLl took charge.

“Jason, why don’t you take a shower first, before we get you dressed and ready for this evening. You’ve had a big fight and lots of excitement, so I’m sure some nice hot water will settle your spirit.”

“That is an excellent idea,” I said gratefully. I lifted my arm and sniffed. Nothing bad yet, but it would be wonderful to wash the fight off.

I was still feeling sore from where I’d gotten hit, but considering what I’d gone through, I was doing very well. I had burns where the arrows had hit, even the tiny arrows, but Tea and his grove would take care of them. I’d probably be back to full health tomorrow. I think most mages would have been dealing with magical damage, but I was able to sing my matrix back into shape, so magically I was doing fine.

I thought I’d have a bit of alone time, but they all followed me into the bathroom and peppered me with questions until I retold the story of my match. Bermuda hopped up on the back of the toilet and then settled down on his throne. He was keeping a close eye on me, which I thought was so sweet.

After the shower, I was “manscaped.” Apparently, centaur llamas are very good at trimming and plucking hair. I was still telling my story as they descended on me like preteen girls at a sleepover. My eyebrows were shaped. My hair was lightly trimmed. Even my under arms and nether regions were pruned. I just stood there, arms extended, and let them go to town.

Goggles shared more than a few naughty thoughts about how proper manscaping would enhance my bedroom appeal. MMm blushed a bit, but Goggles just kept right on oversharing. Apparently, he and his partner had quite the robust love life.

We laughed and had a great time, and it helped me shed the last of my battle mood. I got a proper manly shave from CLl, with a hot moist towel, lots of warm shaving cream, and a real straight razor. I sat in the chair, closed my eyes, and loved every minute of it.

CLl was just finishing up and giving my face a final pat, when he said something about his beads that caught my attention.

“Wait a minute, CLl. Are you saying that all of your beadwork tells a story?”

“Yes,” he said. “I should have told you that already. I keep forgetting that you didn’t know anything about us until a few days ago. In some ways, it feels like I’ve known you a long time.”

He gave me a warm smile.

“This jacket is a ceremonial garment I use for special occasions. It is brown because all life comes from the earth. And, eventually, all life returns to the earth again. It is what happens during our life that forms our stories, and we tell them through our weaves. Take this, for example. It tells the death of my brother and his wife, and how it felt when NLl came to live with me.”

There were three rows of yellow beads. The top and bottom row were made of large beads while the middle row was much smaller. Then the color of the big beads changed from yellow to a very dark brown.

“My brother died first,” he pointed to the top row, “and his wife died a few days after.” He pointed to the bottom row, which changed to that same dark brown a few beads later.

“NLl came to live with me, and it was a dark time for both of us.” NLl’s small yellow row changed to a black color, and a new line of green beads started. They started out flat and dark as well. The green line was CLl. He was home, and he was trying to be a safe space, but he was grieving too.

“My brother and I were very close, and I never thought he would leave. But in the space of a week, both he and his wife caught the Wasting and died. I was left with a hurting heart and a child to raise.”

At this point, the beadwork spread out, and the yellow and green intertwined and formed complex patterns.

“Over time, we both healed and grew close together.” The yellow became light and vibrant again. The green grew brighter and more playful.

“But we never forget those we’ve lost.” The two dark rows of beads were still on the outside of all the yellow and green. The memory of NLl’s parents was still there, holding them together.

The whole thing was just amazing. I could see their relationship right there. I could even see more meaning than CLl had told me. The beads showing his brother and his wife went through shades of brown. When they first died, the brown was very deep, almost black. But, over time, the brown grew lighter. There were also strands of beads that formed off the main branch, like roots. They intertwined with the yellow and green, showing they were still watching over them today.

On one hand, it was just beads. On the other hand, it was heartfelt storytelling at its finest. There was nothing I could say, so I just stood up, pulled CLl in close, and hugged him tight.

“I have a similar weave,” MMm said quietly. “The Wasting took both of my parents, too. This is the story of going to live with my grandmother.”

He pointed to a section of his jacket, and I could see his story for myself. A whole section of beads were as black as midnight. I could read the pain and misery before the first bright bead showed up. It pushed its way into his dark world, and soon a riot of colors spilled into his life. I’m sure it was his grandmother's love and vibrancy pulling him out of his dark space. She was a force of nature, and I couldn’t see her allowing MMm to stay moody for long. His beads still had darkness scattered in them, though. The death of his parents haunted him.

I thought he was going to say more, but he just shrugged and looked sad. I gave him a soft smile of understanding and then gave him a long hug, too. Sometimes an empathetic touch is better than words.

I understood their loss. I’d lost my mom in a fire when I was just a kid, and although that was years ago, I still missed her.

“This weave tells about falling in love with my partner,” Goggles said. “We knew each other and were friends beforehand, but we were both so similar that nothing should have happened. After all, it is true that opposites attract.”

He pointed to a pattern of blue and white beads. They were detailed and orderly, almost tidy, and the colors went well together, but there wasn’t any passion there. Then an orange bead appeared. Then another and another, and soon the pattern was a wild and chaotic splash of red and orange and pink. I could see what he was going to say even before he said it.

“Somehow, we found passion and love with each other. It turned our lives upside down for a while, and we questioned if it was right for us.”

The beads then settled down into a new pattern. It was intricate, powerful, and full of red and white. It was a lovely mix of the old and the new.

“Eventually, we found our groove. We are both still so grateful that the love we found was even possible. We treasure it. Embrace it. And my life is full of all the companionship it was missing before.”

“That is just beautiful,” I told him sincerely, giving him a big hug too. Then I addressed everyone. “All of your beadwork is so beautiful and expressive. I had no idea it could say so much.”

“Of course, not everything is deeply meaningful,” CLl laughed. “Sometimes I just made a patch of beads that expressed my day.” He pointed to a pattern of dark and light blue beads. They were orderly, and the overall pattern flowed smoothly from dark to light. I’m sure it was a reflection of how he liked to experience life, having everything systemized and neat as a button.

“Now we’ve got you together, let’s get you into your evening clothes.” He went to the armoire and started pulling out my outfit.

First, I put on a pair of comfortable dark brown underwear.

‘Well, if you shit yourself, at least it won’t show,’ my Analytical Side said wisely.

‘Why the hell did you say that?’ I snapped back. ‘Now I won’t be able to stop thinking about it.’

He just smirked and vanished.

Then, I put on a brown undershirt and a pair of very short brown shorts. I was starting to feel like I was playing a sexy UPS driver in a comedy sketch show.

Next was a shimmery brown shirt with a big collar. I didn’t know what it was made of, but it hugged me tightly and had a bit of stretch to it. Everything up to this point had been the darker UPS brown sort of color.

The thigh-high lace-up boots he pulled out next were more of a tan color, and they looked sexy as hell. Once I was in them and laced up, I realized they were extremely comfortable. There was extra material in the knees, so they bent easily, and the bottoms of the shoes were supportive, and even springy. I thought they would be hard and uncomfortable, but after moving around in them a bit, I felt like I could take a jog in them.

The last thing CLl revealed was a brown tuxedo jacket with tails. It was the human version of the coats the centaur llamas were wearing, but it didn’t have any beading to add color or story. I walked over to the mirror to check myself out.

I looked like a seductive UPS driver going to the prom after being cast for a role in the show Kinky Boots. I was so freakin’ brown! I did look sexy, though. I wouldn’t have any shortage of customers if I was streetwalking for johns outside a mud festival.

“What do you think?” CLl asked.

“It’s not my normal colors,” I said truthfully, “but I totally trust NLl, and if she thinks this is what I need for the occasion, then it will be perfect. And, of course, she somehow made me look hot again.”

I loved the boots. They were soft and supple, and my legs looked so long.

Actually, I kind of liked the shorts too. They were dangerously short and made my ass look great.

The more I looked at the tuxedo coat, the more it grew on me. NLl had mixed different shades in it to give it some texture as well as adding in some shiny and matte finishes. It shouldn’t have worked, but it did.

MMm went to see how the ladies were doing and reported back that they weren’t ready yet. We decided to wait for them in the sitting room, where there was more space to get comfortable.
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As we shuffled out of the bedroom, I realized this whole process felt a bit like I was getting married. I was hanging out with my buds, getting all groomed up, and heading towards an important event. That was a little too weird, so I shook my head to clear out the thought.

“Don’t eat too much,” CLl told me as I fixed another plate to snack on.

“Don’t worry,” I told him. “I’m always hungry. By the time we get there, I’ll be more than ready to chow down, I’m sure.”

I sat down on our couch, and Bermuda quickly curled up on my lap. He was going to get hair all over my new outfit, but I was glad he was sticking close.

“So now that we are ready and we have a few minutes, I’ve been dying to ask––how did we do?”

“Whatever do you mean?” Goggles said coyly, but the twinkle in his eye let me know he was so ready to spill the beans.

“You know exactly what I mean,” I laughed. “How did we do on the odds? How much money did we make? Tell me the tale already!”

MMm and CLl looked excited, so the results must have been good. Goggles began pacing as he told the story. It was too exciting, and he had too much energy to stay in one spot.

“You were getting ready for your big fight, so you had no idea how this affected the Centaur Nation. I don’t think I’ve ever seen news travel so fast before. Our mage was fighting again!”

He paused and gave me a quick smile.

“In case you didn’t know, we think of you as our mage.”

I felt my heart glow at that, but I just laughed and waved for him to keep going.

“We’ve seen you fight already, and we all knew about the miracle of the Shrine and the Memorial Garden you created.” He stopped and shook his head in wonder. “Those House mages didn’t know what you were capable of.”

His eyes twinkled proudly.

“But we did!” he clapped a hand to his chest dramatically.

“Almost every centaur was betting on you before we even knew the details. We’re a wagering people anyway, so everyone was excited to support you. Plus, the odds were fantastic!

“And those odds were...” he paused again as he loved to build suspense.

“One hundred and two to one!”

Holy crap! I blinked at him in shock. Those were some crazy odds.

CLl and MMm nodded vigorously. They already knew where this was headed, but they were obviously excited to relive it again.

Goggles waved a hand as if none of that mattered. “Of course, that wasn’t a sustainable difference. The wagers from all the centaurs quickly pushed those odds down to twelve to one, and that’s when the real action started happening.

“You see, we centaurs don’t really have a lot of pearls. Not compared to powerful mages. We can only earn what is already in circulation, while they literally have the power to make more money. So when the odds became so favorable, the mages opened up and started betting in earnest. The action opened up even more when the Grand Matron turned the ballroom into an arena and older mages from all the Houses started porting over to see the fights.

“The odds jumped to twenty-five to one as Eugene, the tournament champion, made his way to the ring. It quickly jumped to thirty-seven to one when you were introduced and the announcer mentioned you were only a few weeks old.

“It bounced all the way up to forty-nine to one when it was announced you couldn’t even manifest a weapon. Betting would have stalled out, except almost every centaur I know went back and made second, third, even fourth bets.

“Your fight shattered the record of the most pearls ever wagered at one time through our system. The Centaur Nation was convinced you could win, and the mages were sure you would lose. No one should have bet against you with odds that skewed, but everyone got caught up in the moment. So the final odds...”

He paused again, and I realized I was leaning forward in anticipation.

“Fifty-five to one!”

He did a happy dance, while MMm and CLl joined in. I laughed in joy, but then had to lean back and quiet down a bit, as I received an aggravated look from Bermuda. He wanted a quiet lap moment, and I was being all loud and excited.

“Sorry, baby,” I told him as I stroked his fur, and he soon closed his eyes in contentment.

“Okay, then,” I said softly. “I know I had a little over five thousand pearls to wager, and I know there are taxes, Bank fees, and all that sort of stuff. So, how much did I actually keep at the end of the day?”

“The final amount you ended up with was one hundred twenty thousand and seventy-three pearls.” Goggles kept his voice down as Bermuda had glared at him too, but he was still ecstatic.

Wow.

Just wow.

I’d started out with nothing, and now I had a crap ton of pearls. I could even buy one of those charms from the fancy shops if I wanted. I looked at MMm and CLl.

“You got in on this too, right?” I asked. They both nodded enthusiastically.

“You know I’m an organized and orderly person,” CLl said. “Taking risks is just not my style. But I bet a lot on you in your first match with the guard. I made enough to last me through my old age and still have some to pass on to NLl. I thought that would be the last time I wagered, and I breathed a sigh of relief. This time, I took everything I’d made before and wagered it all again. I thought I was about to pass out from betting that much money.”

“You should have seen him,” Goggles laughed. “He was shaking so hard I thought we’d need to call a medic. He was bound and determined to support you, though, and he made it through.”

The centaur llamas certainly had an interesting relationship with betting. I looked at it as working the odds and making money. They seemed to look at it as picking a side. The bigger the bet, the more support they were showing for their champion.

“I bet on you too,” MMm chimed in. “I’ve been saving up so that one day I could travel the realms. I had a decent nest egg, and I put all of that down on your match. Needless to say, I was shaking almost as much as CLl.”

Both of them chuckled together. I was a poker player, so I knew firsthand just how scary, and yet exhilarating it was to go all-in with a big bet.

‘Wait, are you still a poker player?’ my Analytical Side spoke up.

‘I... I don’t know.’ It suddenly hit me. Was I still a poker player? I’d come to Louisville for a fresh start and to play with new people.

I’d gotten a fresh start alright. Now my whole world was completely different. I realized I’d always had it in the back of my mind that we’d finish up this fight with the rotten mages, and then I’d get back to real life again. I’d get back to playing on the poker circuit and building my dream of becoming a professional player.

Now I wasn’t sure that would happen. Or that I even wanted that to happen.

Okay, this was not the moment to have an identity crisis. There would be plenty of time to figure it out later. Still, I suddenly felt a little shaken. Who was I now?

Bitty was right. Managing life’s transitions was so much better than just having them show up and smack you across the face.

“Of course, we still have one more fight to go,” Goggles continued his tale, oblivious to my sudden inner turmoil. I gave myself a mental shake and focused on what he was saying. I might not go back to playing poker, but it sounded like I’d just won the jackpot!

“The odds on Sandy’s match were nowhere near as good, but that was to be expected,” he said sagely. “For starters, most of the mages had just lost a lot of money. That made them pull back a bit and be more cautious in their next round of wagers. Coupled with that was the fact that most of the centaur winners were letting their money ride on Sandy’s fight. So the starting odds for her fight were very skewed at two to one.

“This didn’t make much sense, of course, as Victor was older and a lot more experienced than she was. Once Victor was introduced, though, the odds started climbing. We went three to one. Then five to one. I personally thought her odds should be somewhere between fifteen to twenty to one. According to the stats, the chance of her pulling out a win was very small.”

Goggles gave an aggravated sigh.

“The final odds for the fight were eleven to one. That was good, but not as good as I’d hoped. Still, a lot of centaurs had just made a lot of pearls, and this was another multiplier. In your case, you jumped from a hundred and twenty thousand to...”

He took a deep, dramatic breath. Goggles sure loved his numbers and the dramatic pauses.

“Six hundred twelve thousand, three hundred seventy-two!”

He did another happy dance for me.

“Basically, you’re rich! Well, at least in our nation. If you ever got tired of your exciting life, you could come and rent out a nice apartment. Prices are reasonable, and you could live comfortably for a very long time.”

‘You know, that’s not a bad idea,’ my Analytical Side spoke up again. ‘I’m pretty sure that isn’t going to happen, but it’s still nice to have a backup plan.’

‘For sure,’ I agreed, ‘although I don’t think I would be considered rich in mage circles. Even six hundred thousand pearls would only buy one basic wand. Fancy wands can cost several million pearls, so there have to be mages rich enough to buy them. Those are probably the really rich peeps.’

‘True,’ my Analytical Side agreed. ‘Still, you have a shitload of pearls. Let’s just enjoy the heck out of that.’

“So, I’m hoping that you guys are rich too?” I looked at the three of them. They all replied with big smiles.

“I love what I do,” Goggles said. “But if I wanted to, I could quit today and never have to work again.”

“I have enough to travel,” MMm said in wonder. “And I’m not talking about traveling with a backpack and a few clothes. I’m talking about traveling in style with enough funds to go and do things when I get there. I’m not going to be doing that for a while, as we leave for training tomorrow. Still, when I’m ready, it’s now possible.”

“I never really needed money,” CLl said simply. “I’ve kept my life simple, and my needs are few. The only thing I wanted was to provide for NLl after I’m gone. That is certainly taken care of now, so I’m not sure what I’ll do with my newfound wealth. It’s a wonderful problem to have, though!”

“It certainly is!” I laughed. “It’s much better than the alternative. So, MMm, you’re leaving tomorrow?”

“All the supernaturals are,” he said. “We’re headed out as soon as the Gathering ends. They are having their big circle thing, and then the Grand Matron is taking all of us to wherever the training is. Normally, the mages would be split up from the naturals, but since there are so few of us and we’re only half human, we are all going to be trained together.”

“I just realized this is our last night with each other,” I said. I was a bit stunned. I’d come to enjoy their company and their friendship. It seemed weird that we were going to go our separate ways in a few hours.

“That’s right,” CLl said sadly. “I’ve been trying not to think about it. It’s not forever, though. It’s just for now. We’ll all survive and see each other again.”

I knew the Gathering was coming to a close, and I knew I’d be heading back home, but it still felt like the last day had snuck up on me. This day had been a whirlwind of emotions. I’d alternated between panic, extreme panic, joy, worry, excitement, and now sadness. It felt like I was having emotional whiplash.

My thoughts were interrupted as Sandy and the ladies came out of her bedroom. Sandy was just as brown as I was, except her jacket was covered in colorful beads. Not only that, but they had woven colored ribbons through her hair. The neutral brown really brought out all the vibrant hues, and I thought she looked beautiful.

Other than that, she was dressed similar to me, with thigh high lace-up boots, short shorts, and a tuxedo jacket with tails. I wasn’t sure why I was the only one without any beads at all, but I was sure I’d be just fine.

We all told her how amazing she looked, and then we got ready to head out. I grabbed my backpack, as there was no way Bermuda was going to allow me out of his sight. MMm carried me through the fireplace, and we found the Captain and a full honor guard on the other side ready to escort us. Once everyone came through, we formed up and headed out.

They set an easy pace so we could get used to running in boots and tails. It took a bit to adjust, but the soles of the boots had something that made them naturally springy, and we soon picked up the pace. It felt good to run. I still had too much adrenaline in my system, and I needed to flush it out. I also had too many emotions, and running was a wonderful way to just let them go for now.

Once we reached the first main corridor, it became obvious the party had already started. Normally, the halls were full of serious centaurs, going to serious places and running seriously. That wasn’t the case today. As soon as we came into view, they stopped whatever they were doing and cheered, clapped, and hooted like crazy. I think more than a few of them had already had a nip of holiday cheer, if you know what I mean.

We continued to merge hallways to bigger crowds and more excitement. It didn’t really get wild until we actually exited the hallway system and came out into the realm of the centaurs. Then the cheering was so loud it felt like a physical force. We were joined by at least another thirty guards, and we needed every one of them.

Our pace slowed down a lot with such a dense crowd. I felt a bit like a rock star, as a young female centaur declared her love for me, and then fainted. That started a trend, and soon young male and female centaurs were swooning in droves. I couldn’t slow down, but I was concerned, as the middle of a crowd was the last place you would want to end up on the ground. I said a silent prayer that they were okay and kept running.

The older folks were not to be outdone, either. The ladies ripped off their tops and bounced their lovely breasts for me to see. I guess the word got around that I was gay, and soon the men followed suit. I saw all kinds of chests and abs that day. It was a smorgasbord of daddies, bears, otters, swimmers, young, old, skinny, muscular, fat, hairy, smooth, short, and tall. I don’t know if I’m open minded or just a bit of a slut, as I found something to like about all of them.

We made it out of the marketplace area and headed toward the giant arena. The crowd quadrupled in size, and someone got the bright idea of throwing flowers. Soon we were pelted with tulips, hydrangeas, and a sweet smelling orange flower that looked a bit like a rose.

When they ran out of flowers, they started throwing their clothes. Centaurs only dressed their human half, so it wasn’t like they were naked, but they were clearly ready to let it all hang out. I think the Captain had had enough as she told the guard to pick us up, and then she kicked it into gear. The guards in the front started tooting on a bugle to let the centaurs in our path know they needed to get out of the way.

It took several more minutes and the party never stopped, but eventually we made it to the arena and entered the massive structure. The crowd stayed outside, and the buglers stopped playing as we raced down the halls. Eventually, we arrived at a massive archway, and Sandy and I were gently set back down on the ground.

“We have arrived,” the Captain stated, giving us a moment to adjust our clothes and make sure we were looking our best.

I peered between the guards to see what we were getting into. The space inside the archway was beautiful, reminding me of pictures I’d seen of the Sistine Chapel. There were stunning details everywhere of gold and different colored stone, with creative lighting to show it off. The floor was one giant woven rug with earthy patterns and details. There were poles that came out of the floor, with a table top about halfway up, and a light that looked like a spray of flowers on top.

It seemed like the perfect place to meet and mingle if you were a centaur. The floor was comfortable to stand on, there were places everywhere to set a drink or a plate of food, and it was just a beautiful setting. The place was also packed with centaurs. It looked like everyone had shown up to say hello.

Once we were ready, the Captain gave the signal, and the guard formed up into a double line around us. We started walking forward as the guard did their fancy clopping again. We didn’t move very far, and I’m pretty sure everyone already knew we were there, but it served to get their attention.

The Captain called the halt, and everyone slammed the butt of their spears into the ground. The guard certainly knew how to put on a show!

“Presenting NLl, the First Mage of the Centaur Nation, and her uncle CLl, the First Natural of the Centaur Nation,” the Captain declared loudly.

NLl gave me a smile, moved forward gracefully, and took her uncle's arm. Together, they trotted up the line of guards and entered through the arch. I could see there was a main path up the middle leading to what I guessed was the honored place at the head of the hall.

NLl and CLl looked calm and regal, like they did this all the time. I felt a moment of pride for them. They had come a long way from a dressmaker and room cleaner. I’m sure it hadn’t been easy, but it looked like they had learned to adjust quickly.

“Presenting MMm, the Second Natural of the Centaur Nation, and his grandmother GMm, a Natural of the Centaur Nation.”

I noticed they were using my nicknames in the presentation instead of their real names. They were probably doing that just for me.

I recognized the nervous tingles trying to crawl up my spine. I relaxed and shook it out. There was nothing here to be nervous about. I just had to smile and nod, and say thank you. I couldn’t mess that up.

“Presenting Sandy Felton. Head of House Louisville. Mage Ambassador of the Deep Earth. Honorary Mage of the Lagerel. Champion of the Ring and Defender of the House!”

Sandy stepped forward, smiled, and walked into the hall. There had been gentle murmurs when the others had been introduced, but the crowd started clapping when Sandy entered. It gained in volume and enthusiasm until the entire place was ringing with applause.

I thought they would introduce us together, and I’d walk up the aisle with Sandy. But it looked like I was heading up on my own.

The nervous jitters were back. I took a deep breath, held it, and then let it out. I mentally breathed out all the butterflies at the same time. I could do this.

Just smile and nod.

Smile and nod.

The Captain waited until Sandy had made it all the way to the end and the cheers had died down before turning to me.

The buglers trumpeted out a long blast, then all the guards stamped the floor in unison and slammed the butts of their spears on the ground three times. If we didn’t have everyone’s attention before, we certainly had it now.

“Presenting Jason Cole. Mage of House Louisville. Honorary Mage of the Deep Earth. Honorary Mage of the Lagerel.

“Champion of the Ring. Defender of the House.

“He is the curse breaker. Shrine maker. Eradicator of the Wasting.

“He is honrado to the entire Centaur Nation.

“We honor him tonight! Let’s bid him welcome!”

I stepped forward, and the crowd went wild. They stamped and cheered and gave their warbling cries. This was a more refined gathering, so I didn’t see any bare breasts and nobody threw their clothes, but they were still incredibly enthusiastic and welcoming.

I waved, smiled, and nodded. All my nerves disappeared, and instead I just felt a warm, happy glow. I wasn’t a centaur, but these were my peeps. This was going to be a good night.

There was a raised platform at the front of the hall with a gruff looking older centaur standing on it. He waved at me to climb the steps and join him. I would rather have stayed with Sandy and the crew, but I’m sure all the centaurs couldn’t see me smile and nod down there.

I climbed the steps and received a long, heartfelt llama kiss. His gray whiskers tickled, and I almost laughed. One of these days, my sensitivity to tickling was going to get me in trouble. But fortunately, it wasn’t today.

He put his arm around me and turned to the cheering crowd. He waved for them to quiet down and then started speaking in a deep and powerful voice.

“In honor of our guests, this event tonight will be spoken in English. If you are unsure of the language, please let either the First Mage or the First Natural know, and they will be happy to translate for you.” He gestured to NLl and CLl.

“You all know me, so I’m keeping this short and to the point,” he said.

“That only happens when you’re sober,” a cheerful female voice called out.

“My wife,” he said with a laugh, and pointed to someone in the crowd. The crowd laughed with him.

“And she's not wrong!”

Everyone laughed again.

I relaxed a bit and laughed too. I thought this might be extra formal, but instead, I felt a bit like I was being toasted. All I needed now was a mug of John’s fine ale, and that would complete the evening.

“Everyone here has a story about how this young man has affected their lives. My own son is a natural, and I’m beyond grateful that the Wasting will never darken his door.”

He pointed to the side, and a young centaur waved at me. I smiled and waved back.

“I also bet on him today, and I’m proud to say I won enough pearls to keep my wife happy!” The crowd laughed.

“For a few weeks anyway,” he added, and the crowd laughed even louder.

“But tonight is not about me. It’s not about any of us individually. It’s about us as a nation coming together to show honor where honor is due.”

A centaur on the ground handed him an old wooden spear. It had a copper tip, and it looked well worn by the touch of many hands. It wasn’t magical, so its value was probably symbolic. He smacked the butt of the spear on the platform.

“I now speak with the voice of the Council.”

He seemed to stand a little taller, and his levity fell away.

“We had no hope, for there have been none to light the fires of hope for generations. We were not poor. We were not weak. For we are survivors. But there was not the smallest spark of hope for magic in our lifetime.”

His strong, deep voice rang out, and everyone fell silent. The audience and the stunning beauty of the place put me in the mind of an ancient church. The silence felt reverent. The High Priest was speaking.

“Then suddenly, we had more than hope. The curse was lifted.

“More than that, we finally had an explanation. We had the missing piece of what happened to us.

“More than that, the curse of the Wasting was lifted. We now know what caused it and why it is no more.

“More than that, we now have a Shrine. Those who would have Wasted away can pass through and receive the gift of a supernatural life.

“More than that, we now have a fitting Memorial for those who have gone before. We have a remembrance of where we came from. We have a promise of where we are going.

“If all we had was the lifting of the curse, it would be celebration enough. We could have had normal Waker Moments and gradually built up our pool of supernatural talent. It would have taken generations––many generations––to build our base of power and become a force again.

“Instead, this young man advocated for us, and the Shrine was raised. Now, within one generation, we will catch up. No longer will we be a non-magical race living in a supernatural realm. Instead, we will sit at the table as equals and advocate for rules that will help us.

“We will make our own pearls. Heal our own sick. Make our own lights and create our own charms. It won’t happen today, but we are on the path. I invite everyone here that is either a mage or a natural to raise their hand and be counted!”

My jaw dropped at how many hands I saw. The hall was vast, and there were at least a thousand centaurs here, so I expected to only see a sprinkle of hands. Instead, it seemed like a third of those present were sups. This many supernaturals, all being trained at one time, were going to make a huge difference for their society.

I’d always thought of being supernatural in terms of power. But looking at it as a nation, they needed money makers. They needed sups that could generate their own pearls and create wealth for their nation. This really was a giant step forward for them as a people. I felt proud and humbled that I had helped them do this.

“Because of all this, we declare this day that Jason Cole is now a centaur. He can celebrate as one of us. Live as one of us. Own property, hold titles, and do all the things that a native-born centaur can do.

“I bid you to welcome our new brother!”

The hall erupted in sound again. It was different from cheering, though, and it took me a few moments to realize the entire hall was introducing themselves to me at the same time.

I wasn’t sure what to do, so I waved, smiled, and nodded. I even waved and smiled at Sandy. She waved and smiled right back.

There must have been some sort of standard greeting, because soon all the sound died out. The gruff centaur rapped the old ceremonial spear on the floor again to make sure he had everyone’s attention.

“Because of the profound effect he has had on the Centaur Nation, we further declare that he is honrado to us. He is honrado to all of us. This is the highest honor we can extend as individuals, and it is the highest honor we can extend as a nation.”

He turned to face me, put both hands on either side of my face, and llama kissed me.

“You are our life brother.”

He kissed me again.

“You are our celebrated companion.”

Kiss.

“You are our cherished lover.”

Kiss.

“You are our exalted warrior.”

Kiss.

“Receive this day, the mantle of your honor.” He stepped back, and two older female centaurs came up on the platform, carrying a huge cape of beads. It was an explosion of color: reds, greens, blues, orange, yellows, turquoise, and every shade in between.

They lifted it up over my head, and I realized there was a hole in the middle. So it wasn’t a cape. It was more like a shawl. It was heavy too. The beads weren’t just sewn onto it, like it was flat. Instead, the beads were in strings, and the strings were sewn on. It was almost like I was now covered in a dense fur of beads.

It now made sense why my tuxedo jacket didn’t have any beads on it at all. NLl must have known I was getting this mantle and any beads on it would just be covered up. The mantle covered the front of me down to my waist and trailed down the back, almost to the floor. It was now officially the most colorful thing I owned, and I loved it. I was also the most beaded person in the place.

Once the women had it fastened around me the way they wanted, they left the stage, and Mr. Gruff stepped forward again. He rapped the spear three times on the floor to make sure he had everyone’s attention. Then he handed it off to someone on the floor.

“This concludes the will of the Council. I will now speak as myself.”

He seemed to relax a bit and physically transform back into the humorous, friendly person he’d been before.

Now the solemn part of the ceremony was over, the light grew brighter. I guess they were making it easier to mingle. I personally thought they’d made the lights way too bright, as the whole place was shining now. I thought maybe they turned on a sound system too, as I could now hear a background hum. Wait, it wasn’t a static hum like from a microphone; it was more like a soft choir of voices.

“Jason has the evening with us, so I’m hoping he gets to meet as many of you as possible. To that end, please keep your remarks brief. Trim out all the flowery words, and instead, say what is in your heart. Let him know the difference he has made for you and then move on. Also, there are several food and drink stations in the hall, so enjoy yourself and enjoy your evening tonight.”

He waved and exited the stage as NLl and CLl quickly came up with me. The Captain set up the guard at the base of the stairs, and a line quickly formed. MMm came over to the edge of the platform and handed up a small table.

“I’ll get you some food,” he said, and I waved happily. My crew was taking care of me, and I was very grateful for that.

I was worried about Sandy, as I didn’t want her to get bored. But then I saw she was with GMm and knew that she was fine. GMm would keep her well entertained.

“Can you see if they can turn the lights down a notch?” I asked NLl. “I think they turned them up a bit too high after the head Council guy stopped speaking.”

“The lighting hasn’t changed,” NLl gave me an odd look.

“Really?” I asked.

She nodded again.

Huh. Maybe my eyes were playing tricks on me. Oh well. I’d deal with it.

The first centaur in line was a petite, well-dressed female of modest years, and she put both hands on either side of my face and kissed me lightly.

As soon as our lips touched, I was zapped with static electricity. It wasn’t bad, but it seemed strange, as I would have thought the static would have happened when she first touched me. Maybe the air was extra dry in this place. It didn’t seem off, though, and she hadn’t flinched at all.

“I’m on the Council,” she said, “and I deal with commerce. I know you didn’t plan this, but you’ve massively increased the amount of capital we have to work with. As a people, we love to wager, and we usually bet against each other. Milli-pearls change hands, but the overall wealth of our nation doesn’t increase. This time, we all bet against mages outside our nation, and we won. We won big.

“I’m just guesstimating at this point, but you may have caused us to gain more new revenue than we have in the last three years combined. Needless to say, I’m very excited to see what we can do with all that!”

Then she kissed me again, but this time it was deep and passionate. I got zapped again, but this time it didn’t really feel like electricity. It felt like something else, but I couldn’t quite put my finger on what.

“And that is for my nephew. He is now a natural.” She looked like she wanted to say more, but was keeping it short. I looked at her core. It was stable, but it was a pretty good size.

“Have you been through the Shrine yet?” I asked.

“No, I just haven’t had the time,” she replied. “You’ve made life very busy for me.”

“Well, you need to go,” I said. “I would suggest you go tonight, before the supernaturals leave tomorrow for training. I think you might be going with them.”

I put my hand where her core was, and a shot of energy jumped out and zapped me. Oh, that must be what I had felt when she kissed me. I could still feel the tingle in my fingers, so I sort of flexed my hand and pinged her back.

Her eyes became really wide as she stared at me in shock. I felt shocked too. I’d never done anything like that before. I hadn’t even known it was possible. But what I got back was a rush of emotions. There was a deep sadness, and yet, an iron will to keep going. Tears started flowing, and she held it together for a moment. Then she started bawling. Like deep belly crying.

The crazy thing was that I felt all those emotions too, and I sent some back. I let her know she was heard. She was okay. She was a strong and wonderful person. She was seen in this world.

It was only for about half a minute, but we communicated like we’d spent hours together. It was sort of like the images I shared with Penny, but a lot more emotional.

“What happened!?” NLl quickly reached out and held the Council woman’s hand to steady her.

“I’m not entirely sure,” I replied. I realized I had tears running down my face, too. “Somehow, we magically connected on an emotional level. Make sure she gets with a guard and have her taken to the Shrine right away.”

As NLl led her away, I realized I could still feel her. I could feel her core as she left the platform and cried all the way to the door.

Wow. That had been intense. But I quickly shook it off, because there was still a very long line of centaurs waiting to see me.

The next centaur was a distinguished-looking male who was tall with shoulder length salt and pepper hair. It was very straight, with a slight curl at the end. The way he moved made me think he was always aware of how he looked and especially how his hair looked. He kissed me gently, but with a lot of lip.

Once again, I felt a zap of magic.

“I am on the Council. I also deal with commerce, but I specialize in the housing market.”

He got a big smile, and his face lit up.

“I bet on your match today. I bet a lot. And I’ve already put an offer in on an apartment I’ve been wanting. It has a wonderful view, and it’s almost twice the size of the one I have now. I have so many plans for the extra space, and I can’t wait to move in! I know that this isn’t saving lives or anything magical, but you’ve still made a big difference for me. So thank you.”

That was nice to hear. Not everything needed to be about life or death. I checked out his core, but it was regular sized. I felt it reach for me, so I put my hand near his core. It touched me, and I touched it back. His eyes widened, and once again, I got a rush of emotions. He was a good guy. A little vain, but still a good guy.

I sent emotions back, and again it felt like we’d spent hours having drinks together. When we parted, he felt happy and whole. Like he’d had a fun evening with an old friend. As he left, he wobbled a bit, but CLl steadied him and he seemed fine.

I turned back to the line and kissed my next centaur. The next several minutes continued like that. All the centaurs were on the Council in some capacity, and I had impacted their life or job in some way. All of them had made a lot of money on the fight, and they were pretty excited about what they were going to do with it. Several of them also had relatives or friends that were now supernaturals, and they were looking forward to seeing them change and grow.

I was thinking the centaur Council would be fairly small, like five or ten individuals, but instead it was more like fifty. They were all specialized in some way, and it seemed like they worked well together.

I continued to touch their cores. Now that I’d started, it just seemed right. I wasn’t sure why, but I got a flash of who they were as an individual, and it seemed to turn this simple meet and greet into an experience for them. It was like the touch broke through whatever was holding them back. Some of them had ideas about their job. One had said he suddenly knew what he was going to do now. He loved her, and he wasn’t going to wait a moment longer. I don’t know who she was, but he galloped off the stage with love in his eyes. Several of them burst into tears, but it seemed to be the cleansing kind––where you cry yourself out and feel better afterwards. One older lady just passed out.

Soon, I had guards up on stage with me to help manage the centaurs after the touch, and they created a whole cooldown area for those that became emotionally overcome.

MMm came back with food, for which I was very grateful. For some reason, I was starving again. The food was these little bite-sized wraps. It was like a plantain leaf wrapped around rice and vegetables, and they were delicious. They were also spicy! As Anna Lykit would say––they came correct––and soon I was sweating.

That’s where the margarita came in. It was ice cold and had lots of agave pulp in it. At least, I think that’s what it was. Regardless, it was delicious and cooled me down. I don't know what the alcohol content was, but I soon started feeling very happy.

The line was moving quickly, so I didn’t really have time to stop and eat. MMm solved that problem by feeding me as soon as there was a pause. He set up a whole snack and drink area for me on the little table he’d handed up earlier. I told him he was making my night, and I appreciated it so much.

NLl and CLl did a great job of keeping the line moving and interpreting when it was needed. By the time we were twenty centaurs in, we’d hit our stride, and the receiving line was in full production.

All the first fifty centaurs in the line were from the Council. I guess that made sense, as rank has its privileges after all. At the end of the Council members was Mr. Gruff. I was happy to see him, as I hadn’t touched his core yet.

“Thank you for your kind words earlier,” I greeted him.

“You deserved all of them and so much more,” he said sincerely. “I wish we could have had a weeklong celebration, but we’ve only got one evening, so we must make the most of it. Everyone here really wanted to have a moment with you, so me flapping my gums was just getting in the way of that.

“I meant what I said earlier, about my son. He is a natural now, and I couldn’t be happier for him. He’s going to have opportunities I could only dream of.”

His gruff voice cracked a little.

“I’m beyond thrilled. Truly.”

His words failed him, so he kissed me again.

I touched his core––it was normal size––and he just about collapsed. One guard grabbed him and helped him walk off the platform. He was a big centaur, so I thought it might take a couple of guards to help him, but he made it.

His emotions were just as good as his words. He was a kind man with excellent diplomatic and organizational skills. No wonder he was the head of the Council. He was perfect for it. I could have spent a lot longer with him, but I had to move on.

The next centaur was a young natural, and he was very excited and nervous about leaving. Everyone else in his family had been through the Shrine, and nothing had happened for them, so he’d been totally shocked when he transitioned. Now his whole family was looking to him to make them proud, and it was overwhelming.

As a natural, he no longer had a core, but I still felt his magic reach for me. So I touched it back, just like I had for all the other regular centaurs. This time, the emotions were so much clearer and intense. I had no idea it was going to be that powerful, and he shuddered and collapsed.

Oh, shit. I hadn’t meant to do anything like that.

CLl helped him struggle back to his feet. He swayed there for a moment, and I thought he might go down again. Then a huge smile crossed his face.

“That was awesome!” he gasped. Then he staggered off with the help of a guard.

I wasn’t that much older than him, but he seemed so young and naive. He loved his family, and he was a total momma’s boy. He worked in their store, and he liked the rhythm of the place and interacting with all the people who stopped by. I also received flashes of the girls he was interested in, and he was way less innocent than his parents thought. He also wasn’t limiting himself to just one lovely centaur either, and somehow that was alright? I had no idea about dating protocols for centaur llamas, and I wasn’t here to judge, anyway.

The next centaur was middle-aged, and she was a natural as well. She wasn’t nervous at all. Instead, she told me it felt like she’d hit the jackpot. She was ready to learn and grow and let go of all the things holding her back.

I touched her, and once again, I got an overwhelming amount of emotion and images back. I’d heard what she’d said, and I’d been excited for her, but now I understood her in a whole new way. She was a cautious person by nature, and she’d made all the safe choices so far in life. Her heart hadn’t been broken, but she hadn’t really loved either. Her job was safe, but bland and unfulfilling. Most of all, she wanted to have sex. Like lots and lots of crazy good nookie. This woman was a volcano ready to explode!

I found myself jumping up and down—I was so excited for her. I was also suddenly horny as hell. And I was still hot and sweating from the food. Wow! What a night!

I felt Tea tugging at my attention, so I took a moment to look inward.

‘Don’t worry,’ he said, ‘we’re on it. You should be stabilized soon.’

‘Thank you, Tea,’ I told him happily. ‘I’m not sure what you’re working on, but I’m sure it’s wonderful. By the way, you look lovely tonight!’

He had a confused and slightly concerned look on his face as I zoomed out again.

It didn’t matter. I felt good!

They were helping the lady off the platform, when the first natural, who’d already recovered, joined in to help. Their eyes locked, and I could feel the heat pouring off of her, only to be matched by the excitement coming off of him.

Oh, boy. Sparks were certainly going to fly!

I was llama kissed by the next natural, a gray-haired, pot-bellied little guy, who put up a brave front, but he was scared to death. I touched him, and he just started bawling. I let him know he was okay. He wasn’t doing this alone. He had all of his centaur companions to lean on and help him through this. He was going to make friends, learn to use his magic, and have a wonderful time.

As he was helped off the platform, I turned to meet the next centaur and found I was crying, too. This was certainly a night of feelings.

I made it through six more supernatural centaurs before I had to take a break. I was a mess of emotions. I was hopeful, nervous, happy, angry, sad, horny, uncomfortable, and awestruck. It was just too much. I didn’t know whether to laugh, cry, or just scream and run around in circles.

‘Ummm, Jason?’ I realized Penny had been trying to get my attention for a few minutes now.

‘Yes, Penny? What’s up?’

‘Your magic is sparkling,’ she said cautiously. ‘I’ve never seen it sparkle before.’

It was? I looked, and sure enough, my normally stable matrix was giving off brief flashes of light. My new, dense spheres were vibrating a bit too.

I tasted the magic. It was still mine.

I broke one sphere down and examined it. It was still made up of emerald green and sapphire blue capsules.

I zoomed out and looked at my magic as a whole. That’s when it became obvious what was going on. I was stuffed full of magic.

I had at least four or five times my normal capacity, and the pressure on my aura was intense. No wonder I was feeling emotional. I took a deep, ragged breath.

‘Penny, did you do this? Did you put all this magic into my system?’ It didn’t seem like something she would do, but I was deep in my feelings, and I was having trouble thinking.

‘This isn’t anything I’ve done,’ she said quickly. ‘Somehow, you’ve generated all this yourself.’

‘Well, I don’t know where the heck it’s coming from.’ I was starting to feel alarmed, along with all my other feelings. ‘Check it out for me. Is it really my magic? Have I gotten contaminated somehow?’

She zipped through my aura, running her fingers through my spheres.

‘I think this is all you,’ she said in wonder. ‘If anything, it’s even more soul-saturated than normal. No wonder you are feeling things deeply.’

‘Well, I need help,’ I said tightly. ‘I can’t hold on to all this much longer. If you think it’s safe, try taking some of it. Be careful, though. I don’t want anything to hurt you.’

‘I’ll be careful,’ she promised and lightly pulled a bit of power. She waited a moment, but she seemed fine. So she pulled a bit more. She still seemed fine.

‘If you're good, then take the extra,’ I told her, and that is what she did. The release of all the pressure felt wonderful. It sort of felt like I’d drunk two gallons of water, and then hadn’t noticed as my bladder filled to critical levels. Now I’d just peed all the extra magic into Penny, and I was so relieved I could cry.

That was a terrible analogy, as Penny was not a toilet, but the relief was real. Very real.

‘Thank you so much, Penny,’ I told her as I took several deep breaths and tried to shake the energy out of my system.

‘You fleshy creatures just can’t handle pressure,’ she said sadly. ‘It’s a shame, really. I find it very soothing.’

‘In some ways, you have it so much better,’ I assured her. ‘Now, if you don’t mind, keep an eye on my magic to make sure I stay at a normal level.’

“Are you okay, Jason?” NLl asked quietly. “We can stop if you need to.”

“Nope. I’m good,” I replied. “I only have one night, and I want to meet everyone here. I’m doing much better now. Just give me one more moment, and I’ll be ready.”

She gave my arm a supportive squeeze as I turned my attention inward.

‘What the heck is going on?’ I asked my Analytical Side.

‘I’m not sure, old chap,’ he said in his best British voice. I was happy to hear it, as he only used that voice when he wasn’t panicked or highly concerned. ‘I think it started right after Mr. Gruff stopped speaking and you saw the light––so to speak.’

‘That has to be it,’ I said. ‘I’ve been with centaurs this whole time, and I’ve never felt anything like this before. Do you think it’s this place? Is it messing with my magic somehow?’

My Analytical Side paused in thought.

‘I think it’s more something he said. The place didn’t do that to you when you first came in. He made you an honorary centaur. Maybe it was more than just symbolic? Maybe you are something special to them now? Or they are something special to you? You are a god, after all.’

‘Holy crap!’ the pattern clicked into place, and suddenly it all made sense. ‘Somehow, he made me their god!’

‘Do what?’ he dropped the British accent. ‘Have you gone bonkers?’

‘Think about it,’ I said. ‘I’m in a beautiful place that makes me feel reverent. I can’t be the only one that’s felt that way about this place. Then the people here tonight already have a lot of good feelings about me. Either they’ve made a lot of money from my match, or they are new supernaturals, or possibly both. Then he invited all of them in one shot to introduce themselves to me, and then he declared me honrado to all of them.’

‘I think you might be right,’ he said. ‘I don’t think you’re their god permanently, but tonight, in this setting, you are clearly the focus of everyone's attention, and it must be activating your god stuff somehow.’

‘Wow,’ I breathed in wonder. ‘I got god stuff.’

‘Yep,’ he agreed. ‘You got god stuff. Just don’t get a big head about it.’

‘So, should I keep going?’ I asked. ‘Am I doing the right thing?’

‘I’d say keep going,’ my Analytical Side weighed in. ‘If your magic is being charged, then their magic is probably being charged, too. That can only be a good thing. Plus, there is a lot of emotional processing happening tonight. All these supernaturals are leaving tomorrow, so if they are in better shape emotionally, then that’s great as well.’

‘Okay,’ I said. ‘I’ll keep touching them. Appropriately, of course.’

‘You had to go and make it dirty, didn’t you?’ he sighed.

I just snickered. Time to get back to work.

I took a gulp of margarita and then greeted the next centaur. Now I knew what to look for, I could see that not only were my touches affecting the naturals, they were affecting me too. Somehow, sharing memories and emotions like we were was not only giving them breakthroughs, it was also growing my magic somehow. By sharing myself, I was becoming more in the process.

Without Penny, I would have had to stop. It would have just been too much magic. With her, though, it made it all so wonderful. I could fully invest myself in each new supernatural and experience who they were as a person without having my power blow up.

As for Penny, she was loving it. As we went down the line, she filled up more and more until she was finally more full of magic than she’d ever been before. At that point, I looped in Eggy and started sending magic to him, too. He was in a whole different place, so it was a lot harder, but I made it work.

He was going to be very happy about this, as he was saving up magic so he could transform into his ultimate form: a vase. That didn’t sound that exciting since he used to be a sword, but it was what he wanted, and I was helping him get there.

Finally, Penny called a halt on how much magic she could hold and I started putting the extra magic into the Mark of the Lagerel and the Mark of the Deep Earth. It turned out they could only process so much at one time, so they stopped accepting new magic, too.

By this time, I’d made it through the line. I’d met every new natural and mage of the Centaur Nation. I’d also met all the Council and all the other important people in the room. I’d connected with each and every one of them, and now they glowed like candles to me.

In a weird way, it was like I'd lit up a Christmas tree one bulb at a time. The centaurs glowed with different colors and intensities, and as I looked around the room, it was just beautiful. I felt deeply connected to just about everyone here.

I was still missing a few, though. It was now time for me to touch the centaurs that had been helping me all evening.

I called for volunteers, and just about everyone jumped at the chance. I told the guards to form a line, and then one at a time, I touched their cores, too. I was a little afraid that their experience wouldn’t live up to what they’d witnessed all day, but I needn’t have worried. They had just as deep and meaningful an experience as everyone else.

Now the only centaurs left to touch were my core crew. I was nervous about it for some reason. I was meeting everyone else for the first time, so I didn’t have any expectations of who they were or how it should go. With my main centaurs, though, I wanted this to be a wonderful experience. What if they didn’t like it?

I touched GMm’s magic first, and our shared experience was everything I thought it would be. She’d lived through her fair share of heartache and pain, and she’d come out the other side with a genuine appreciation of life. She was all about the journey, not the destination, and becoming a supernatural was just another leg of the journey for her. I was kind of blown away by how emotionally stable she was. I finished our experience in awe of her. When I grew up, I wanted to be like her.

NLl went next, and I was shocked at how deep her pain was and also how strong it had made her. Growing up with legs that didn’t work correctly had made her different. She’d been an easy target for those that needed someone to pick on. Her parents had been the foundation of her world, and then one day, they were gone. Her uncle had seemed cold and uncaring to her at first, and the only thing that had kept her going was her art. She’d drawn her feelings. Both the anger and sadness at what had happened and also the fantasy of how her life could be. Somewhere in there, she had gotten strong, both emotionally and mentally. She became her own foundation and her own best cheerleader. Only then could she really open up to her uncle and start forming the close relationship they had today.

For several minutes, we just cried and laughed and hugged each other. Her story had been told at a deeper level than words––and I’d gotten it. I’d understood her and what she’d gone through. I hadn’t realized just how powerful empathy could be.

She’d spent a lot of time with Sandy, which was expected, but I was really glad we’d also gotten to connect so well. NLl was a deep, caring person, and I was glad she was in my life.

MMm was next. His and NLl’s experiences were similar—they had both lost their parents and gone to live with a relative, but he was lacking NLl’s creative outlet, and that had made a huge difference. Without a good way of expressing his pain, his depression had gone a lot deeper. She’d also built her strength around her creativity, but he didn’t have anything like that to form his own emotional core. Instead, he’d kept busy and worked hard. He just never stopped––working two, sometimes three, jobs at a time. He didn’t want to relax or spend time on his own, as that’s when the darkness caught up with him.

Just because he was running from it didn’t mean the darkness wasn’t there. It shadowed his whole life and relentlessly propelled him forward. He was very productive and helpful to everyone around him, but at some point, he was going to crash. And when that happened, he was going to crash hard.

He also had a guy crush on me. It wasn’t like he wanted to knock boots or anything, but he found me fascinating. He thought I was confident, attractive, and easy to be with. I was the warmth to his cold darkness, and he wanted us to snuggle up together under a warm blanket and watch movies together.

For everyone else, I’d touched their magic and accepted whatever emotions we shared. For MMm, I wasn’t willing to just do that. His darkness would eventually eat him alive. I couldn’t let that happen.

So I kept the touch going, and I went deeper. For everyone else, I’d shared who I was, but I hadn’t gotten really personal. With him, I showed him my dark side. I showed him I knew what it was like to lose my mother when I was a little boy. I knew what it was like to be abandoned by my father. I knew what it was like to fend for myself and try to find my way in a hostile world.

I’d also found the power of acceptance. I shared with him what it felt like to have my face caved in by a golem and my body broken by a vicious mage. At one of the darkest and most painful times in my life, Annabeth and Tyler had shared their message of acceptance. Annabeth said whatever you resist persists. So stop resisting––feel what you need to feel––and accept the situation however it is. Tyler had said it differently––find your new normal. Accept the way things are, then plan how to make it better from there.

‘I don’t know if I can do that,’ he projected. ‘I’m so tired of running. But I can’t stop.’

‘I’m here with you,’ I emoted back. ‘We’ll face it together.’

He stopped, and we turned to face the darkness. In this weird emotionally shared space we were in, the memories seemed like a storm. The clouds were so dense they seemed to boil, and jagged lightning flashed in the rain.

He trembled like a scared little kid. If this had been real life, he probably would have thrown up and run away.

I wrapped myself around him, letting him know he was supported. He was not alone.

The storm got closer, and it was savagely intense. I started to wonder if I was doing the right thing. I wasn’t a trained therapist. Maybe this storm was bigger than we could handle. Sure, I’d learned the power of acceptance, but this seemed bigger than that. Who was I to think that I could just show up, tell him something so simple, and have it solve a deep and powerful event like losing your parents?

I was in over my head, and if MMm got hurt because of my stupidity, I’d never forgive myself.

Our communication was wide open, so MMm felt everything I was feeling. I turned to let him know we shouldn’t do this, and instead, he started supporting me.

‘This is something I’ve needed to do for a long time, and having you here really helps. Knowing you’ve felt what I’m feeling makes all the difference in the world. I’m facing my storm today. I hadn’t known how to before, but you've given me a way through.

‘Stay with me. Hold me. I want to do this together.’

I gave him acceptance and love. If this was what he wanted, then I wasn’t going anywhere.

The storm rolled over us. The cold rain lashed down so hard it stung. The lightning flashed, and the thunder rocked our world. Memories and emotions of deep loss rolled over us, and for the first time, MMm faced the unthinkable.

His parents were gone.

Really gone.

He was not alone, but the gaping hole of grief hurt so badly.

He sobbed––great heaving gasps of anguish. And I cried with him.

Rain and tears poured down our faces, and his emotional wound started to flush clean.

Somewhere in the middle of the storm, loss turned to anger, and we screamed at the sky.

Darker emotions of blame and shame wanted to stick around, but we kept coming back to acceptance. That led back to loss, then anger again.

We cycled over and over as the storm raged, and finally, somewhere in here, the sky became lighter.

The lightning and the thunder passed us by. The rain became gentle––almost cleansing.

Finally it stopped, and we stood there, watching the storm blow off into the distance.

We stood there for a long time. Wrung out from the intensity of it all. Both enjoying a moment of peace.

‘It’s gone,’ he finally said in wonder.

‘Not forever,’ I replied. ‘It will be back, but it won’t be as strong. You’ve been through the worst of it and survived.’

‘Now I’m not afraid of it anymore,’ he said softly.

I smiled and hugged him tight.

‘You hear that!?’ he yelled at the storm. ‘I’m not afraid of you!’

He shook his fist at the storm, and then he started running. He ran in relief. He ran because he felt so much lighter. We both ran, and it was a celebration of life.

Eventually, we both collapsed on the ground together. We were worn out, but in a good way. For a while we just existed, finding joy in the silence.

Finally, I turned to him.

‘We have to go back.’

‘I know,’ he said.

Then he hugged me tight.

‘I love you.’

The emotion was powerful, and it hit me in a totally different way. This wasn’t love like I had for Tyler, and it wasn’t love like I’d had for my mom or my sister. This was love like a close friend. I was experiencing it with Annabeth, John, and Sandy, but I’d never felt it so clearly before. Or so powerfully.

‘I love you too,’ I told him.

Whatever happened from here, wherever life took us, we had this moment together. It was something I’d never forget.

We stayed there for a few more minutes, then just naturally came back to the real world.

I blinked and looked around, but it seemed like almost no time had passed. We’d spent many hours in the storm, and so much had gotten worked out, but here it had only been a couple minutes. Wow.

MMm hugged me tight and then ran over to GMm. He pulled her to the side, and as he started talking, I could see her magic light up. I saw relief and happiness for MMm spilling out of her. MMm was going to be okay.

I’d touched the whole room, and everyone was now lit up and connected to me, except for CLl. He was my first centaur friend and the reason I was here today.

This time, I put both hands on either side of his face and kissed him. My emotional channels were wide open, and I let him know all the love and respect and hope I had for him.

As we touched, I got his story too. There was everything I expected about losing his brother and having NLl come and live with him. What I wasn’t expecting was how being so organized and detailed had shaped his life.

Even when he was little, he had felt when things weren’t ‘right’. It could have been a blessing, but instead it was a curse, as everything bothered him. The way food landed on the plate bothered him. The color of the room bothered him. Items being out of order bothered him. Messy rooms bothered him. It was a lot to handle, and nothing seemed right.

Over time, he learned that most people didn’t feel the way he did. And most people did not appreciate being told what they were doing wrong. He’d learned how to manage his observations and found a job cleaning for the House. It suited his talents perfectly, as he could fix anything bothering him. His rooms weren’t done quickly, but they were immaculate when he was finished.

Now, he was putting up a brave front, but he was scared. He was leaving his job that suited him so well ––leaving behind something he excelled at––and heading into the unknown. The sad truth was that where he was headed was probably not a place he was going to be good at. Training was going to be messy. Training was going to be awkward. Training was going to bother him a lot.

I kept my touch going, and we shared deeply again.

I told him about what Bitty had said about adventure. The key was to mix the familiar with the new. He was going with NLl, MMm, GMm, and other centaurs he knew. He could create a space for himself that was just right, and then accept the chaos in all the other parts of his life.

It wasn’t going to be easy, but I knew he could do it. He wasn’t a little kid anymore. He was an adult with years of experience relating to others and finding his way in life. He was going to find his way again, and because of his example, others would find their way, too.

CLl just needed a moment of being vulnerable, of being heard, and he was already finding his strength. I knew time in this weird emotional place passed differently, so I was happy to just spend awhile with him. He cared deeply, and he found the oddest things funny. I shared some of the things I found humorous, and we spent what felt like hours together enjoying each other’s company. It wasn’t earth shattering important, and I didn’t do anything to make him a better person, but it was nice to have companionship in such an intimate space.

When we came back to real life, I was sad our time had ended.

Now I was connected to every centaur in the room, it was time to test my theory on the one and only person, Sandy.

“You want to give this a try?” I asked. “I think it only works on the centaurs and probably only for tonight, but I might be wrong.”

“Sure!” she said. “I can’t wait to see what all the fuss is about.”

I was pretty sure she would want to try. She’s always up for learning new things.

We kissed, and it was really weird. It was like kissing my sister. Ugh.

This time, there was no spark. I reached out to touch her magic, just like I’d been doing all night, and nothing happened. I tried again and still got nothing. She was just a normal mage to me.

Now I was finished greeting everyone, the centaurs brought out the music, and the dancing started. Sandy and I had so much fun, even though we weren’t that good at it. We only had two legs, after all. The dancing was highly rhythmic and with lots of high stepping and Irish step dancing.

NLl was the first to leave. Apparently, a nice handsome centaur had caught her eye and clogged his way into her pants. Well, not her pants exactly. They didn’t wear pants. But that was the right idea.

She was all breathy and flushed, and apparently she was really liking this new part of her life. Before she was healed, she couldn’t high step like this, and gentlemen callers were few and far between. I’m thinking that mating customs must be very different here, as CLl knew all about it and was very proud of her.

Anyway, she said goodbye to us, as this would probably be the last time she’d see us for a while. I thought I would feel sad, but instead I just felt so happy for her. I could still feel her magic, and she was having the time of her life. She was very sure we would meet again soon, and this was just goodbye for now. We gave her a swat on the rump, which is apparently considered ‘good luck and go get’em!’ in these situations, and she trotted off.

GMm was the next to leave. She’d picked out a really big centaur who kinda reminded me of Fabio. Grandma was going to go and get her harlequin romance on! I loved that, but Sandy cried when they said goodbye. We slapped her rump and sent her prancing on her way.

I think MMm was feeling much more free after facing the storm. He danced with abandon, and all those muscles had the ladies fighting over him. He was going to stay with us, but I told him we would find our way back just fine. Go and have lots of fun.

Once everyone started pairing off, the party wound down pretty quickly. CLl and a few of the guards got us back to our rooms without any problems. Sandy went to bed, and CLl made sure all my clothes were hung up properly. Then we said goodbye, and this time I was the one trying not to cry. CLl was my first centaur friend and had been so supportive and wonderful throughout this whole adventure.

Finally, there wasn’t anything left to say. We hugged, kissed, and he left. Bermuda had been quiet all evening. He’d had a little spot on stage, and I think he thought all the centaurs were coming up there to see him. MMm had put out some food for him, and he’d enjoyed some snacks. Now he was ready for some quiet time.

We snuggled up together on the bed, and for a long time, I just rubbed his belly while he purred. I still felt a little sad, but finally I was settled enough. I kissed Bermuda one last time and then rolled over and went to sleep.


32 Grand Circle

The next day started out in a leisurely fashion, and I felt little bubbles of excitement start to rise. Today was the day we were headed home!

The Gathering had been one hell of an adventure, but I was ready to see Annabeth and John again, and sleep in my own bed. I was also very ready to wrap my legs around Tyler and ‘sleep’ with him––if you know what I mean. Hehehe. Chicka chicka bow wow!

After all that talk about trading up and having an open relationship, I hadn’t ended up sleeping with anybody. Part of that was just the way things had scheduled themselves. Several of the centaurs last night had let me know they would be happy to give me some llama loving, but that was just a bit much for me. Maybe I’d sample a centaur after a couple hundred years went by and I was bored with regular sex. I’d been told more than once last night that after you go centaur, you never go back.

I hopped out of bed and took a cold shower. Thoughts of Tyler’s hands on me were making my skin tingle, and I was so hard I could have cracked open walnuts. Damn! Down, boy. You’ll get some man handling soon enough.

The only thing on the agenda today was the Grand Circle, and that wasn’t until noon. I figured it was so all the mages that had partied hard on their last night could drag their sorry asses out of bed, get some food, and be in halfway decent shape to move magic around.

I was looking forward to being a part of it. The only circle I’d been in was when the four of us from House Louisville had tried to charge the charms in the magic room. I hadn’t even built my first matrix yet, and Sandy’s magic had blown me away. Four people do not make a good circle. We made a good square, but actually getting magic to flow had been rough.

The Grand Circle was made up of all the Houses in the Gathering, so there were going to be a lot of powerful mages making the magic spin. It wasn’t just for show either. The magic gathered today was going to needy Houses to make sure they stayed up and running. Best of all, Sandy had bargained for some of that magic to go to our House.

Other than feeling like I’d been chewing on horny goat weed, I was doing pretty good. I was alert, fresh, and ready to go. I’d been a little concerned that all the magic-touching last night would affect me like the Marks had, and I’d be wiped out for a few days.

Actually, maybe it had affected me a bit. Everyone had been pairing off last night to do their own Mambo. I was beginning to think some of that sexual energy had leaked back to me. It had been seven days since I’d last seen Tyler, but it felt like months. My balls felt tight and heavy. My perky nipples were begging to be nibbled on. My skin was ready for his touch.

Oh yeah, my taco bus was ready to drive to TylerTown, break down his door, and do bad, bad things to him. Wonderfully delicious and downright naughty things.

So help me god.

Ugh. I gotta stop.

Deep breaths. Lots of deep breaths.

Think of getting punched in the face. No, I said, punched in the face.

Ugh! Stop!

I finally got myself under control and got dressed. It was harder than I thought (pun intended), but finally everything was where it should be, with no bulges, and I looked presentable. Sandy was already having breakfast, so Bermuda and I joined her. We talked about the fights yesterday, and I got a blow by blow tale from her perspective. I told her about my fight, and we were just trying to figure out what we were going to do with the rest of our time, when we got a knock at the door.

Sandy answered. It was Elizabeth, the Pixie Girl volunteer I’d had the morphous points conversation with in the hall a few days ago.

“I’m so sorry to bother you this early in the morning,” she said. Then she saw we were already dressed and had eaten. “Oh good! You’re already up. Excellent.”

She beamed at us like we should know what was going on.

“Did you need something?” Sandy asked.

“Oh, I’m here to take you to the Grand Circle,” Pixie Girl said brightly. Sandy and I looked at each other in confusion.

“I thought that wasn’t until later,” Sandy replied.

“Didn’t you get the message?” she asked.

Sandy cursed and waved her hand in the air over her Bank Stamp. She was still flipping through the air when I just asked Elizabeth.

“Can you just tell us what we need to know? That might be faster.”

“Sure!” she said happily. “The Grand Matron has invited the new supernaturals of the Centaur Nation to be a part of the Grand Circle today. Since you are good friends with them and one of you has probably never been part of a circle before, she thought you would like to be part of their training today. They are so young it would be a miracle if they could move any magic at all, so this is mostly a ceremonial gesture. But they still need some basic instruction to even be part of the ritual.”

“I’m sorry,” Sandy said. “This is so frustrating. I get so many messages, and most of them are junk. I just can’t find the one you’re talking about.”

“Do you have them color coded?” Elizabeth asked. “That’s how I cut through the clutter. If I didn’t do that, I’d be buried in messages. People mean well, but they can send out so much useless crap.”

“You can color code them?” Sandy said in wonder. “That would be amazing! Can you show me?”

“Of course!” she said. “I’d be happy to. Just give me access to your messages... That’s it... Oh dear sweet baby Jesus. You have over a hundred thousand unread messages! Why aren’t you blocking people?”

For the next several minutes, Pixie Girl introduced Sandy to a whole new world of organization. They added categories, color coding, and keyword searches. They also blocked several prolific senders and deleted almost her whole backlog of unread messages. When they were done, Sandy was so happy she was bouncing up and down.

“Thank you!” Sandy exclaimed, giving Pixie Girl a huge hug.

“Oh, my god. This is just amazing. Like wow. I can’t believe how easy it is to find things now. Wow!”

She was so excited she llama kissed Pixie Girl. It had been a kissing few days after all. Elizabeth looked surprised for a moment, but then kissed her right back.

We were already good to go, so we headed out. There was no way Bermuda was going to be left behind, so I took him along in the backpack. The Grand Circle was outside in an area I’d never been to before. We went out the back of House Atayk, down a path for about half a mile, and then arrived at a flat meadow.

In the center was a small stone platform about three feet tall. Around that was a six-foot radius of grass, and then a circle of large flat stones. That was followed by an even bigger gap of grass, followed by another circle of stones. There were five concentric circles of stone in total, with the last one being pretty big. The whole thing should be able to easily hold a couple thousand mages.

Right now, though, the meadow was filled up with centaurs. My god senses kicked in, and the meadow lit up in magical lights. Mr. Gruff and the Council members were here, as were all the naturals and mages I’d met last night. I felt instantly connected and happy. These were my peeps!

‘I’m not sure it’s a good idea to call it your God Senses,’ my Analytical Side spoke up. ‘You might get used to thinking that terminology, and then actually say it out loud one day and spill the beans. If you’re around the wrong people when that happens, it could really suck.’

‘You’re right,’ I said thoughtfully. ‘How about I borrow something that’s similar? Like My spidey sense is tingling?’

‘I’m pretty sure that’s copyrighted,’ my Analytical Side said in his best disapproving British voice. ‘Do you really want them to send Thor after you?’

I thought of Chris Hemsworth.

I thought of him yelling at me for copyright infringement, and then somehow we were naked and all up in each other's business.

Oh yes, please! Send Thor in to punish me. I’ve been a bad, bad boy.

My Analytical Side gave a huff and rolled his eyes.

‘Good god gurl, get a grip!’ he snapped. ‘Keep it in your pants and come up with something else.’

‘How about calling it my divinity senses?’

‘Now you just sound like an old monk.’

‘I felt the spirit move me,’ I said mystically.

‘You’re going to get smacked down by a real God,’ my Analytical Side noted.

‘Core caress?’

‘Nope.’

‘Magical fondling?’

‘Hell no!’

‘Titillating tickle?’

‘No.’

‘Remote touch?’

‘Nope––Oh wait. That’s not bad.’ My Analytical Side thought it over. ‘It’s your remote senses, and it starts with a touch. Sure, go with that until something better comes along.’

Okay then...

I scanned the field with my remote touch and recognized a lot of the centaurs from the party last night. I saw a House mage working with a smaller group of centaurs off to the side, and that’s where Elizabeth took us.

As we moved closer, I could hear the mage trying to explain to the centaurs how to move magic and be part of a circle. Her voice tried to sound soothing, but I sensed an underlying layer of frustration.

“Everyone, do your best to touch your mystical haze. It should feel like smoke, or a dense fog. For now, just try to sense your power. If you can’t sense it, you can’t use it. And we need to actually move that power today, if possible. Please don’t get discouraged. This normally takes weeks of practice before you can reliably sense your magic.”

Elizabeth waved her hand, and the teacher saw us.

“For now, just continue to work on your mystical haze. I’ll be back in a moment.”

She broke away from the group and came over to us. Once she got close, Elizabeth introduced us.

“Sandy and Jason, I’d like to introduce you to Susan Haydari of House Atayk. She works in the convalescence wing for new mages. She helps them access their powers and gain a measure of control. Susan, you already know of them, but this is Sandy Felton and Jason Cole of House Louisville.”

We bowed in greeting to each other. Susan was a striking woman with full lips and large, expressive eyes. We chatted about our fights for a minute, and I got the sense that she was normally a patient person and a wonderful individual to have a conversation with. Right now, though, she seemed quite frustrated and at her limit.

“So, how is the training going?” I asked.

“It’s going about as well as can be expected,” she replied. “Which is to say, it’s not happening at all.”

She took a deep breath––trying to center herself.

“I feel like I’ve been handed an impossible task. No––I know I’ve been handed an impossible task. I’ve been told to get these new supernaturals ready for a Grand Circle in a few hours, but they aren’t even a week old! That is just insane.”

She took another deep breath. I didn’t think they were helping.

“Normally, mages spend months learning how to access their magic reliably. Then they learn their first spell and practice that over and over until they finally get a feel for spell casting. Then they learn the theory of circling, and finally they are allowed to be part of a circle. Even then, they are usually the only new participant and are closely supervised. This process usually takes a year of guided training for one mage. I have a couple hours for over sixty mages. It just isn’t possible.”

She looked like she was ready to cry, and Sandy closed the distance between them, giving her a big hug. She seemed surprised, but then she gave Sandy a fierce hug back. I smiled internally. Annabeth had been such a good influence on us. She was the world’s best hugger, and she’d trained us to give a supportive squeeze without a second thought.

“Thank you,” Susan said. “I needed that.”

She drew herself up fiercely, like she was trying to find the courage to go into battle again.

“I can see why the Grand Matron thought this was a good idea. Being part of a Grand Circle is life changing. Feeling the torrent of power and being bonded to that many mages feels like you’re part of the universe. It affirms your power, your humanity, your place in the world. It is a rush like no other. The Centaur Nation is just now discovering their magic, and they have a huge crop of supernaturals that are leaving to begin their training. Sending them off with such a profound experience like this would be a wonderful start to their magical journey.

“On the other hand, if they totally don’t know what they are doing, then that much magic would be scary as hell. They might completely disrupt the flow of the circle, and the whole thing could become a ten chariot pileup. Instead of a smooth flow, we’ll just have wisps of magic going everywhere. Or worst of all, no magic going anywhere at all. It would undermine their confidence and be a total embarrassment.

“Of course, it won’t destroy the Grand Circle overall, as their participation is really ceremonial. The mages from the Gathering will be in the inner rings, and they will do all the work. It’s just that I want the centaurs' first experience with magic to be the best it can possibly be.”

Her heart was certainly in the right place. I wanted this to be a good experience for the centaurs too.

She focused on me and seemed to realize who she was talking to.

“Oh dear, Jason, I’m so sorry. I’d forgotten for a moment just how young you are. I’m sure you haven’t been part of a circle either. I didn’t mean to present your participation as an impossible task. You are welcome to join our group, and we’ll do the best we can. You seem to be a special mage, so maybe you can pick this up quickly.”

She gave me a hopeful smile and tried to look supportive.

“Don’t worry about me.” I waved a hand dismissively. “I’ve been part of a circle three times already.”

“Oh,” Susan sounded surprised.

“Of course, the first couple times I felt like I’d been electrocuted, and I couldn’t stand up afterwards,” I gave Sandy the hairy eyeball. I knew she’d thrown me into the deep end, but I hadn’t known just how deep it had been. “But by the third time I had the hang of it, and the circle went pretty smoothly.”

“Oh,” Susan said again, but this time it sounded more like a polite “What the hell?! You poor thing!”

Sandy just stared off into the distance and tried to look innocent.

Susan looked back and forth between us for a moment and then decided to be tactful.

“Well, it sounds like everything turned out okay in the end. So all's well that ends well. I’m not sure I want that experience for these mages, though. I would prefer they didn’t feel like they were being electrocuted. Even being embarrassed or failing entirely would be better than that.

“Still, you are welcome to join in the training. Maybe you can help some of them feel their magic and even move it a little. At this point, I’ll take any help I can get.”

“I’ll see what I can do,” I replied. “A few of them have already done some amazing work with glass, so I know their power is already settled in and easy to access.”

“Really?” Susan sounded disbelieving, so I gave her a quick rundown of NLl making a jacket and GMm making a basket.

“I find that very hard to believe,” Susan said. “Not that I’m saying it didn’t happen as you said you saw it yourself, but that should be impossible for a brand new mage. I’ve seen nothing in these mages’ performances so far that would indicate they are that capable.”

She looked at me like I had to be fibbing. Or at least stretching the truth a lot.

“I’ve seen four of them do it now,” I said. “So I’m pretty sure this batch of supernaturals are very special. Only one of them was a mage, too. The others were naturals.”

“Now that is impossible,” Susan snapped. She glared at me like I was pulling her leg, and she didn’t have any patience for this right now.

I looked over at the centaurs she’d been working with and realized something.

“Is that why you were only trying to train the mages?” I asked.

Both Susan and Elizabeth looked at me like I had two heads for asking such a thing.

“Of course,” Susan replied. “Only mages can be part of a circle. It’s just not possible for naturals to move magic like that.”

“I think you will find that centaurs are different,” I told them. “Or at least, this group of centaurs is. I urge you to not give up on them. They have massive potential, and they might surprise you.

“Since you are already working with the mages, do you mind if I work with the naturals? I have some ideas on how to get them started.”

I could actually see the moment when Susan wrote me off as soft in the head. I’d just offered to get out of her hair, though, and she seized the chance to have me practice my crazy somewhere else. She told me I was welcome to train the naturals as much as I wanted, as long as it didn’t interfere with what she was doing.

She went back to the mages, and I moved to an open spot and started calling to the naturals. I could feel all their magic colors, so I just pinged them, and they came running. I called CLl, MMm, and GMm, of course, as well as another twenty naturals that seemed like they would be easy to work with.

I also pinged the Captain. She wasn’t a natural, but she was a born organizer. Once we figured out what we were doing, we’d need her help to roll out instructions to the rest of the naturals.

“You told me that you thought naturals could be part of a charging circle,” I said to Sandy. “Well, today is your day to prove it to everyone.”

“This is so exciting,” Sandy replied, her eyes shining. “I know it works with John, but making it happen with this many naturals will be just insane. I love it!

“This is your show, though,” she continued. “I’ll back you up however you need me to.”

“Are you sure?” I asked. “You’re the Head of House and the real mage here. You have way more experience than I do at doing this sort of thing.”

“Yes, I’m sure,” she said firmly. “I can see you have a vision of what you want, and I’ve seen you work miracles before. After all, it was your idea to use Penny in our final circle, and that’s how we filled the supercharged charms we have now. Plus, you’re honrado to every centaur here and already have a special bond with them. They believe in you like no one else. So if you say they can move magic, then they will make it happen.”

The centaurs quickly arrived, and once we got through our hugs and llama kiss greetings, I explained to them what a charging circle was and how it worked. They thought that sounded pretty simple, so we all joined hands and made a wide circle.

“Sandy, if you would be so kind as to start us off,” I told her. “Go for a flow that is strong enough to feel, but isn’t too powerful.”

She nodded and kicked it off. Soon, I felt a pleasant flow of magic entering my right hand and exiting my left.

Our circle was large enough and interesting enough that we started attracting a lot of attention. Fortunately, the Captain and her guard took over and let everyone know they could watch, but couldn’t interfere. I gave her a grateful smile, and she grinned back. I think she enjoyed telling people what to do.

“Can everyone feel that?” I asked loudly and received lots of nods. I was pretty sure they could, because my god senses had felt their magic lighting up.

‘Remote Touch!’ my Analytical Side snapped.

‘Oh. Right. Sorry,’ I sighed. God sense was such a better description.

“Okay,” I yelled, “now I want everyone to try increasing the flow. Pull the magic from your right and push it out to your left.”

The beautiful flow of magic turned into a very choppy stream. Some centaurs were pulling. Some pushed. Some pushed and pulled the wrong way. Some lost the feeling entirely, and the magic had to flow around them.

“Okay, stop,” I yelled again. It took a moment for everything to settle down. Then we broke the circle, and I had everyone shake their arms to reset their magic feeling.

“That was fantastic,” I said encouragingly. “I know for many of you, this is your first time actually feeling the power you have. I hope it was exciting and wonderful!”

I got lots of enthusiastic nods and smiles.

“Now, everyone did a great job helping the flow, but it wasn’t synchronized. It was like everyone was trying to march together, but there wasn’t any music. Because of that, the magic became choppy. Did everyone feel how the magic changed?”

Again, I got a lot of nods.

“Does anyone have any suggestions about how we can stay together? You guys are fantastic dancers. Is there a way you keep in sync with each other?”

“I know!” GMm burst out. Then she realized she’d probably spoken out of turn and raised her hand.

“Yes?” I laughed and called on her. I guess raising your hand to speak was universal in any culture.

“Hickory Dickory Clop!” she said triumphantly, and instantly all the centaurs nodded in agreement. “Everyone knows how to do that. It’s what we learned when we were a cria. It helps us learn rhythm and coordination so we can grow up big and run strong.”

“Show me,” I asked, and all the naturals started doing it at once.

“Hickory dickory clop

“The mouse ran up the mop

“The mop fell down

“And broke his crown

“Hickory dickory clop”

While they were singing, the centaurs were doing a simple dance. They tapped their feet on one side until they hit the end of the line, and then they did a double step. The next line, they switched over to the other side. The best thing was, they all knew it and did it in perfect time.

“I think that will work well,” I said. “When you’re tapping on the right, let the magic flow in from the right. When you’re tapping on the left, let the magic flow out on the left.”

Everyone indicated they understood, and we started again. Sandy started the magic flowing, and it flowed smooth and easy. Then we started Hickory Dickory Clopping––without trying to actually move the magic, and everything continued to go smoothly. If anything, the magic flowed even better. It was like being in motion helped their magic move easier.

When we added the push and pull, it went much better than the first try, but still there was a little choppiness. Some of them were still doing it backwards, and that caused ripples in an otherwise lovely stream.

We stopped and started a few more times, and every time the flow became a little better. It also helped that our spectators were having a blast singing the nursery rhyme and clopping along with us.

I could feel an idea brewing, though. This whole way of circling was set up for mages. For human mages. It was all about how their magic worked. But these were naturals. And they were centaurs. There was a better way. I just knew it.

‘Running!’ My Analytical Side just about popped in excitement. ‘Run. Run. Run. Running! Eureka!’

‘Huh?’ I didn’t get it yet.

‘What do centaurs do best?’ he exclaimed in his best British Bake Off voice. ‘They run!’

He quickly explained his idea to me, and it was genius. Just genius.

‘Eureka?’ he asked.

‘I’m not sure it’s quite as big a discovery as our shields,’ I said thoughtfully.

‘But this is going to affect a lot more people,’ he replied.

‘So true. Eureka it is!’

We threw off our clothes and ran naked through ancient streets screaming ‘Eureka! Eureka!’ My imaginary street people looked at us like we were crazy, but we didn’t care. We were having a Eureka moment.

“Jason?” Sandy gave me a shake. “Are you in there?”

“What? Oh yes. I’m good,” I replied.

“I know that look,” Sandy smiled. “You have another idea.”

“You better believe it!”

I switched my attention to the waiting centaurs.

“Okay. We are going to try it again, but this time we’re going to try it a different way. You all are naturals, which means your magic is expressed through your bodies. What we are going to do now is include more of your physical selves.

“What we were doing before was fine, but it only used the magic in your arms and your chest. The entire rest of your body was left out of the flow. So what I want you to do now is turn to your right and line up nose to tail in a big circle.”

That was accomplished pretty quickly.

“Okay, now I want you to put your hands on the rump of the centaur in front of you. You can give them a friendly pat if you want. But not too friendly.” That got a laugh.

“Now, this time I want you to feel the magic entering through your hands, moving up your arms, down your chest and stomach, through your llama side, and out your backsides to the centaur behind you. Got it?”

It was pretty simple, and everyone nodded that they had it. I now turned to Sandy.

“We are going to do it differently, too. Instead of going hand to hand in a circle like we’ve done before, we’re going to put both hands on the rump in front of us, have the magic flow through both hands, down our body, and out our waist to the person behind us. Sound good?”

“Oh yes,” she replied. “This is going to be fun. I’m excited to be trying something new too, even though I’m a human.”

The way we turned, she was in front of me. So she put both hands on the centaur rump in front of her. I put my hands on her waist, and the centaur behind me put his hands on my waist. He had to bend down a bit to do it, but it was only for a little while. Hopefully, it wouldn’t be too uncomfortable for him.

Sandy fired up the circle, and the difference was immediately apparent. The improvement in the flow was huge. First of all, there was a lot more of it. Changing the path so it included more of the centaur’s body quadrupled the capacity. Secondly, nobody messed up the path of the flow. People could get their left and right mixed up, but nobody got their front and back confused. Our bodies are just built for that direction. After all, our basic energy source, food, goes into our mouth and plops out the back.

“Okay, everyone, I want you to make a mental note of how this feels. Be present to the magic and enjoy just how smoothly it moves through you.” I let the circle continue for a minute and then shut it down.

This circle had been so different and everyone wanted to remark on it, so I had them turn to their neighbor and discuss how they felt. I really did it so I could touch base with Sandy and see how she was doing.

“So, how was it?” I asked her.

“That was so different,” she said, her eyes shining. “I can’t believe something as simple as that felt so much better. Before, it felt like I had to push it. I felt like I was tugging on a rope with my right hand while pushing to close a door with my left hand. This way wasn’t like that at all. It felt smooth. It was so much more natural.

“This also gives me an idea for a circle when it’s just a few of us again. What if we laid on the ground and went hands to feet? Then magic would flow all the way through our bodies from head to toe. This could be a game changer!”

Sandy was practically bouncing with excitement. I think she wanted to grab a group of human mages and try that right now. I quickly reminded her that her idea would look horribly undignified, and I doubt any human mages here would want to try it. Also, I still had additional things I wanted to try with the centaurs.

“Okay everyone,” I yelled, “let’s circle up again. This last attempt was a smashing success. It was so good I want to keep going and try something else. Are you with me?”

They were very much with me. They were almost as excited as Sandy to see what they could do.

“Wonderful,” I told them. “I want to try including even more of your bodies, even if they aren’t in the direct path of the magical flow. I noticed that when we were doing the Hickory Dickory Clop before, it helped our flow. I don’t know if it was just because of the rhythm, or if it was because we were moving, but I’d like to try it again with our new configuration.”

“If I might butt in here,” the Captain interjected.

“Of course,” I replied. “What do you have in mind?”

Apparently, there was an upgraded version of the clopping we’d done before. It was designed to be a simple marching rhythm for when a group of centaurs needed to move together. It was perfect for the head-to-tail configuration we were using now.

We fired up the circle, and once again, it made a difference. Not as big as going nose to tail, but it still helped. The flow now had a beat. A pulse. It called me to prance. The magic started to feel alive.

I had everyone pay attention to the flow and memorize the feeling again. Then I called a halt. It was time for the last piece of the puzzle.

“Thank you, everyone, for your participation so far. I think everyone now has the feeling of their magic and how it moves. Up to this point, Sandy has been starting the magic flow and keeping it going. She won’t always be with you, though, so for the next and final step, you are going to learn how to keep the magic flowing yourselves.”

I thought they might feel nervous about it. To me, this was a big step. They were changing from passive magic transfer to actively being part of the spinning of the circle. The looks I got back, though, were ones of excitement and confidence. Maybe I was overthinking this. It was probably best to just keep it simple.

“Moving magic is similar to something you do every day. It’s just like running. Except, instead of running with your body, you're running with your power. When you’re running with your body, you're flexing your muscles and it propels you forward. You can feel the wind flowing over you, just like you felt the magic earlier.

“We’re going to start again, and I’m going to have Sandy get the flow going. Then, she’s going to cut her power, and you guys are going to run with it––literally.” I laughed and only a few of them got it and laughed with me. It was probably a good thing I wasn’t trying to be a comedian.

We formed the circle and started clopping. Sandy got the power started, and soon we had a nice smooth flow going.

“Okay,” I yelled, “start running with magic.”

I thought we might have a rough start with only a few centaurs getting it and we’d have to try this a few times before we were successful.

Instead, almost all the centaurs picked it up the first time, and the flow took off fast. It was exhilarating! They were used to running full out, so they moved their magic the same way. The flow was swift and smooth. I felt like I was shooting down a never ending rollercoaster ride.

“Are you pushing at all?” I asked Sandy.

“Nope,” she said proudly. “This is all the centaurs. Aren’t they just amazing?”

She laughed with the sheer joy of it all. I let everyone run for a minute, and then I shut it down.

“Congratulations! You did it!” I yelled. Then I gave my best imitation of their warbling cry and jumped up and down. My little celebration caught on, and soon they were all hooting and prancing around. I totally enjoyed the moment, but all too soon, we had to get back to work again.

“You guys did amazing. Just amazing. You can feel your magic, and you have all the tools you need to perform your own charging circles. We still have work to do, so we gotta get going again. Let’s run the circle again, but this time I’m going to focus on the technique and tune it up as much as I can. After that, we’ll start adding new naturals into the mix until everyone is ready for the Grand Circle.

“For now, get back to your places.” The circle quickly reformed, but this time I stayed out of it.

“Sandy, start us off.” This time I didn’t give any additional prompts as the centaurs took over on their own. They immediately started the advanced Hickory Dickory Clopping, and in short order, they had kicked in their magic running and took over the spinning from Sandy.

I stayed in the middle of the circle and expanded my senses. I spent a moment with my magic sight, just monitoring the flow and looking for any ripples or disturbances. Once I was sure of what I saw, I extended my remote touch to feel how each of them was working with their power. They were all doing well, but some of them were doing very well. And one centaur, CLl, was doing exceptionally well. His flow was perfect, and the kick he was getting from his power was head and shoulders above everyone else.

I reached out and touched him, and I could tell immediately why he was so good. His sense of what was ‘right’ had kicked in. He’d organized his rhythm and flow, and now it was just perfect.

‘You thought you were going to be at a disadvantage,’ I laughed with him. ‘But look at you now! You’re doing the best out of everyone.’

‘It feels really nice,’ he imaged back. ‘It feels like when I clean a room and everything is where it is supposed to be. There’s a sense of satisfaction. Like all is well with the world. Moving magic this way feels like that.’

‘I think your organizational talents are going to translate very well to the magic world,’ I said proudly. ‘Now, do you mind if I borrow this feeling and teach it to the others?’

He quickly agreed, and I started moving around the circle and touching the other centaurs. I wasn’t doing a full exchange of emotions and ideas like last night. Instead, I just sent them the feeling of how CLl did it. How he was so smooth and organized. How he kicked the magic behind him so powerfully.

I overlaid his feelings over their own, and the improvements just happened. It was sort of like when I’d been able to actually feel how Tyler punched and moved. I wasn’t just seeing it and trying to imitate it. I’d actually felt it. And feeling how it should have been done had saved me years of inefficient practice.

Touching all the centaurs in the circle took very little time, but the improvement was significant. The magic practically flew, and it was so powerful I was starting to see it light up the air. The centaurs were not going to embarrass themselves now!

I stopped the circle and added in some new centaur naturals. They’d been watching us figure it out, and were excited to experience the circle for themselves. I added in one new natural beside every experienced natural and that doubled the size of our circle.

We spun up the circle a few times, and the new naturals quickly caught on. I was happy to see the experienced naturals helping any new naturals that didn’t pick it up easily. Then I got a fresh feeling from CLl and went around everyone again, imparting his experience and organization.

We doubled the size of the circle yet again, and now we were running out of room. So we took over one of the smaller stone rings in the middle and used that. I thought it would be harder to spin as we added more centaurs, but instead, it became easier. We doubled the number of participants again, and now we were up over a hundred and sixty naturals. The crazy thing was, there was still a lot more to add. How many supernatural centaurs were there?

I added in all the remaining naturals, and I lost track of how many centaurs we had in the circle now. It was over two hundred and fifty, for sure. I also became aware there were a bunch of naturals and mages present I hadn’t touched yet. How had that happened? I thought all the awakened centaurs had been at the ceremony last night.

I worked with the last of the touched naturals before I found out. Mr. Gruff and a few of the Council members had been waiting patiently to speak to me. I turned the circle over to Sandy for a moment and headed over to see what he needed.

“Greetings, honrado,” he rumbled. “I know your time is precious and the event of the Grand Circle is fast approaching, so I will be brief. Once word got around of how you blessed the centaurs at the ceremony last night, those that had not been tested at the Shrine became even more motivated to see if they would transition. The hope was that they could transition and receive your blessing while you were still here.

“We thought the line for the Shrine had been as fast and organized as possible. But the demand caused us to go even faster. They started running through the Shrine at full speed, and if it chose someone, the line didn’t stop. There was one point where we had five centaurs transitioning all at the same time. It got pretty wild, but now we’ve put almost our entire nation through the Shrine, and that is why there are so many new supernaturals here today.

“I’m here on behalf of the Council to request that you bless as many of the centaurs as possible. I know your kind words and encouragement would make a huge difference for them.”

“Of course I will!” I assured him. “I just need to get the mages trained and part of the circle, and then I’ll start on the new supernaturals. How many new ones are there?”

“We added 36 new mages and 107 new naturals last night,” he said proudly.

I gaped at him. That was a huge number for just one night. They must have poured through that Shrine.

“So how many are there total?”

“In total, we have 462 supernaturals––96 mages and 366 naturals.”

“Wow!” I exclaimed. “Just wow. That is awesome!”

“We are very proud,” he said. “I could say a lot more, but I promised to keep it short.”

“I better get to work then,” I said. I was being light-hearted and slightly joking, but Mr. Gruff nodded seriously.

“Before you go, I just wanted to assure you that we are taking care of all your packing,” Mrs. Gruff said. He gave her the look like ‘Don’t slow the boy down!’ and she just ignored him. Clearly, he was not the boss of her.

“Thank you so much,” I said sincerely. I hated packing. So if the centaurs wanted to pack all my stuff, then I was nothing but grateful.

“We understand your House will get a transfer room soon,” she continued. “We’ve boxed up all the clothes that NLl made for you and Sandy, and we will send them over as soon as the new room is ready.”

She paused, like she wasn’t sure if she should say something, but then she grinned and said it anyway.

“CLl was very concerned that you and Sandy would just try to stuff everything into your suitcases and jump up and down on them until you got them closed.”

Oh god. I’d completely forgotten about packing all our new outfits! Of course there wasn’t room for them in our luggage.

“I can see by your face that he had reason to worry,” she laughed. “Well, you can rest easy knowing it is taken care of.”

I thanked her again profusely and made a mental note to thank CLl too. Mr. Gruff was starting to fidget with restlessness, so I quickly said goodbye and headed over to Susan and the centaur mages.

They appeared to still be at the ‘sense your magic’ stage. Susan was still looking frustrated and yet trying to be supportive. There was no way they could have missed all the activity with our huge circle, and all the mage centaurs turned to me eagerly.

“We are ready to include the rest of you now,” I said simply. I was trying to be as diplomatic as possible, as I didn’t want to step on Susan’s toes. If we’d had time, I’m sure her normal training method would have worked just fine. We didn’t have time, though, and I couldn’t wait any longer.

Susan gave a big sigh.

“I see you’ve gotten all the naturals in a circle and gotten them dancing in time with each other. I’m sure that feels very good and is a wonderful team building exercise. It isn’t going to spin magic, though, and that is what is needed today.”

Do what?

Couldn’t she see the magic? They were moving so much of it that it practically shimmered in the air.

“Oh, we are spinning magic,” I replied. “It’s spinning fast, and the flow is very smooth. Why don’t you come and experience it for yourself?”

I saw disbelief and hope warring on her face. Hope won out.

“I would love to,” she said, and we all started moving towards the big circle.

“I’m sure you aren’t used to a circle,” she said, “so probably any magic will feel like a lot to you. Still, if you have gotten them working together to form even a basic conduit, it would be a miracle. That would be enough to make their participation in the Grand Circle possible, and that’s all I’m hoping for.”

I think she’d completely forgotten who she was talking to, but I just smiled and told her she’d have to wait and experience it for herself. Elizabeth was still here and walking over with us. She looked a lot more excited than skeptical.

The circle was used to adding new centaurs and getting them up and running quickly, so including sixty plus new supernaturals was easy. I kept Susan and Elizabeth out of the circle until the mages were comfortable and doing well. Then I let them join in.

Elizabeth quickly accepted the new way of standing and the idea of how the flow moved down her body. It helped that Sandy was running the circle and modeling the way for a human to participate. It totally threw Susan off, though. She was used to holding hands in the traditional way, and this new method of flow was not her cup of tea.

She got a sense of the power, though, as Sandy spun up the circle and all centaurs started Hickory Dickory Clopping. All that magic slammed into her and made her a believer pretty quickly. She was terrible for the circle, though. She was like a big boulder in the middle of a fast-flowing stream. She caused lots of ripples and threw the entire circle off.

Sandy stopped, let her exit, and then fired it up again. Elizabeth stayed with Sandy. She got the hang of it pretty quickly and seemed to love it.

“How was it?” I asked Susan.

She was blinking her eyes and shaking her head like she’d been sprayed in the face by a fire hose.

“That was very unexpected,” she said. “I’m not sure what to make of it all yet, but I do know they have flow. It’s a very unusual flow, but it’s flow.”

Then she gave me a confused smile.

“The great news is that the centaurs are going to do just wonderful. They won’t be embarrassed at all. If anything, they are going to be the talk of the Gathering. I don’t have to understand it as it’s the results that matter. And they have certainly found something that works for them.”

I agreed and left her there, still trying to wrap her mind around what was happening. Some people are just not good with change, and that was okay, too. She struck me as a very patient person, and that’s probably why she’d found her calling helping new supernaturals. I’m sure normal supernaturals going through a regular Waker Moment require a lot of patience.

Mr. Gruff had the new supernaturals organized in a line, ready for me to start ‘blessing’ them. I was afraid my emotional touch would only work with the right combination of elements that had been present last evening. I projected confidence, though, and touched the first natural in line.

I needn’t have worried as we connected right away. He was young and full of the joy of life. He became so excited and full of wonder that he passed out for a moment, and the Captain had to jump in and catch him. I let her handle it as I was already on to the next centaur.

Just like before, I was only a few centaurs into the line before my magic started sparkling again. Penny was still full, so I dumped the extra magic into both of my Marks. Once again, they could only hold so much, so I pushed what I could to Bermuda. With a start, I realized I still had Bermuda on my back. I’d gotten so used to carrying him around, I didn’t really notice it anymore. Bermuda loved to be chauffeured, so he was totally fine with the arrangement. He took quite a bit of the magic, and then growled and gave me a nip on the ear, telling me he was done.

There wasn’t anything else to do, so I sent all the rest of the magic to Eggy. He was in a completely different place, so it wasn’t easy, but I kept pushing it.

Once again, I was an emotional mess. I ranged between happy and sad, calm and angry. I cried, hugged, and kissed. I blamed my emotional state for missing the most obvious thing of all.

‘If only there was something you needed magic for,’ my Analytical Side lamented. ‘It would be so much easier, and time is of the essence. You are such a wonderful chap. So brave and good-hearted. And sometimes so very stupid.’

‘I know what you mean,’ I lamented back. Then I pulled him in for a heartfelt hug. ‘I don’t tell you this anywhere near enough, but you are a right good chap. You’re me. But you're the best thinking part of me. I love you, man.’

I cried on his shoulder for a bit, and he handed me a tissue.

‘See what I mean?’ I waved the soggy tissue at him. ‘You’re the best. Just the best.’

He sighed in sorrow and turned red. Completely red. He tried to say something else, but I was lost in feeling again. A few centaurs later, he tried again.

I went to hug him, but he held up his hands.

‘What am I doing?’ he asked. He sounded angry this time.

‘What are you doing?’ I snapped back. ‘You’re pushing me away. You can’t do that.’

He slapped me.

‘Stop that!’ I was getting angry now.

‘If only there was a way to shield yourself!’ he roared back, turning all red again.

He was an asshole, so I shut him out. He kept hollering something, but I just ignored him.

A few minutes later, he tried again.

This time, he gave me the ‘come hither’ look and slowly took off his clothes.

‘Oh baby,’ I said in a husky voice. ‘You know what they say. If you can’t love yourself, how the hell you gonna love somebody else?’

He dropped his pants, and a blurry hexagonal shape covered the naughty bits. What the heck? Why was I censoring myself?

Why was it hexagon-shaped?

Why was it red?

...

Red! My shield!

OMG––duh!

How the heck had I missed that? I was swimming in magic. This was the perfect time to make the rest of what I needed. Well, it wasn’t a perfect time as I was deep in my feels. But if Red and his team could duplicate it out on their own, then I was set.

‘Red!’ I called.

‘Right here, boss,’ he said cheerfully. ‘Whatcha need?’

‘I got power,’ I said happily. ‘Lots and lots of power. But I’m not in a good space to make soul creations. It’s such a shame, really. So sad.’

‘You do seem a bit wobbly,’ Red agreed. ‘Want us to finish building the rest of your shield for you?’

‘Oh yes!’ I gushed thankfully. ‘The force rune isn’t ready yet, but we can add that later. I would be ever so grateful. Like seriously. So grateful.’

I would have hugged him if I could. And maybe cried on his hexagonal shoulder a bit.

Instead, I sent my extra power to him. I sent a lot of power to him. No wonder I was feeling emotional. I’d thought I was pushing everything to Eggy, but I’d been holding on to more than I’d realized.

At some point, everything came back into focus again, and I realized just how emotional I’d been. It’s like I’d been really drunk and hadn’t realized it.

‘Thank you,’ I told my Analytical Side.

‘Don’t mention it,’ he said as he got dressed again. ‘It’s only my dignity. I’m supposed to be your thinking side. And here I am, porning myself out just to get a simple idea through your thick skull.’

‘Sorry about that,’ I cringed.

‘I should have known I would have to speak to the little head to get your attention,’ he sighed. ‘I’d like to think I am the higher center of learning. The one that reasons, appreciates the heavens, understands a well-written sonnet, and unravels the mysteries of magic. And yet, somehow, I’m lower than a pair of balls.’

‘I really do appreciate you,’ I said placatingly. ‘You’ve saved me many times, and you really are all those lovely things you mentioned.’

He sniffed disdainfully, finished getting dressed, and turned to go.

‘We will never speak of this again.’

‘Agreed,’ I said quickly. Then I mimed zipping my lips and throwing away the key.

He gave me one last hairy eyeball, then he turned and walked away with as much dignity as he could muster.

I really needed to be careful with this new god-touching-emotional-magic thing I had going on. I was in a safe place with good centaurs, so I wasn’t that worried, but that might change in the future. If I touched someone truly malicious, how would that affect me? Would I go all serial killer? For that matter, how did I know that what I was doing right now wasn’t changing me on some sort of level?

That was a scary thought.

I was sharing a great deal of who I was with each centaur I touched. I guess it was like meeting new people and becoming friends. That changed you a bit. By the time I was done, I was going to have almost five hundred new friends. That was a lot.

I was committed now, so I was going to finish out this batch of centaurs. The potential for something to go wrong was higher than I liked, so I made a mental note to treat this process with more respect and caution in the future. In the meantime, I still had a line to get through.

Red and his team grew the heck out of my shield. It was so neat seeing all the colored hexagons grow up my arms, cover my chest, and start growing down my body. I still sent power to Eggy as I tried to gauge just how many centaurs I had left to go.

In the end, I didn’t quite time it right, as the hexagons duplicated all over me and covered every square inch of my body. It was strange when they grew over my face and covered my eyes. For a moment, I was effectively blind again. I quickly asked the hexagons over my eyes to turn invisible to me, and that seemed to work out well.

That also made me realize I needed to be sure I could breathe! If they cut off my airflow, I’d pass out and die right here. Nobody could see my creations, so nobody would know what was wrong and how to help me. Fortunately, everything was fine, and I could breathe and hear very well. I also made a mental note to make sure Number 1 and Number 2 still functioned okay the next time I went to the bathroom. The last thing I wanted was a bad case of backsplash.

The hex network finished growing everywhere, even the bottoms of my feet, and I still had two centaurs left to go. I took a longer break between them and spent the time pushing magic to Eggy. Thank goodness he was still a viable outlet. I did not want to go back to being a teenage drama queen again.

Once I finished, we were only about fifty minutes away from the start of the big event. Finally, all four hundred and sixty-two centaurs were ready to be part of the Grand Circle. I spent the next twenty minutes running around the circle, imprinting CLl’s nearly perfect magic flow on all the new centaurs. I also touched up any of the other centaurs that still had problems.

At that point, we took a small break. The mages from the Gathering were going to show up soon, and I wanted to keep just how good they were as a surprise. Sandy and I hung out with CLl, NLl, MMm, and GMm, and it was so nice to be together again. We’d already said our goodbyes last night, so this was bonus time. I loved every minute.

The mages from the Gathering started showing up, and it felt like no time at all before it was time to start. All the centaurs received curious looks from the mages, but once they found out what was going on, most of them offered congratulations and lots of advice.

It seemed like the general consensus was that the mages were excited and happy for them, but also nervous that this would be too much and blow them out of the water. Nobody wanted to go against the Grand Matron, but most of them weren’t sure this was a good idea.

At exactly twelve o’clock noon, the Grand Matron appeared, walking down the path to the circle. The mages started clapping, and all the centaurs joined in. I felt bubbles of excitement. The big event was starting.

The Grand Matron didn’t speak. Instead, she gave everyone a serene smile as she calmly walked through all the mages, across the circles, and onto the stone platform in the center. She turned to regard us and unleashed her magic just a bit. It was nice, because this time I didn’t feel like it was hard to breathe. Instead, I felt the tingle of magic in the air, like I was a kid and it was Christmas morning.

“In ancient times, each mage was a nation unto themselves. Living on their own power. Rising and falling according to their own abilities.” Her words rippled out, flowing over us like a benediction.

“We were singular, until we discovered the circle. Then we were plural. We became a brotherhood, able to pull power from the air to defend ourselves. We became a sisterhood, supporting and nourishing our tribe.

“We look to our sisters and brothers as we form the circle today and affirm our support for each other. We affirm who we are and our place in this world.

“Today, we join together in the Grand Circle to become a lodestone as we gather and handle the very powers of creation. Today, our powers are magnified. Today, we reap a harvest that will sustain those in need.

“Who will join me? Who will celebrate their heritage? Who will join me in this Grand Circle?”

“I will join you,” the mages chanted back, and I quickly echoed them. This whole thing was clearly a familiar ritual to most of them.

“Then let the first circle be joined!” the Grand Matron called, and some of the mages stepped forward and moved onto the first stone ring. I didn’t know most of them, but Seful was easy to recognize. When had he gotten here?

I looked around and realized the Lagerel hadn’t come up the path. Instead, they’d walked in from the field surrounding the circles. No wonder I’d missed them.

Once everyone was in place, the Grand Matron spoke again.

“The first circle is complete. Now let the second circle be joined!”

This circle was much bigger, and I recognized many of the mages as Heads of their Houses. Aamya and Balaji were both part of this circle, as were most of the Lagerel. If the circles were a pecking order of power, the Lagerel had a lot of heavy hitters. No wonder Seful had been surprised when we’d taken their hedges apart.

“The first and second circles are complete. Now let the third circle be joined!”

The only person I recognized in this circle was the Craftsman from the tournament. I think I recognized a few others from the discussions, but I wouldn’t swear to it.

“The first, second, and third circles are complete. Now let the fourth circle be joined!”

I gave Susan a questioning look. Was this us? She shook her head.

The fourth circle was bigger than it looked and held all the rest of the mages from the Gathering.

“Today, my fellow mages, we have a wonderful treat. Those which had been lost have been found. Those that wandered have returned home. Those that were mundane have seen creation’s light.

“Today, the Centaur Nation celebrates the Grand Circle with us for the first time. Let us make them welcome!”

All the mages in the first circles turned towards the centaurs and started clapping.

“Behold, NLl, First Mage of the Centaur Nation!” The Grand Matron’s voice was booming now.

NLl stepped forward gracefully, bowed, and started leading her mages down the right side of the fifth circle. The mages of the Gathering went wild. They cheered, stamped their feet, and shot bursts of light into the sky. They were really making the centaur llamas feel welcome and supported, and I felt so touched. Victor was clearly an anomaly. The House Mages were good people.

“Behold, CLl, First Natural of the Centaur Nation!”

The cheering faltered for a moment. What was a natural doing here? Then it became even louder as CLl stepped forward, bowed, and led his naturals down on the left side of the fifth circle.

There were a lot of surprised looks, but overall they seemed to be excited and just going with it.

Sandy made to move forward, but Susan shook her head and motioned for us to wait a moment. NLl and CLl marched around the circle, met at the back and kept going. They continued to lead their groups until they’d done a complete circle and were right back at the front with us again. The neat thing was, all the centaurs behind them now filled the fifth circle perfectly. I would never have thought about doing the cross over thing, but it organized the centaurs so nicely.

It also left a gap at the very front between them, and Susan finally nodded at us to step forward and fill it. Sandy was beside NLl, and I was now beside CLl. This was perfect!

I gave both of them a huge smile, and then all the centaurs faced the inner circle and gave them a deep bow. The inner mages bowed back, and the noise died down a lot.

“The first, second, third, fourth, and now fifth circles are complete,” the Grand Matron boomed. “The Grand Circle is assembled. We are ready to begin. Fifth circle, spin us up!”

The inner mages got quiet, and I saw lots of concerned looks. Could we really do this?

“Centaurs, to the right!” NLl called. She sounded small after all the cheers, but she was loud enough to be heard. All the centaurs smartly turned to the right, so they were now nose to tail with their neighbors. The inner mages started murmuring in surprise. What the heck were they doing?

“Centaurs, complete the circle!” NLl called. All the centaurs put their hands on the rump in front of them. Sandy and I were different, of course, but we still followed along and completed the circle.

“Centaurs, Hickory Dickory Clop!” All the centaurs started clopping in time to their marching rhyme. The sound of the centaurs clopping on stone was just awesome, and the magic started flowing even before Sandy officially spun us up.

I was afraid the centaurs would get nervous now because this was the big moment and the flow wouldn’t be as good as when we’d practiced. Instead, the audience and the majesty of the moment made them even better. The flow was faster and more powerful than ever before.

Someone in the inner circle started applauding, and soon all the mages were clapping and shouting and exclaiming in excitement. The magic we were spinning was so good I could physically see it. It looked like one of those fantasy movies where the horses are running towards the sunset and the light streams along their coats as the music swells.

I loved it. I loved the speed of the magic flowing through me. I loved the connection I had to all the centaurs in the circle. I loved the way my magic sparkled and raced with the centaur llamas.

I didn’t have four feet, and I wasn’t running through the plains, but for a moment I felt the joy and freedom of what that would feel like.

“Fourth circle, spin up,” the Grand Matron called. The inner mages quickly got into position and started spinning as well. They obviously had a lot more power in their circle than we had in ours, but I was happy to note that their magic wasn’t as fast and it certainly wasn’t as smooth. Some of those fourth circle mages were terrible. They were like magic boulders, stopping the magic and forcing it to go around.

“Third circle, spin up,” the Grand Matron called. I felt it when they kicked into gear. There weren’t any stickers in their circle, and the power was intense.

“Second circle, spin up,” the Grand Matron called, and I realized I didn’t know what intense was. Wow.

“First circle, spin up,” the Grand Matron called, and it was like the sun rose. Seful and those of his level let loose, and I was in awe. The Grand Matron was right. This was life affirming.

Then the Grand Matron kicked in. Her role was to join all the circles and harvest the power, and suddenly I was connected to everyone there. It was like I was part of a heavenly choir. We all knew our parts, and we were all singing in perfect harmony. Our audience was the world, and we were sending light and life into the universe.

If I hadn’t already touched and connected deeply with every supernatural centaur present, I would have said it was the most connected I’d felt in my whole life. This Grand Circle was the ultimate self-expression of who I was and how I felt about the world. I felt like I was sitting beside a cosmic campfire, wrapped in a warm cosmic blanket, drinking cosmic hot chocolate, and hanging out with my cool cosmic friends.

There were just no words to truly describe it. It was everything I hoped it would be, and more. I didn’t know how long I stayed there, spinning magic, but it felt like hours and hours.

In the middle of all this power and spinning and awesomeness, I felt Bermuda. He wasn’t leaving me, and he was still in my backpack. I got a sense from him that he was entertained by all this. He liked the feeling of all that power flowing over his fur, although he could not care less about being connected to that many people. Being in touch with too many mages got in the way of a good nap. The best part for him seemed to be the running. He really liked the kick and feelings the centaurs were putting out.

Running was good. Running was fun. Everyone should run. Party time!

Finally, he lost interest in it all and closed his eyes. In the middle of this incredible power and connecting experience, Bermuda snuggled down and took a nap.

Eventually, the Grand Matron called for the end, and she shut it down in reverse order. Seful and his circle stopped first, and the centaurs stopped last.

There was laughter and tears and hugs all around. I hugged Sandy and CLl and NLl and several of the centaurs and a bunch of mages I didn’t know. It didn’t matter that I didn’t know them. We’d done a Grand Circle together, and that was enough.

I was a little shocked, but the Grand Matron opened a portal and all the supernatural centaurs left right away. We’d already said our goodbyes, but still, I wasn’t ready.

We said goodbye to all the Lagerel. We touched branches, and I even hugged a few of them that would let me. That was just a little too much touching for most of them. The Dragonfly and Bermuda said goodbye to each other, and we all promised to keep in touch. Apparently, emotional goodbyes were a human thing, not a tree thing, so it wasn’t long before Seful wished us the best and led his dumbrava away into the field.

Pixie Girl and Susan had already left, so we walked back to Atayk with House Hyderabad. Aamya and Balaji had been to many of these, so they were used to the Grand Circle and saying goodbye afterwards. We got lots of hugs, promises to keep in touch, and then they were gone too.

Soon it was just Sandy, me, and Bermuda in our suite. Our luggage was already packed. The food cart had been put away. The beds were made, and everything was already cleaned and ready for the next guests.

“It’s time to go,” Sandy said gently. I realized I’d been holding her hand for a few minutes, just looking around one last time.

I nodded in agreement, took a deep breath, and let it out.

I had no idea these few days would be so action packed or so meaningful.

I’d remade my matrix, made my first Belchers, made my new Surfers, almost died a few times, fought in the arena a couple times, won a crap ton of pearls, lifted a curse, and made some wonderful new friends. Wow.

That was enough. It was time to go home.

We gathered up our luggage and left the suite. We went past the amazing underwater decor one last time and took the Manful Staircase to the main lobby. We went out the huge doors, down the sweeping staircase, and back through the garden. The fair had packed up and left, so we walked down the main procession just like when we’d arrived. I didn’t recognize any of the helpers at the gazebo, but the mages were heading home a lot faster than they’d arrived. It wasn’t long before it was our turn, and the gateway home sprang into existence.

I turned and looked one last time at House Atayk. She really was beautiful. And all the volunteers had been right––the first Gathering was magical. It was something I would never forget. I took another mental snapshot and stored it in my heart.

Then I reached over my shoulder and gave Bermuda’s head a rub. He was still with me, sitting in his backpack like always. I know he could make it home on his own, but I was very glad he was here with me now. He licked my ear to let me know he was doing well.

Sandy gave me a smile, grabbed the handle of her suitcase, and stepped through first. I took a deep breath, grabbed my suitcase, and followed her.


33 Epilogue

The first person I saw was Annabeth, and I felt something inside me relax and sing for joy. I was home!

Annabeth was my Little Miss Sunshine––the person who sat by my side most of the time while I recovered from my Waker Moment. She’d sat with me again after I was pummeled by Isobel, and we’d really become best friends when Sandy and John had played Sleeping Beauty and the Cave of Wonders. Her cheerful optimism was the foundation of our crew, and I was so glad to see her again.

I dropped my luggage and picked her up in a big hug. She laughed and gave me a classic Annabeth squeeze right back. I put her down and took a good look at her.

“Damn, gurl! You are packing some muscle,” I told her playfully. And she really was, too. When I’d first seen her, she’d been a little round grandma. She was still little, but she wasn’t so round anymore. All those hours of training at the beach were starting to show. Her hugs still had all their classic warmth, but now they had some real power, too.

John was next. This time, it was my turn to get swept up as he hoisted me into the air and gave me a proper mountain troll squeeze. I’m sure I looked like one of those hamsters when you hold them too hard and their eyes bug out.

“My brother from another mother!” he exclaimed, squeezing me again.

I felt my ribs creak. When he finally put me down, I was seeing stars. John was all man, and sometimes he forgot his own strength.

My magical sight had already spotted him behind John as soon as I stepped into the room, so once I got my breath back, I turned to Tyler.

My Tyler.

My boyfriend.

My heart was suddenly so full I thought it would explode.

My eyes drank in his smooth brown skin, his warm chocolate eyes, his wicked smile. It almost didn’t seem real. This moment was finally here. He was real. I was real. And we were together again. It was only a week, but it felt like a lifetime since I'd last seen him.

I cried as I crossed the distance between us. I probably looked like someone in a RomCom movie, but I didn’t care. I kissed him, and his lips were real. I wrapped myself around him, and his warmth was real. His muscles were somehow both hard and soft at the same time.

I tasted him. Ran my fingers through his hair. Felt his touch on my body.

Oh god! I was in heaven.

I didn’t know how long it was, but I finally became aware there were other people in the room. It was long enough for Sandy to have put her luggage aside and make herself a cup of coffee.

“We’ll pick this up later,” Tyler whispered, and then we made some coffee for ourselves and joined the group.

For the next few hours, we just sat and told stories about the Gathering. So much had happened, and there was so much to tell. Sandy still didn’t have her pantry stocked back to normal levels yet, so Annabeth made us all sandwiches. I loved mine, but it drove home the fact that we were back to normal living again. No longer would there be carts that just appeared loaded with all kinds of exotic foods.

The only thing of real excitement that had happened with the home crew was suddenly getting the Mark of the Deep Earth. That had been a shock. Other than that, life had been quiet. Nobody had attacked the House, and they hadn’t found any rotten mages to take out. John was working on a new ring, and Annabeth had been training on the beach.

She was now a low student in punching, and her level was 27.8. I was completely shocked. I was level 10.3, and the last time we’d compared notes, she’d been 9.4. I hadn’t tested my punching with Sparkles in a while, but still––she was doing awesome.

She was also now a low student in the arena, and her level was 63. Mine was only 31. I jumped up and gave her a congratulatory hug, of course, and told her just how proud I was of her.

“So, how did you improve so quickly?” I asked. “You always were great at training, but that wouldn’t have given you a gain like that.”

“You’ll have to wait and see,” she said mysteriously.

“Ohhhhh! Looks like I wasn’t the only person who figured out how to do new things.” I said playfully.

“The Grand Matron did say that sonic mages were highly versatile,” Sandy pointed out.

“Yeah, but versatile doesn’t exactly mean powerful,” Annabeth replied.

“It does mean you can top and bottom, though,” I said playfully. Annabeth just looked confused as Tyler kicked my ankle.

Kidding aside, Annabeth’s progress made me eager to find out exactly what variation of the force rune I needed, add it to Red and his hex network, and then see what arena level I could get up to.

Sandy was ready to get settled in, so we decided to meet the following night for an official dinner. She was going to use some of the new stasis trays she’d bought at the fair and see how they worked out. Sandy loved to cook, so she didn’t need an excuse to go all culinary for us, but she had a good one anyway.

Tyler and I left Sandy’s place holding hands and trailing my luggage behind us. He mentioned that he had been staying at my place while I was gone and hoped that was okay. Apparently, he’d really missed me, and being around my stuff was the next best thing.

That was so sweet, I just melted. He was trying to tell me more, but I had so many feelings going through me I couldn’t focus. On one hand, my heart was deep in the feels. It wanted to hold his hand, listen to his voice, and burst into song.

On the other hand, my body wanted to smash with him in the worst way possible. I was trying to not come across as too much, but I was thirsty. Oh, so thirsty. Like seven days in the desert thirsty.

All that centaur sexual energy from last night rushed through me. I’d almost made it to my apartment when my need grew to biblical proportions. As the good book says, my loins were on fire.

I dropped the handle of my suitcase and turned to say something witty, but all that came out was a growl. Tyler’s eyes twinkled, like he knew exactly how hard it had been for me to even make it this far, and between one blink and the next, he was naked.

I picked up his beautiful, naked body and sprinted towards my door, growling the whole way. Forget biblical, I was going caveman.

I wanted to make it to the bed, but that didn’t happen. At least we made it to the bedroom. I wanted to save my clothes too, but that didn’t happen either. Somehow, they got ripped off and fell to the floor.

In the world of gay love, I’m a bottom. There’s nothing I love more than having my man working his magic on top of me. Sometimes, though, when the need is great enough, I turn into a powerful, demanding top. This was one of those times.

Tyler howled with joy as we hit the floor. I know he lived for moments like this with me. He liked my playful side, but my caveman side really turned him on as his body beneath me demonstrated to my utter glee.

We had no lube, though, and my brain wasn’t functioning at a high enough level to get any. I was too damn big to fit without lube, but I wasn't about to let him go. He wrapped his arms and legs around me as my hips ground our dicks together in the space between us. His lips nibbled my neck, and I just lost it. The stimulation was too much.

I clung to him and shook as my long, thick fireman laid down his milkshake. I was very aware that those analogies didn’t belong together, but I just didn’t care.

If I was a normal person, that would have lowered the temperature of our lovemaking by a lot. I’d have gotten soft for a while, and we’d have had a moment to recover. I wasn’t normal, though. I was a supernatural god, and I was still thirsty.

“Grrrrrumpth,” I said in caveman, and Tyler nodded eagerly. At least we had something slick to use as lube now. I was still so hard I pulsed as I slid home inside him. Fortunately, my extreme need was sated a bit, so I lasted longer this time.

I still wasn’t ready to pull out yet, and Tyler was still having way too much fun, so I decided that the third time’s the charm and went for it. My brain cleared up enough for me to upgrade from caveman to Italian lover, and I started using some of the fancy techniques Tyler normally used on me.

He moaned in appreciation as his hands urged me on. Faster––harder––they said, but instead, I slowed down. I wanted to truly appreciate this homecoming in all its glory and milk it for all it was worth.

Pun intended.

We had lovely, delicious, floor sex until I felt him tightening up. He got extra hard, and I picked up the pace. He came first, and I was right behind him. It was a beautiful slice of heaven, and I collapsed on top of him.

We both started laughing, although neither of us had said anything funny. It was just the joy of life and the wonder of being together expressed in the best way possible.

We finally broke apart, drank some water, and then I ran out into the hallway to get my luggage. My shredded clothes were still lying on the floor, and I sadly picked them up and threw them away. Then I decided to unpack.

When we opened the suitcase, we discovered my casual clothes had been beautifully folded like works of art. Whichever centaur had packed for me had done a wonderful job. As we put my clothes away, Tyler noticed my manscaping. I told him the story about standing there in my birthday suit while the centaurs trimmed me up to perfection. I think the story about all that manly touching turned him on, as he started running his fingers through my hair. And I’m not talking about the hair on top of my head.

That turned me on, and suddenly, all that centaur lust hit me again. This time, though, we made it to the bed like civilized people. I lost track of how many ways we did it and who came how often, so let’s just say Tyler worked his breathtaking incubus magic.

The best thing was that we affirmed we belonged with each other. When I gave my final quivering gasp and collapsed totally spent, I smelled like Tyler and he smelled like me. My hands, my lips, my sweat had been all over his body. I claimed him as mine, and he’d claimed me as his. It was a wonderful feeling, and I was so happy I almost cried.

We lay there for a while, letting my giant ceiling fan cool us down, before Tyler revealed he had a surprise. He told me to hang on for a second and disappeared into the bathroom. A few minutes later, he reappeared and led me inside. He’d strewn rose petals on the floor leading up to our whirlpool tub and lit candles all around it. The jets were on low, and the hot tub bubbled softly.

The scene was as romantic as a novel, and my gay heart gave a happy squee. I’d never actually used this whirlpool tub before. I’d always been short on time, so I’d only ever used the walk-through shower.

I settled in first, and the hot water felt delightful. I felt so light, like I was going to float up like a bubble. Tyler settled in next, facing the opposite way. This tub was really built for two people. There was plenty of room, and by alternating orientation, it was easy to see and talk to each other. We were also close together, so I laid my arm over his leg and stroked the inside of his thigh. It was intimate and lovely, and for a moment, we just soaked and existed together.

Then we started talking about the Gathering and my fight with the centaur guard. His feet were right there, so I lifted one out of the water and put it on my chest. Then I added some liquid soap and gave him a foot massage while we talked. He moaned with pleasure and scooched down a bit more to give me plenty of access. It felt nice to do something with my hands while we talked.

I was so used to him touching me that I didn’t notice at first, but then I realized he was fondling my balls. He was gently rolling them over and over in his hand like they were a pair of dice. I was surprised at just how good it felt, and yet, it was really soothing. It was like he was singing me a lullaby.

I started massaging his other foot and shifted so he had better acces. My goodness, that felt good. Who knew my jewels were such a happy place? If he hadn’t already drained every bit of joy juice out of me, it would have made me horny. As it was, though, it felt calming and reassuring.

I told him about how protective the Grand Matron had been. If I broke him, then she was going to be after me! He just laughed and said it was nice she still thought of him. I also said we needed to talk sometime about his situation. I needed to know what it was and how I could support him.

“We will certainly talk about it,” he said quietly, “but I’d rather not get into it right now. I’m safe in the House, so there isn’t any hurry, and I’ll need to be in the right mood to tell the story. Just know that you are supporting me in the best way possible. Every time we laugh together or just do something normal together, you’re helping me recover. Even these missions the House sends me on help me get back to who I used to be.

“I’ve gotten into a good space mentally and emotionally, and I’m grateful every day that I get to heal a little more with you.”

He smiled at me, and it was the type of smile where his eyes lit up with kindness.

“You’re easy to be with, Jason, and I appreciate that so much. I love how excited you get about figuring out new things and how hard you work at succeeding. You have a good balance, though. You’re not too focused on any one thing. There is room for me in your life, but you’re not dependent on me. Being with you feels welcoming, and I love that.”

For a long while, we just existed together––chatting and touching and enjoying being with each other once again. Finally, I was starting to wrinkle up, and it was time to get out. Tubs are fun to lounge in, but they aren’t that great for getting you clean, so we both ended up taking a shower.

Tyler told me to relax and put my hands in the air. He would do all the work. He kissed me, soaped me up, and then caressed every part of me in his quest to make sure I was sanitary. I laughed, kissed him back, and thanked him for his diligent service. He finished it off by toweling me dry, and then carrying me to bed.

He tucked me into my giant four-poster bed, told me he’d take care of the bathroom, and that he’d be back in a moment. He was just heading off when the bottom of the bed bounced a bit. I looked down, expecting to see Bermuda, but my magic sight already knew it wasn’t.

My visitor only had three legs, one eye, and a chewed up ear. He was a short-haired orange tabby cat, and he looked rough. Clearly, life had not been kind to him. I knew immediately who this had to be––Tyler’s shy and elusive furry companion.

“Hello, Mr. Tubbles,” I said kindly. “Welcome to my home. I’m so glad you are here.”

I shot Tyler a questioning glance, and he quickly filled me in.

“I’ve been spending a lot of time here, and one day he decided to come and check out this place for himself. You and Bermuda weren’t present, so I guess he made himself at home. I hope that is okay.”

He sounded worried, like I might get upset or something.

“Of course that’s okay,” I said quietly. I was keeping my tone soft, as I was just meeting Mr. Tubbles, and I didn’t want to startle him. “Mr. Tubbles, I’m so happy to finally meet you, and you are always welcome in my home.”

He regarded me with his one eye like he knew what I was saying. I reached out my hand so he could get a sniff and say “Hi” if he wanted. He was missing his right front leg and his right eye, but it didn’t seem to bother him too much as he hobbled forward and sniffed the tips of my fingers.

Then the bed bounced again as Bermuda hopped up from the side and sat down on his usual pillow. Tyler and I froze, staying on high alert. This was Bermuda’s territory, and I wasn’t sure how he was going to react.


Thank You!

Thank you for reading my book! Not only did you make it to the end, but you’re reading all the ending stuff. Clearly you are awesome. : )

I really hope you enjoyed the journey. If you did, please tell others about it! This world only exists when people read it. The more readers it has, the larger the world can be.

Wow! I’ve finished the third book! Actually, I’ve written the fourth book too. I just kept going until the story was finished. When I did, I realized I had almost 400K words––or 1400K pages. So I split it into two books: The Gathering part of the story and the Homecoming part. Clearly, I am not good at estimating word count. LOL.

In book four, Sandy and Jason are home, and we get to have the crew back together again. Jason gets some delicious time with Tyler. I finally get to write about John, as he’s so fun to hang out with. Annabeth certainly gets her moments to shine. Jason and Sandy get to put what they learned to use in charm making and runes. Jason’s apartment transforms even more, and we finally find out why the war with the Rotten Mages has been so quiet.

It’s got all the stuff I love to write about: magic growth, kicking ass, puns and hijinks, and dangerous adventures. Best of all I get to introduce a new kitty!

Thank you again for visiting our world and we’ll see you in the next book!

Michael and Bermuda


Reviews are so important! Good reviews let Amazon and Google know you liked the book, and they will then suggest it to other readers.

I’m an avid reader, but for the longest time I never posted a review. I didn’t know what to say and I felt like the world would judge me. So, for all of you who like the book, want to recommend it, but don’t know what to say––here is a simple format to use:

Title: Just say you enjoyed it and how you read it. Example: “This is a fun read. I read it in two days.”

Description: Just act like it is a text to me. Just tell me your favorite character and what you liked about them. If you still need more words––just add in your favorite scene.

Example: “John was my favorite character in the book. He seemed like such a fun guy to hang out with. I loved the scene where he gets Jason drunk and they toast everything. That is something I would do!”


Family Pics!

Bermuda comes first, of course!!! This circle bed is his current favorite. He likes it to be upside down and on the table (not the floor). Of course, what Bermuda wants, Bermuda gets. He’s just so darn cute!
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This is Halo. She’s the only girl in the house and she rules! She keeps all her brothers in check and still finds time to sit in my lap.
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This is Memphis. He’s got a little bobtail, and it’s so cute when he wiggles! He likes to put his paws in the air like he just don’t care. Then he gives a little squeak. That means he’s ready for attention.
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Here is our newest edition, Benjamin Banks! I found him on Bank Street, in the middle of the road, about to be lunch for a large bird. His eye was swollen shut, and he was just sitting there, shivering. I thought maybe he had gotten hit by a car, but it ended up that he was just fine. With lots of food and love, he’s now grown into a healthy boy. He and Memphis play all the time and I think Memphis really enjoys having a younger brother.
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This is the love of my life, Harold. I let him pick out the picture, so it was acceptable. I’m smart like that. LOL. This is a picture from our last cruise before all the covid stuff happened. Good times!
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Please follow me on Amazon. When I release a new book, Amazon will let you know.

https://www.amazon.com/Michael-Taggart/e/B008BBEGCS

I’ve found an amazing group of people on YouTube who support me and listen to my new chapters. If you want to hear my latest chapters and join the crew, just search for Michael Taggart Fledgling God or click the link below. Bermuda, Halo, Memphis, and Benjamin often make appearances as well.

https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCTEFQSzdJ9cW7DBuhTXfDSw

If you want more updates than that, then sign up for my email list. I promise I will only send out about one email a month or less––and it will only be about book stuff (and maybe the occasional Bermuda picture).

https://mailchi.mp/4a097952f220/michaeltaggartbookssignup

You can also check out my facebook page: https://www.facebook.com/michaeltaggartauthor/

Thank you again for jumping into my world!
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