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Mal is a Fixer, a child raised and trained to “fix” broken fairy tales by an organization the Fixers refer to as DeadEnd. Because, once you enter a fairy tale, there’s no getting out. 
Mal has been assigned Wonderland. You know Wonderland, the place Alice visited as a child. Wonderland, with a Mad Hatter and a Cheshire Cat. Wonderland, who has consumed twenty-seven Fixers before Mal and has been dubbed “toxic” by the Operators of DeadEnd. But Wonderland needs to be fixed. It’s been toxic so long that every Wonderland story in the real world is being transformed into something entirely not child friendly. 
After training for eleven years and studying every re-telling of Lewis Carroll’s classic, Mal leaves the world behind and enters her very own dead end fairy tale. Well… everything is certainly twisted. The people are broken; the Bloody Queens’ reign has thrown the world into turmoil and upset the balance; and the places are, quite frankly, mad. 
At least she found a few mostly-sane, entirely gorgeous men to help her along the way. Help her re-write this fairy tale back to its original wonder. And perhaps help her build a life in Wonderland for when she succeeds - because she is determined to do what the other twenty-seven have not been able to. 
Everything seemed pretty straight forward, and going pretty smoothly, until she realized the fairy tale she’d been sent in to fix is actually infected by another...
**This is a full-length 95,000-word, new adult, reverse harem, dark romance novel with a #whychoose ending, meaning the main character gets a happily ever after with more than one man (eventually). It contains magic, demons, shifters, nonsense, explicit sex scenes, blood, and murder. There are references to past emotional abuse. This is a MMFMM book with a STRONG focus on the woman (although there is some MM and MMF in here, too). This is book 1 of 4 in the series and ends in a cliff hanger.
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Extras for your reading enjoyment
 
I leave you with two offerings to enhance your reading experience of Toxic Wonderland.
 
	Visit my Pinterest Storyboard for Toxic Wonderland. Here you will find inspiration for places, people, and events. I love to see how an author imagines their world. It’s fascinating to find out if I imagined it the same way.
	Some authors like to leave you with a playlist that helps you get in the mood. I’m leaving you with something a little different. Check out this list of ambient backgrounds for the chapters indicated. 
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Hall of Doors
Once more, Mal checked her pockets. Inside, in black ink, were lines and words and symbols written, drawn, and sewn. She looked down to her light cotton pants to see the same stretched down their lengths, around the hems, and circling to the back. Her plain shoes looked similar, as did the jacket she wore and the simple messenger bag hanging at her side. 
“All in a Golden Afternoon
Full gloomily we glide;
For both our wits and mighty strength,
By mighty arms are plied,”
Pulling up her sleeve, she checked the marks there as well; first one arm, then the other. Not a little bit could be smudged, not even a dot of an intersecting line out of place. These little details mattered.
With her gaze flickering once more to the door in front of her, Mal continued to recite the cantrip she’d been saying for eleven years.
“With bloody hearts and cruel intents,
Our wanderings to guide.”
The door was purple and worn with the wood grain rubbed through. It was crooked in that the top right corner was nearly three inches higher than the left corner. And the top was four feet in width, but the bottom only two and a half.
There was a knocker that appeared to be rusted into place. If she tried to use it, would it move? Would it squeak and wail? Better yet, if she knocked, would she get an answer?
“Ah, Cruel Three! In such an hour
Caught in such dreary weather,
To beg a tale of will too weak
To rip the finest feather!
Yet what can one poor blade avail
Against three blades together?”
The doorknob was old, Victorian ornate, worn bronze that still shone in the dim lighting of the hall. There was a large keyhole made for an old skeleton key. The knob was oblong. 
Taking a deep breath, Mal pulled out her little memorandum book. Taped to the back of the cover were the rules. Even though she had them memorized, and had for several years now, she couldn’t stop herself from reading them again.
 
	This is a one-way door. Once one enters, the door seals shut. It will only open again when one fails. Otherwise, should one succeed, the door will vanish forever.
	Your sole mission is to set the world right again. There is a wrong afoot, not necessarily the “evil” you might anticipate, but something has knocked the world off balance. Your one and only job, your sole purpose in your life once you walk through that door, is to set the world right.
	As stated in Rule 1, this is a one-way door. You will not be returning, nor will you ever have contact with anyone Outside ever again. Again, your primary goal is to fix the world. But remember along the way that you will need to build a life there. You won’t be coming back. Period.
	Yes, you can die. You are subject to whatever the laws of their universe are. Those who have gone before you have likely died while on their mission. 

Mal took a breath and looked at the door again. To her right were two more doors before the hall ended in a dead end. To her left were more than a dozen. These four on the end had been there the longest. These were the doors all those before her had failed. 
“Imperious Prima says with force
‘We must now begin it’ -
In harsher tone Secunda says
‘There be all Nonsense in it’ -
While Tertia chides and breaks the tale
Every single minute.”
Eleven years ago, she had entered into the facility with her twin brother as an escape from the abuse of her uncle. The Operators had given them two weeks to decide if they’d like to stay or if they’d like to find another home. But Mal and Reth had purposefully chosen Fair Ree Tayle Fix, commonly referred to as DeadEnd by the Fixers, as their future. They didn’t need the two weeks.
On her left, Reth was doing much the same things she was. Checking, double checking, examining his door – that of a medieval castle, or dungeon – rereading the rules, and checking again. 
Reth glanced at her and offered her a smile. 
“Nobody, sudden Silence claim,
In large droves they pursue
The Dream Child moved through the land
Of wonders wild and cruel,
A mighty cat, a bird, a beast-
And with it something new.”
Reth smiled further. “You ready, Mally?”
Mal nodded. They’d been waiting their whole lives for this. Training. Studying. Reading. Training some more. Even so, it didn’t change that she’d be leaving everything and everyone she knew. 
Absently, Mal patted her bag. She was taking very little with her, but one set of items was a picture of her and her brother, one of the two of them and their parents, and a third and final one of her, Reth, Ira, and Len.
Ira and Len were on Mal’s right. Ira had been here when Reth and Mal arrived at thirteen. She sat directly next to Mal, looking at a door… well, it looked more like a tree trunk with a hole just big enough for her to slide down. And Len on the far end had been here for the last eight years, now sitting in front of a door that looked remarkably like a hot air balloon. 
The two girls looked at her and grinned identical, yet distinct grins. The four of them had been inseparable. Partially because of the doors they were chosen for, the four longest-running, unfixable doors. But partially because they just clicked. 
“As the story moved along
The maids of fair did die,
And bravely strode the weary One
To set the story right,
‘The rest next time-’ ‘It is next time!’
The weeping voices cry.”
Len shook her head. “Always reciting that creepy ballad. I’m glad my door didn’t come with a doomsday prediction.”
“I suppose the fact that it’s been unfixed for generations doesn’t count as a doomsday prediction…” Ira said.
“Not at all,” Len said as she flicked her hair over her shoulder.
“They all have dead ends,” Reth said. “Whether we fix them or not.”
That seemed to dampen their moods considerably. Yes, they were a dead end. There was no moving beyond that plane. 
“Okay,” Ira said and stood, “One last goodbye. But this is it!”
Len rolled her eyes and stood, a smile dancing on her face. Reth and Mal stood as well and the four came together for a tight group hug. 
For a long time, the four stood in a warm, comfortable, familiar embrace. It would be the last time, the final farewell. 
“We chose this,” Ira said. “We chose this.”
They had. Every one of them. Mal shivered. That didn’t make this any easier. 
“I love you guys,” Len said with a sniffle. 
The three returned the sentiment in unison. Again, several long minutes passed. Finally, Mal pulled back. There wasn’t exactly a deadline on when they needed to walk through their doors but today was the day. They had graduated. There was no putting it off. 
It was time.
Ira put her fist in the middle of the group before they disbanded. On it was a tiny fairy silhouette tattoo, smaller than the size of a penny, embedded on the skin between her thumb and first finger.
Reth smiled and added his fist to the group, an owl silhouette. With a teary laugh, Len put hers in as well, a little cyclone. And lastly, Mal joined in, a little teacup and saucer. Their four fists expanded like a strange flower or the braces of a cog. 
“Okay, okay,” Len said as she pulled away at last. “It’s time. Five more minutes and that’s it.”
The three nodded their agreement and all returned to the chairs across from their specific doors. 
A moment later, Reth was kneeling in front of Mal, his forehead against hers. “I need to know you forgive me,” he said, bright eyes imploring.
“There’s nothing to forgive,” Mal said, resting against him. 
He shook his head slightly. “I wish I could believe that.”
His words were almost imperceptible; they were so low. 
“I love you, Reth. You have taken care of me since our parents died. Always. Always. I know you don’t think so, but I promise you there’s nothing to forgive. You were protecting me, even then.”
He bowed his head. When he met her eyes again, his looked glassy with unshed tears. “Know that if it were an option, I’d kill him. He had no right-”
“I know,” Mal said. “I think perhaps you should have continued counseling.”
Reth grinned and kissed her cheek. “Take care of yourself, baby sister.”
“You too, big brother. And when you think of me, don’t think of that, okay? Think of this, of when we were with our parents. Here with Len and Ira. Think of the happy when you think of me.”
Reth smiled. “Yeah, I will.”
“Promise?” Mal asked with a brow raised. 
He laughed. “I promise.”
A moment later, he was back at his seat. But their five minutes were up. 
Len stood first. Ira followed. Mal and Reth as well. 
“Make a happy life,” Ira said. 
Len shivered. 
As one, the four placed their hands on the knobs (Reth’s was actually a wrought iron ring that he had to pull on and Ira braced her hand on either side of the hole in the tree, one foot dangling inside) and together, they opened their doors. 
Mal looked into dark woods beyond the door. With a deep breath, she walked in. The door shut behind her. Except that when she looked back, there was no door to begin with.
“To fix the tale of Wonderland:
Killed cruelly all Wrong Ones,
Its harsh events were beaten out -
And when the tale is done
A home One builds, with seven beasts
Beneath the rising sun.
“Malice! Not a fairy tale
With not a gentle hand,
Be it in Childhood’s yards of bone
In Memory’s all dead band,
Like babes’ fair laugh be dead and gone
Staked in the Far-Off land.”
 
 




House of Ache
The forest wasn’t as dark as she’d expected it to be. The trees were huge, easily the biggest she’d ever seen. She couldn’t even imagine how many people would have to line up around the base of a trunk, their arms stretched wide with just their fingertips touching to see how very large they were. Eight. Maybe nine. Or more.
There weren’t only trees, though. Beneath her feet, now properly booted, the codes she’d drawn on them having worked perfectly, was what looked to be moss as the forest floor. The further Mal walked, the moss remained. 
An odd forest floor, she thought. But then, with so little sunlight, what else could grow properly? Wait, did moss need a lot of light or little? That wasn’t a subject in her studies. And this was Wonderland. An odd forest floor was to be expected. 
As if the forest wanted to prove her wrong, other vegetation began popping up. Little by little, at first. A toadstool here. A strange flower there. A single bush of long, thin grass. Then all of a sudden, she was thick within the new fauna. 
Except, everything towered over her. It felt as if she had walked down a hill and the hill brought her to the size of an insect. The mushrooms towered over her, all brightly colored with fading glows underneath their ribs. The flowers were even taller. And taller still were the giant trees. At least the moss had remained the same.
Mal walked in no direction in particular, praying that she wasn’t walking in circles. Try as she may, she couldn’t decide if she was walking in a straight line or not. She was hoping to stumble upon a sign or a person. A path would be nice. Although, in the trees as she were, she wished to simply find the edge of the strange wood. 
Wonderland, she mused. But, no longer was this a childhood fairy tale. Something within the world had been corrupted, making the entirety of the world off-balance. And when a fairy tale world was knocked off balance, the story books began to change. They became stories altogether dark, twisted, and, well… adult. Not something you’d want a seven-year-old to read. Especially if it was illustrated. 
Mal grinned. As the one chosen to enter Wonderland (the twenty-eighth one), she’d acquired many copies of the book over the years to see what exactly had changed. To see if she could put her finger on it. And what she’d found was that the illustrated editions were certainly great for a cozy night in… with your vibrator. 
There was one in particular that claimed the tops of the mushrooms felt like the head of a penis. Mal glanced up. How ever would she test that theory? The tops of the mushrooms were at least seven feet above her head. It wasn’t like they had branches to climb. 
“Guess I should have touched them when they were still smaller than me,” she said to no one. 
What felt like days later, though perhaps it was only hours, Mal was beginning to think she’d simply die within the forest. If she never found her way out, how would she possibly be able to fix the world? Hell, she needed to figure out exactly what the problem was first. So far, her problem was she couldn’t find her way out of the forest. She didn’t remember the trees being a major problem within any story. 
Just hers, apparently.
“There should be a path at least,” Mal said, annoyed as she looked around at the carpet of moss. “There’s always a path.”
There was no path. So she continued to walk, taking inventory of her clothing and pockets as she went. All seemed to adjust, grow, fill, morph into what she had coded them for. Except one on the side of her bag. It had been a small one that should have been filled with safety pins, bobby pins, and the like. The pocket formed, but the tools did not. 
If that’s all I screwed up, I’ll take it, she mused. At least something is going my way.
The woods themselves didn’t change much. Moss under feet, mushrooms, then flowers, then trees towering over her. Birds twittering and screeching overhead. Larger animals in the distance, scratching and growling, howling and meowling. Smaller animals close by rustling and scampering. 
Then, just like that, she happened upon a house. Err… it was once a house. Rectangular in shape, two stories. There were chimneys on either side that looked like rabbit ears. The roof looked like it was covered in fur. The middle of the roof was sinking low, as if it would collapse. Part of it had already caved in.
As she got closer, it looked like there was a light on and smoke lightly streaming out of the chimney ear to the right. Mal stopped and stared at it. 
To die by a house collapse… what a way to fail. 
She approached, nonetheless. It was the first of anything she’d come across. At the very least, hopefully the resident could give her directions to somewhere. Anywhere. It didn’t matter at this point. 
There was a metal placard on the door that read Mr. Hr where a peep hole or door knocker might have been. Mal knocked. No answer. She knocked louder. Still no answer. Once more, she rapped on the house and the door popped open with a click. Upon examination, no one had opened it. The latch hadn’t been clicked. Or it was so out of square, it couldn’t latch. 
“Hello?” Mal called. 
She listened. The inside of the house was silent. Mal pushed the door open a little more and peered in. 
In the far corner was a candle set in a holder with a loop for a finger so one could carry it around. The room was dark except for the flickering candle and the light coming in through the grungy window. The housekeeping skills of whoever lived there left a lot to be desired.
Through the door to the right was evidently where the light and the fire were coming from. 
“Hello?” Mal called again, taking a cautious step in. 
No one answered, so Mal slowly made her way to the room on the right. In the grate was a low fire, slowly dying. She had found the source of the chimney smoke. The rest of the room was lined with kitchen benches, a wash basin, cupboards, and a door in the back – a butler’s pantry, if she had to guess. Under the window facing the front was a round table set for tea for three. 
As she looked around, a kettle hung on the spicket, no longer over the fire. 
“When in Rome,” she said as she made her way to the kettle. 
There was still water in it but having no idea how long it had been sitting there, Mal took it to the wash basin where she rinsed it out and filled it once more. Putting it over the fire, she washed a teacup, a teapot, and a spoon before going in search of tea and perhaps some honey. She didn’t see any signs of electricity or even a cold cellar, so cream was likely out of the question. 
She’d learned to like tea over the years. Knowing her assignment, and subsequent forever home, would be Wonderland, she’d trained herself to acquire a taste for it, since tea seemed like a large theme in the vast majority of retellings she’d read. If given the option, she preferred juice of some kind. Natural juice. Not filled with sugar.
In the assumed butler’s pantry, in which she assumed correctly, she found an entire seven-foot shelf dedicated to teas. No two were alike. There were easily 100 tins of teas lining the shelf, each stacked eight or so high. In front of her, there was a block that said ‘out’ in the middle of a stack. 
Mal spent some time studying them. She was pleased to see that they were organized to some extent. However, the categories were a bit odd. The first rows, marked by a line on the shelf, said ‘End in Y’, as if that made sense. The tins read things like ‘tipsy,’ ‘flixy,’ ‘dizzy,’ ‘ornery,’ ‘cocksy’ and so on. She half wondered if these were remedies or inducing. Then again, what did ‘cocksy’ mean?
Shaking her head, Mal continued down the line. She skipped the categories of ‘befuddled,’ ‘beguile,’ and ‘belong’ until she stopped in front of ‘herbal.’ Even in this section, there were names she did not recognize. ‘Messy River Horn,’ ‘Ten-Flowered Bark,’ ‘Toxic Sweet,’ … At least there was chamomile. Not her favorite, but it would do. 
After another few minutes of looking at the strange contents on the shelf, contained in glass jars, metal canisters, or canvas bags, she found a glass jar of honey and a bag of biscuits.
Part of her felt a little guilty. This was clearly someone’s home. But she’d been walking for what seemed like days and was starting to feel hunger, never mind thirst. She was sore from all her walking, dirty, and tired. Surely whoever Mr. Hr was, he wouldn’t mind if a weary traveler partook in some tea. There was so much, after all. 
In fact, perhaps she should find a washroom before she relaxed a little. Especially if it meant she’d get to wash before the owner of the house returned. Setting the tea, honey, and biscuits on the table, she pulled the kettle away from the fire. No need to let the water evaporate before she got back. 
Back through the main room where she first walked in, there was a set of stairs, a hallway in the back-right corner and a door to the left directly opposite the kitchen. Giving the stairs a dubious look, she chose to remain on the first floor. From the outside, she knew that at least part of the roof had collapsed. The main floor looked stable enough, but she wasn’t willing to try the second. 
The door on the other side of the room was open. The only light penetrating the darkness was through the three grungy windows facing the front and two on the wall across from her. The room looked like a library or study. Walls were lined with shelves, the shelves with books. There were a couple of high-backed chairs and a large desk. The windows might be disgusting, but the room itself was perfectly spotless. Another door stood slightly ajar on the wall to her right in the far corner.
A small guest room by the look of it. Or perhaps this was now the main bedroom if the second floor was compromised as she suspected. The room had three doors lined up on the right wall opposite the fireplace. Choosing one, she found a washroom with a large tub basin, commode, and small sink. 
It took Mal several minutes to figure out the plumbing of the room. All three fixtures had pumps and many levers. After several combinations, she found that the largest lever activated the pump, but that it only pumped cold water. However, under the basin was what looked to be the remnants of many, many fires. 
“You boil the water but not before you add it to the tub,” she mused. “Boil the water with you in it? Must be what a lobster experiences when it’s cooked alive.”
The water was far too cold for her to muster her strength to submerge herself, so she settled on boiling the water. It took her longer to light the fire than it had to figure out the levers. 
The fire remained low, the flames never touching the basin. She watched for a long time before deciding to be brazen and go through the drawers of the room to see about some clean clothes. 
There were clothes of all kinds behind one of the doors, but nothing that she was too keen on. Still, she’d been in the same clothes for what felt like ages, so she pulled some cotton-like pants and a shirt from the closet. Mal tried to choose items that couldn’t possibly be someone’s favorite. They were plain in fabric, style, and color. Hopefully, they wouldn’t be missed. Stuffing her dirty clothes into her messenger bag, she climbed into the tub.
It had to have been close to an hour later that Mal returned to the kitchen. Her bath had been more luxurious than any she could remember. The water was hot and remained so with the fire quietly burning under her. There were many kinds of soap that she enjoyed dabbling in. Even the towels she found were grand. Oversized, so very soft, and warm, as if they too had been heated by the fire. 
Clean, warm, and finally enjoying her chamomile tea with honey, Mal sat at the table in the kitchen with her cup between her hands and closed her eyes. 
She’d barely stepped into Wonderland and so far, she was underwhelmed. Besides a somewhat dilapidated house, she’d found nothing. Not just nothing, but no one. Were there even any people left? Had it gotten so bad there that intelligent life hadn’t survived?
With an inward groan, she twisted her face into a scowl. Gods, she hoped not. To go the rest of her life without a conversation in which someone spoke back would be torture. More so, to die without being touched again? And she hadn’t even brought her vibrator… 
As if whatever fates had been listening, a shuffle sounded from the other room. Mal looked up in time to almost fall out of her chair. She stared wide-eyed at the man who entered the kitchen.
He stopped when he saw her, his dark cocoa eyes wide and round. He was tall, so very tall, with broad burly shoulders, immaculate pecks, and abs for days. His arms were thick, his hands large. Oh, and he was completely naked. What was more, he walked in fully erect with his member in his hand as he lazily stroked himself. 
As if that hadn’t been enough, she could just barely see that he had a tail, something like a deer’s, but longer and fluffier. On top of his head were two tall, very expressive, rabbit ears. Both were at attention as he looked at her. 
The man was so gorgeous, Mal could hardly breathe. She shivered slightly as her body reacted to his presence a whole lot quicker than her mind had been able to gain traction.
His nose twitched and a smile grew slowly, revealing perfectly white, straight teeth and a breathtaking smile. 
“Hello,” he said. Even his voice was sexy: deep, quiet, and husky. 
“Hi,” Mal whispered, her voice squeaky. He grinned further, as if that were possible. She cleared her throat and tried again, standing as she did so. “Hello. You… live here?”
He was a good foot taller than her, minimum. “I live where I am, I do.”
Mal blinked. What the hell did that mean? Did he or did he not live there? Well, he was walking around naked, so he must.
“I didn’t mean to intrude. I just…” she trailed off as she watched his eyes trail down her body. His grip on his cock tightened a little. When his eyes were back on hers, he tilted his head a little. One ear twitched. She flushed. “I was looking for directions and… I didn’t know someone lived here.”
He nodded. “Someone does.”
The way he said it, she wasn’t sure if he meant himself or not. Perhaps he was a guest. 
“Are you Mr. Hr?” she tried again.
He chuckled. “Once upon a time when the time moved right, I might have been.”
Mal sighed. Conversation in this place might end up being difficult. “I’m Mal.” She offered her hand before she thought better of it. 
His grin was amused and filled with lust. It was a good thing he was gripping himself with his left hand. “Ache,” he said, taking her hand in his. 
The hand that engulfed hers was a warm mocha in color, a couple of shades lighter than his floppy hair, but the same shade as the fur of his long ears. 
Before she could pull her hand out of his grasp, he jerked her towards him. Unprepared for the sudden movement, she stumbled and steadied herself with her hands on his chest. Her eyes on his, wide.
“I… I’ll leave,” she said. 
He tilted his head to the side once more, his ear again twitching. “Why?” Ache asked. 
Mal looked down the length of him, down his perfect nose to his sensual lips, still curved in a delicious smile. Down his thick neck, his chest, his abs, to the where his hand lazily, slowly stroked down to the base of his cock. When he reached the end, he stopped, holding himself for her to see. 
There was a lot to see. It wasn’t the first she’d seen, but it was the most to look at. The most to take in. Quite literally, even if she hadn’t intended to make a pun. 
It took a lot to make herself meet his eyes again. Her cheeks flushed when she realized she was still so close, her hands still on his chest. 
Mal pulled back a few feet. “I didn’t mean to… interrupt.” She gestured vaguely in his direction, her eyes moving toward her teacup. “Or impose.”
“You’re not. I’d have invited you in if you had knocked.”
“I did knock. Several times. And called out when the door opened,” Mal said, meeting his eyes again.
She was surprised to see he’d released himself. Not that it had mattered. He was still very much up. 
“I apologize. I must have been –” he paused, studying her “- busy.”
Mal smiled. “No doubt.”
“Excuse me a moment, will you?”
Mal nodded, even as he turned. She watched him walk away. His back was as ripped as his front, his legs long and thick and strong. But his ass. Wow. Even his freaking tail somehow seemed to turn her on. 
She turned away as she heard him head up the stairs. Apparently, the second floor was habitable. 
Mal turned her back on the doorway, rubbing her hands on her pants. His pants. With a shiver, she headed towards the kettle and pushed it back over the fire. Perhaps her unwitting host might want some tea. 
He came back down in pants that hung low on his hips. They did nothing but accentuate the natural V of his torso that pointed to what was only barely covered. Like an invitation. Don’t you want to see what’s at the fulcrum?
“I put the water back on,” Mal said, turning away from him again. The pants did nothing to hide the way his erection pressed against the fabric. She doubted he even tried to hide it. Clearly.
“That’s kind of you,” Ache said. 
She didn’t miss the irony and smiled at it as she watched the kettle. A watched pot never boils, but would a watched kettle?
Mal didn’t get the chance to serve him. Ache disappeared into his pantry and came out with a tin that read ‘Lal.’ On his way to the table, he pulled the kettle off and prepared himself a cup. 
He gestured to the chair she’d been in and watched as she sat before taking a seat to her left. 
In silence, they drank. He watched her like prey, like a scientist, like a lover. And Mal couldn’t help herself staring back. 
I do need to build a life here, she told herself. A body like that… he’d certainly fill my hunger.
Ache started to smile, and she felt herself flush again. He couldn’t read her mind, could he?
“Well, Mal,” he said, purred, “Tell me, what brings you to this part of Silence? Why aren’t you where the people are?”
“Silence?” she asked, brows puckering. “Is that what these woods are called?”
Ache nodded. “Silence. The wood where the beasts are so ancient and sinister, no one has dared to give them names, for to name something gives them a certain amount of power.”
Was this part of the off-kilter part of Wonderland? Or had this always been?
“So, where do the named beasts dwell?”
“Why, the rest of Laddenworn, of course.”
“Laddenworn?” Mal asked. “I thought I walked into Wonderland.”
Ache bowed his head a little, a light smile gracing his lips as he looked at her with hooded eyes. His voice was low and ominous when he spoke.
“You shall not see a sunny face,
Nor hear thy silver laughter;
No thought of peace shall find a place
In all your life’s hereafter-
Enough that now thou wilt not fail
To listen to my fairy tale.”
Mal opened her mouth to speak, but words failed her. “I don’t recognize that,” she said at last. 
“No?” Ache asked, ear twitching. “How about this:
“The kingdoms three and three
Met for tea and prattle;
Upon new reign they disagree
And now they rage a battle.
“Kingdoms four went down, one by one.
‘Should have joined,’ Blood Queens sneer;
Two left standing, the battles won,
There’s no one left to cheer.”
A coldness had settled over Mal as he recited. Blood queens. Or Blood Queens? Plural or singular? Is she, or are they, the reason for Wonderland’s imbalance? “No, I haven’t heard that one either.”
Ache nodded, his eyelids lowering still. “You’re not from Laddenworn, are you?”
Mal shook her head. “I’m from… Outside.”
“Cold Lands,” Ache said quietly. “You’re the Next One.”
She had the foreboding feeling that he’d left ‘to die’ off of the end of that statement. Mal nodded anyway. 
“Then perhaps, before you’re on your way, you might like to join me.”
His voice was once again low and seductive. He’d sentenced her to death. And why shouldn’t he? She was the twenty-eighth to enter Wonderland. Or Laddenworn, as Ache called it. 
“Where?” Mal asked. Though, even as she did, she didn’t need to. 
“Wherever you like. Right here is fine,” Ache said as he pushed his hair back. 
Mal couldn’t stop herself from looking down to where his still-hard cock tented his pants. She licked her lips as she looked back up to his cocoa eyes. His long twitching ears. “Um,” she said as she bit her lip. Everything in her screamed that yes, she’d certainly like that. 
And why shouldn’t I? she thought. The rules don’t state that I cannot find the fix and not enjoy myself at the same time. When’s the next time I might find someone quite so… big? One night stand. Fling. Then I’ll be on my way completely satisfied… completely. Satisfied. And oh, so full!
“Talk yourself into it, not out of it. Talk me into you, Mal,” Ache purred. “Talk me into you.”
Before she realized, Mal nodded. And before she realized again, he had pulled her from her chair and into his lap, straddling him. She could feel him strain against the thin fabric of his pants, pressing so firmly against her, making her ridiculously wet. 
His hands glided down her shoulders, slid down her back, cupping her ass and pulling her harder against him. Mal took a sudden breath as he groaned, his hot mouth going to her neck.
“Not here,” Mal said breathily. She wanted to fully enjoy her indulgence. It seemed like it would pass too quickly, sitting on the kitchen chair. “There’s a bedroom on the other side of the house.”
In one swift motion, Ache stood with her and made his way through the house, his mouth never leaving her neck. His tongue felt too hot on her skin. Like his body temperature was warmer than hers. 
It was no time at all before he laid her on the bed she’d passed earlier on her way to the washroom. It took even less time to strip her of her borrowed clothes and slide out of his own pants. 
Before he could fully climb on top of her, she reached for him, wrapping her hand around his phallus. Thick, yes. Long, oh yes. She rubbed her thumb across the head, and he pressed into her hand, pressed her back onto the bed. “Is it true?” she asked. “Do the tops of the mushrooms in the Silence wood feel like this?”
Ache chuckled. It was a low, growly sound that seemed to reverberate through his entire body. “Pretty close, but I don’t advise you to try to use one in the same way. You’ll end up with a mess.”
Mal laughed a little. “They’d fall apart, yes?”
Ache nodded, bringing his mouth to her breast. Taking her nipple between his teeth and flicking it with his tongue. She gasped and reflexively gripped him tighter. “They’re not as stiff either,” he said against her skin. 
Still, Mal ran her thumb over the head, rubbing in the little drop of moisture that had formed at her touch. He groaned into her neck. 
“You gonna rub me or just hold it, little girl?” he growled.
Part of her wanted to feel affronted, offended that he’d called her ‘little girl.’ Sure, she was small, but she wasn’t young. When he pushed harder into her hand, she had the good sense to realize she was pretty little next to him. He dwarfed her in every way. 
“Would you like me to?” Mal asked, turning her head to try and look at him.
Ache drew his tongue up her neck, her jaw, and over her lips. “Actually, I’d prefer just to get inside you. I can stroke myself anytime.” He grinned. 
“No foreplay?” she asked, rubbing a newly formed drop into his head. It twitched in her hand.
“If you like. But I promise, you’ll enjoy this.” He pressed his hips harder into her, bringing his penis, with her hand still firmly around it, against her body. His breath was at her neck again as he pulled her hand off him gently. “I will fill you till you scream,” he growled. 
The moan that escaped her mouth at his words was enough of an agreement to have him pushing his head into her heat. “Say yes,” he demanded.
“Yes,” Mal said. “Make me scream, Ache.”
He wasn’t at all slow or gentle when he thrust into her. She did scream at how his sudden bulk filled her, stretched her in an almost uncomfortable, painful way. The sound he made in her ear when he’d fully sheathed himself was not at all human, but animal. 
Ache only stilled for maybe three seconds before he pulled out again. Completely. Mal didn’t have enough time to even take a breath before he thrust back into her, hard. She heard herself cry out as she gripped his shoulders, her nails digging in. 
“There you go,” he said, thrusting again to the same effect, “Dig your nails in, little girl. Get a good grip. I’ma pound you into this bed.”
He did. For so long she thought she’d pass out from the intensity of it. Yet he wasn’t hitting at all where he needed to. She was frustrated. Sure, it felt good. How could it not? But still-
As if he read her mind, Ache pulled away from her and flipped her over. He brought her onto her knees and drove in deep before she could balance herself. The force sent her face first into the bed, her cry muffled. She dug her hands in as he slammed into her over and over again, only this time, he hit right where she wanted. His hands on her hips pulled her into him at the same time he thrust forward, making each entrance hard and deep. 
The pleasure that coursed through her was almost painful when it came spilling out. She gripped the bed so hard her fingers hurt. Her orgasm hadn’t completely finished when he once more pulled out of her. 
Ache let her go and climbed off the bed. She collapsed gracelessly. Then, she felt his hand on her ankle, pulling her towards the edge. He turned her over and met her eyes. “You can take more?”
It was an earnest question, she thought, even as he pulled her so her ass was hanging off the edge, spreading her legs wide to step between them. “You have more?” she asked, teasing. 
His grin was immediate, wide, and predatory. “Perhaps another orgasm, little girl?” he asked as he pushed slowly into her this time. 
She grinned and nodded. Mal thought to tease him further. Ask if he was up for it. But she didn’t get the chance. What was so different about this angle, Mal wasn’t so sure. But he had her writhing and begging within seconds to go harder. 
He did exactly as she asked. And by asking, really, it was pleading. Demanding. He piled one orgasm right on top of another, the third leveling her into the bed as he pumped into her so hard, she was grunting with him. When he finally spilled it all inside her, he barely rolled off her before he collapsed, exhausted. 
The sun was going down. It was the first time she’d seen that the sun actually set. Perhaps the trees and other fauna had been so dense, she hadn’t noticed. 
As her pulse settled and the air turned cooler against her sweat-slick skin, Ache whispered another rhyme:
“Hush-a-by lady, sit on my lap!
When you scream, our bodies slap:
I’ll fill you, stretch you, you’ll be quite full -
Then I’ll pound you like a fucking bull!”
Mal laughed. “Do you make these up?”
Ache snorted. “Hardly. Just repeat them. I thought that one might be quite accurate, considering I did invite you to sit on my lap first.”
“That’s a good one.”
Ache nodded. “Mhmm.”
For several quiet minutes longer, they lay as the orange of the sky lit the room aglow like a fire. 
“So,” Ache said as the orange turned to red and then a deep purple as the night came on, “Where is it you wanted directions to?”
Mal shrugged. “Anywhere, really. You apparently know why I’m here. I certainly can’t do much if I can’t find my way from the forest.”
“If you don’t know where you’re going-”
“Yes, I know. Then, I’ll get somewhere eventually if I keep walking. That idea brought me to your doorstep.”
Ache smiled. “Yes, true. I was going to say that if you don’t know where you’re going, the closest town is Curiouser.” 
“Oh. I suppose I didn’t see that coming. I thought you were going to tell me that it didn’t matter which way I go if I didn’t know where I wanted to get.”
“I might have, but I didn’t. You’re here with a purpose. You need a destination,” Ache said. “Anyways, you ready to leave?”
Mal turned her head to look at him. He had shifted so that his arm was under his head, his cocoa eyes almost black in the darkness of the night. “Can’t I stay here until morning?”
She was surprised when he didn’t answer her right away. Part of her thought he’d outright refuse. He got what he wanted from her, after all. She should have used that as a bargaining chip earlier. Before she’d agreed to get in bed with him. Then, his tongue flicked out of his mouth and traced his bottom lip. “Alright, on one condition.”
“What’s that?” Mal asked, although she thought she knew what he would say. And she was right, to an extent. 
“We move this upstairs to my room, and I get to possess you until the sun comes up.”
“Is the second floor safe?” Mal asked. 
Ache cocked his head to the side, his ear twitching. “Yes,” he said as if she had lost her mind. “Why?”
“No offense meant. It’s just that it looks like the roof is caving in.”
“Ah.” He waved a hand absently. “I need another support beam in the middle. I’ll get to it. My room is structurally sound, I assure you.”
“Then, can I make a counteroffer to your generous invitation?”
Ache smiled, amused. “Generous? I’m telling you in exchange for sex, I’ll give you shelter. I think I’m getting the better end of the deal.”
Mal laughed a little. “I know. That’s why I’m countering.”
He nodded, still amused. “Alright. Shoot.”
“I’d like at least three hours of sleep and breakfast before I leave. Otherwise, I agree.”
Ache rolled back on top of her. She hadn’t noticed that he was once again hard. Or had he ever softened to begin with? He pressed his erection into her stomach. “Deal,” he growled as he nipped at her neck. 
She left sometime after noon the next day. Ache was insatiable and Mal didn’t get to sleep until well after the sun rose. He let her sleep for six hours before waking her to a whole plethora of food. She took a long soak – much needed since she had dried sweat and whatever other bodily fluids stuck to her – and ate with him. 
She ached in such a delicious way. Every muscle in her felt sore. Mal hadn’t ever been shy or naive. She’d had a few partners before coming to Wonderland. There were both genders at DeadEnd. The Operators didn’t try to keep them apart in the least. Hell, sometimes they encouraged pairings. 
Still, no one had pleased her quite like Ache had. In fact, get rid of the word ‘quite’ in that last sentence. He was a game changer. He was sex on a stick. Sure, he didn’t care for foreplay, but she hadn’t missed it in the least.
As he stood in the doorway to his home in only a pair of low riding pants that again invited her gaze further south, he explained once more where to find Curiouser. Apparently, there would be a sign coming up if she followed the path. Mal had argued that she hadn’t seen even a hint of a path since she’d arrived in Wonderland.
Ache dropped his head a moment. He took a breath and looked at her. “Mal, this is no longer Wonderland. It would serve you well to remember that. Don’t draw unnecessary attention to yourself.”
His words were the most serious thing he’d said to her since they had met. “Okay,” she whispered. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean-”
He smiled and shook his head. “I don’t mind, little girl, but others will. Laddenworn. Remember that. And, there is a path you were following. If you hadn’t been on it, you’d not have found my house. Keep on it. When you get to the sign, follow the route that says Curiouser. Not And Curiouser. Just Curiouser. Alright?”
Mal’s face contorted at his confusing words. “Okay, thanks.” 
Ache laughed. She was again taken by how gorgeous he was. Somewhere deep inside her, she wanted to ask if he’d come with. Help her along the way. Isn’t that how stories with quests were supposed to go? The first people the heroine meets should be her sidekicks, or at the very least, her cheerleader. They should want to be along for the ride. Crap, she’d settle for him just wanting sex every night.
But he didn’t offer. Didn’t even hint at it. So she didn’t ask. Mal, like everyone else at DeadEnd, had been trained to take it on on their own. You didn’t rely on anyone. Didn’t trust everyone. Sex with this stranger was one thing. He’d been kind, sure. And he was offering her a suggestion on where to go. That didn’t mean she could trust him.
Although, his suggestion might deliver her right into the hands of the people who had killed the last twenty-seven Fixers sent to right this place. Even so, maybe, when/if she fixed this place, he’d still be here. And if he was, perhaps he might like to take her to bed every night.
Mal smiled at her own thought as she gazed in the direction Ache had indicated. He still stood in his doorway, leaning on the frame, massive arms crossed over an equally impressive bare chest. She looked back at him. The sun breaking through the surrounding trees glinted off the placard on his door. Mr. Hr. 
“Ache is really your name?” Mal asked. 
He shrugged. “It’s been my name for time immeasurable. For time long since and past and lost and still.”
Right. It made perfect sense. 
“Is that your only name?” Part of her wanted to yell, which character are you?
Again, he shrugged. “I’ve gone by other names.”
Mal sighed. “Alright. Well, Ache, thank you for your hospitality.”
Ache grinned. “Believe me, it was my pleasure, little girl.”
“I don’t doubt that,” she said, turning to hide her smile as she headed for the would-be path. Still, she didn’t see any indication of a path. Not by the formation of the trees, any well-trodden moss, or signs. Still.
“Mal,” Ache called when she was several dozen feet away. She turned to see him coming towards her. No shirt, but now he had shoes on. They looked like running shoes. 
He handed her a canvas bag cinched closed and a soft canteen full of liquid. “For your journey,” he said, placing them in her hands. “I meant to give them to you before.”
Mal smiled at the items, the gesture in general. Again, she wanted to ask if he’d come with her but again, something stayed her tongue. “Thank you.”
Ache bent down and kissed her cheek. Then further back to her ear. “Ache Marrh,” he breathed quietly. “Laddenworn is twisted, as are we. You’ll figure it out.”
With a brush of his lips against her neck, Ache backed away and smiled. Not seductive, or at least not intentionally seductive. It was handsome. Beautiful. “If you’re in the neighborhood again, look me up.”
Mal nodded. “I will.” And before she could think better of it, she turned and walked away from the man who had quite literally changed what pleasure meant to her. 
Once more, she walked for what felt like days. The delicious ache was gone. Now it was just ache. Fatigue. Frustration. She’d been careful with the goodies Ache had sent her on with but even so, she was down to her last two biscuits and a single sweet cake. She was lucky if she had more than a couple swallows of tea left. 
She never found the sign that Ache spoke of. Perhaps she hadn’t gotten to it yet or maybe she strayed from the supposed path. Either way, Mal was sure she was well and lost at that point. So she was more than pleased when she heard the sounds of a conflict somewhere in the distance.
Mal quickened her pace to reach it. Perhaps she should have been cautious but at this rate, another living soul was better than being lost in Silence. At the very least, she could follow the victors to civilization.
The closer she got, the louder it became, and the clearer it was that they were using swords. Blades. There were no firearms in this world. The Operators were very strict on what Fixers could bring into the tales. Nothing that would fundamentally change the world. That meant nothing of advancement of any kind. 
Mal didn’t mind. She could wield many sizes and types of blades. It was in her training and she was fairly good. 
There wasn’t a clearing in which the tussle was happening. The group was fighting amongst the trees. It seemed to work for the two the soldiers were attempting to arrest (or kill?). There were perhaps a dozen soldiers dressed in red armor. As she looked closer, it wasn’t solid red armor. Half of the armor was solid red, the other was littered with red hearts on a steel backdrop. The separation went straight down the middle.
One of the two men the soldiers were losing against glanced at her. His ice blue gaze cut into her but didn’t last long. Then, she was completely forgotten about as the two worked in tandem to take out the rest, littering the forest floor with dead bodies. 
 
 




Ryph and Eagy
When the man who’d looked at her drove his blade into the neck of the last soldier, waiting for its body to slide off, Mal stepped out from between the trees that she’d tried to conceal herself behind. No need to give the soldiers another target. Especially since she was unarmed. 
The one who wasn’t killing the last soldier looked at her and gave her a brilliant smile. His skin was golden sand, his hair short and golden blond. His eyes were a golden brown. By all means, he looked like a golden Adonis. 
A crunch of metal indicated the last soldier had slid off the other guy’s sword. He looked at her as well. Platinum blond and ice blue eyes. He was a few inches shorter than the golden man and a little leaner. He studied her with intense eyes and did not offer her a smile.
“Hi,” the golden man said. “I hope you’re not with the soldiers.”
Mal shook her head and offered him a smile in return. “No. I hope they’re the bad guys.”
He laughed. “Yep. I’m Ryph. This is Eagy.” He gestured to the quiet one. 
“Mal,” she said. 
They’re twisted, she reminded herself. She hadn’t come to any conclusions about Ache yet, but it would be good to keep in mind. Whatever characters she encountered might be ones from the story but twisted. Then again, she knew the stories were filled with unnamed background characters.
“You’re out here alone,” Ryph said. It wasn’t a question and there was concern in his voice.
“I’m looking for Curiouser. Or, any place really. Some place with people would be nice. I’m tired of trees and moss.”
Eagy bowed his head. The two briefly exchanged a look. 
“Should I not go to Curiouser?” Mal asked. Had Ache really been sending her into the heart of enemy territory after all? Whoever the enemy was. And by the looks of it, it was the Queen of Hearts.
How cliché. 
“You can go wherever you want,” Ryph said.
“Why the look, then?”
Ryph’s lips quirked. “Where are you coming from, Mal?”
She indicated in the direction behind her with her thumb. “Supposedly there’s a path around here somewhere that I never found.”
“Who told you to go to Curiouser?” Eagy asked, speaking for the first time. His voice felt as if it slid over her skin like a caress of the wind. Mal stifled a shiver.
She hesitated in answering. “Does that matter?”
“It might,” Ryph said. 
Mal was suddenly a little weary. There was no guarantee that anyone she came across could be trusted. That they wouldn’t hand her over to whoever was doing the damage to the fairy tale. Seriously, what did she have to go on that the Heart soldiers were actually from a corrupt monarch? Perhaps these two were the true threat to Wonderland. Or Laddenworn.
She looked around at the bodies on the ground. Instincts. She needed to trust her instincts. Her instincts told her that Ache was just a horny man deep within the woods who likely didn’t get many visitors. He wasn’t sending her to her death. And these two men were not the problem in this story.
They watched her in silence as she contemplated her thoughts. Regarding her openly. Well, Ryph was open, smiling. Eagy was quiet. He wasn’t hostile or closed-off, per se. Guarded. Like life hadn’t been kind to him.
“Ache,” Mal said. “Do you know him?”
To her surprise, they both raised a questioning brow at his name and nodded at her question. Like they were brothers. The Tweedles, perhaps?
“Curious,” Eagy mumbled. 
“Indeed,” Ryph agreed.
“Is it?” Mal asked.
“He is quite mad,” Ryph said. “We’re all a little mad but Ache is… quite, quite mad.”
“He seemed sane to me.”
Eagy turned his face away, a smile he tried to hide as he surveyed the bodies on the ground around them. 
“Did he?” Ryph asked, amused.
Mal opened her mouth to respond but, then, what did she know? What forms would madness take here? Besides, why this was amusing information, she didn’t know.
“You’d have to be quite mad to live deep within Silence.” His voice took on the same caressing quality Eagy’s had a moment ago. 
“Absence can do that to you,” Eagy mumbled.
Ryph bowed his head at Eagy’s words. A moment later, he nudged Eagy and smiled hugely. Eagy rolled his eyes with a sigh and bent down to pick up one of the blades from a soldier’s dead body. Mal was sure she could see a faint smile grace his light features. Ryph began doing the same.
“We’re headed to Memory if you’d like to join us,” Ryph offered. “It’s several weeks’ journey, but we know a few places along the way for a warm wash and hearty meal.”
Was there any way to ask if that was where she’d find the imbalance of the tale? Did they even know? “Alright. Thanks.” 
She watched them strip various items off the soldiers. Blades off all, but other little things here and there. The smaller items they’d pocket. The blades they wrapped together and when they were done, they each had a pack of blades slung over their backs. 
“Ready?” Ryph asked Mal with a grin.
Mal nodded. “Do you want help carrying those?”
Eagy shook his head as Ryph said “No, thanks.”
They walked for what must have been hours in silence. Ryph would speak sometimes, but rarely. She wondered if they were conserving their energy to better manage their large bundles. How heavy were they?
When they stopped for the night – although how they knew it was night, she couldn’t tell – they made a fire and pulled out what appeared to be a small pot of stew. While the stew heated, Eagy unpacked other items from a bag she hadn’t seen either of them carrying. He set a kettle next to the fire, a couple of cups, a tin of tea, and a large, soft canteen, which must have had water in it since he poured some into the kettle. 
Ryph had taken off into the woods to gather kindling for the fire. So it was just Eagy and Mal as Eagy unloaded the pack. He didn’t speak, nor did he look at her. It was clear as he unloaded that they had two of everything. Two bowls, two sleeping bags, two spoons. Enough stew for two. Mal felt a little awkward since she had nothing to offer. 
Oh, she did! She pulled out the little canvas bag from her messenger bag and dug out the two biscuits and single sweet cake. She laid them next to the plates on the flattened canvas bag.
Eagy paused and looked at them before he met her eyes. “You don’t have to,” he said, his voice once more that quiet caressing breeze. 
“It’s the last of the food Ache gave me.”
Eagy looked at it again and smiled vaguely. “I see,” he murmured. 
“You don’t like him?” Mal asked. He seemed a little hesitant whenever she mentioned him.
Eagy’s ice blue gaze met hers again. There was something striking about his appearance. The platinum hair in a messy wave on top of his head paired with the arresting color of his eyes. It must have been obvious that she was admiring him since the smile that formed was a little fuller than it had been thus far in their journey. 
“Ache and I get along fine,” he said. Then, he shrugged. “He’s a particular sort. A peculiar sort.”
Mal nodded slowly, not at all knowing what he was on about. 
“I take it you two got along.”
The way he said it, she was sure he didn’t mean personalities. Mal was saved from having to answer by Ryph’s appearance with a heaping armload of sticks, some as big around as her arm. 
The two men stacked several on the fire.
When the stew was warm, Ryph dished a third into each bowl and handed one to Mal and one to Eagy along with spoons. He pulled a fork from the bag and ate what was left in the pot. After, he split a biscuit with Eagy and made Mal eat the whole one. Mal claimed she didn’t like that particular flavor of sweet cake and refused to share it with them. 
Eagy shook his head, a small smile gracing his light features as he pulled the cake in two and offered a piece to Ryph. Ryph grinned and stuffed the whole half in his mouth, eagerly thanking her as he did. Eagy watched her with a steady, piercing gaze while taking small, measured bites. There was something almost sensual about the way he ate it. 
When the meal was finished, the utensils cleaned and put away, the three sat around the fire. No one spoke for many long minutes. Mal wondered if this was what it was like in Wonderland. Or if it was only like this after it had become Laddenworn. Were people not conversational?
Ache had been chatty. Well, perhaps he hadn’t been chatty. He had been more interested in driving her into the bed than talking. The memory made her smile and again she wondered if she could go back to him and forget this whole thing. The Wonderland door would unlock eventually and someone else could try their luck at fixing the story.
“So, Mal,” Ryph said, voice quiet as it carried to her over the crackling fire between them. Mal looked up to meet his golden eyes. “Do you plan to keep it a secret that you’re from the Cold Land or can we discuss it?”
Mal raised a brow. “I’m not keeping it a secret,” she said. “You hadn’t asked.”
“We asked where you were from,” he countered.
“Yes, well, I hadn’t decided then if I should trust you wouldn’t kill me along with the soldiers.”
Eagy nodded slowly.
“I am from the Outside. Or, I guess, you call it Cold Land. I’m from DeadEnd and have trained for eleven years to try and fix your fairy tale. But somehow, I can’t get out of this damn forest.”
Ryph laughed. “It’s out of temper. There’s no pleasing it.”
Mal blinked at him a few times. “I beg your pardon?”
He shook his head. “It isn’t respectable to beg.” A moment later, his grin grew into something altogether suggestive. “You know, in most circumstances,” he added.
Eagy grinned at his remark, but still kept quiet. 
Mal laughed. “Alright, point to you. But back to the temper thing. Explain that, please.”
“The Silence is out of temper,” Eagy said, his voice low. “Recently, it’s been quite difficult to get anywhere in or through Silence. It makes travel longer, further, hungrier, curiouser, exhausting.”
“I see,” Mal said, although she didn’t see. 
Ryph chuckled and called her out on her lie. “You don’t at all, do you?”
She shook her head. “No, sorry. But that’s fine. I don’t really need to know. I’ll understand in time.”
Eagy and Ryph exchanged a look. “What does Time have to do with anything?” Ryph asked. 
“I…” She stared at him for a few moments. “I’m not sure I understand your question. I just meant that the longer I’m here, the more I’ll understand.”
Neither of them spoke, nor did they look away from her. She decided that she’d change the subject. “Do you know what has unbalanced Won – I mean Laddenworn?”
Eagy shrugged and turned his attention to the fire. 
Ryph chewed on his lip for a few moments. He glanced around before turning back to Mal. “We can’t talk here,” he said, voice low. “Later. When we’re inside.”
“Inside where? Wait, but you do know?” Could she really be that lucky?
Eagy shook his head without embellishing. 
“We can tell you what we know, but I’m sure it’s not all of what there is to know. Not here, though. Not within Silence can we speak of balance,” Ryph said.
“Inside where?” Mal asked again.
“In a couple of days, we’ll reach the Inn. We can clean up there, sleep in a bed, get clean clothes, and restock our supplies. As long as there aren’t any pawns or soldiers around, we can talk a little there.”
Mal nodded.
Yet again, they sat in silence. Silence in Silence. All around them, the forest was alive. Things moved and chirped and grunted, growled and rustled. But nothing was ever seen. 
They sat close to the base of one of the tall mushrooms. A faint green glow from within the ribs trickled down to them. Eventually, Eagy moved to his sleeping bag and crawled in. Mal thought to move up next to the base of the mushroom and lean back against it.
“You can have mine,” Ryph said as he waved in the direction of the other sleeping back. Mal began to protest when he said, “No big deal, Mal. I’ll share with Eagy.” She watched him as he unzipped the other boy’s sleeping bag and did just that. Mal thought Eagy might protest, but he didn’t. He opened his eyes and looked up at Ryph, the corners of his lips raised in a quiet smile, as Ryph curled in the small bag made for one with him. Somehow, they both fit and managed to get it zipped again. 
Mal hesitantly moved to get into the other bag, removing her shoes first. She couldn’t help but watch them, sure that they’d be uncomfortable. Even she felt a bit claustrophobic in the confines of the sleeping bag and she was in it alone. 
As she watched, Ryph moved further down into the bag and more or less sprawled out on top of Eagy, burying his head in the other’s neck, only the top of his golden hair peeking out. Then, they were still. She didn’t realize she was still staring at them until her eyes focused on the crisp blue ones staring back at her over Ryph’s head. He gave her a half a smile. 
Mal grinned back at him, though she didn’t think he could see it as only her eyes were peeking out of the bag. She buried herself further, tucking her head inside as well, and closed her eyes. It was warm and smelt of something wild. 
Mal woke up before the two boys. The fire had gone out and there was a chill in the air. Around her, even the creatures seemed to be asleep. Mal rolled over and looked across the distance to where the boys slept. 
They were still curled together in the sleeping bag. The longer she looked, the less she thought they were asleep. Eagy’s head was back, his jaw clenched, and his face slightly contorted; the top of Ryph’s hair remained visible, just how it had last night. Eagy let out a breath, his eyes opening. 
“Ryph,” he said, voice so low it only carried to her because everything around her was so quiet. “Stop.”
Ryph pulled his head out from inside the bag. Mal couldn’t see his face or what he did, but Eagy flinched. Was it a flinch? A twitch?
“Get off me,” Eagy said in the same quiet voice.
Ryph laughed quietly. “Sorry,” he whispered. At least, that’s what she thought he said. His voice carried to her as if it were being heard through an EVP device on one of those ghost hunting shows. You know, the ones where some imperceptible thing is said and the cast interpreted it for you, suggesting what they think it said and now that’s what you hear? Yeah, same thing. She thought he said sorry. 
Ryph came spilling out of the sleeping bag with a laugh. His short hair was rumpled, as were his clothes. Mal smiled as she watched him stretch, arching his back like a cat. 
Hmm, perhaps he was the Cheshire Cat? When she looked back to Eagy, he was looking at her. Again, his expression was guarded. 
“Morning,” Ryph said, coming to his feet. 
“Morning,” Mal said, not getting out of the sleeping bag yet. 
“Sleep well?” he asked.
Mal nodded. “Did you?”
Ryph’s smile was wide, his face filled with humor and maybe a little playfulness. “Absolutely. He’s quite comfortable. Like a down pillow.”
Eagy rolled his eyes and sat up, rubbing his chest. “Hardly,” he mumbled.
Ryph laughed. “You can lay on me tonight.”
It was almost as if Eagy couldn’t keep the smile in. It fought to come out but even then, it was small. Then, his eyes were on Mal’s. 
“Did you sleep alright?” he asked, apparently not believing her the first time. 
Mal nodded. “Surprisingly peaceful. I slept like a rock.”
Eagy tilted his head in the same moment Ryph turned from the bag he was rifling through to look at her. “A rock? How does a rock sleep?”
“I think the analogy means hard. I slept hard.”
“Hard?” Ryph said, his smile growing. “How hard?”
Eagy sighed, once more smiling at Ryph like he couldn’t help himself.
As Mal unzipped her sleeping bag, both boys watched the zipper. She couldn’t stop her grin. It was like they couldn’t keep themselves from watching. They were intense, Ryph leaning forward in anticipation. Even Eagy’s gaze seemed glued to the movement of the zipper. She carried out the motion just to watch their intent focus.
When she pulled back the top of the sleeping bag to reveal her still completely clothed body, Ryph sat back and grinned. “You’re still female,” he said. 
She couldn’t help it. She laughed. What an absurd thing to say. As if she’d change genders overnight. When he stood, lifting his arms above his head, his hooded shirt rising to reveal a very nice abdomen, golden sand in tone like the rest of him, it also put on display the tenting in his pants. 
“And you’re still male,” Mal said.
Eagy laughed and turned away from them to roll up his bag. 
Ryph grinned. “100%. Would you care to make sure I’m not lying?” He reached for the button on his pants, golden brown eyes on hers. 
Mal began rolling up her bag as well, attempting to get it as neat and tightly wound as Eagy had his. “Not this morning, thanks.”
Ryph sighed. “Oh, alright.”
After packing up their camp site, the three of them ate two rice cakes each. The boys slung the bundled swords on their backs and once again, they began walking. 
After maybe an hour (she sure wished she’d brought a watch or something), she was tired of the silence. She wanted to talk about something. Anything. 
“What can we talk about?” Mal asked.
Eagy glanced at her. 
“What do you want to talk about?” Ryph asked. 
“Telling me how this place is broken is clearly not an option while we’re in the open. But what can you tell me while we walk through Silence?”
Neither answered. 
“Are there others here? Is that why you don’t speak here?”
They both shook their heads in unison. “No, no. Not people, anyways,” Ryph said. “That doesn’t mean there aren’t ears.”
“Then I don’t-”
“There are still ears,” Ryph said. 
After several minutes of no talking, Mal sighed. “Is everyone as antisocial as you two?”
Eagy grinned, his eyes remaining on the not-path ahead of them. Ryph laughed. 
“Eagy usually tells me to shut up at least six times before breakfast.”
“So, it’s because I’m here that you two are so quiet?”
Eagy looked around the trees as they continued. “No,” he said. “Yes, actually, but because we know who you are. We’d rather not let word reach the Queens yet.”
“Queens? As in multiple?”
“There are six kingdoms in Laddenworn,” Eagy said.
‘Kingdoms three and three’ Ache had recited yesterday. Or was it the day before? “There are currently six kingdoms?”
“Today, tomorrow, yesterday, past, still, now, again,” Ryph said. 
Mal blinked at him a few times. He glanced at her and smiled. Then, he nodded. Yes, there were six kingdoms. Somehow, that didn’t feel like an answer she needed. Or even a fully answered answer. 
“Why are we going to Memory? And I’m assuming that’s a place,” Mal said, trying to change the subject to something less… secret.
Both of them seemed to relax at this question.
“When we get low on funds, we go hunting. We strip the soldiers of their blades and other Bloody paraphernalia and haul it into Memory, which, yes is a place. A city. Almost as big as Nonsense was. There, we pawn it, sell it, exchange it, barter for it. Whatever until we get what we want,” Ryph said. 
“Then what? Who buys it? There’s a big market for this stuff?”
Eagy chuckled. “Sometimes we sell it straight back to the army. Charging triple what we’d sell it for to the city-folk.”
“There’s a huge market for weapons. The Queens think they can control rebellion if there aren’t any weapons available. We’re a large part of the movement to make sure everyone has access to blades,” Ryph said.
Mal nodded. “So, you sell your ill-gotten goods, get your money. Then what?”
“Wander for a while. Go home. Whatever.”
“Where is home?”
“Where we live.”
Mal looked at him with a frown. This was going to be one of those conversations where she didn’t get a straight answer. “Does the place have a name?”
Ryph nodded and said no more. 
She chuckled under her breath. Why bother?
The next six days followed the same pattern. They walked for hours, the entire day, before the boys announced that it was late enough, and they’d stop for the night. They’d set up camp in the same manner, Eagy preparing the meal while Ryph gathered firewood. Mal would alternate between which one she helped. 
They split their meal with her and Ryph gave up his sleeping bag and crawled into Eagy’s, and the three slept under a faintly glowing mushroom. They’d wake in the morning, eat two rice cakes apiece, and start walking again.
Conversation was usually short and far between, but Mal came to realize that it might not actually be because they were weary of her. By they, she really meant Eagy. But by the sixth day, she thought that perhaps he didn’t mind her company, either. 
Ryph seemed to enjoy her being around. He was glad to talk with her, make her laugh. Many times, he encouraged her to tell them about whatever she could think of. Mostly, she told them about DeadEnd and the other broken fairy tales. 
Their sixth night, Mal had joined Ryph in gathering firewood. They had a rhythm. They’d wander around, circling the campsite where Eagy was, and pick up wood. As their arms grew full, Mal would transfer her load into Ryph’s arms and she’d pick up more as they went, depositing it into the pile. 
They’d eaten a stew with a cream sauce that night. Eagy had pulled out a couple of pieces of hardened bread from the pack for them to split.
“Where’ve you been hiding this?” Ryph demanded with a boyish grin, submerging it in the stew. 
“You’d have eaten it all the first night if I let you,” Eagy answered, doing the same as Ryph. 
Mal tried to take a bite of it. It was a bit chalky and very hard. 
Eagy grinned at her. “Too old for that. Let it soften in the stew,” he told her. 
When she set it on top, Eagy reached over and took her spoon, pushing it down beneath the thick liquid. “Really,” he said, voice quiet now that he was so close. “It needs to soak some moisture, otherwise it’s inedible.”
“Thanks,” she said when he moved back to his own seat. She waited for it to soften, poking it occasionally until it seemed to fall apart under her ministrations. With a spoonful that included some of the now mushy bread, she eyed it skeptically. But when she put it in her mouth, she couldn’t remember the last time she’d tasted something so divine. 
“Wow,” she exclaimed as she scooped up another bite. How could it be so good when it had tasted something awful a moment ago? But the next bite was just as scrumptious as the last. “That’s really good!”
Ryph nodded eagerly, scraping the sides of his bowl. Eagy watched him with fond humor as he shook his head. Then, he met her eyes. “That’s why I hid them. They’re a great treat when you get sick of stew.”
“Don’t you ever bring anything else along?” Mal asked.
“We’d already gone through the meat and cheese and cakes,” Ryph said as he moved to wash out his bowl. He gathered Eagy’s pot and Mal’s bowl, too. 
Now, on their sixth night, they sat on the same side of the fire instead of ringing it. In a small group huddled together, they talked somewhat comfortably, laughing. Mal could almost imagine she was camping with friends and not in some fairy tale where there was a toxin causing the whole world to become unhinged. 
Before they split for the night, Ryph reached out and took Mal’s hand. He brought it to his lips and kissed her knuckles, his golden eyes on hers. She felt her smile grow more and more until she was sure she was smiling like a loon. The golden Adonis was such a flirt. But he was so damn adorable. 
Soon, the three were heading toward their sleeping bags. Mal wondered if they’d be able to pick up another at the Inn. She still felt guilty for having commandeered Ryph’s, even if it had been at his insistence. 
Eagy pulled Ryph back. “I’m on bottom,” he said as he kicked off his shoes. 
“Why?” Ryph almost seemed to whine. 
Eagy scooted in and tugged on Ryph’s arm. Ryph dropped to his knees. Mal couldn’t quite see his face, but it looked like he was pouting.
“You move too much. I don’t wake up as often if you’re on top of me as I do when I’m on top of you,” Eagy said as he pulled on Ryph’s arm again, encouraging him closer. 
Ryph nodded. “Sorry,” he mumbled. 
“Hush.”
Ryph kicked off his shoes and tucked himself into the sleeping bag. He didn’t wait for Eagy to zip the bag that night before he climbed on top of him, his legs falling on either side of Eagy. He wrapped his arms under and around Eagy and sighed. 
Eagy reached the zipper and pulled it up, his other arm resting on Ryph’s back. When the zipper was closed, he met Mal’s eyes with his ice blue ones. 
Mal grinned at him. 
“Good night,” he said, voice a soft caress of air over her skin. 
“Good night,” she answered him as she closed her eyes. 
 
 




The Rose Red Inn
Mal was ridiculously excited that they’d be arriving at the Inn that day. Of course, she would have been pleased enough if they’d just been able to get her out of Silence before she lost her mind. But, to have a bath, to get in some clean clothes, to sleep in a bed! Luxuries her mind couldn’t even fully fathom. 
Eagy and Ryph seemed to be just as excited. They walked quicker and were in very good moods. 
“Another hour,” Ryph said. 
She wanted to ask how they were keeping the time since neither of them appeared to have watches, but last time she asked how they knew the time, they both gave her that same look they had when she said it would take time to learn all the nuances of Wonderland. Er…Laddenworn. She didn’t dare bring it up again. 
“It’s probably good to warn you that we’ll be sharing a room,” Eagy said, his cool eyes looking at her. 
“Why?” Not that she much cared. She didn’t have any currency; she’d gladly take the floor if it came to that. 
“Women don’t stay alone in Silence,” he answered in that same cool, caressing tone. “It’s not safe.”
Mal nodded. Part of the imbalance? Probably not. There were places in her world that women tended not to stay alone, too. 
“Hopefully, it’s not too full. I’d really like the fourth room,” Ryph said. 
“Why?” Mal asked again. She was sounding like a broken record.
“It’s got the biggest tub. You can fit two people,” he said, wiggling his eyebrows. “Care to join me for a soak?”
Eagy chuckled. 
Mal smiled at him. “Maybe another time.”
“Hmm,” he said, looking away from her. 
It wasn’t the first time she’d said something like that. It wasn’t that she was opposed to taking a bath with him. It was just that they had both been in the same clothes for several days at that point without a single wash to speak of.
“I haven’t bathed in days. I’d like to at least get the first three layers of forest off me before I’m naked with anyone,” Mal said nonchalantly.
Both of them glanced at her. Eagy’s cool eyes seemed a little brighter, the corner of his lips quirking up a little. She was surprised he seemed to like her answer. Ryph, on the other hand, grinned from ear to ear. His golden eyes flashing giddily.
The Inn looked… well… she was surprised it was standing. The base level resembled a boat of sorts. Both ends curved up so that there were two floors, although the second floor had to have had an uncomfortable amount of headroom for at least the majority of the space. It dipped down to a single floor for much of the structure in the middle. An addition was parked on top. It started narrower at the base, holding perhaps two rooms, and ending three times as wide at the top. The weight of it might have been the reason the middle of the base sagged so much.
Not a boat. A top hat. When in Wonderland…
There was a sloppily painted sign above the door that welcomed them into the Rose Red Inn. Three clumped roses were beautifully painted in the corner of the sign. 
There were three other buildings around the Inn. One, she was sure was a stable. The other two, one of which she could only partially see as it disappeared around the back of the Inn, she didn’t have any ideas what they could be. 
“Please don’t be offended,” Ryph said quietly in her ear as they approached the door. “We’d like not to announce who you are. So, and again, no offense, don’t speak. It’s all too clear you’re not from here.”
Mal laughed under her breath. “No problem.”
He smiled at her and the three entered. 
The inside looked nothing like she imagined. It was exquisite. A bar ran the whole length of the room until the last eight feet or so on either end where a door and a set of stairs could be seen on either side. Behind the bar were rows and rows of what Mal imagined were alcohol. Equally as impressive was the arrangement of tea canisters lined along the wall. 
To the left of the room, a hearth ran the length. It was made of stacked stone, maybe two feet high, with a grate that almost took up two thirds of the wall. A smaller, but identical crevice held firewood. A gorgeous piece of timber was inlaid above for the mantelpiece, held in with several large wooden pegs. 
The rest of the space was littered with tables and chairs. The walls were lined with paintings, signs, and stuffed heads of beasts she couldn’t even begin to imagine alive. 
Ryph pulled Mal along by her elbow.
At first, she thought the room was empty. But then someone was there, wiping the bar as if he had been there the whole time. 
He was young, maybe a decade or so older than Mal. His hair was a mess of bright green. The same green of his eyes. He was large, built like a brick house. 
His eyes landed on Mal almost as soon as she saw him. He studied her for a long time before his attention went to the two men with her. Once more, he took them both in in silence for several minutes. When he straightened to his full height, which could only be described as a damn tree, he gave the small group a smile. 
“Eagy,” he said, his voice low and booming, even while quiet. “Good to see you, mate. Ryph, pleasure.”
Eagy gave him an easy smile. “Doh. Business is well?”
Doh laughed heartily. “In Silence, you take what you can get. Still, all is well in time. Staying the night?”
“Please,” Eagy said. “The usual. For three.”
Doh’s too green eyes went to Mal for a moment. He nodded as if he hadn’t noticed the additional person. Perhaps that was what they had counted on. “Very good.”
“Is four available?” Ryph asked. 
Again, Doh’s eyes flickered to Mal for but a second. “Take seven. You’ll appreciate it more.”
Ryph tilted his head to the side in that way he did. His brows puckered. “Thanks,” he said, although his tone didn’t sound convinced. 
“I’ll bring it down when we have a chance to unload. There are clean clothes?” Eagy asked.
“Of course, of course,” Doh said, waving his hand in the air. “Go. Dinner will be served promptly at six. Gip Mae is here for a recitation and to haul in the beastbane recently delivered. Otherwise, there is a remcule in two and a single traveler in the left brim. Very quiet here in Silence tonight.”
“Thanks,” Eagy said as he turned to the left, giving Doh a nod and a smile. 
Ryph guided Mal along with his hand on her back. They headed through the swinging door into a long hallway. There was another set of stairs in the middle that they started to climb. Three landings later, and the last door marked with a seven, Eagy opened the door. 
He stopped in the doorway a moment, surveying the room. Mal couldn’t see around him so she waited patiently, or tried to, until he moved inside. 
The room was fairly big. Bigger than she imagined it would be. There was a fireplace that dominated one wall, set up in the same manner as the one in the bar. No fire burned at the moment. The hearth ended with enough space for a door in the wall to be accessed. A bed, not huge but big enough, was nestled against the opposite wall. A small table sat next to it at the head with a lamp and a book. Against the wall between the end table and hearth was a desk with a chair. A large, round rug covered much of the wide planked floors. The walls were littered with much the same decor as the bar had been, though she was pleased to see there weren’t any stuffed heads. 
At the foot of the bed was a trunk and, in the corner across from the trunk was a table with four chairs around it, a tea set and several tins of teas on top. In front of the fireplace were two comfortable looking chairs and on the hearth was a tea kettle. 
This place really did take tea seriously. Thorough theme, indeed.
Ryph pushed her through the door gently. She hadn’t realized she paused there. 
“Nice,” Ryph said. 
A moment later, Eagy came out of the only other door in the room. “Check that out,” he said, smiling. 
Both Ryph and Mal headed for the door. 
“Oh, my paws,” Ryph whistled. 
In the center of the room, gaining your attention as soon as you opened the door, was a wash tub big enough for four. No kidding. There were easily twice as many levers as Ache’s tub had with a pump that went up and curled like a hook around five feet. 
“It’ll be like a waterfall,” he said, awe thick in his tone. 
“A cold waterfall,” Mal noted, looking at the place below the tub where the fire needed to be lit.
“Might be worth it.”
Mal shook her head. Then again, if she could quickly wash the grime off with the fall of water before sinking into the tub…
“Who first?” Ryph asked as he stepped into the room. He grabbed a towel off a shelf with several glass bottles of soaps and piled them next to the side of the tub. When he turned to look at Mal, his face was eager, hopeful. 
She smiled. “Go ahead.”
“Sure?”
Mal smiled and began backing out the door. 
“You can still join me.”
Mal glanced up at him. Again with the hope, but this time there was almost a shy quality to his expression. She smiled. “Ask me again when I haven’t been walking for a week in the woods.”
“Yeah?” He tilted his head to the side, a smile dancing on his beautiful golden face.
“Yeah.”
He held her gaze for what felt like hours before he bowed his head. He tried to keep his smile from getting too big. “Alright,” he said quietly. When he met her eyes again, he said, “I’ll try not to be too long.”
Mal nodded and continued to back out. Before she had shut the door, Ryph called, “Eagy, want to join me?”
Mal turned to look at Eagy, who was unpacking the contents of the bag onto the table. He glanced at the door, met Mal’s eyes with a timid smile, and called back, “Not right now.”
Ryph sighed. Then, any noise he might have made was drowned out by the sound of the water falling into the basin. Mal shut the door. 
Eagy met her eyes again, the same small smile in place as when he had answered Ryph. “He’ll be a while. You probably should have taken one first.”
Mal shrugged. “No biggie. What’s a few more hours after several days?”
He nodded. She got the impression he knew exactly what she meant. Ryph probably claimed the bath first regularly. 
“Want some help?”
Eagy looked at her for a minute, contemplating. “Okay.” He handed her a memorandum book. “I’m making a list of what we need to restock. Want to write it down as I go?”
Mal nodded, dropping her bag by the one he’d mostly unpacked already. 
Methodically, he went through each pocket, item by item, stating what was missing and how many, before lining what was left on the table. When he’d completely gone through the bag, he frowned at the contents, biting his lip as he studied the remaining items. 
“You know, you could have joined him. I’d have been alright out here on my own.” She wasn’t sure what prompted her to say it, but she did.
Eagy turned his attention from his contemplation to her. It was clear he hadn’t quite processed her words by the way his brows knit together. He had his bottom lip between his teeth and her eyes went right to it. Before he released his lip, she caught a glimpse of his tongue. Not quite pink; something darker, like a deep purple to black. Then, his lips curled at the edges and she knew she was caught staring at his mouth.
He didn’t answer her right away. His head tilted, in a somewhat jerky motion. It reminded her of a bird, the way its head movements were a little abrupt. 
“I may,” he said quietly. “I’d really like this taken care of first so I can put my order in before we go to sleep. If he’s still in there when I’m done, and he very well might be…” He shrugged.
Mal nodded. “I just didn’t want you to think you had to do things differently on my account, is all.”
Eagy stared at her for a long time. When his eyes traveled down her body, she felt a flush come over her. She’d caught Ryph doing the same, especially since he hadn’t once tried to hide it, but Eagy she hadn’t. It surprised her. She didn’t think he was even remotely interested in her.
When his eyes met hers again, he nodded. “I’ll keep that in mind, but it might make for some uncomfortable moments.” He turned back to the table and the items. 
Mal looked around the room. There was a fire in the hearth that she hadn’t noticed. She guessed Eagy started it when she and Ryph were ogling the tub. When her eyes spotted the kettle again, she was suddenly parched. 
She wasn’t surprised, but it was disappointingly empty. With another quick scan of the room, she guessed the only source for water was the washroom. She frowned and went to set it down. 
Eagy placed his hand over hers, taking the kettle from her. This close, his eyes looked like they were transparent. She could almost see the white through the blue. “I’ll get some water. Want to start untying the blades?”
Mal nodded. She watched him disappear behind the washroom door. While it was open, she could hear the movement of Ryph in the tub, the water splashing gently. 
Biting the inside of her lip, Mal knelt down next to the two bundles of blades and began unwrapping the thick leather cords. She’d gotten one bundle completely unwrapped and had moved on to the next when Eagy knelt down next to her. 
She glanced up at him before looking at the hearth. The kettle was now on the spicket, sitting over the fire. With a smile, she went back to the task of working the knots loose. 
“Does it look just as relaxing as I imagine?” Mal asked.
Eagy chuckled. “More.”
She groaned a little in anticipation. Knowing she was so close to getting clean, her skin felt like it itched. Like she was caked in dirt and mud and dried sweat. Well, she was. 
“Let’s line these up,” Eagy said.
Mal helped him. It turned into her handing him one and him placing it where it should be along the line up. They ended up with nineteen full size swords, five whose blades were only two to three feet in length, and close to three dozen daggers. Eagy was impressed with two of the larger ones.
He selected one of the three-foot-long blades, one that glittered in the firelight as if there were jewels within the hilt and along the spine, and one of the daggers. 
“Want to go downstairs with me?” he asked.
Mal nodded. “Sure. What for?”
“Payment. And to place our order.” He lifted the longer of the two blades when he said payment. The dagger he stuffed under his shirt within the waist of his pants. “In case he needs more but I think this one will more than cover it.”
She followed him back downstairs. Once again, the bar appeared empty. There were no patrons. Some eerie music she didn’t remember hearing when they came in floated on the air as if it were playing in a room behind a closed door.
As before, Doh appeared behind the bar like he’d been there a moment ago. She wasn’t so sure he had. Eagy stopped in front of him and placed the blade on the bar top. 
Doh appraised it. He didn’t try to conceal his approval. His fingers flitted down the blade before stroking the hilt almost gingerly. 
“Very good,” he whispered. “Very good, very good.”
Eagy produced the list they’d created upstairs. Doh looked it over. He nodded until he got to ‘1 sleeping bag’, at which he shook his head. “Out. Not sure when I’ll get more in. Sorry mate.” And he glanced down at the blade regretfully. 
With a somewhat dramatic sigh, Eagy said, “No worries. Just fill the rest with a little extra and we’ll call it even.”
Doh met his eyes, too green to ice blue. Then, he bowed his head. “Very well, Eagy.”
Before her eyes, the blade vanished from the bar top. And Doh vanished from behind the bar. 
“Ha!” Mal said. “I knew he wasn’t here when we came down.”
Eagy chuckled. “Come on. Maybe our bath hog is ready to share.”
They began climbing the stairs once more and entered the room as Ryph stepped out of the washroom with nothing but a towel around his waist. 
Mal didn’t pretend not to stare. He was a golden god all the way down. Well, he was everywhere that wasn’t covered by the towel. Then, she was staring for another reason. From his shoulders to his ankles, to his wrists, his entire body looked like it was covered in tattoos. Feather tattoos. 
But they weren’t just feathers. Wait, they were, but they looked so… intricate. Like lace. 
“Nice,” she breathed. Her eyes went back to his. He was smiling, appreciating her admiring. 
“There’s clean water,” Ryph said. “For whoever is next.”
“Go ahead,” Eagy said, nudging Mal slightly. 
Mal nodded, walking towards Ryph who stood in the door to the washroom still. He didn’t seem to feel the need to move. She stopped a little more than a foot from him. This close, his feathers looked so real. She had to clench her hand to make herself not reach out and touch. 
“Beautiful,” she murmured, looking back up to his face. 
His smile was softer now. Sweet, almost. “Thank you,” he said. A few heartbeats passed before he reached out and took her hand. Bringing her fingers to his chest, he released his grip on her. 
They actually felt like feathers. Soft, delicate. She could feel the shape of them under her fingers as she traced one and then another. An awed breath left her mouth. “Oh my,” she whispered. “They’re real?”
“Mhm.”
When she could finally draw her attention back to his face, she couldn’t help but stare at him in wonder. Before she knew it, he was leaning down. His mouth slowly descending on hers. His tongue flickered out between his lips briefly, wetting his lips. Again, she let out a puff of breath and ended his slow approach. She leaned into him, pressing her lips to his. 
His feathers ruffled under her touch as his soft kiss turned a little rougher with more pressure. The feel of his tongue on her lips made her shiver. Before she could part her lips, he took her lower one gently between his teeth. He sucked on it, but only enough that she felt it. And she felt it all the way to her toes.
Too soon, he released her. Not that he had been holding on to her at all. Eyes intently on hers, a sensual smile lingering, he slid to the side, out of the doorway, and let her into the washroom, shutting the door softly behind her.
For a minute, Mal just stood there. A chill went over her entire body, as if an electric charge passed through her system, spreading warmth and arousal. 
‘He has feathers,’ she mouthed. ‘And I like it!’
Then again, she’d quite enjoyed the man with rabbit ears and a tail. What difference was someone with living tattoos of feathers covering their body?
With a mental shake, Mal stripped out of her clothes in quick time and climbed into the water. She groaned. It felt so good. It was hot, filled to the brim with bubbles that smelled of lilacs. 
Conscious that Eagy still needed to wash and she had no idea what time it was, she forced herself to wash and get out. She washed twice, her hair a third time for good measure. And she permitted herself to relax for a few minutes, but not long enough.
It took her several minutes to figure out this bath with its extra levers, but in time she found the one to drain it. It emptied surprisingly fast. While it filled again, she dried and wrapped the towel around her. There was no way she was going to put back on the gross clothing she’d arrived in. Not after the bath.
Both boys were sitting on the floor in front of the blades when she came out. Eagy was still dressed as he had been, but Ryph was wearing something like sweats. They looked up at her and grinned when they saw her wrapped in nothing but a towel. 
“Clean clothes in the trunk,” Eagy said.
Mal nodded and dug through it until she found something that might not hang off her as much as the rest of it. She came out of the washroom again in sweats similar to those that Ryph wore. 
“Feel better?” Ryph asked.
“So, so much,” she said. “I feel like royalty now that I’m clean. I don’t even care that these don’t fit me.”
Eagy got to his feet and headed towards the room. When he didn’t close the door right away, Mal peeked back in to see that he was filling a bowl. When he was done, he brought it out and set it on the hearth with a handful of cloths before disappearing into the washroom once more and shutting the door.
Ryph took a cloth, dipped it into the bowl, and wrung it out. Then, he began scrubbing the blade in his hand. Mal mimicked what he was doing. 
They made it through a little more than half when Eagy emerged from the washroom. He, like Ryph and Mal, hadn’t thought to bring clean clothes in with him. Or maybe none of them had truly cared that they’d be coming out almost naked. 
Now dressed and refreshingly clean, they headed down to dinner. Apparently, it was six. The room was no longer empty. There was a group of three men and a woman at a table close to the fireplace and a single gentleman in the back corner. 
A table somewhat centered in the room had a large metal dome over it. As Eagy led the way to that table, Doh appeared next to it and, with a flourish, whipped the dome off. 
“Oohhh,” Ryph said excitedly. 
There was a platter with a cooked meat about the size of a full chicken in the middle of the table. Scattered around were various other dishes. There were also multiple teapots and jugs of various colored liquids. 
The three of them gathered around the table, taking seats. Ryph immediately began carving into the meat. When he tried to place a slice the size of her head on Mal’s dish, she shook her head. 
“No, no, Ryph,” she laughed. “I can’t eat all that.”
He paused and looked at her sideways, confusion coloring his expression. “You can’t?”
Mal shook her head. “Maybe a quarter.”
His eyes widened as he examined the piece still on his serving fork. It was clear he wasn’t convinced of this assertion but placed the slice on Eagy’s plate instead. The next slice he offered her was much more appropriate to what she could finish.
When he finally sat down after giving himself a portion the size of Eagy’s, he made sure she knew there was plenty more if she was still hungry after. Mal smiled at him with thanks before looking at the rest of the items.
Eagy handed her a bowl of bright orange, somewhat mushy oblong balls of… something. She looked at him for some assurance. 
“These are…” he thought about it, looking at them. “Starchy. Grown in the ground. Like, ah…”
“Potatoes?” she offered.
The look he gave said he didn’t know what a potato was. She took the bowl and scooped two small ones onto her plate. The next dish he gave her had a variety of food of different shapes, sizes and colors. 
“Vegetables,” Eagy said.
Mal was fairly comfortable with vegetables so she put a slightly larger scoop of them on her plate. Then, he handed her a piece of pie. Meat pie. Which she accepted. 
Ryph offered her one of the teapots but before she could take it, Eagy pulled it away. “That one’s probably not a good idea.” He handed her a different one. “This one is ‘Relax’.”
Mal also found a pitcher of what looked like water. After a tentative sip, she confirmed it was. 
The three of them dug in with gusto. After a week of rice cakes and stew, this was gourmet. She cleaned her plate but refused more when Ryph tried to offer it. 
As the three of them were sitting back, Doh came back to them to clear the dishes. The boys told her the remnants would be made into stew for their trip. Mal took her first sip of tea. Almost instantly, she felt her muscles begin to relax from the many long days of walking and sleeping on the ground. Another sip and all her stress fell away. 
Doh returned as she was starting on her second cup of Relax tea and placed a platter of tarts on the table. Ryph immediately took the plate and started rifling through.
Mal watched him, amused.
“He’s looking for orange. They’re his favorite. He’d literally get on his knees and beg,” Eagy said.
“Would not,” Ryph said. Except it was pretty clear he said it just to argue. 
Mal giggled. The sound felt strange coming out of her mouth. Giggle. She didn’t think she’d ever giggled before. She did it again, just to hear the sound.
“One,” Ryph said sadly, holding up the single orange tart. He looked at it longingly for several minutes before offering it to Mal.
She had just brought her teacup to her lips and paused, looking at him with wide eyes. “But, it’s your favorite,” she stammered.
He smiled. “Have you had this kind before?”
Mal shook her head. She didn’t remember ever having a tart of any flavor. “It’s alright. I can have another.”
“Try it,” he urged. “It’s the best flavor.”
“It really is,” Eagy agreed. 
She shook her head. 
“Split it with me, then?” Ryph asked.
Mal nodded and poured herself another cup of tea. He didn’t split it in two but three, offering both Mal and Eagy pieces. Eagy grinned at him, ice blue eyes sparkling. 
The piece of tart was ridiculous. Mal couldn’t remember eating something so good in all her life. Ryph was pleased by her reaction.
Halfway through another tart and a fourth cup of tea, Mal sighed dreamily as a man climbed onto the hearth. He cleared his throat and reached into his pocket. Mal leaned in expectantly, waiting to see what he’d pull out. 
A closed fist with shimmering sand leaking through his fingers, the man gave the room a grim smile. He threw the sand into the air. It filled the room in smoke. Colorful swirls danced before her eyes. The smoke rose and settled around the ceiling, twirling and undulating like a storm. Then, he began to speak. 
“How doth the giant Crocodile”
He spread his hands wide and the swirling smoke coalesced into a huge crocodile that spanned the length of the room. 
“Sharpen his lethal nails,”
Above their heads, one of the massive feet flexed, huge claws elongating almost down to the table. Mal took a sip of tea, or tried to, but her mouth was hanging open in awe.
“And through the swampsea of the Vile”
All around them, grass and trees rose, shooting up and through the ceiling. A water line glittered against the crocodile’s scales as if it were gliding through the water with the top part of his body above the surface. 
“Hear every eerie wail!”
There was no sound but the vegetation in the illusion shivered. Mal did, too, sure that she could hear the wails. 
“How cheerfully he seems to grin,”
And boy did it. 
“How sweetly spreads its claws
And welcomes little beasties in
With wicked smiling jaws!”
What looked like crazy fantasy animals had paraded around the crocodile as it grinned wickedly, maniacally. The croc lunged at the little animals, all disappearing inside its massive mouth with a snap. Then, the whole scene faded away, the smoke settling at the ceiling again.
The eight patrons, including Mal’s little table, broke out into applause.
“What was that?” Mal asked. The wonder in her voice sounded awfully childlike to her ears. Another giddy giggle bubbled up in her chest.
“Gip Mae,” Eagy said. “He’s a bard.”
“Oh, how wonderful,” Mal exclaimed. 
Both boys looked at her with grins. Mal continued to drink her tea. 
During the next couple of recitations, Mal began to feel restless. She eyed the sweet tarts but didn’t think she could eat anymore. She eyed her teacup, half full, but decided she might wet herself if she drank anymore. Even this thought made her giggle. 
Then, she spied Eagy’s hand on the table. Sitting there. Inconsequentially. In this dim light, it almost looked like he had tattoos, too. Except that they weren’t in dark ink so one could see them. Mal leaned closer. No, they looked almost like they were etched into his skin. The slight shadow brought them to her attention and nothing else.
Inhibitions completely gone, Mal reached out and stroked one of the lines on the back of his hand. It disappeared up his shirt sleeve. He flipped his hand over and took hers. 
Mal looked up to find him watching her, a small smile lingering. And there, as she studied his face, the marks were there, too! Her mouth dropped a little. They were completely covering his body, as if his skin were embossed by… whatever these lines were. 
She didn’t even think to stop herself. She reached her hand up and touched his cheek with her fingertips. Could she feel them? Mal wasn’t so sure but his skin was so, so soft. 
Eagy tilted his head in that odd animal way of his. His free hand reached up and gently pulled her hand away. Maybe they hurt. 
“What are they?” she asked.
“Nothing special, Mal. Just the markings of my kind,” he answered quietly.
“But, what do they mean? They’re so… purposeful, they must mean something.”
Eagy contemplated this. It seemed he hadn’t considered it before. “I haven’t the slightest idea,” he said in that voice that caressed her skin. She almost felt like purring. 
Mal leaned back in her seat. Eagy released both her hands and watched as she drank the rest of her cup of tea. When she went to pour another, the pot was empty, and she frowned. 
She jumped when Eagy pulled the pot from her hands. “How much of this did you drink?”
“Apparently, all of it,” she giggled. 
His eyes were weary when he looked at her again. “Come on, time for bed,” he said, pulling her to her feet. 
The world swayed and heaved. Somehow, she remained upright, although she suspected one or both of the men she was with had something to do with that. 
Next thing she knew, she was in bed. Blearily, she opened her eyes. The figures of the two looked like dark shadows against the bright fire. They were speaking about something, although she couldn’t make out the words. With a tremendous amount of concentration and focus, eventually she heard them.
“She is, Eagy. How do you not feel it?”
Eagy sighed. “Don’t get your hopes up. We’ve been disappointed before.”
“She’s different. You know she is. She’s from the Cold Land.”
Eagy shook his head. “Go to sleep. I’ll sleep-”
“No. Uh uh. Get in bed. It’s plenty big enough.”
The shadow of Ryph pushed Eagy’s into bed. Eagy didn’t protest again. When he pressed against Mal, he moved her further into the bed with a soft, “Scootch, Angel.”
A smile ghosted over Mal’s lips as she settled in against him.
She had a dream that she had awoken to a knock on the door and the boys had left her alone. But when she awoke, they were there in bed with her. She was sure it had been a dream. They said Silence wasn’t safe for a lone female.
When she rolled to look at them, Eagy was on his stomach with his face away from her. Ryph was more than less on top of him. Mal laughed quietly at Ryph’s huge grin. 
“Good morning, Mal,” he said with an almost sensual tone.
“Did I take up too much room?” she asked.
He laughed. “No. I told you. He’s like a down pillow.” He flinched and laughed. The hand he was laying on went under the covers and came out with Eagy’s. Maybe he’d pinched Ryph. 
Ryph held the offending hand over their heads and laid his back on top of the mess of platinum hair. With the sun streaming in, she could once more see all the lines etched into Eagy’s skin. That part of last night hadn’t been a dream.
“You can lay on him if you want,” Ryph said, that almost sensual tone brushed her cheeks. 
Ryph flinched again and laughed. With his free hand, he reached down under the blankets and pulled out Eagy’s other hand, where he pinned that one over their heads too. 
“He’s feisty in the morning,” Ryph said. 
Eagy mumbled something that Mal didn’t hear but made Ryph grin wider, as if that were possible. 
“What’s the plan today?” Mal asked.
Ryph sighed. “Walking.”
Mal pouted, too. It had been so nice to have a hot meal, a hot bath, and a bed. Oh, and the clean clothes. It’s the little things in life one takes for granted. 
“How long until the next bath?”
“Four days, probably.”
At least he sounded as trodden with the idea as Mal felt. Eagy squirmed under Ryph and Ryph released the hand closest to Mal. Eagy turned his head and smiled, somewhat annoyed. Although she didn’t know him well, Mal didn’t really think he minded being in the position he was. Even as she looked, she could see that Eagy had taken Ryph’s fingers in his hand, the one that was still above their heads, linking them together.
After a few more minutes of lounging in bed, Eagy had them all getting up and ready for their tip. Within the night, all their dirty clothes miraculously became clean and folded in the washroom. They dressed in the clothes they’d arrived in, leaving their borrowed Inn sweats in the washroom. As Mal helped tie up the swords again, she found that they’d multiplied in the night. There were easily three times as many.
“So, is this normal? Do swords breed in the night?”
Ryph laughed wildly. 
“Nothing quite so entertaining,” Eagy said, grinning at her. “A fairly big band of soldiers showed up in the night, trying to take the beastbane. Doh woke us and asked for our assistance. We keep the goods and he disposes of the bodies.”
It hadn’t been a dream. They had left in the night. 
“You were safe,” Ryph said. “We locked you in. Not even you could have gotten out.”
She hummed her disbelief but didn’t say anything. 
With a quick breakfast, the three of them headed out once again.
 
 




The Fall
Eagy
He watched the two of them laugh as if they’d known each other their entire lives. Ryph was eager to have her around. To talk to her. To feed her. To take care of her. To have her in general. Eagy could tell from the moment Ryph laid eyes on Mal that he’d wanted the girl. 
Sure, Eagy had too, but he was a bit more realistic about it. Reality never played into Ryph’s wants very well. Eagy was the one that always brought him back to reality.
Still, as he watched them, it was clear that Mal had taken to Ryph pretty easily. Relatively quickly. Was Eagy jealous? Fuck yes. Everything seemed to come easy to Ryph. Why wouldn’t this Cold Land girl, too?
It wasn’t that Mal was cold to Eagy. She wasn’t by any means. In fact, Eagy was almost convinced that if he were more like Ryph – outgoing, energetic, enthusiastic, funny – Mal might like him in a similar fashion. 
But he wasn’t. Through all his years, there was very little to make him anything like Ryph. 
Eagy trudged behind them, smiling vaguely at Ryph’s joke about a teapot and a saucer. They’d be arriving at the 7 Little Men Inn by nightfall and Eagy was glad for it. He never complained about the long trips, nor camping under the trees, but boy did he miss a bed. 
After lunch, Mal seemed to lose steam. Her eyes got droopy and her feet started to drag. Even her responses to Ryph seemed a little sluggish. 
Eagy caught up to them and placed his hand gingerly on her shoulder. “Mal, are you okay?”
Mal turned to look at him and her pupils looked a bit dilated. “Jist, tyerred,” she said, her words slurring together. 
They trudged on but after an hour, their pace had slowed considerably. It began when Mal couldn’t keep up all of a sudden. Then, she couldn’t keep her footing. There was still a couple of hours to go before they arrived. 
When Mal lost her footing again and Ryph caught her right before her face hit the ground, they stopped and rested. Mal dozed for an hour while Ryph and Eagy watched her, worried.
“What’s wrong with her?” Ryph asked.
Eagy shook his head. She had ingested the same things they had so it couldn’t have been anything she consumed. Then again, those from the Cold Land tended to be a little more fragile than those who were born of Laddenworn. And they were stuck in a single shape all the time. How dreadful.
When she woke, she seemed better. Her words weren’t slurring anymore, and she could walk well enough, if a little slower than she had been. Eagy could see in her eyes that she was still exhausted. 
Had she not slept last night? Had they kept her awake? The thought spread dread through him. If that were the case, Ryph should just give up now.
But then, this seemed an odd way of acting from being tired. Maybe that was what happened to Cold Landers when they didn’t get enough sleep.
They made it to the Inn a little over forty minutes later than planned. There was a full house scheduled for this night in the seven-room inn, but the barkeep, Ca, shuffled some people around and gave the three of them a room with a larger bed than the others. 
By the time they were inside, Mal had started to sway again. Ryph had gone into the washroom, but Eagy was worried if Mal didn’t wash first, she’d end up sleeping in her clothes. So Eagy stopped him and nudged Mal towards the room.
“I can wait,” she said quietly. “Ryph can-”
“He will wait,” Eagy said. He placed his hand gently on her back. She was resisting him as he tried to push her closer to the washroom. Granted, he wasn’t using any strength at all. He feared she might fall forward if he did. “You need to rest, but first you need to wash. He’ll be fine.” Eagy pushed a little further into her back. “Go,” he whispered. 
Reluctantly, she allowed him to push her into the washroom and he gently closed the door behind her. Eagy faced Ryph. 
His golden eyes were wide, filled with concern. “Is she okay?” he asked.
The big brute was really a soft guy. He cared a whole lot about so much. Eagy was thankful to be on the list of those he cared about. “Take a blade,” Eagy said. “Get some food up here, pay our keep, and see what else you can scrounge. You can go back for the order later.”
“But-”
“I’ll make sure she’s okay, Ryph. This is your inn.”
The face Ryph made almost had Eagy laughing. This was an inn Ryph liked. Eagy preferred the one a day’s further travel. They usually stopped at this one because Ryph enjoyed the entertainment. Eagy couldn’t stand the barkeep. So, he’d made a deal with Ryph. They could stay at the 7 Little Men if Ryph dealt with the barkeep.
Ryph had never been upset about this arrangement until now. He looked at the washroom door and sighed. “Okay,” he said. 
The door barely clicked behind Ryph when the washroom opened. Mal stood there in a towel, hanging on to the door to keep her upright. 
Eagy jumped to his feet with the sweats he’d pulled from the trunk. “Here, put these on. Then you can lay down.”
She nodded but turning seemed to be a problem. Once her back was to him, her whole body slumped over. Eagy caught her by her shoulders and pulled her back against him to steady her. 
“I can’t,” she whispered. She was shivering. 
Eagy had a moment’s panic. How was he going to dress her? He suddenly wished Ryph had stayed. 
Swallowing hard, he dropped the shirt on the hearth and held the pants out in front of her. He pulled her back solidly against his chest and together they managed to get her in the pants without her losing her cover. His face flushed when he pulled them up under the towel. She’d only started to dive into the floor headfirst once. He’d caught her, but it had unnerved him. 
Her shirt was a little easier. He pulled the whole thing over her head and down her body, pinning her arms to her side. She gave a muffled laugh as she swayed. Eagy pulled the towel loose from her, feeling his cheeks redden deeper as he did, and she worked her arms in as he tossed the towel into the washroom. 
Mal walked to the bed somewhat steadily. Swaying, yes, but she made it. Well, she made it to the bed. That’s where she stopped. With her hands on it, she bent forward and lay her head down.
“A little further,” Eagy encouraged.
She made a soft, defeated sound. He frowned. Reaching around her, his body pressed awkwardly close, Eagy reached to feel her forehead. It was a distraction, bending over her like this, but he was afraid if he let her go, she’d fall and get hurt. 
She was still shivering so even though she didn’t feel warm, he thought she might have a fever.
“Can I help you?” he asked quietly.
Mal nodded. 
Eagy gently pulled her up, back, and against him. He reached around to pull the blankets down and lifted her slowly into bed before pulling the blankets up to her chin. 
“Water?” she whispered.
Eagy nodded. “Tell me how you feel. What ails you?”
“Cold,” she whispered. “Dizzy. Thirsty.” 
“I’ll make you some tea,” he said. Before he could turn, she shook her head. 
Her lips moved, but words didn’t seem to come out. “Try again,” he said, leaning in closer. Again, no words came out, but he thought she said water.
“You can have water after your tea. The tea I’ll make has some medicinal qualities. It should help.”
There was no reply. 
Eagy turned and filled the tea kettle. He put it over the fire and checked on her again. There should be just enough time to wash quickly before the water boiled. With the door cracked so he could hear her if she called out, he tore his clothes off and piled in. 
She’d somehow managed to run new water before trying to come out. He smiled. It was no wonder Ryph was smitten with her. Hell, Eagy was smitten with her and he tried like hell not to be.
He’d never moved so fast through the tub in his life. He wasn’t as clean as he would have liked to be when he returned to the room. She was still in bed, stationary. It didn’t look like she’d moved at all. 
When he finished preparing her tea and gathered a soft canteen of water to bribe her with, Eagy climbed on the bed next to her. He drew her up so her back was leaning against him and he supported her head. 
Blearily, she opened her eyes. 
“Open,” he said, placing the teacup to her mouth. 
When she complied, he dribbled a little. She made a face but swallowed. “Water,” she rasped.
“Drink this first, Mal. There’s medicinal properties,” he said softly.
She complied and drip by drip, he got the tea into her. It should have pepped her up immediately, but it seemed not to have any effect at all. 
Right before he’d finished giving her the tea, Ryph came back to the room. His eyes widened. Eagy could see he was borderline panicked. 
“See what Ca has for treatments and panacea,” Eagy said. 
Ryph continued to stare at Mal. For long minutes, he didn’t seem able to move. “Ryph?” Eagy asked.
He snapped out of it and nodded. Before leaving, he grabbed a dagger and headed for the door.
It wasn’t long before Ryph came back and dumped an entire case of different items for illnesses on the bed. He started to climb in, but Eagy insisted he wash first. Ryph started to complain, but there was no way Eagy was allowing him in the clean bed with an ill woman while he was still caked in four days’ worth of travel.
Eagy laid her back down. He brushed her hair back from her face. There should be more blankets in the trunk. He got out of bed to see. First, he removed all the items Ryph had brought. She was comfortable, he thought. And he didn’t have the slightest idea how to use any of this stuff.
“Eagy,” she muttered. His heart leapt. She’d asked for him!
 “It’s alright,” he said, brushing his lips across her cheek. “I’m getting you more blankets.”
He waited a minute to see if she was trying to request something else. When she didn’t, he hurried to the trunk. There were three furs in there. He pulled them all out and piled them on top of her before crawling in next to her.
Eagy couldn’t lay down. He was too nervous. Instead he hovered over her, watching her. She was still shaking.
In record time, Ryph was back. He crawled into bed behind Eagy, spooning his body tightly around him. Eagy smiled, turning his head to look at the bright golden eyes.
Those eyes were filled with trepidation as he looked at Mal. But when he looked down to meet Eagy’s, there was affection, too. Ryph rested his head on Eagy’s. And like that, they fell asleep.
Mal hadn’t moved during the night. She hadn’t awoken for hours during the next day. When she did, she was mumbling things he couldn’t understand. Ryph was staring at her in horror, not knowing what to do. They’d looked at each individual tincture and liquid he’d procured from Ca but had no idea what any of it did or how to administer it. 
Sometime around lunch, Mal began tossing and turning in her sleep. Nothing they did seemed to help. Soft cries escaped her lips. 
Eagy could feel helpless tears stinging his eyes. Had Ryph not been there, he might have cried. Knowing that his panic would put Ryph into a panic, too, he kept himself together. Barely. 
They dug through the medicinal items again until they came across something that looked amazingly like tea. Taking the only chance they thought they’d get, they made Mal tea. 
It was a struggle to get her to calm down enough to drink it, but they somehow managed. At first, it didn’t seem like it worked. Then, when Eagy was just about to break down, Mal sighed and settled.
“Thank madness,” Ryph said, staring at her. 
The stress lining his face was echoed in how Eagy felt. They watched her sleep peacefully for a long time. Whatever had troubled her seemed to have passed. 
Ryph turned to him. “Do you think,” he said, moving behind Eagy, “While she sleeps, we can…” He pressed his hips into Eagy’s ass. Instantly, Eagy’s body came to life. It was almost painful how quickly.
“Ryph,” he said, looking at Mal, voice croaking. 
“It’s been so long,” Ryph said in a half whine, half alluring tone. “I’m so tense and scared, Eagy. Please.” He pushed into Eagy more firmly, this time bringing one of his arms around and pressing his back firmly to Ryph’s chest. 
It had been a long time. Usually, these trips were just the two of them. Madness, usually their life was just the two of them. Sex had always been frequent. It had been almost two weeks now. Eagy couldn’t remember the last time they’d gone that long without even a little touch. 
And sleeping bag touching sure as shit did not count. It was more frustrating than satisfying. 
Eagy looked at Mal again, even as he leaned back into Ryph. “You have to be quiet.”
Ryph nodded. 
“No, really. Can you?”
“I swear I will.”
Eagy nodded and Ryph immediately started pulling him into the washroom. Eagy shut the door, but didn’t latch it. If she called to them, or made any noise at all, they needed to be able to hear. As soon as he turned, Ryph was on him.
The rough tongue of Ryph’s always sent a thrill through Eagy. His kiss was urgent, desperate. His hands were demanding. He wasted no time slipping a hand down Eagy’s pants and pulling on his throbbing cock. Eagy grunted.
As much as he wanted to enjoy it, he didn’t dare spend a lot of time away from her. So he pushed at Ryph’s pants until his erection was out and dropped to his knees. 
Everything about Ryph was magnificent. He was bronze, big, hard, and gorgeous. And that was the part of his body that the world saw. His penis was big and thick and Eagy loved every inch of it and the inches were in the double digits. He took it in his mouth, wasting no time with play. 
Ryph hissed. Eagy looked up to see those wonderful golden eyes watching. Eagy smiled around his cock and took it deeper, bringing the head to the back of his throat. Ryph made a choking sound, no doubt trying to be as quiet as he promised because Ryph was not a quiet lover.
Eagy was roughly pulled to his feet before he’d even gotten started and pushed back against the counter, Ryph’s mouth once more on his. “We have to be quick,” Ryph said into Eagy’s mouth before biting Eagy’s lip roughly.
Eagy nodded and pushed him back. They searched the counter for lubricant. After a minute of coming up empty handed, Ryph swore. “You’ve got to be kidding.”
It wasn’t that they always used it, but it was easier to use it when they were trying to be quick. And quiet. He frowned.
“Something here should work,” Eagy said and picked up a bottle of rub. He opened the container to look at it. It looked like cream, so he dipped his fingers in. “This’ll work.”
Ryph pulled Eagy’s pants off his hips and Eagy rubbed it on himself. It felt nothing like lubricant. He looked up and frowned. Ryph watched Eagy’s hand with the same frown. His eyes drifted back over the many vials and bottles on the counter. His eyes lit up.
“Oil. That’s better.”
Eagy nodded and wiped his hand on a towel. Ryph took another towel and wrapped it around Eagy to get the rub off. Satisfied, impatient, he dropped the towel and poured a bunch of oil on Eagy. He rubbed it in with three strokes and turned. 
Ryph was taller than Eagy by a few inches so standing was never their favorite position. But with a quick look around, there weren’t many options. 
Except the counter. 
Eagy turned him back again and pushed him into the counter. Ryph nodded and hopped up, leaned back as he brought his legs up, and looked at him expectantly. 
He rubbed the oil a little more and pushed against Ryph. Sliding into him was the best feeling Eagy knew. He was usually slow and gentle to begin, but with Mal in the other room, they simply didn’t have as long as they would normally take.
Ryph’s head went back and he bit his lip, trying to keep the sound from escaping as Eagy gave him half within a second. “Sorry,” Eagy said. Ryph nodded, squeezing his eyes closed. Within two thrusts, Eagy was completely sheathed and groaning. Although he hadn’t intended to, he paused to let them both settle. 
When their eyes met, they shared a smile. Ryph pulled him in and kissed him and Eagy began to move. 
They were quiet. Ryph’s beast struggled with the restraint, but he somehow managed to keep his wings in and roars muffled. Eagy was less successful and Ryph was thrilled to be able to tease him about it. 
They cleaned up and returned to Mal. She was still sound asleep. For the rest of the day and throughout the night, the two men curled around her on either side. 
 
Mal
Mal’s eyes flew wide open and she sucked in a startled breath. A moment later, she sat upright and looked around her. On either side lay the men she’d been traveling with, now awake and still, watching her with worried eyes. She was in a room she didn’t remember coming to. She was clean and dressed in sweats she didn’t remember donning. 
“What happened?” she asked, startled by it all. 
Eagy sat up and slid out of bed. He returned a moment later with a canteen of water and offered it to her. To her surprise, she felt dehydrated. She accepted it gratefully and drank.
“Not so fast,” Eagy said, gently pulling her hand down. 
She’d been gulping it. Mal nodded and took smaller sips. His ice blue eyes watched her fretfully. When she’d finally had her fill of water, he took the canteen from her. 
“What do you remember?” he asked. His voice was quiet, like she was ready to get up and bolt. 
“I-” Nothing. She remembered… “Laying on the forest floor when we stopped for lunch. Then I woke up here.”
He frowned. Over the next several minutes, he described the last couple of days. Mal was shocked to know she’d missed so much time. Sick!
“But, what did I catch?”
“Catch?” Ryph asked, confusion making his brows pucker. “You couldn’t even open your eyes. You didn’t catch anything. And we didn’t throw anything.”
Mal stared at him. Blinking a few times, she burst out laughing. “You’re too cute, Ryph.” It was obvious he had no idea what she was laughing about and Eagy looked concerned, but Ryph smiled nonetheless at the compliment.
“I meant, what was my illness?” she clarified. 
They spoke English, but still their language was foreign most days.
“Oh,” Ryph said. “We don’t know.” He shrugged. “We’re just glad you came out of it. It was horrible and we were so scared for you.”
His big golden eyes were imploring. Mal reached back and wrapped her arms around his neck. “Thank you for taking care of me, Ryph.” His big arms circled her and squeezed her tightly.
When she pulled away, he was smiling quietly. “I didn’t do much,” he admitted. “I’m not that good under stress. Eagy took amazing care of you, though. I sat here watching, begging him to do more.”
Mal chuckled quietly. She turned to look at Eagy. He regarded her with scrutiny. Ryph was the easy one to like. Everything about him was so forthcoming and attractive. But Eagy had this something in his expression that she wanted to unlock. He wasn’t exactly wound tight, but he was so guarded, Mal wanted so badly for him to give her a chance and let her in. 
It was clear that he cared. If she had been as out of it as they described, Eagy spent a lot of time caring for her. Yet, he was always so aloof when she was conscious. 
She slid out of bed and walked to him. She slid her arms around his waist and leaned her head against his shoulder. “Thank you,” she said softly. 
For a moment, he stood still, his body a bit rigid. As she was about to pull away and apologize, his arms came around her. He rested his lips against the top of her head as if he had intended to kiss her and paused. 
When she pulled away from him, his expression had softened. “How do you feel?” he asked.
Mal took a quick mental inventory. Besides wanting another soak, and feeling a little fatigued, she felt fine and told him so. 
They stayed an extra day. The men insisted that she needed to rest, just to be sure. The three of them stayed in the room for the most part. They went down for dinner, but ate the other two meals upstairs. They packed their luggage that night and were off bright and early the next day.
Mal was pleased that conversation seemed to come a little easier as the days went by. Eagy was still pretty quiet, but he seemed to open up a little more. She made it her mission to get him as involved in their dialogue – and smiling, he had such a wonderful smile – as Ryph was. 
She was a little disappointed to know that the next stop was eight days away. What had her excited, though, was that that stop would be outside of Silence. Sure, right on the tree line, but outside the woods. She’d been in Laddenworn for who knew how long and had only been in the woods. It seemed a bit ridiculous. 
As they spoke of the different animals that had names in Silence, Mal was immensely glad she’d run into them. She’d have likely starved to death before she’d made it out. Or been eaten. It seemed as if the only thing that had kept her alive was that she couldn’t tell the time. She couldn’t see the sun and had assumed that it had just been really long days. Had she lay down to sleep, something would have eaten her.
On the sixth day of their hiking expedition to get to the tree line, Mal found herself in the first situation that she thought she might die from. Besides sleeping in the woods alone. And getting sick.
They’d happened upon a Bandersnatch who had been crashing through the trees. Chunks of torn earth from his paws flew through the air. Giant swatches of trees littered the ground. There was also the bloody carcass of something that looked like a cross between a deer and a cat laying close by.
Ryph said there hadn’t been any way to avoid it at that point. By the time they’d heard the noise, the Bandersnatch had already smelled them. 
“It doesn’t happen to change into a person, does it?” Mal asked as they ran. 
Ryph laughed. “Not a chance. Why?”
Eagy had her hand and was almost dragging her along. The boys had longer legs and, it seemed, could run a whole faster than a human. 
“Just a book I read. One could hope,” she said, panting.
Mal wasn’t sure when it happened but her guide had been switched. Eagy was behind them now, trying to buy them some time. 
“Mal, we’re coming up to a cliff face. You need to jump,” Ryph said.
“How high?” she asked. It was the limit of the amount of words she could get out at that point. The noises behind them were louder. She could almost feel its breath on her neck. Killed by a Bandersnatch in the woods she’d never made it out from. It would surely be a record failure.
“Uh… it’s high. I’m not sure I’ve ever seen the bottom,” Ryph answered cheerily.
“I’m not jumping,” Mal said. 
Ryph nodded as if he were agreeing. Good. 
A tree next to her snapped and Ryph yanked her to an angle as she screamed. 
“I’m sorry, Mal,” Ryph said. “I’m not giving you a choice.”
Before she could ask what he was talking about, he had her in his arms and tossed her with more strength than she could possibly imagine he had over the side of a cliff. Where the cliff had come from, she couldn’t even begin to decide. It had simply just been there. As if the world had ended. 
This was Wonderland. Maybe it had. Maybe it was the edge of the pages she was thrown from.
The fall was the most terrifying thing she had ever experienced. And true to Ryph’s words, there was no bottom that she could see. She was falling, the wind taking the air from her lungs so she couldn’t even scream. 
Somehow, she’d ended up falling as she faced the sky. Try as she may, she couldn’t turn back around to face the somewhere-beneath-her ground. At least she could catch her breath. And at least she wouldn’t know when she would hit the ground like a boulder and become less than liquid. 
As she watched, Eagy came hurling over the side. He brought his hands up behind him and pulled his hood over his head. Mal almost found it amusing. What would a hood do against the wind that whipped around them as they fell? 
But to her astonishment, the hood covered his face with a large yellow beak. As his arms came back around, they were now wings. After the first flap, his feet were replaced with talons. Eagy-the-eagle let out a piercing cry as his fall rapidly decelerated. With each wingbeat, the eagle grew in size. 
Then, Ryph came barreling over the side. 
Eagy’s head jerked in that way birds’ heads did until his giant ice blue eye looked at Mal. He gathered himself and made a dive straight for her. She was equally as terrified when his massive talons curled under him and opened. 
Mal screamed as one of them wrapped around her waist. She continued to scream even as she hung on to the leg. Eagy-the-eagle’s head pitched down to look at her.
Her face was stone cold white with terror. “Yes, I’m alive from a horrible death but I might still die from a heart attack,” she screamed up to him. 
He let out another magnificent cry. Then, his head looked up. She watched as it made the jerky movements. When it found what it was looking for, those massive wings spread and whipped the air around them, lifting them higher. 
Mal could barely make out Ryph’s form, but a moment later, Eagy-the-eagle caught him in the other talon. Ryph looked at her like it was the best roller coaster ride of his life. The smile she returned was a little shaky.
By the time they were over land again, they’d passed the tree line. Eagy slowed, swept down and dropped Ryph before circling back up. He swooped around and came barreling at Ryph again. Mal screamed once more as Eagy’s talon opened and she fell from the sky. 
Sure, it was only like ten feet, but still. Ryph caught her like she was a down pillow. Speaking of down pillows, his comment that sleeping on Eagy was like sleeping on a down pillow now made a lot more sense.
“Fun, yeah?” he asked as he set her on her feet. 
She almost fell over and was sure the look she gave him said that had been many things, but fun was not one of them. 
“You know,” she said, breathlessly, leaning over with her hands on her knees. Eagy circled them, slowing down, now a more reasonable size. “When I disagree that I’m going to jump off a cliff, that’s not really an invitation to throw me off said cliff.”
Eagy-the-eagle had landed. Mal watched as Eagy’s wings went to his head and pulled back the hood. As it withdrew, it went from an eagle head to a complete fabric hood. The wings were gone. The talons gone. It was just Eagy standing there. 
Ryph laughed. His expression was apologetic, though, when he looked at her. “I’m sorry, but we didn’t have any other choice. You cannot outrun a frenzied Bandersnatch.”
They sat and ate lunch while she put her heart back in her chest. Then, she looked up at Eagy with a frown. “You could fly this whole time and we’ve been walking?!”
Eagy gave her a half smile. “If we flew, we’d have missed the soldiers under the canopy. Our whole reason for going to Silence is to hunt them. We can’t very well hunt them if we’re too high to see them.”
She frowned. “Yeah, I guess that’s true.”
“I’m sorry,” he said quietly, bowing his head as he got to his feet to pack up.
“For what?” she asked, tilting her own head. Perhaps that was an idiosyncrasy she had picked up.
He gestured to himself. “Being this. Not telling you.” His voice sounded almost broken. Like he was ashamed.
“Are you kidding me?! You’re freaking amazing, Eagy. An eagle!”
He met her eyes. “Just an eaglet.”
“Isn’t an eaglet a baby eagle?”
He nodded demurely. 
She made a point of looking him over. “I don’t see anything baby about you, Eagy.”
Ryph laughed. “Right! Believe me, Mal, there isn’t!”
Mal grinned at Eagy’s flush. He turned his face away. She stood and followed him as he retreated to the bag. He turned when he noticed her approaching. He looked almost shameful. 
She wrapped her arms around his neck and hugged him tightly. “Thank you for saving my life.” He turned his face into her hair, his arms ringing her waist. His reaction came a little more readily this time, Mal noted. Perhaps she was making progress. 
“Any time,” he whispered. 
“You know,” she said, pulling away from him. She reached up to gently touch the marks on his cheek. “In my world, the Cold Land, eagles of all ages are important figureheads. They’re thought of as beautiful, apex birds of prey. The bald eagle, which you look identical to, is the symbol of an entire nation, Eagy. A nation that uses it to represent their freedom and honor.”
“Really?” he asked. She could tell he thought she was having him on, saying things just to make him feel better. There had to be some way to prove it.
“Oh,” she said, reaching for her bag. The little zipper pocket on the inside that had come with the bag and not been magicked on by her drawings, she’d filled with little mementos from home. The pictures of her friends and family. Her driver’s license. A little pocket mirror. Chapstick. And a dollar bill from when she was eight. She pulled the bill out and turned it over to show him the eagle and the American flag crest. “See?” she said. “This is one of the most common, well-known currencies in the world. Every country, every nation in the world recognizes this currency. And there’s an eagle right on it!”
He took it gingerly in his fingers and examined it. When he looked at her with a smile she’d never seen on him, she was sure it could melt steel. He handed it back to her and she pocketed it again. This time, he brought her into his arms. This time, he did kiss her head. “Thank you, Mal,” he whispered. “That meant a lot.”
When they started walking again, Ryph had a huge grin. They made it to the inn two days early because of the Bandersnatch fiasco. 
 
 




The Culling
Mal
“No excuses,” Mal said as they approached the top of the field. Being out of Silence was like a breath of fresh air. And there really was a sun that moved through the sky! Of course, even the novelty of that had worn off since they’d been walking the grasslands for five days after they left the inn at the tree line. “You’ve somehow managed not to tell me what it is you know at any of the stops we’ve made. When we get in this afternoon, I want to hear it all.”
Ryph laughed. “We haven’t been keeping it from you. We just forget.”
“Either way, I need to know.”
They agreed as the three of them crested the hill and the city came into view. Calling it a city seemed a bit of a stretch to Mal. It was a town, a small town, at best. The highest structure looked maybe five stories tall. The “downtown” appeared to be in the center with dwellings circling outward. All the houses looked to be single story rectangles – on stilts. They were also pitched at a slight angle, too. Strange.
As they got closer, Mal noticed that something seemed off. For the longest time, she couldn’t put her finger on it.
“There’s something wrong here,” she said once they’d begun walking through the actual downtown.
Both men immediately looked more alert. That wasn’t exactly what she’d meant. 
There was a small group of men wandering out of a shop in the midst of conversation. Another man sitting at the fountain with a book. Two more looking in a window, pointing at something and talking. In the cafe they just passed, there was a line almost to the door. 
Each person they passed watched the three of them. She was watched. Perhaps they could tell by looking at her that she was from the Cold Land.
“Where are the women?” she asked, finally putting her finger on what seemed strange to her.
“There aren’t any,” Ryph said as if he were stating the sky was blue.
Mal looked at him incredulously. That explained the stares when she was noticed. “None at all?”
“There are some. Maybe a few dozen in Memory,” Eagy said.
“Why? Where are they?”
“Let’s go inside,” he said as he headed towards a building that looked suspiciously like a giant mushroom. 
Eagy wasted no time laying one of the large blades on the counter. Before even a few minutes had gone by, he had procured them a room on the top floor. One with a balcony.
“The only downside,” Ryph said as he dropped the load he was carrying, “Is that the tubs are only big enough for one.”
Mal laughed at his expression. He looked as if he’d just been severely scolded. “Alright,” she said, “Before anyone decides to go anywhere or spend hours in the tub, I need some answers. Start talking.”
Ryph grinned. But it was Eagy who spoke.
“A long time ago, and no, I don’t know how long, the Queens Redd and Hart somehow got hold of a looking glass that prophesied a way for them to be the most beautiful in the world. They gathered up as many women as they could get their hands on, and by ‘they’ I mean their armies, and brought them to their palaces.”
“In all kingdoms? They took the women from all six kingdoms?”
“Yes. All women of all ages, from an hour old to a century old. They called it The Culling.”
“It took everyone a while to figure out that they weren’t just happening to take random prisoners, but only the female population – all of the female population. When we did realize it, we started hiding what little was left,” Ryph said.
“I think the only reason there are any left at all is because the Queens realized that if the men retaliated, there were enough to take the kingdoms back. As it is, men are now so focused on finding a wife that they don’t pay the soldiers much attention; they don’t fight back. The soldiers tend to look the other way nowadays,” Eagy said.
“But… so…” Mal was so dumbfounded by the ridiculous story that she couldn’t even figure out what to ask. “How does a man find a wife if there are no women left? Where do they even look?”
“Women take several husbands. The average is a dozen,” Ryph said with a smile.
Mal looked at him in disbelief. “You have got to be kidding me.”
“Nope. I hear the most was nineteen, but the average is a dozen.” He shrugged. 
“I-” Once again, she found herself speechless. She shook her head. “Okay, I need a break from this ludicrousness. Why are they called the Bloody Queens?”
Both of them bowed their heads. 
“When they kill someone, they remove their still-beating heart,” Eagy said quietly.
Ryph faintly recited:
“With the glass, we’ll weed them out, I suppose
Not one fairer maid will live; ever!
We’ll cull them, Far and near, right beneath their nose
My dearest, you are awfully clever.
“Pawns lined up, small and tall, covering the sky
To purge the land, make it thick as mud
All maidens fair and not, prepare yourselves to die
For now all rivers flow red with blood.”
Mal let the conversation die at that. 
They took turns cleaning up and then gathered around the table for food. As she munched on what looked like a purple apple, Mal had a strange thought. 
“This sounds an awful lot like another fairy tale I know.”
“How so?” Ryph asked. 
“There’s one called ‘Snow White and the Seven Dwarves.’ Basically, the queen had a magic mirror which she constantly asked who the fairest in the land was. As long as the mirror always replied that it was her, she was happy. One day, the mirror said the fairest was Snow White. The queen was so jealous, she commanded her huntsman to take Snow White into the woods to kill her. And to prove he’d done the job she demanded he bring her back Snow White’s heart.”
At about the point when she got to the mirror telling the queen that Snow White was fairer than she, the men had both stopped eating and were staring at her, very still. 
“It does sound similar, right?” she asked.
Ryph nodded. For a moment, Eagy didn’t do anything but stare at her. Then, he rubbed his face tiredly. With a sigh, he stood. 
“Yes. What does that mean?” Eagy asked.
No one answered, for none of them knew. 
Eventually, Eagy went out. He took a load of blades and headed out to the balcony. Mal watched him as he pulled his hoodie over his head and in the next moment, an eagle soared away. 
Mal and Ryph quietly picked through a bit more of their tray of food before setting it on the side table. Mal threw herself back on the bed and lounged, looking at the ceiling. For the first time since she’d been in Laddenworn, she missed TV. Actually, she could do without a TV, but what she wouldn’t give for her Kindle.
Ryph laid on the bed next to her. “Tell me about the Cold Land,” he said. 
“Well, families there are typically one male and one female. Or even when they’re two males or two females, there’s usually just two. They each have jobs; they share a house. They go on vacations together.” Mal shrugged.
“That’s how you lived?”
She shook her head. “No. I lived in DeadEnd. The place where kids go to train for many years with the purpose of entering a broken fairy tale and setting it right. There were four doors that kept popping up, the Fixer – me, or those like me who have trained to fix the tale – having always failed. This was one of them. I’ve trained eleven years for this. I’m number twenty-eight to try and fix Wonderl… Laddenworn.”
“How do you train?”
“Once we are assigned our tale, by some assortment of questions, we have specific courses. Sometimes, they align with other fairy tales so there’s usually someone around. My courses were basic reading, writing, and arithmetic, but I didn’t get more than a precursor to things like chemistry, biology, or physics. Because that stuff is different within fairy tales. We learned a lot of theories and principles that align to our specific tale because we don’t have the technology to duplicate some of the things here. And, there’s a lot of weapon training.”
“Is there? Can you wield a blade?” Ryph asked with enthusiasm.
Mal nodded, smiling. “Yep. Most long blades, but I’m best with a shorter one because I’m so small.”
“Then we shall have one made for you!”
“Can’t I just have one that you’ve hunted?”
Ryph laughed. “No, no. Those are of the kingdom. You don’t want them.”
“What about the Vorpal blade? I’ve read about that.”
“It’s lost,” he said flippantly. “No one knows what happened to it.”
Add that to her list of things to figure out. She really ought to be writing this stuff down. 
“Your turn. Tell me about Laddenworn. The personal things, like family and stuff.”
“Hmm,” he hummed. “I have no siblings and my parents are dead. I grew up with Eagy. That’s why we’re so close. Well, that’s how we met, I suppose. We’re close because we are.”
“Are you lovers?”
Everything about Ryph stilled. She couldn’t even hear him breathe. Mal turned her head so she could see his face. 
Ryph was staring at the ceiling, clearly struggling with how to answer. Eventually, he said, “We are.”
Mal smiled. Why he had been bothered by her question, she couldn’t imagine. “Cool,” she said to hopefully put him at ease.
“I…” he began. After a long moment of silence, he rolled to his side and propped his head on his hand, resting on his elbow. The look he gave her was something like grief. “There aren’t any women,” he said. “And… well, it’s pretty common but… still something that no one acknowledges. Especially not to the women.”
“Why?” Mal asked. “I really don’t care that you are.”
He searched her face. “They don’t like it.” His voice was low, like he was admitting a treacherous confession. 
“It’s not hurting them. Why would they care?”
His golden eyes were so wide, Mal was sure she could jump right in. He sat up, folding his legs under him and looked down at her. “I don’t know why they care, but they hate it. They’ll mock you cruelly, condemn you. It’s basically a sentence to never have a wife. So, though it’s pretty common that men take on lovers of other men, it’s completely hidden and never admitted to. Most would deny it outright.”
Mal sat up, mirroring his posture, her knees touching his. She reached for his hands. “You told me,” she said quietly.
“I didn’t think I could deny it,” he said, looking at her hands on his. “We haven’t been as… covert as we usually are so, I…” Ryph sucked in a breath. “Does it bother you? Do you find it… appalling? Unforgivable?”
“Not at all,” she said firmly.
Ryph looked back to her eyes. His expression was so earnest and beseeching, she wanted to reach out and wrap her arms around him. What a horrid place Wonderland was turning out to be.
“Really? ‘Cause I –” his eyes trailed to her lips when he broke off. His tongue flicked out before he met her eyes again. 
A smile grew slowly on Mal’s face. She let go of one of his hands and reached for his shoulder so she could pull herself forward and pressed her lips to his. 
He stilled, startled, before tangling his fingers in her hair and kissing her passionately. His tongue trailed across her lips and she was intrigued with the roughness of it. It felt coarse, gritty, like fine sandpaper. Ryph hummed in her mouth with pleasure and pulled her into his lap. He pulled her against him fiercely and she straddled him, bringing her legs around behind his back. 
With a groan, he leaned into her more, pushing her back. His lips left hers and trailed down her neck to her collar bone, where he bit her gently. She laughed breathlessly, running her fingers through his hair. 
“I want to take your clothes off, Mal. I want to taste all of you,” he growled. 
Never mind what he was doing with his mouth, his words sent liquid heat pooling between her legs something fierce. “Yes,” she said. “Put your mouth on me.”
And boy did he. Their clothes were discarded hastily, and he wasted no time licking her, biting her, teasing her skin anywhere he could. Bringing his mouth between her legs, he didn’t even try to make it slow. Ryph didn’t seem to be able to draw it out at all. His mouth went straight to her clit and he sucked on her until her toes curled and she cried in pleasure. 
His rough tongue gave an almost uncomfortable sensation when he licked her there. When her orgasm had died down, he ran his tongue from the top of her lips until he thrust it inside her where he lapped up everything he could. 
Trailing his tongue up her body, he hovered over her with a huge grin. “You taste amazing, Mal,” he said with bright eyes as he pushed the head of his cock against her opening. “Can I?” he asked. 
Mal nodded eagerly. “I thought you’d never ask,” she teased. 
He groaned and lay on top of her, kissing her as he began pushing inside. He suddenly stilled. Before she could ask what was wrong, he pulled up so he could meet her eyes. Again, something troubled him. 
“Mal, do you want Eagy, too?”
She was surprised by his question. “I, um…”
“I think you do, but I need to know. Do you want him like me? Like this? The same way in the same amount?”
“I…” She did but Eagy was so hesitant when she was concerned, she had pretty much stopped any kind of flirting or subtle suggestions. 
“He does,” Ryph said quietly, as if he knew what she was thinking. “He… doesn’t express himself well.”
“I do, of course, I do. I didn’t think-”
Ryph’s mouth closed over hers and he pushed inside her in one swift motion. She gasped and arched into him. He wasn’t a small man in any sense of the word. He groaned loudly into her mouth. 
For a moment, he didn’t move. When he pulled back out and slid back in, his groan was louder and breathless. 
“I… I’m going to be quick, but I promise I won’t stop until you’re satisfied.” He kissed her again before she could respond. 
He was quick. Barely three thrusts and he grunted like an animal. 
Mal smiled and laughed quietly, her fingers trailing through the back of his hair. “You weren’t kidding,” she said lightly.
She was glad he had such a sense of humor. It had only occurred to her after she said it that she might have hurt his feelings. Ryph was panting. Breathlessly, laughing quietly, he whispered, “I’ve never been with a woman. I had no idea you’d feel so… fucking good.”
“Never?” she asked.
He shook his head. “There aren’t any. None that would take Eagy and I.”
That had been what his question meant?
The conversation didn’t continue for quite some time. Ryph took great measures and a lot of time to find exactly the spots that had Mal crying out. That made her writhe beneath him. He was an enthusiastic lover and sought to please her with every move he made. 
When he finally got Mal into a quite satisfactory climax, he came undone and bucked into her roughly. Once again, he sounded more animal than man. This time, before her eyes, giant golden wings burst out above him. For whatever reason, this only fueled her pleasure and she clung to him, staring at his wings. 
He was still moving slowly, oh so slowly, inside her, his arms wrapped around her tightly. She could feel his hot breath at her ear. She reached out to touch his wing as he began to recite in a whisper that almost felt like a purr:
“Now, I wish to court you.
I will woo, tease, my intent to please, I swear it.
From this day forth, I go to
All lengths to win your love and trust, I declare it.”
Mal nuzzled into him with a smile. She loved all of their weird rhymes. Someday, she’d try to pair them up with the ones in the original book. His wings were too far away to touch as he squeezed her tight, pushing into her further. 
“Oh, Mal,” he said. 
She opened her eyes to stare at the giant wings again. She didn’t remember closing them to begin with. The wings were flexing lazily. “Are they real?”
Ryph propped himself up to look at her quizzically. As she was watching over his shoulder with awe, he glanced up to see his wings, too. He grinned and brought one down to her. “Yes, silly. Why do you think I’m always covered in feathers!?”
Her hand stroked it, marveling at the feel. Then, his words registered, and she looked down to his arms and shoulders, chest. The marks were still there, but somehow… dulled. She ran her other hand over his back. Now, it felt like normal skin. No longer could she feel the tattoos that felt alive. The feathers occupied the wings and not his body.
“You’re incredible,” she said as she entangled her fingers in his feathers. 
When something strange touched her side and slid between their bodies, Mal jumped with a yelp. Ryph laughed. “Still just me. Tail,” he said, backing away a bit so she could see it. 
“You have a tail, too?!”
He nodded, looking a little sheepish. “Still think I’m incredible?”
Mal laughed and pulled his mouth to hers. “Yes,” she managed to say as his tongue started stroking hers. It came out more as an “eth” than any sensible noise. 
His tail moved between them, wrapped around her torso and again around her neck. She groaned and wrapped her legs around his waist. His answering groan was more like a growl. 
Again, he stilled and pulled away from her. And again, his eyes were serious. 
“What is it?” Mal asked, brows knitting together in concern.
“I think I did a poor job of explaining earlier. Eagy and I are a package, Mal. I made a promise to him many forevers ago that I would never take a girl without that girl wanting him, too. In any way. I have always kept my promise. It’s important that you want him as much as you want me. Equally. Equally much is important.”
“Ryph, I didn’t think he was interested in me. He’s usually pretty distant and quiet.”
He lowered his eyes as he said, “It’s not his fault. He’s used to being rejected.” He looked at her again. “Tell me plain how you want him.”
“You know, since I met you two, I have been wondering why I haven’t been able to decide which of you I’d like better. You’re more open and easily engaged where Eagy is reserved and serious. But I have been drawn to you both; attracted to you both.”
Ryph started to smile. “Truly? You aren’t saying that so we can keep having sex?”
Mal burst out laughing. “No, Ryph. I’m not saying this wasn’t wonderful, but I wouldn’t tell you I wanted Eagy, too, just to have sex with you.”
“So, that’s a yes, then? Eagy and I. Both. Equally?” 
“Yes,” Mal said with a wide smile. “You and Eagy both equally. In fact, I’m looking forward to it.”
The enthusiasm in which he took her over the next hour told Mal a whole lot about how he felt about Eagy. Her words, her agreement settled deep within him and he made sure she knew how much it meant to hear. 
Also, his tail was a ridiculously sensual thing, the way it wrapped around her neck and flexed when he was particularly heated. Ladies, find a man with a tail!
 
Eagy
He’d stayed out later than he intended, but it had been so nice to be among people again. He’d made a great profit for the first night in Memory. Especially since they’d only arrived a handful of hours ago. It was great to come home with pockets full of currency and no blades and have prospective orders for tomorrow.
Eagy also managed to track down Lepa. Mal’s revelation about a poisonous fairy tale embroiled in their world was disturbing. Although, that likely only answered part of the issue. It didn’t seem like that accounted for anything outside what the Bloody Queens had done to Laddenworn. Not in what she had told them, anyway.
Several blocks away, Eagy pulled his hood over his head and spread his wings. With a couple of strong flaps, he was lifted into the air. It felt good to have the air breeze through his feathers. 
Quietly, he circled their inn. Looking. With his better vision, he could now see for quite a way around them. No soldiers anywhere in sight.
Satisfied that they were going to be left alone for at least the night, he dropped down onto the balcony of their room. He’d splurged for the balcony, but they’d ended up with a larger haul than anticipated. For the ability to come and go as he pleased without having to walk through the lobby was well worth the extra cost. 
The room was dark when he opened the doors. He frowned. It wasn’t that late. But as he entered the room, shutting the doors again behind him, the firelight shone off Ryph’s wings and bare bronze skin.
He stilled, staring. “What did you do?” Eagy whispered, feeling an ache rise in his chest. He dropped the bag by the remaining swords. Lifting one of Ryph’s wings, sure enough there they were, fast asleep. Very naked, skin still glistening. 
Eagy felt a moment’s dizziness. He’d promised. He’d freaking promised! And here he was, still fucking inside her as they slept!
Turning, trying to catch his breath, he dropped Ryph’s wing and backed away, reaching for his hood once more. He didn’t get very far before a hand wrapped around his wrist and pulled him under the wing again. 
“Come here,” Ryph said, voice thick with sex. 
He knew that voice. He knew it well. Eagy tried to pull away, but Ryph was stronger and pulled him in closer against his will, despite his struggle. Eagy shook his head. How could you do this to me? He thought desperately. Why?

“You, too,” he whispered. “Mal said yes to you, too.”
Eagy stopped trying to pull out of Ryph’s too tight grip. He’d never been able to anyway, so why he bothered, he didn’t know. But… “She said yes?”
Ryph picked up his head to look at Eagy. Eagy’s heart beat too hard, he could hear it. The smile on that bronze face with his golden eyes made Eagy suck in a breath. She couldn’t have said yes. She couldn’t-
“Yes,” he said. “I told you she was the one. Ours. Yours and mine, Eagy.”
Too many emotions fought within him. Eagy turned away for a minute to try and process. To reorient himself. Perhaps he had judged too harshly. Too soon. Guilt pushed through him. Ryph had never broken a promise to him. No matter what happened, Ryph had always been his. And now, to finally have the girl they’d always wanted to share.
“Do you want her now?” Ryph asked.
His words sent blood rushing straight to his cock and he groaned at the sudden erection pushing at his pants. His whole body heated uncomfortably quick and he shivered.
Ryph grinned. He pulled up and off Mal, who blinked a few times at him. She had been asleep. Eagy wanted to argue that it could wait. She was tired. Had Ryph jumped on her the minute Eagy had left the room?
But when she smiled up at Ryph, Eagy lost the will to speak. His entire body ached to the point it was painful. He’d wanted her. Wanted her since those first days in Silence. He’d dreamed about her, about being with her. 
It had only gotten worse the longer they stayed with Mal. Ryph never had a problem attracting anyone, even females, despite his age. He was charismatic, strong, a freaking beast. It hadn’t been a surprise when the two of them started connecting. When she’d shown interest in him. 
Eagy was so sure he’d imagined her interest in him, though. Ryph could have had a girl long ago, but he chose Eagy every time. Then, Mal came along and Eagy couldn’t dare to hope. 
Of course, that didn’t stop him from relieving himself while he thought of her. He could almost imagine that the look in her eyes had been attraction when she looked at him. When she spoke. Sometimes, she’d even brush his hand or his hair. 
Ryph moved from between her legs. He gently pulled her leg that was on his opposite side around and turned her to her side. Mal’s eyes met Eagy’s then and she smiled at him, the same smile she’d given Ryph. The same smile… 
Eagy tried to smile back, but Ryph had his hand on his chest, pushing Eagy to his back. He guided, urged, encouraged Mal onto Eagy and before he knew it, Mal was on top of him.
Ryph seemed to have forgotten Eagy’s clothes until then. Annoyed, impatient, Ryph ripped them off quite literally. The shirt was in two. The pants no longer had buttons and his shorts he heard tear somewhere as well. 
Mal giggled as she watched him from where she hovered over Eagy on her knees. Eagy could almost ignore Ryph and what he was doing because Mal was so beautiful as she knelt over him. Her smile was wide, inviting. Encouraging?
When Ryph had made shreds of his clothes, he pushed Mal down, so she was sitting on Eagy’s hips. Straddling him. He could feel how hot she was on him and he groaned. This was going to be too fast. He knew it. He could already feel it coming and she hadn’t even touched him yet. 
Then, Ryph’s hand gripped his cock and guided his head into her heat. Eagy gripped the bed, staring at Mal wide-eyed. She smiled down at him, her eyes just as wide. Wanting. The hunger in her expression might have matched his own. He wasn’t imagining it. He was actually seeing it. Before he could push up and in, pull her down to completely take him inside her, Ryph was behind her, straddling Eagy, too. 
Eagy had barely enough control to watch as Ryph put both his hands on Mal’s hips and pushed her down onto him, Eagy sliding deep inside her. She was squeezing him, so tight and hot. And wet. Oh, damn she was wet. It was a fucking fantasy to have them both like this.
Eagy jerked, the explosion making him cry like a jubjub bird, his hands gripping the bed hard enough that he heard the sheets tear. 
“Sorry,” Eagy slurred before he had even finished spilling into her. “Sorry. Sorry.”
Ryph was grinning, looking at him from behind Mal. “Just getting started, Eag. Hang on.”
That was exactly what Eagy did as he watched Ryph use his body to drive Mal up and back onto him. Eventually, when Eagy got his bearings after his embarrassing immediate orgasm, he gripped her hips as well, his hands tangling with Ryph’s. 
For a long time, Mal had her head back. The constant sounds coming out of her were like a drug, the way they hit his blood. When she looked at him and smiled, Eagy knew he’d do anything to keep this going. Anything at all. 
It wasn’t even about the sex for that one moment. She was really looking at him, seeing him. She smiled, breathless, and between her wonderful moans when Ryph shoved her on him, she said his name. She said, “Eagy.” At that moment, Eagy would have done anything for her. 
Still, nothing prepared him for the intensity of Mal orgasming around him. Ryph was too lost in his ministrations to look at Eagy and Mal’s head was back again, delicious sounds escaping her throat. 
“Harder,” she breathed and her single word almost broke Eagy a second time.
Ryph did as she asked. He stalled a moment, pulled her legs further apart, and wrapped one of his arms across her torso diagonally. His forearm went between her wonderful bouncing breasts until his large hand clasped her shoulder.
Then he slammed her down onto Eagy. Mal’s pleased cry filled Eagy’s ears and his head spun, the noise coming from him not human in the least. His reflexes had him bucking into her.
“Meet me,” Ryph said. 
It took Eagy a few more of Ryph’s downward motions for him to realize the request was meant for him. He shifted his legs, spreading them apart and bending his knees. The next down Ryph made with Mal, Eagy met by bringing his hips up with a quick snap. Mal cried out louder as Eagy gasped, her hands meeting Eagy’s on her hips. 
Again, they met. Over and over and Eagy thought he’d burst. In fact, he did, again before Mal had managed to. His grunt sounded more like an eagle than a man. That didn’t stop Ryph from thrusting her down. 
Ryph shifted them again and it was almost no time at all before Mal was crying out her own orgasm finally. Her whole body stiffened before she started almost convulsing, jerking her hips, crying out like she was in pain. The look on her face said otherwise. The muscles around his cock clenched him so hard he was sure she’d send him over yet again.
Mal wasn’t quite finished her climax when Ryph suddenly pulled her off him. Eagy wanted to pull her back but her face was then in his, eyes wide, although he wasn’t sure she was seeing him. Her hands landed on either side of his arms. She hadn’t managed to gather her balance before she cried out again. 
Again and again she made these sounds that Eagy swore went right to his cock. It took him a minute in his hyper-aroused state to realize that Ryph was inside her. He was taking their girl almost on top of him. When Ryph’s animal roar filled the room, mixed with Mal’s shrieks, Eagy lost himself again. All over his stomach. 
Then, she was flat on him. He wanted to protest, to clean himself up first. She shouldn’t have to lay in that, but Ryph was on her back, still sliding in and out of her. And she moaned. Oh, did she moan. The sound, the vibration of her chest against him as she did, had him rubbing his hips against them.
They continued well into the morning. When they slept, still piled on top of each other, Eagy could feel Ryph’s tail wrap around both he and Mal. The beast’s lovers. His wings came down like a heavy curtain, draping them in darkness. Eagy fell asleep, still inside their girl, with a smile on his face. 
What seemed like only minutes later, he was startled awake by his own gasp as he slid back inside Mal. Her slick, hot, tight body took him and held him firmly. Ryph was again in his position behind her. And they repeated this throughout the day and the next night. Hours of sex so good he was sure he’d died at some point and sleep so sweet wrapped in the two of them that he’d have been happy to stay there for eternity. 
Sometime around the second afternoon of this routine, Mal’s stomach growled so vehemently that both he and Ryph felt it from where they sandwiched her. They all laughed, but Eagy insisted that she go take a soak while he ordered food. 
Eagy no longer cared what happened to Laddenworn. If he could stay in this room with Ryph and Mal for the rest of time, he was going to do it and fuck the rest of the world. This, here like this, was all he ever wanted. 
As he was musing his selfish thoughts, a smile playing across his lips, Ryph came out of the washroom where he’d deposited her in the tub. He crawled on top of Eagy, grinning like a madman. 
“I told you,” he said smugly.
Eagy rolled his eyes, but smiled nonetheless. 
“I said, I told her I couldn’t be with her if she didn’t have you, too, Eag. And she agreed. She agreed.”
A coldness washed over him so fast that he shivered. “What?” he asked hoarsely. Ryph was still nuzzling into his neck, kissing him, nipping him, but all the contentment had washed away, leaving nothing but dread. She said yes so she could have Ryph? “Get off me,” he whispered.
Ryph stopped his squirming and lifted himself on his elbows. His big golden eyes looked at Eagy with concern. “What’s wrong? This is what we talked about.”
“Yes,” he said. “We talked about someone who wants us both. Equally. Not one so they can have the other.” A sickness rolled in his stomach. Was that why Ryph was always behind her, so he could make sure she took Eagy, too?
Ryph shook his head. “You’re not listening-”
“I heard you.”
“No, I don’t think you did,” he said. 
“If you don’t think, then you shouldn’t talk,” Eagy snapped, trying to shove Ryph off him. 
Eagy grunted when the weight of the beast fell on him. Ryph’s beast came in a few forms, one of which was an unimaginable weight in a body that did not actually weigh that. Ryph narrowed his eyes as he studied him and Eagy panted from the burden. 
“I explained,” he said slowly. “Admittedly not very well at first, but after, I did clarify. I told her about our promise. I told her what it meant. I told her that I wanted this, but that all this depended on how she accepted you. Then, I assured her that you wanted the same.”
“I can’t breathe,” Eagy hissed.
“You can breathe fine. I did this right. I know I didn’t wait for you and I’m sorry, but I did this right. I made it very clear, Eag. I did. I swear I did. You can ask her.”
His eyes were so earnest, his tone almost desperate for Eagy to believe him. Too used to being hurt, Eagy wasn’t sure if he could. He was just a scrawny eaglet, after all. Nothing special about that. Something he’d been told most of his long, young life.
He closed his eyes and turned his face away from Ryph. A moment later, Ryph’s forehead rested on Eagy’s temple. “I swear,” he whispered, “I swear, Eagy, I did this right. She does want you too, she does. She does.”
“Did you tell her that she can’t have you if she doesn’t want me?” Eagy asked as quietly as Ryph spoke. 
“I said we were a package deal. That we both wanted her, but she needed to want us both equally. Not me more than you. Eagy,” he said, pulling his head up. He forced Eagy to meet his eyes. “She agreed. I didn’t force the words from her or beg or anything. She was even smiling. Mal wants you, too, she does.”
Eagy looked at him for a long time, studying him. So badly he wanted to believe, but they’d been played before. That one, that one who wanted Ryph but not Eagy. The one who almost got Ryph and left Eagy by himself. 
He swallowed. Ryph brushed his lips across his. “I love you,” he breathed. Eagy didn’t actually hear the words Ryph said, he only felt the words form against his lips. You never speak the words. When he pulled back so their eyes could meet, Ryph said, “I did it right. I swear to you, I did it right this time.”
Eagy nodded. 
“I’d never hurt you.”
“I know,” Eagy said. 
“She’s different. She’s ours.” Ryph sat up, pulling Eagy along with him. His smile was magnificent again. “Think about it, Eagy. We could finally have our wife. Someone to bear our chicks.”
Eagy snorted. “Maybe. If we’re lucky.”
His pessimism didn’t deter Ryph at all. “All we have to do is give her every drop, every time. Not so hard.” He bowed his head, his grin becoming mischievous. “You did enjoy that, didn’t you?”
Eagy groaned just thinking about it. “So damn much.” Before he could stop it, he was already halfcocked and ready to go. 
 
 




Advice from a Caterpillar
Mal
It was clear when she came out of the washroom that something was bothering Eagy. They both sat on the bed with pants on and a huge tray of food between them. Ryph was digging in while Eagy sat, somewhat aloof. Mal dressed in the borrowed clothes from Ache and sat next to them. 
Eagy gave her an absent smile, not meeting her eyes. The sun was high in the sky, casting the room in a bright glow. It shined off Eagy’s platinum hair in an almost blinding way. 
Mal picked here and there at the food. After eating enough to satisfy the deep-seated hunger, she turned so she was facing Eagy. He looked up and offered a smile that seemed reminiscent of the day they met. Absent. Guarded. Hesitant. Wary.
“What’s wrong?” Mal asked.
He turned away from her, his lips pressing together. Ryph removed the tray from the bed. When he returned, he sat close enough to pull Eagy around. Eagy rolled his eyes and sat up again. “Don’t,” he said, voice low. 
Ryph sagged a little. Then, his golden eyes looked at Mal. “Both of us, right?” he asked. His voice sounded so innocent, so filled with youth and desperation.
Mal nodded. “Yes. I already agreed to that.”
“But do you want that?” he asked.
Mal looked at Eagy. His ice blue gaze met hers. His eyes were so filled with sorrow, her heart broke for him. She reached out her hand, her fingers stroking his cheek lightly. Barely, just barely, she could feel the strangely beautiful etching in his skin. “You don’t think I do?”
His face contorted and he pulled away from her. “I want to,” he said. 
“The women here,” Ryph said taking Eagy’s hand, “They can be cruel. There are so few of them and so many of us that they pick and choose. It’s fine, really.” He shrugged. “But… not the way some of them do it.”
Mal nodded. She could imagine how that could be. But Eagy looked so hurt. So scared. “What happened?”
Eagy cringed, his whole body stiffening.
“Do you know what I am?” Ryph asked.
Not entirely sure what that had to do with anything, she shook her head. “You suddenly have wings and a tail.”
He grinned, beautifully. His tail came up and wrapped around her wrist. It was strong, so much stronger than she thought a tail should be. “I’m a gryphon. Golden gryphon to be exact, in case you couldn’t tell.” He flexed one of his wings as if to prove that it was golden.
“Oh,” Mal said. The gryphon. She had forgotten about the gryphon in the story.
“Gryphons are very rare, so we tend to be a hot commodity. Wanted. Regardless of how young these days, the women make an exception.”
“There’s too much in what you said that I need an explanation-”
Ryph raised a hand. “Yes, I’ll answer it later. The point is that when people figure out what I am, I get a lot of attention. A lot of proposals.
“A long time ago, when Eagy and I were young, we promised that we’d share a wife. Any woman for anything, really. I…” his eyes hooded. The grip on her wrist by his tail tightened a little. She wasn’t sure he realized he’d done so. “I’m a little reckless. Eager. I tend to be optimistic and want to see the good in everyone. 
“So when this girl approached me and asked me to join her harem, I told her only if she’d take Eagy, too. She was good at pretending. She played us both, stringed us along. The day we were supposed to make her our wife, she told me at the ceremony that she’d changed her mind. She didn’t want Eagy. She never had.”
“Just a common eaglet,” Eagy said under his breath. 
“Stupid girl thought I’d stay. I left her standing there screaming at me, demanding I come back. That I’d never find another girl to look the other way for my fucking men.” His expression turned angry and bitter. He shook his head after a moment to clear his thoughts. “I screwed up and somehow we both fell for it. It was fucked up, some of the things she said about Eagy. I was so pissed, but the sting of her betrayal had me too flustered to really say anything. All I could do was grab him and leave her standing there.”
Mal crawled closer to them. When Eagy still wouldn’t look at her, she got up on her knees and placed both her hands on his face. Reluctantly, he let her turn his head. 
“I’m not that girl,” Mal said. “I – one of the things Ryph emphasized about you two is ‘equally.’ I do like you both equally. I am equally impressed that you turn into an eagle as I am to know he turns into a gryphon. I find you both equally attractive, equally sweet and thoughtful. You’re very different, but that doesn’t make you less.”
When Eagy blinked rapidly, she thought he was fighting back tears. His eyes did look a little glassy. A smile fought to form. When he spoke, his voice was quiet and a little shaky. 
“You don’t care that I’m just an eaglet?”
Mal laughed. “What do you mean, just and eaglet? In my world, nobody changes into anything.”
“Nobody?” Ryph asked, somewhat alarmed. 
“No. People remain exactly what they are from the day they’re born until the day they die.”
“Not Nobody?”
Mal looked at him, sure she wasn’t understanding what he was asking. She shook her head anyway. 
Eagy leaned his forehead against Mal’s. “I’m sorry. I won’t always be this insecure. Promise.”
She shook her head gently. “It’s alright. And if you point out whoever has hurt you along the way, I’ll bitch slap them.”
He laughed. After a moment, he said, “This is real?”
Mal pressed her lips to his gently. He was trembling, just a little. “Yes,” she whispered. “I find you two equally beautiful and equally off your rocker.”
Ryph laughed loudly, as if to prove her point. Eagy pulled her against him and held her so tight it almost hurt. 
“Alright,” Mal said, not making any attempt to move. She’d hold him until he felt secure. She was happy to do so. He was a beautiful soul and if she concentrated on the anger at the cruelty he’d suffered, she’d scream. “Back to the other curious things in your earlier statement. You said, ‘regardless of how young.’ What does that mean?”
“That it doesn’t matter how young,” Ryph said. 
Mal rolled her eyes. “Yes, I know the meaning of those words when they’re strung together. What I want to know is how that relates to this conversation at large.”
Ryph nodded solemnly. “Not much to tell. We’re too young to be of interest.”
“To… women?” she asked skeptically.
He nodded again. “But because of what I am, it’s overlooked. I’m breedable.”
“You’re not an animal,” she said disgustedly. 
His grin looked every bit an animal. As did his tone when he spoke, deep, growly. “Aren’t I?”
“How old are you, exactly?”
“Exactly is hard to say. I’ve been in this body a very long time, but I think it’s mid-twenties.”
“Then how is that too young? Clearly, I’m missing something.”
“Forties is normal for husbanding,” Eagy said in Mal’s neck. 
“Alright but why?” Mal pressed.
“They’re more experienced, have more to offer,” Ryph said.
Ryph didn’t sound at all bothered by this. Mal was incredibly confused. “Experienced how? If you’re only allowed to be with women to be considered marriable, how does one get experience if there are no women?”
Eagy chuckled against her neck. “Good question. Maybe it’s an excuse to be picky.”
“Or to be a bitch,” Mal suggested.
Ryph grinned. 
Mal was a little irritated at the whole injustice of it all. This world, the society, was beginning to look like an old fashioned, oppressive world that has it all ass backwards. The privileged get the power and they abuse it. Weird thing was, even though the women were certainly victims themselves, they still managed to be abusers of the system. 
“So… can we get naked again?” Ryph said.
She grinned at him. “Insatiable,” she teased. 
He nodded vigorously and reached for them. 
Once again, they lay in bed as the sun came up. Mal was barely awake when behind her, Eagy moved, pushing his body flush against hers, his hand coming around to rest low on her stomach. A moment later, Ryph’s was over Eagy’s. She felt Eagy’s lips on her shoulder and smiled, closing out the rays of the rising sun. 
She drifted through sleep in a happy glow. When she finally awoke fully, neither of the men had shifted. They were still behind her, their hands still on her stomach. Mal smiled and stretched. 
“Morning,” they said in unison. 
“Good morning,” Mal answered.
To her surprise, neither of them moved. She half expected one of them to roll her over and start all over again. Before that happened, it was time that they got up. She had a mission. 
But then she felt their hands on her stomach. Ryph’s fingers between Eagy’s as he stroked her skin. If they stretched their hands a little further…
Eagy kissed her shoulder, then the back of her neck. The back of her head. He nuzzled into her. The grip Ryph had them both in tightened. 
Her whole body stiffened as she placed her hand over theirs in horror. They were holding her as if she were…
Mal pulled away and this time they did move. They moved to keep her there. 
“No,” Ryph whined. 
Both stopped short at the look on her face.
“What’s wrong?” Eagy asked, his hand frozen where he had been reaching for her.
She had both of her hands over her stomach, looking at them in alarm. “I don’t suppose you used any kind of contraception, did you?” 
By the way both of their faces twisted, they had no idea what she was talking about. 
“Birth control,” she clarified. 
Still, they looked at her with confusion. 
Mal bowed her head and took a breath. “What do you use to prevent conception?”
Ryph was shaking his head when she finally looked at them again. 
“Nothing. There isn’t a thing for that,” Eagy said.
Panic started to make her shake. “No, no, no,” she said. “This isn’t happening. I can’t have failed like this.”
Eagy and Ryph exchanged a look before Eagy reached for her and pulled her into his arms. He studied her face for a long time while she tried to hold herself together. She wasn’t quite there enough to read the look in his face. 
“I’m guessing, to carry our child would be a bad thing,” he said, voice light. 
Mal flinched like he had slapped her. He was not very good about hiding the hurt in his words. “I –” she began but stopped when she had no idea what she was going to say. She closed her eyes, trying to get a grip on herself. “How can I fix your world if I’m carrying a child? Can you see me pregnant, wielding a sword?” she asked.
The look in Eagy’s ice blue eyes was still troubled. But he didn’t look away. He held her gaze for long, quiet moments. “You’re not upset because… it would be ours but because you can’t fix what you’re supposed to be fixing while carrying a child?” he asked.
“Yes,” she said. “The who is neither here nor there at this moment. It’s an obstacle altogether. This would be horrible timing. Really, really bad.”
She felt Eagy relax. His small smile was wry. “Don’t worry, I don’t think you’re with child.”
“No? How do you know? I don’t recall you pulling out.”
Ryph snorted. “Hardly.”
“How many children did you see when we were walking around Memory the other day?” Eagy asked through the smile at Ryph’s denial.
Mal opened her mouth to answer and frowned. “Not even one, actually.”
He nodded sadly. “Yeah. So, it’s unlikely that you’re with child, Mal.”
She pulled away from him a little to take them both into her view. Ryph moved closer and leaned against Eagy’s shoulder. 
“There is no chance of having children here?” she asked. Sure, she didn’t want one now. Or any time real soon but to have that option taken from her?
“It’s possible. In the same way getting struck by lightning twice in the same spot is possible,” Ryph said. 
She could feel her horror-stricken face as she looked at them. “I… what?”
Ryph laughed quietly. “There’s a theory that the reason women take so many husbands is because they have a higher chance of conceiving when there’s more seed available.”
“I don’t understand. How…” she trailed off. What question could she even ask to clarify how fucked up that was? “Let’s start with, why?”
“Well, the more seed there is, the more chances of finding a partner-”
“No,” Mal laughed. “I get the concept there. Why is it so hard to make a child here?”
“Oh. I haven’t the slightest idea.”
Eagy shook his head in agreement.
“Just here in Memory or everywhere?”
“Everywhere,” they both answered. 
“All six kingdoms, there are almost no children?”
Eagy nodded along to Ryph’s, “Yes.”
“Okay, how about this: how long has it been like this? Before or after the Bloody Queens’ reign of horror?”
The two sat thinking about it for a long time. When they answered, it was at the same moment and the same single word as if they’d practiced. 
“Before.”
Mal closed her eyes. “That means,” she said quietly, “That there’s something bigger going on here, most likely.”
“How so?” Eagy asked.
“Because infertility doesn’t happen to an entire world at the same time. A small statistic of the world’s population, yes. But not every single person.”
The three of them stared at each other for a long time before any of them had anything even a little positive to say. 
“So, let’s say you find the answer to the world’s problems, fix it, we could all have children easily again?” Ryph asked. 
“In theory. Assuming I can find the problem and I can fix it, yes. And, you know, stay alive long enough to do so.”
“Then, when this is all over, will you have our chick?”
The way he asked it sounded like he was asking for an ice cream cone. Not a major life decision. “When this is all over, we can talk about it.”
Ryph’s answering smile was dazzling. He dove into her, kissing her thoroughly. 
Mal laughed and pushed him away. “This has been wonderful, and I mean that truly, but I seriously have a job to do. One that keeps getting bigger and more complicated. And I can’t well do it when we’re spending all day and night in bed.”
Ryph grudgingly got off her. As Mal started off the bed and headed for the door to the washroom, she was stopped by a hand on her arm. She was a little surprised to find Eagy being the one to stop her. 
“If we promise not all day and night, can we still have sex?”
Mal laughed, wrapped her arms around his neck and pulled his mouth to hers. He scooped her into his arms, her feet dangling because he was so tall. His expression was bright and open when she pulled back. “Yes, but I’m limiting it to once, maybe twice a night. We need our sleep and need to get up in the morning to have productive days.”
“On occasion, more?” Ryph asked from across the room. “Like in celebration of something?”
Eagy grinned wider. 
“Yes, alright. But a legitimate celebration for a victory or something monumental. Deal?”
They both agreed with an eager, “Yes.”
Sometime later when they’d all passed through the washroom, Mal was musing how much faster it would be to get ready if there were showers here. When Eagy finally finished dressing and Ryph’s wings and tail were hidden somewhere (hmm… does he have a tail tattoo as well?), Mal asked, “Okay, where to?”
“It’s time to see the caterpillar,” Eagy said, giving her a roguish grin.
The walk through downtown Memory was more haunting now that Mal saw what the boys had been telling her. The center was filled with men. The great majority of them she thought were at least ten years older than Eagy and Ryph’s mid-twenties.
When they began moving through the ring of smaller shops that one might consider “mom and pop” stores, and small, quaint cafes, the age of the men dropped to late teens to early twenties – looking about the same age as Eagy and Ryph or younger. And as they left the business and shopping districts behind, moving into residential neighborhoods, it looked almost like a ghost town.
The walk to the stilted houses took them twenty minutes from the hotel. In that walk, to which the boys had paraded her through various places that she may get a feel for the city, she’d seen zero women and one child. One. Peeking at them from behind a window of a shop. He was perhaps eight.
The houses looked like old school desks, now that she was close to them. One of the legs acted as a single support for winding staircases. The stairs deposited them on a porch that spanned the length of the building. 
Mal had read several dozen renditions of Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland over the years, especially the last eleven years when she’d made it her mission to study every idea out there concerning this world. She was sure that some of that had seeped in. It wasn’t the source of corruption and unbalance, but once weakened, the world was more pliable and able to take on different aspects of imagination. 
She’d met the caterpillar in many forms throughout the books. Sometimes, he was a strange hybrid with multiple legs, but a human face. Sometimes, he was a man with a caterpillar tattoo. Sometimes, he was simply a caterpillar. Her favorite was the idea that he was a fairy with prophesying wings and magical piercings. Usually, he was blue in some form or another. 
Eagy pushed the door open without knocking. He led them in through the hall and down to a door that had smoke seeping through the crack at the top. Mal frowned. 
As the door opened at Eagy’s doing, she thought, That’s right. The caterpillar always has a hookah.
Sure enough, the room was billowing in smoke. It was thick, swirly stuff that smelt of mint and pine. It stung her lungs when she breathed. Not because of what it was, but because it was so thick and strong. 
Mal was thankful for the reassuring, guiding hand of Ryph’s on her back. Her eyes stung, too, so she didn’t trust what she was seeing. As they entered further, it seemed the smoke cleared and circled around the perimeter of the room. 
In the center was a large, round cushion piled high with furs, pillows, and other soft things. She was sure she saw a stuffed animal. Within all this was a man. Well, the top half of a man. She could only imagine what the bottom half would look like. Perhaps that half was the caterpillar? Half and half, like a centaur?
The blankets pooled low at his waist. And, shocker of all shocks, he had no shirt on. If anything was bleeding through from other books, it was that the men she tended to come into contact with were large, oftentimes naked, and ridiculously good looking. The caterpillar was no different.
Eight pack abs, arms that made you want to touch, a rugged face, and glorious long hair. His hair was – nope, not blue! It was brown like bark, half pulled back in a man bun. He had three-day old scruff on his face and blue eyes. Of course, they were blue. But they weren’t just any old blue. They seemed to glow in the dim room.
He was regarding the three of them sardonically. Mal waited in anticipation for the question he always asked in every book. 
“Well,” he said at last. “You’re late.”
“Couldn’t be helped,” Ryph said. “We had important business to take care of that couldn’t wait.”
The caterpillar hooded his eyes. “Indeed.” He turned his attention to Eagy for a moment, eyed him up and down before his strange eyes landed on Mal. “Tell me,” he said.
Mal laughed. “That was a letdown,” she said, crossing her arms.
“Oh?” said the caterpillar.
“I expected you to ask me who I am. It seems to be tradition in all the books.”
His eyes hooded and she was sure the corners of his lips quirked just slightly. 
“I know who you are, who you’ve been, and who you will be. I know who you were when you arrived in Laddenworn and who you are this morning – after taking care of your important business. You change frequently, but that is for the best. You will need to keep up with the time,” said the caterpillar. 
Okay, so perhaps he was a bit of a seer. At the last word, both of her men stiffened slightly.
“Fine then. Who are you?” Mal demanded.
He let out a breath through his nose that sent more smoke into the room. It shot out like an angry dragon might in warning. A blast of mint hit her, and she found herself glad that at least it wasn’t a putrid smell. 
“Lepa Traclir,” the caterpillar said and Mal had to assume that was his name. “Now that we have that cleared up. Tell me what you have come to say.”
Deciding that it might be best to get on with it so they could find something useful to do, Mal sighed and bowed her head. “I am from the Outs-”
“Come closer,” Lepa interrupted. 
She frowned at him, about to refuse, but Eagy’s gentle hand on her back encouraged her forward. With a sigh, she closed the distance and knelt on the edge of the cushion Lepa was ensconced in. 
“Start again,” Lepa said.
“You’re quite rude,” Mal said. 
His eyes seemed to glow brighter. Was he angry? Eagy’s hand rested lightly on her shoulder. She felt his heat behind her and sighed. 
“In my world, there are many fairy tales,” Mal started again. “I am from DeadEnd, the organization dedicated to fixing the fairy tales that are broken. Yours has been for a very long time. Twenty-seven came before me to try and fix it. 
“I have noticed some similarities between the off things here and the premise of another fairy tale. Some things are a little uncanny and we’re wondering if it’s possible that one fairy tale can infect another.”
The caterpillar studied her for some time. “Tell me,” he said again.
Mal looked back at Ryph. This guy was a piece of work. Could he possibly be of use to her?
Ryph smiled and knelt beside her on the floor. He leaned over and took her hand. “Tell him. Thoroughly,” he said with a wide smile. 
After regarding the caterpillar for a moment, she began to speak. “There are two fairy tales about Snow White told by the Brothers Grimm. She is born of a woman who wished for a child with skin as white as snow, hair as dark as a raven, and lips as red as blood. She was granted this child but died soon after Snow White’s birth. The father, the king, remarried to a wicked woman, the stereotypical evil stepmother. The woman was vain but didn’t pay much attention to Snow White. She had a magical mirror to which, in the original, she always asked ‘Looking-glass, looking-glass on the wall, who in the land is fairest of all?’ to which the glass always replied, in some rhyme that I do not recall, that she is the fairest of all.” Lepa had turned very still. It was clear to Mal that he was listening to her intently now. “When Snow White got older, the looking glass told the queen that she was no longer the fairest, now it was Snow White. Jealous, the queen ordered her huntsman to take Snow White into the forest and kill her. To prove that he had done so, he was to return with her heart. He took her to the forest but couldn’t bring himself to kill her. Instead he told her to run, never to come back, and returned with the heart of a pig. 
“Snow White fled into the forest and came upon the house of seven dwarves. She cooked, cleaned, and generally took care of them. She stayed there happily for a very long time; they were her companions. Her friends. The queen asked the mirror once more who the fairest was and the mirror once more said Snow White. The queen decided to kill the girl herself. She went into the woods with a poisoned apple, dressed as an old woman, and convinced Snow White to eat the apple. The stupid girl took a bite and died. The dwarves came home, lamented, put her in a glass coffin for she was still too beautiful in death to bury, and placed her in the forest. 
“And, wouldn’t you know, a handsome prince stumbled upon her. He decided that he must kiss the lips of her corpse, which miraculously revived Snow White and they lived happily ever after. The Disney version has the stepmother queen try to kill Snow White and the prince. She turns into a dragon to do so, but the prince and Snow White win and still live happily ever after. 
“Snow White has another fairy tale that she’s in, in which she has a sister named Rose Red. I don’t remember what that one’s about, though. It’s not as well known.”
They sat in silence for some time, Lepa staring intently at Mal. Mal, still not at all impressed with the caterpillar, stared right back. 
After what felt like a very long hour, Ryph asked, “What’s a dragon?”
“Oh,” Mal said. “Uh… very, very large with wings and claws. Scaly. Breathes fire.”
“Jabberwock,” Lepa said. 
“I haven’t seen one since I arrived but based on how they’re depicted in the books, I think that’s pretty close.”
“And what is Disney?” Lepa asked.
“Walt Disney was a genius of a man who brought fairy tales to life by animation. On screen. Like… recorded performances that you can watch over and over from the comfort of your home,” Mal explained. Or tried. 
Since Lepa nodded, she thought he’d at least gotten the basic idea. 
“You don’t recall Rose Red?” he asked.
“No, sorry. Only that she was Snow White’s sister.”
“What of the huntsman? And the king?”
“They’re not mentioned again,” Mal said.
Lepa nodded. His expression turned vague, as if it were possible for him to look more so. Then he stood and headed into the smoke. 
Mal’s eyes widened. First, he was all man and he was tall. Easily seven feet. Second, he was completely naked, which didn’t at all surprise her. Why wear clothes? And, you can probably guess the third observation – completely, totally, largely at attention. 
She looked at Ryph with wide eyes. Seriously, what was with these people? Ryph just grinned his handsome, playful grin. 
Lepa returned with, again, you guessed it, a hookah. He sat back on the cushion and the blankets seemed to wrap around his waist on their own. “I agree,” he said magnanimously, “that there are some disturbing similarities between your other fairy tale and what is wrong with ours. Here are what I see as perhaps the important aspects of the story.” He took the hookah between his lips, eyes very intently on hers, and took a breath in. 
Mal wasn’t sure why, but she got the distinct impression that the action had been done with the intent to be sensual. It might have been, except that she found him to be an ass. 
He breathed out through his nose once more. This time, the smoke didn’t rise to the ceiling or to the edges of the room. It stayed in front of them as if it were static, ready to be manipulated. “Snow White,” he said. Out of the smoke, a figure strode with a seductive sway. Mal was a little disturbed to see that this figure looked a lot like her. Was he sexualizing her? She glared up at him. The amused quirk of his lips suggested he had done that on purpose.
“Queen,” he said, and a crown floated out next to the Snow White/Mal figure. He proceeded with this for looking glass, seven dwarves, the huntsman, the prince, the dragon, a heart, and Rose Red. Mal suggested they add the apple in, and he did so. 
“For argument’s sake, let us run with the idea that these are the main characters in the plot,” Lepa said. “I don’t suppose we know how-” he stopped speaking abruptly. A moment later, he stood again and disappeared into the smoke, returning a moment later with a book. 
After flipping through the pages, he stopped and sighed dramatically. He took another puff of the hookah and when he breathed out, the shapes he’d created in the air solidified again. Mal hadn’t noticed that they were fading to begin with.
After mumbling for a moment, the caterpillar began to recite:
“‘Twas a tale brought forth from a child before
I recall, do you remember that?”
“Dream Child told of those that hearts adore
But do tell, what do we do with that?”
“There’s another. Hold,” the caterpillar said. After several more pages, his fingers scanning down, he began again:
“Inside the room, down the long hall
Looking-glass, looking-glass on the wall
Who in this land is fairest of all?
“The looking-glass, it doth reply
Willing ear and eager eye
All be fairer far and nigh.”
“Your looking glass is here. And it came from outside our tale,” Lepa declared, slapping the book shut.
“That means there must be a way out of Laddenworn,” Mal said. “How else would you get something from the Outside? It was premeditated. They spoke of it first, about the tale the Dream Child told of the looking glass. Then they acquired the looking-glass.”
“It appears that way,” Lepa said. He took another puff of his hookah and breathed life into the little figures in the air again. “I suppose that is an important piece but in the immediate future, perhaps dealing with the Bloody Queens should be top priority.”
How to get back out of Laddenworn? The question was added to the mental list of things to consider, as well as the world-wide infertility issue. Mal nodded. 
“Given the current climate, I believe we already know some players. Queen, Snow White, Rose Red, the bloody heart, and the looking-glass. Which tale do you suppose the Queens’ heard: your Brothers Grimm or Disney?” the caterpillar said. These five items moved to the side. 
Mal considered this and looked at the black flowing figure of the Jabberwock. There was a jabberwock in almost all retellings of Wonderland. “I think we ought to consider both, just in case. I’d rather prepare for the likelihood of a jabberwock issue than be surprised by one.”
She considered the five floating items. “Who is Rose Red?”
“Queen Redd, of course. The other being Queen Hart.”
How appropriate, Mal mused. 
“These seven dwarves helped Snow White?” Lepa asked.
Mal nodded.
Lepa looked at Ryph and Eagy. “Well,” he said, the corners of his mouth quirking slightly, “you already have two.”
She felt them both acutely at their mention. Ryph next to her, his shoulder brushing hers. Eagy behind her, hand still gently on her shoulder, lending her support. Mal nodded. They certainly seemed to be along for the ride. Even if it was for sex. Though, there was nothing dwarf about them.
“First,” Eagy’s voice came quietly through the space, “if these seven who support and stand by Mal are needed, might we continue to gather them? It seems we can discuss and research everything else as we do so.”
Lepa considered him.
“What of the prince and the huntsman?” Ryph asked, poking at the huntsman. It brandished a sword and tried to stab Ryph’s finger.
“Neither seemed to be very big players in the story. And if we consider the huntsman a player, should we not think about what role the king might take?” Mal asked.
“There’s still the apple to consider,” Eagy said.
The four of them remained silent for some time, watching the figures in the air.
The caterpillar spoke again first. 
“My advice is that you three begin searching for the remainder of the seven. It seems to me that Snow White spent a considerable amount of time with these seven as she lived in peace with their protecting and support. Yes?”
Mal nodded. 
“I will consider these remaining details. We can reconvene when you have gathered your men and see where to go from there,” Lepa said. 
Eagy immediately began pulling Mal from the cushion. Ryph turned away.
They’d gotten deep into the smoke when Lepa’s voice called out to them. “Consider the roles of the huntsman, prince, and king. Perhaps they’re unimportant players, but perhaps they’re the kingpin.” 
Ryph said they would. 
This time, they made it to the door before the caterpillar called out. “One more thing, Outsider. Keep your temper.”
Mal narrowed her eyes at the smoke-filled room. She couldn’t see him, which meant he likely couldn’t see her. She considered flipping him off. Deciding to be the bigger person, she turned and stomped her way out of the house.
They lounged back in the room, eating a tray of various dinners. On their walk back to the hotel, Mal made it pretty clear she was glad Lepa would not be one of her seven. 
“How do you know he’s not?” Ryph asked.
“He had no intention of joining me or he’d have said so,” Mal said. At their silence, she asked, “Right?”
“But he is helping. He’s just doing so from the comfort of his home,” Ryph said.
Now, she sat munching on a tart. It wasn’t an orange tart, but it was still pretty delicious. She chose to ignore the idea that Lepa could be one of her seven. “Well,” she said, “what do we do first? How am I going to find the other five?”
The boys looked at each other and grinned. 
“I think we ought to see if we can find Chesh,” Eagy said. “This sort of treason is right up his alley.”
“The Cheshire Cat?” Mal asked, perking up in her seat.
They nodded. 
 
 




The Three Sisters
Mal
They spent another several days in Memory. Eagy thought that if he asked around, they might get an idea on where Chesh might be. 
“If Chesh doesn’t want to be found, he won’t be,” Eagy said. “But maybe if he knows we’re asking for him, he might find us.”
For three days, Eagy spent hours within the town asking around about Chesh and selling their blades. For three evenings, he came back to their room disappointed and irritated, but without blades and small bags full of currency. 
Mal and Ryph spent their time going from shop to shop, questioning people subtly about the imbalance of Laddenworn. Thus far, they hadn’t gotten much. No one was willing to speak about Laddenworn or the Bloody Queens’ reign. 
They were more than willing to speak to Mal, though. A female who presumably only had a single husband. 
As they left a barber shop, Mal glanced back at the three men in chairs, the three barbers, and the man at the counter through the glass door now separating them. “This is getting more and more uncomfortable,” Mal said. “I feel like I’m looked at like a piece of meat.”
Ryph shook his head. “It’s the Absence. Makes them feel pretty desperate.”
“Absence? Does that mean something specific?”
He nodded as they passed the fountain in the middle of the town. It was a bright day, sometime after mid-day if you considered the position of the sun in the sky. There was a group of men surrounding the fountain, all of which stopped what they were doing when they noticed her and watched. 
Mal turned away.
“It’s the absence of women. When we’re not ‘allowed’ the comfort of each other, everything is just… absent. It’s draining. Maddening.”
“This is such a sad place,” she said. 
Ryph shrugged. “You get used to it.”
She didn’t want to get used to it. She wanted to fix it. But it seemed ridiculously impossible to fix. Not only did she need to get rid of the Queens, who didn’t really cause the fertility issue from what the three of them could surmise, but they contributed to the madness in the world by stripping away the equality of genders. 
Men were now willing to do things they wouldn’t have normally done for a little attention. And women had made their scarcity a lucrative way to be spoiled and cruel.
All of this was sorely on display when they’d visited a teashop. There was a woman barking orders to a group of men. The men did as they were told, dressed in nothing but towels. And if one fell, the woman did not allow them to cover themselves until they had finished the task to her satisfaction. 
The men were being intentionally humiliated. And the woman, who was quite old, found this to be the most pleasing thing of the day. She was absolutely giddy when one of her shop attendants lost a towel in front of Mal and Ryph. 
“Oohh, just looky here,” she said to Mal, “he’s on display for you!”
The man, who was quite rugged and had a pleasant face, flushed and bowed his head before turning back to his task. 
When they’d left the shop, Mal thoroughly disgusted, Ryph told her that the men who worked there were used to it. That was their wife, after all. 
She was horrified. 
“You’re a product of your environment most of the time,” Ryph said. “Men tend to be humble and flexible because if you want a wife, you do what you need to do to get one. And women learn that there is no limit to what they can do and still have as many men fall at their feet as they wish.”
“But not you.”
Ryph grinned. “Once, I did some questionable things. When I thought she’d take Eagy, too.”
“I will never ask you to act without considering your dignity,” she swore. “That is just appalling.”
He smiled. 
“If it were me, if I were a man in Laddenworn, I’d prefer to stay with men. A wife can’t be worth all that. Even sex can’t be worth all that!”
“Actually, it is. Not because of sex, but because you need a woman to procreate. In a world of a limited population and fertility being what it is, any chance to conceive is worth the humiliation.”
Mal shook her head. Frowning, she wondered, Could it really be worth it? Would it be worth it to me? In a world where your species could literally go extinct because the chances of conceiving are so small… maybe it was. The men here apparently thought it was.
They found Eagy in their room with a tray of food. Ryph told him what they’d encountered that day and Eagy nodded at her assessment of the vulgarity of the situation. 
“It’s not like this everywhere. Only in the cities and towns, that’s when you find that vast majority of the most despicable people. When you find the homesteads further outside of the greater gatherings, things are more peaceful. Less… heartless,” Eagy said.
“What I’m hearing is that the greater portion of the female population acts like that woman I saw,” Mal deadpanned. 
“In the cities,” Eagy reiterated.
“Are there equally as many women outside the cities?”
Both of the men nodded. 
“The non-cities are pretty sprawling. Happening upon a living being, man or woman, is happenstance. That’s why you find so many men in the cities,” Ryph said.
“Because they have a greater chance of finding a woman, even a vile one, in a city,” Mal mused.
Eagy and Ryph nodded again. 
“Promise me you’ll find me some women who treat men with respect and men with enough self-respect not to allow a woman to debase them for fun.”
Ryph grinned. “Sure thing. Wherever we head next, I’m sure we’ll find some to your liking.”
“Do we know when we leave, yet? And where we’re going?”
Eagy sighed. “No one has seen Chesh in ages. We’re going to have to look for him, I think.”
“Where?” Mal asked.
Eagy frowned. “I don’t know. But I guess we can start by speaking to the Three Sisters.”
Mal waited for him to expand. When he didn’t, she prompted him to explain who these sisters were.
“Elsie, Lacie, and Tillie. They live in the treacle well over the river.”
About 90% of those words didn’t make sense. How does one, never mind three, live inside a well of any kind? And a treacle well?? Over the river?
“Leaving in the morning?” Ryph asked.
Eagy nodded. “Might as well. We’re not getting anywhere here.”
“Extra long soak tonight,” Ryph said with a sigh.
That meant it would be a while before they had a bath and a bed again.
Eagy went to make arrangements with the front for the supplies they’d need for their journey. When he came back, the three of them took a long soak in a tub made for one. 
There were still a dozen long blades, two two-and-a-half foot blades, and just under two dozen daggers left. Mal and Ryph bundled them while Eagy packed their bag. Miraculously, everything needed for three fit as nicely as everything for two inside the same bag. 
Eagy stopped at the front and made sure the remainder of their payment was placed on credit for the next time they were back in town. 
Fortunately, their walk to the sisters wasn’t far. And also fortunately, they stopped at a smithy on the way out of town to pick up the blade Eagy had ordered especially for Mal. How the smithy had made it exactly right in balance and size for her, she didn’t know. But it was perfect!
“Before we go,” Ryph said, turning back to the smithy, “is your wife home? Your remcule?”
The smithy tilted his head and considered Ryph’s question. He didn’t speak, but he nodded and left the building. 
“What are you doing?” Mal asked.
“You’ll see.”
Mal watched the direction the smithy took off in for several moments before turning back to her blade. She swished it around and spun it in her hand. With a grin, she turned to find something to cut with it. It must be sharp. That was mandatory in blades, after all.
Ryph pulled on her arm lightly and Mal turned back once again. The smithy had returned with four men and a woman. 
They were older, at least a good decade or so, by the looks. The woman was tall, with a smile that seemed to shine in the bright sun. 
Ryph pointed at each, naming them. “Ard, Ury, Pent, Dile, and you’ve already met the smithy, Amond. Their wife, Pilla.”
The five of them, including the smithy they’d already met, nodded. Smiled. Offered their hands when Ryph introduced Mal. Pilla offered the lot of them tea, to which Eagy and Ryph accepted. 
After a pleasant conversation, tea, and an abundance of thanks for the new blade, Eagy, Ryph, and Mal left. 
“See?” Ryph said, “Not all the people in Laddenworn are cruel or doormats.”
Mal hadn’t realized that was why he’d asked if the man’s family were home. She wrapped her arm through his and leaned her head on his shoulder as they walked. “Thanks,” she said. It was refreshing to see that not everyone was like those they met within Memory.
It took them until an hour before the sun was down to reach the treacle well over the river. It was over the river. Floating above it. The well spanned the width of the river and hovered somewhere around ten feet in the air. There was a trap door in the bottom that Mal presumed was the entrance and exit.
How one got to the door was another question entirely.
“Why are we asking the sisters if they know where Chesh is?” Mal asked. Perhaps she should have asked that sooner. 
“They see things,” Eagy answered. 
Seers? 
They stood at the edge of the river, looking up at the door. A knocker would be nice as long as it was on the ground. Perhaps a blow horn? 
Mal was beginning to lose interest in this adventure when Eagy stiffened next to her. She glanced at him and followed his gaze to find three young girls across the river. 
“Hello,” Ryph said, smiling his bright golden smile. 
As one, the three sisters’ eyes left Eagy and turned to Ryph. Their return smile was almost as brilliant. 
“Gryphon,” the tallest swooned. 
“Golden,” said the middle.
“Purrrfect,” said the youngest.
“Perhaps you’d like to join us?” asked the tallest.
“Say you do,” said the middle.
“Say you will,” said the youngest.
Mal glanced at Ryph. His smile had faded into a frown. 
“No, thank you. I’m quite happy where I am,” Ryph answered. 
“That’s,” said the tallest, crossing her arms.
“Not,” said the middle, her bottom lip jutting out in a pout.
“Fair,” said the youngest as she stomped her foot. 
“We’re wondering if you’ve heard where Chesh has been lately?” Eagy asked. 
The sisters turned to him and scowled. 
“Just a,” the tallest one said.
“Quite common,” said the middle.
“Unimpressive,” said the youngest.
“Eaglet,” all three said, giving Eagy the same glower.
Mal bristled. “Do you turn into an eagle?” Mal demanded. 
“Oh.”
“Madness.”
“No.”
“Then I fail to see how you can possibly demean him for something you don’t even have the ability to do. Common girls, the lot of you,” Mal said.
They tilted their heads to the left in unison. 
“Perhaps, you ought.”
“To mind.”
“Your tempter.”
Mal rolled her eyes.
“It’s not a big deal, Mal,” Eagy said. 
“It is,” Mal insisted. “It’s disgusting behavior.”
“Do you know where Chesh is?” Eagy asked again.
The sisters didn’t answer. They continued to stare at Mal as if they hadn’t heard him speak. She could certainly feel her temper rising now. 
“It’s courteous to at least acknowledge someone when they ask you a question,” Mal said.
“What an,” said the tallest.
“Uncomfortable age,” said the middle.
“You are,” said the youngest.
“They’re mad, aren’t they?” Mal asked the men with her. 
“Not as mad as Madness goes but they’re on this side of mad, yes,” Ryph said.
“We advise,” said the tallest.
“For you to choose,” said the middle.
“Older husbands,” said the smallest.
“I didn’t ask for your advice,” Mal said. “We asked if you knew where Chesh might be. So far, you lot are rude and useless.”
“Useless?” the three said, their faces contorted in horror. 
“Very,” Mal said. “And I can see that you three are going to be just as horrid as the women in Memory.”
“It’s.”
“Not.”
“My memory.”
Mal turned to Eagy, rolling her eyes. “Can we go?”
“Ryph, ask them,” Eagy said. 
“Do you know where Chesh is?” Ryph asked.
The three girls turned to look at Ryph again. They smiled, batting their lashes. The youngest clasped her hands together. 
Mal rolled her eyes.
“Not this way,” said the tallest.
“Or that way,” said the middle.
“But all way,” said the youngest.
“Won’t you,” said the tallest.
“Will you,” said the middle.
“Join the dance?” said the youngest.
Ryph frowned and shook his head. “Thanks for your help,” he said, turning his back on them.
“Don’t thank them,” Mal said. “They didn’t help in the least.”
Eagy took Mal’s hand and pulled her away from the river. The three sisters scoffed at him. Mal would have given anything to have something to throw at them. 
“Would it be wrong if I picked and chose which people to free from the reign of the queens?” Mal asked.
Ryph shrugged. “The Queens pick and choose who lives, so why not?”
Mal flinched. Yes, it would be wrong. You don’t liberate a world from one tyrannical ruler just to replace it with a new one. But perhaps she could enforce manners. And enact fines for those who treat others like vermin. 
“Where to?” Mal asked. 
Neither answered for some time.
They set up camp within a copse of trees that evening and did not light a fire. They were currently within the middle of a kingdom that did not welcome visitors and the boys thought it best not to draw attention to themselves. Especially since Mal was in their company. 
She assumed that meant they were in the Bloody Kingdom. 
That night, after a meal of dried meats, raw vegetables, and bread, they zippered the two sleeping bags together into one and hunkered down. 
As Mal stared at the sky, wondering if this was even real, she couldn’t help but think that a place with this much cruelty had to be someone’s nightmare. She thought back on some of the versions of Wonderland she’d read. The worst one was the science fiction simulation. There were robots and drugs, rape, nastiness of all sorts. 
She’d walked through the door, though. This wasn’t a simulation. And thus far, there were no robots. Nor, as far as she could tell, was there rape. The women seemed to be fully in control of the men. 
Mal frowned. There was certainly nastiness. Drugs? Perhaps the tea was drugged. Yes, she bet the tea provided much of the druggish element. That was a common theme in many books. 
“I think we should head to Tulgey,” Eagy said. 
“What’s that?” Mal asked.
“A forest unlike Silence.”
“Okay. Why?”
“It’s safer to travel with you under the cover of trees. And Chesh is known to favor those trees best.”
Mal nodded. “Alright.”
Silence wrapped around them securely for several minutes until Mal rolled over and placed her head on Eagy’s shoulder. He kissed her forehead.
“It really bothers me that you allow people to talk to you like that,” she said.
Ryph spooned her and wrapped around them both. 
“It’s not a big deal, Mal,” Eagy said quietly.
“It is. Part of the reason men have been reduced to compliant doormats is because, at one point, some woman got away with it. Now, it’s expected. Demeaning someone just because you can is repulsive. Enjoying it is worse.”
“They don’t matter, Mal,” he said. “What they say doesn’t bother me.”
“But it does. If it didn’t, you’d be proud of what you are. Which, by the way, cannot be that common since I don’t remember seeing any other eaglets.”
Eagy laughed. “Oh, we’re common. Just wait till you see the Villages.”
 
 




Into the Tulgey Woods
Eagy
The way the Tulgey Wood wrapped around the eastern part of Laddenworn meant that they could pick it up just southwest of the Three Sisters. And since the majority of Tulgey was within the Redd Kingdom, it was necessary to be within the relative safety of the trees.
They’d just found Mal. A wife for them both. Someone who might carry their chicks one day. There was no way they could take a chance of losing her to the damn Bloody Queens. 
But the Tulgey was a necessary search. Eagy had only wasted as much time as he had asking around for Chesh in hopes that they could avoid the woods. Avoid the Redd Kingdom. Of course, leave it to a cat to be uninterested when he was being looked for. Would you expect anything different from a cat? A dog comes when they’re called. A cat looks at you like you’re a dog.
It would take several days to get to the first inn. They didn’t mind sleeping in the woods. It was a little disconcerting to be sleeping so close to Queen Redd’s palace, though. Once they passed the outskirts of the Vile, it would be a few days walk until they’d be able to really feel the bloodiness of this kingdom. 
Queen Redd had tried unsuccessfully to tear down a path through the Tulgey Wood in front of her palace. Fortunately for any travelers, Tulgey would not have it. It simply grew back thicker. Grew back overnight. With thorns and other nasty things that were more common within Silence than within Tulgey. And it grew back denser, darker. 
Not so lucky, they’d be running into Redd soldiers within no time. Being this close to the palace, it would be impossible not to. 
Eagy planned to keep them clear of anything harmful for as long as he could. They were skirting the outermost lining of the wood, as far from the Vile as they could get. There was no telling what the Vile held if the Croc wasn’t home. They’d remain on the outskirts of Tulgey until they were well past the palace’s vicinity before moving in deeper. 
Queen Redd had wanted her palace on the water so there was a good chance they wouldn’t run into anyone if Eagy planned it right. He had a mind to make them sleep through the day for several days just so they could travel within the Redd Kingdom in darkness, when the soldiers slacked and slept. 
There was an inn not far from Vile. Not one they particularly liked or trusted, being this deep within the Redd Kingdom and this close to the palace. Was it worth the chance they would be taking to travel during the night by the kingdom?
“You’re deep in thought,” Ryph said. 
Eagy looked at him. Both Ryph and Mal were watching Eagy. Mal’s bright eyes were curious, shining. Eagy smiled at them.
“Contemplating how best to get where we need to go,” he said. 
“I thought we were already where we needed to go?” Mal asked.
Eagy nodded. “We are in Tulgey, but Chesh won’t be hanging around this close to the palace.”
“Let me guess. It’s safer to travel this way,” she said, a beautiful grin spreading across her pretty features. 
Again, he nodded. “We’ll be deep within the Bloody Kingdom soon. The cover of the trees is a necessity.”
“What about the inn?” Ryph asked. 
“There’s an inn?” Mal asked, excited. 
They’d only been walking for a few days. In fact, Eagy was sure they’d be stumbling upon Schoolroom at any time. Perhaps that might be a better place to take shelter than an inn so close to the palace.
As if the woods were listening to his thoughts, the first remnants of a building popped up in the near distance. Eagy pointed to it. 
It was barely the foundation of a building. The ceiling was long gone. The second floor, too. The chimney was still standing and much of the opposite wall. One of the stone door frames was there as well – an eerie invitation to a long past room. The rest was in disarray. 
“Oh,” Mal said, her voice filled with sadness. 
“Welcome to Schoolroom,” Ryph said. 
Mal looked around as they approached the building. The crumbled, splintered sign that had once been proudly displayed on the building now lay on the ground, fractured. ‘Washing’, it read. 
Behind it were four smaller buildings, one of which still stood. Ambition, Distraction, Uglification, and Derision. Eagy was pretty sure it was Distraction that was still standing. Two of the others had been burnt. The fourth was missing entirely. Only a footprint of where it likely stood remained.
“What is this place?” Mal asked. 
“Once, it was a thriving Learning Community. Families would send their oldest to get educated beyond the basic lessons,” Ryph said, toeing one of the signs. 
The sign read ‘Seaography’ and lay in the middle of the path. Its building must have been completely obliterated. 
“It was one of the first places destroyed when the Bloody Queens’ reign began,” Eagy said.
Ryph bent down to study the sign. He let out a wistful sigh. Ryph had always dreamt of attending the classes Schoolroom offered. They were the extra that only the well-practiced and knowledgeable knew. 
They picked their way through the remnants of the little community. Since they weren’t in any real hurry, Eagy didn’t rush their exploration. Perhaps if they hung around, they might find some residue of the erudition Schoolroom once offered. 
Sometime after lunch, Eagy realized they weren’t alone. He’d seen a fresh footprint while walking around the dilapidated building of ‘Drawling’ and a bright red drop of what appeared to be blood splattered against the building of ‘Laughing.’ When he’d heard the quiet shuffling within ‘Fainting in Coils,’ Eagy drew his blade. 
He broke off from Ryph and Mal. There was little he couldn’t take on by himself, especially since he was sure there couldn’t be any real threat. Had there been soldiers, the great oafs would have already ambushed them. Not that they had the skill or discipline to execute a proper, successful ambush. It was this reason alone that Ryph and Eagy were so good at eradicating large groups of soldiers between the two of them. 
Keeping low and to the shadows, Eagy crept silently through the ruins of ‘Mystery, Ancient’ and around the back of the last building, ‘Writhing.’ Someone’s shadow slipped back within the building. He stilled to listen. 
Several hundred feet away, he could hear Mal and Ryph talking about what you learned in such a building named ‘Reeling.’ There was also the quiet of the breeze through the branches above and the little raths slinking through the stone. 
Whoever was in Writhing was remaining completely still. A whisper met his ears, the words too quiet to interpret. Mal’s melodic laugh drifted through the trees. If somebody was whispering, that meant there was likely at least a second person. Most people in Laddenworn were mad to some degree, but rarely did anyone whisper to themselves. 
Eagy inched to the side, making sure his shadow remained out of view. He waited several minutes, waited to hear if whoever was in Writhing would move or speak again. A better idea of what he was going to encounter would be beneficial. 
Ryph’s voice was louder. He and Mal were getting closer, making their way to the back of Schoolroom. Eagy would rather take care of the threat before Mal was put in a position of danger. Touching the dagger at his side, assuring himself it was readily available should he need it, Eagy firmed his grip on his blade before taking the corner and stepping into the building. 
There was blood all over the ground, puddling here and splattering there. His eyes widened at the massacre. Not even when he and Ryph took out an entire battalion of soldiers was there this much blood. 
It took him a minute to find the source. Four individuals were huddled in a corner. One was an eagle. His wings were out, coming through his person’s shoulders instead of arms. One was clearly broken. Another was missing two thirds of it. The look made Eagy’s phantom wings ache. He could only imagine the pain. It also explained where the large pools of blood came from.
There was a second man, his arm ripped open in several places. Bone stuck out where it shouldn’t. Skin hung off like it was shedding a skin. 
In front of the two severely injured men was a third. Eagy couldn’t make out what his injury was. All he could tell was that he was covered in blood. Whether it was his or the others’, Eagy had no idea. 
Behind all three was a cowering female. 
“Eagy?” Ryph’s voice called from close by.
The female flinched. Eagy dropped his blade to his side. They were no threat to anyone. The man in front of the three, attempting to defend them all, was barely conscious on his feet. 
“In here,” Eagy said, voice quiet but loud enough to carry.
“Please,” the standing man said, “we mean no one any harm.”
“We’re not going to hurt you,” Eagy said. 
The sharp intake of breath behind him announced Ryph and Mal’s arrival. 
“Oh my gods,” Mal said.
Eagy tilted his head at the odd phrase. 
“What happened?” Ryph asked.
“Sheep,” the eagle said.
“Where?” Eagy asked, voice tight, muscles tensing. His grip on his blade tightened.
“The inn,” the man standing said as he collapsed. 
The one with the open wound on his arm slunk to his side and tried to pull him back among his injured remcule. 
“I guess that means we’re not going to the inn,” Ryph said. 
 
Mal

Mal was pretty horrified by the looks of the four severely injured people. Eagy and Ryph had unloaded their bag and dug out all the panacea Ryph had purchased when Mal was sick. It took them a long time to bandage them. 
In that time, Mal learned that two of the woman’s husbands had been murdered by the Sheep trying to defend their wife and the other men of her family. 
The woman, Lin, was sobbing. She certainly had the least amount of wounds. Her husbands had done their best to protect her from the Sheep. Lin managed to escape with a slice across her shoulder and a deep laceration on her thigh. 
There wasn’t much they could do for the eagle. Apparently, not even in Laddenworn could you grow back a wing. The other would heal in time, but never be usable. No matter what they did, the eagle, Let, would never fly again. 
Ander was the man whose arm had been ripped open. Eagy set it and stitched it the best he could. He had had no training in Healing, but the basics seemed somewhat straightforward. When he was done, he wrapped the whole arm in several layers of something that looked remarkably like Vaseline and an equal layer of bandages.
The third man, the one who’d collapsed, was Ves. Several of the Sheep had begun draining his blood through dozens of puncture wounds. Eagy hadn’t been sure there was anything they could do for Ves. Evidently, that’s how one of Lin’s husbands had died: the Sheep had bled him. 
The fifth husband had been beheaded. Not with a blade, but by a Sheep’s bare hands. 
“Will you tell me what happened?” Mal asked Lin while Eagy and Ryph were tending to Lin’s husbands. 
“There’s not much to tell. We were traveling for our un-Birthday. We stopped at the Dine Inn. It was our third day. Then, the Sheep showed up. We couldn’t get out fast enough. Another remcule was completely murdered. Another, only one survived. Three got away whole. None uninjured.”
“Who are the Sheep?” Mal asked.
“Assassins,” Ryph said.
Mal didn’t ask Lin anything further. She was so distraught by the condition of her husbands. Those who had survived, if barely, and those who had not. 
Ryph, Eagy, and Mal stayed in Schoolroom with Lin and her husbands for several days. Lin’s injuries seemed to heal pretty well and clean. As did Ander’s arm. Let’s pain was severe. Eagy had tried to reset the whole wing so that it might heal in close working order. Ves had remained unconscious since his collapse. 
As Eagy, Ryph, and Mal huddled together within their sleeping bag, Mal couldn’t stop herself from shivering. Even with the men on either side of her, sandwiching her tightly between them, a deep sense of sorrow filled her. Mal was well aware that cruel people existed in the world. Even in fairy tales. But looking at the four curled together, one of which hadn’t been conscious for days, it was hard to believe people could be that cruel. 
“It’s not just the Queens,” Mal whispered. “Maybe the Queens order such things, but there are those out there who take sick pleasure in doing this kind of thing. Even if I stop the Queens, there’s an entire world to purge of its heinousness.”
“We’ll be with you, Mal,” Eagy said. “If you’ll have me, too.”
Mal looked at him. In the dark, his ice blue eyes still seemed to be bright and cold. “I thought we’d already talked about this. I want you both.”
Eagy smiled. A smile that seemed to touch something deep inside Mal for its sweetness, honesty, affection. 
Sleep was restless that night. Mal kept having dreams that she was hearing baaing in the distance, echoing off the ruins of Schoolroom. Even the trees of Tulgey seemed to shiver with the sound. 
 
 




The Storeys
 
Mal
The Tulgey Wood was not nearly as unsettling as Silence had been. Yet, there was something almost sinister about it. But that might have been because they were still within the Redd Kingdom. 
The trees were not as tall, nor as wide. But where they lacked in size, they made up for in quantity. The ground was no longer mossy but a multitude of tiny, bright flowers. It was a shame to step on them. It didn’t take long to realize that they simply popped back up, uncrushed and unbothered by being traipsed on. 
The mushrooms, super tall with glowing ribs, still scattered between the trees. Sometimes they grew on the trees. No longer were they penis-like. Now, they grew with curled ends or a cup-like top. And all over them were needle-like hairs. There were also white ones growing on the trees that looked like hand fans made of coral. 
The flowers were as big as the mushrooms and seemed to snicker and leer as they walked. Mal wasn’t sure that they actually had faces, but their unique pedals and coloring sure made them look like faces. The way they bent in a phantom breeze, as if to examine the passersby, seemed awfully sentient, too. 
They’d left Lin and her husbands over a week ago, after spending something like ten days with them. Ten days in which Eagy successfully managed to turn their days and nights inside out. Now, they slept during the daylight hours and walked under the moon. 
Lin had mostly recovered. As had Ander. Let’s stump of a wing had begun to heal over; his one whole wing was mending properly, if slowly. Ves…. Eagy confided that he wasn’t convinced that Ves would make it. His coloring was still gray, and he was starting to hollow out. 
Mal trudged along with her men. They’d been walking since the sun had gone down and it was now at least mid-day. No, truly. Eagy said they were going to make a last push and walk the remaining distance to the inn that sat deep within Tulgey, far enough beyond Redd’s palace that he felt comfortable staying there for a couple of days so they could rearrange their days and nights once more while in a comfortable bed.
In all honesty, she’d give up the bed for a shower. It had been almost three weeks by her counting of sleeps since they’d left the inn in Memory. She was exhausted, grubby, and needing a real meal. Their portions of stew had gotten drastically low. Not only had they shared with Lin and her husbands, but they’d spent a whole lot longer between inns than they’d anticipated. 
“Almost there,” Eagy said.
Mal sighed loudly. It was the only sound she could manage to make. As it were, the two men were carrying the loads. Er… somewhere. After they put them on, they seemed to disappear completely. Yet, she was always watching as they slid them off each night – morning? – and they were right there on their backs!
“Do you want to stop and eat?” Eagy asked.
Mal shook her head before asking, “How long until we get to the inn?”
“Couple of hours at this pace,” he answered.
If they stopped, it would be even longer. She’d work through her hunger pains. Mal shook her head. “No, let’s keep going. I’m too tired to stop.”
Mal was sure she sleep-walked through the remainder of their hike. She barely remembered arriving. By the time they were upstairs, she couldn’t even recall what the interior of the lower inn had looked like. 
“Bathe,” Eagy said, nudging her to the washroom. “You can’t sleep until tonight. We need to reset our clocks again, Angel.”
Mal groaned. “I can’t keep my eyes open that long.”
“Join me in the tub?” Ryph asked.
“I haven’t washed in… I don’t even know how long,” she pouted, swaying on her feet. 
Eagy gently pushed her in, nodding to Ryph to join her. “I’ll be in in a minute with some Brio Tea. It’ll take you at least through dinner.”
Mal didn’t argue when Ryph pulled her into the washroom. Nor did she argue when he started the water and fire below the tub before gently divesting her of her clothing. She was dozing when the teacup was brought to her lips. 
The trickle of the tea down her throat only seemed to soothe her further. Her eyelids drooped further and her muscles relaxed. For some reason, she could still feel the heat of the tea within her stomach. 
Strange, she thought, it should have cooled to my body temperature by now.
The warmth spread, tingled, tickled. Wormed its way through her body. With a sigh, she opened her eyes and was surprised to find that she was in the tub. Surprised that both men were in the tub with her, that she was clean and sitting in fresh, bubbly water. Eagy sat across from her, a teacup in his hand. 
He smiled. “Drink the rest,” he said, offering her the cup.
By the time she had finished it, the exhaustion had taken a back burner. She was still tired. By the time she was allowed to sleep, she was sure she’d crash. But now she could function. 
“Thank you,” Mal said.
Eagy nodded. “I’m glad it worked like it should.” He studied her curiously. “The medicinal teas didn’t seem to.”
“The Relax tea a few inns ago worked so well, I was out by the time you got me upstairs,” she said ruefully.
Behind her, Ryph chuckled.
“You drank the whole pot,” Eagy said, the corner of his lips quirking in a half grin that made her stomach flip.
Mal shrugged. “You didn’t warn me not to.”
“To be fair, most people only drink a cup or two of any tea; not an entire pot,” he teased.
“Hmm,” she hummed, closing her eyes.
“It’s almost dinner time,” Ryph said. 
As if on cue, her stomach made a loud growl. She rolled her eyes at Ryph’s laughter. Still smiling, she pushed water at him. She was standing and climbing out of the tub before he had time to splash her back.
They made quick work of getting into the blissfully clean clothes the inn provided and heading down for dinner. Entering through a side door, Mal was surprised to see how busy it was. Almost every table was filled, and loud, happy chatter met her ears. It was good to be among people who appeared to be in good spirits.
Eagy stopped abruptly, causing Mal to run into him, and Ryph to her. 
“What?” Ryph asked before Mal could.
Tense, Eagy reached back and grabbed Mal’s hand. He hurried them along to the table that had apparently been reserved for them (by the odd little sign floating above it). When they sat, Eagy pulled Mal’s hood over her head. She hadn’t known she’d had a hood.
“What’s wrong?” she asked.
“Storeys,” he whispered.
Mal didn’t get a chance to ask any more questions. Their table was suddenly filled with food in the same instant that figures from all over the room stood in unison. They were every shape and size, but all dressed identically. 
Long robes in bracken hues. The robes curved in a wide smile at the bottom, meeting around their knees on their sides. They flowed up the body into a culminating convex below their necks. Perhaps the strangest thing about them was that they didn’t appear to have any arms. 
“They look like…” Mal trailed off. Some kind of shell, anyway. 
They wandered around the room, taking strange steps in cadence with each other. One step. Pause. Turn, step, pause. Stomp, pause. Long step, pause. 
Eventually, Mal heard the rhythm in what they were doing. There was a tempo, a meter in their measured steps, shuffles, stomps, pauses. A beat in their moves that hushed the whole room. 
Then, they began to speak. One at a time, a new one picking up the next verse. Their voices were eerie and quiet, yet they carried across the room. 
“With saddest madness Storeys song
We tell of ancient sorrow.
At night they sighed, “I fear ‘twas wrong
Such shiny blade to borrow.
Listen, a horrid sadder song
Is not there for tomorrow.”
“Don’t thank us for we could not say
That we were glad to hear it:
We left the ‘Sense at break of day,
And tried to venture near it
Till Time, we hoped, had worn away
Your fear, we not would clear it.”
“Our dismal neighbors could’st thou know
The wretched home they keepest!
Thy kingdoms die in daily woe,
Is restless by thee sleepest.
For if we laugh, however low
And gone’st – Nonsense, thou weepest.”
“We took the sharp t’other day,
Used to break their expression,
To Brillig’s stage in three to play
And with a new impression.
Might in his thoughts, that is to say,
Effect some slight digression.”
“He tasked to break the blade in town
To madness in its folly,
Whose mirth, we thinks, might serve to drown
Nonsense’s melancholy:
The deadly blade, the bloodied crown;
The end of all things jolly.”
“We now announce the meal of toves
That has been cooked an hour.
Meant to allay Nobody’s moans,
Like oil on troubled water:
He rushed to Wabe, the Dead Days bones
And begged him not to kill her.”
“Vainly he strove with ready wit
To modify the weather -
To validate the last “on dit” -
To quote the price of feather -
He growled, “Here I at Nonsense sit:
To stop and strengthen the tether!”
“He thought, “They’re wasting time, you know:
Delaying will end at the dawn.”
Beating hearts are ripped without woe!
There is no rest – in Nonsense on.
“The Pool of Tears,” he quoted low,
“From Brillig and go thereupon.”
“We need not tell you how foolish
In deathly Silence followed.
The blood that ushered in each dish
And their departure followed,
Nor yet there suicide wish
To be the Mem’ry hollowed.”
“Some desperate attempts were made
To stop his devastation:
“Madman,” the Bloodied Crown essayed,
“Which kind of aberration
Freezing and killing, have you made
Your special occupation.”
“His lips curled upwards instantly,
As to the end was ushered ‘round,
“Blades in three I succeed,” said he,
“To stay the darkness deep surround.
With hearts of madness left to sea
And bring the sickness to expound.”
“The night’s performance was “Gone Son.”
“It’s quite dull,” he sighed, “and so slow!”
A while he watched the blood flow on
He said it pleased his mind so!
At length the curtain froze upon
The forming of the Monstrous Crow.”
“In vain resist; in vain they cried
To drown his triumph – laughter:
Death to Nonsense and on all sides
From Childhood’s disaster -
“Tear upon tear!” he said, and smiled;
And Silence followed after.”
The room remained hushed while the people dressed in odd shells stomped and slid, scratched and paused, stepped and clapped their way out the door. No one spoke for quite some time. In fact, no one seemed to do much more than breathe. 
Somewhere in the distance, music started up. As if the play button on a TV had been pushed, the room became animated once more. People ate and talked, laughed and moved about.
“What was that?” Mal whispered.
“Storeys,” Eagy repeated.
“And the story they told?”
He shook his head. “It’s an old one.” He frowned. “I don’t think it’s even from this land, even as it speaks of places here. Brillig, Wabe, Pool of Tears….”
“Eat,” Ryph said, piling food onto Mal’s plate. “That tea won’t last forever.”
She ate. As if his words had been a suggestion, the tea’s affects started to wane pretty drastically. She wasn’t even sure she tasted anything she ate. 
Eagy constantly surveyed the room while they ate. Even boisterous Ryph was silent and attentive to their surroundings. So unnerved the two men were that they ordered their dessert to be had in their room. 
It wasn’t clear why the weird Storeys had bothered them and she was so tired she didn’t think to ask. Mal bypassed dessert and climbed right into bed when they got back to their room. 
The gentle crackling of the fire and the soft, hushed voices of the men lulled Mal into a restful sleep. She wasn’t sure how long she slept, only that she woke to the soft whispers of Eagy and Ryph in their bed beside her. 
Mal was so exhausted that when she could barely open her eyes to the men’s voices, she almost didn’t bother. She closed them again and listened to them whisper for a minute.
“It’s been a long time,” Ryph whined. 
“We have Mal now,” Eagy answered. 
“She won’t care. She won’t. Please, I need to feel you, Eagy.”
Mal opened her eyes again, trying to focus on them. Eagy was lying flat on his back with Ryph almost completely on top of him. They were clothed, but Ryph was trying to push Eagy’s shirt up. Eagy was struggling to stop him as he kissed the bigger man’s jaw. 
“I don’t want to lose her. She could still be disgusted-”
“And if she agrees? If she’s not? Because I don’t think she is, I don’t.”
Eagy kissed down Ryph’s jaw to his neck. “Yes, if she agrees.”
Ryph rolled off Eagy and instantly put his fingers into Mal’s hair. “You’re awake?” he asked, quietly.
She lifted a hand and waved it a little, indicating so-so. 
He smiled and kissed her lightly several times. “Mal,” he breathed against her lips. “Mal, can Eagy and I have sex? Together. With each other.” He stopped for a minute. “Is that a clear request?”
Mal laughed a little. They’d gotten used to her making them clarify what they were saying. “It was clear. Why do you need my permission?”
Ryph kissed her again, harder. “Because we don’t want to drive you away. Because you’re our girl and we want to keep you.”
“Why would-”
“You satisfy us and complete us, you do, I swear it. But-” he abruptly stopped talking and closed his eyes. 
“I don’t really need an explanation this time. If you truly think you need my permission, you have it. Have fun.”
Ryph didn’t move but continued to intently stare into her eyes. 
“You already told me you were lovers weeks ago,” Mal offered.
He nodded slowly. “Yes, but that was before we had you. Men have been divorced for being found with another man. Even once. Even so long ago that he doesn’t remember what it felt like. Women don’t like-”
“I’m not from here,” Mal interrupted. “You can have sex with whoever you want, and you don’t need my permission to do so, Ryph.”
He shook his head.
“No really, I mean it.”
He frowned. “I don’t think you do. Or you’re not understand what you’re saying.”
Mal sighed. She was too tired to have a serious conversation in which she needed to sift through their words in order to understand what they were getting at. “Look –” she cupped his face with her hand. “- I don’t care about the stupid women here or how they think. If you want to have sex with Eagy, then do so. I don’t feel like you should need my permission, but if it makes you feel better, you have it. I grant it freely for you two for as often as you want. I won’t even watch if that makes you uncomfortable.”
His eyes widened. “You’d watch?”
She laughed. “You watch Eagy and I. And he watches you and I.”
“That’s different. A woman and a man, that’s okay. A man and a man, that’s… not,” he said dubiously.
Mal pulled him to her and kissed him. He smiled against her lips. She parted just enough to say, “It’s okay to me. And since my opinion seems to be the one that matters to you, I think I’ll watch.”
He kissed her again, hard, rough. His gritty tongue almost scratched against her. “Watch,” he said huskily as he pulled away from her. 
Ryph rolled back and pulled Eagy to him with a jerk. Eagy let out a huff of laughter that was quickly swallowed by Ryph’s mouth. Their clothes came off without ceremony. As the last article of clothing hit the floor, they had changed places. 
Ryph’s hand gripped Eagy’s cock tightly and he stroked. Long strokes that make Eagy jerk his hips and grunt. As Ryph brought his mouth down, Eagy tried to stop him. “Ryph,” he whimpered. 
“She wants to watch,” Ryph said, voice thick. 
Eagy turned his head to meet Mal’s eyes. Her heart was beating hard. She thought she’d enjoy watching them, but she hadn’t anticipated it’d be a turn on. She nodded. 
“Sure?” he asked.
“Yes, let him take you in his mouth,” Mal said. She suddenly felt wide awake. 
She’d barely said mouth before Ryph’s mouth was on Eagy’s cock. Eagy groaned. Now, instead of trying to push him away, he pulled Ryph’s head down. Ryph took him, taking a great deal of him in. He licked up the length before taking Eagy’s balls into his mouth and sucking. 
Eagy jerked. Ryph swallowed him again before drawing his mouth up, teeth dragging along the length. 
Then, Eagy was pushing Ryph off him. He pushed the bigger man over and on to his stomach before rolling back to reach for the drawer. Eagy pulled out a tube of lubricant that Mal hadn’t even known was there. She watched as he squeezed some onto his head and began rubbing it in. 
Even that spiked her arousal. Seeing him handle himself. What the hell was wrong with her? Perhaps she was more tired than she’d thought.
He met her eyes, hesitation once again coloring his features. “You sure you don’t want us to go to the washroom?” he asked quietly.
“I am more than sure.”
Ryph groaned at her words and squirmed. “Hurry up, Eagy.”
Eagy climbed back on the bed and straddled Ryph. He looked at Mal again before stroking himself a couple more times and shifting so he could position his head between Ryph’s cheeks. 
She watched, eagerly, as he pushed his head in with his hand. Ryph sucked in a breath and buried his face in the sheets, hands gripping the bed tightly. Her eyes were back to watching Eagy guide himself in. Her own hand went down to rub between her legs as Ryph grunted. 
Eagy shifted, putting both his hands on Ryph’s back as if pushing him into the bed, holding him there. Not allowing him to move. He began pushing his hips down in earnest. Ryph groaned again, pushing his hips off the bed to meet Eagy. Eagy let out a breath and closed his eyes. Mal slipped her fingers underneath her bed shorts.
“Oh,” Ryph grunted, picking his head up. “Oh fuck.” He dropped his face back into the bed and moaned. 
Eagy lay on him, wrapping his arm under and around Ryph’s shoulder. He moved slow at first, smooth, easy strokes while they both breathed heavy, quiet murmurings that Mal couldn’t make out passed between them. Eagy brought his other arm over Ryph’s, tangling their fingers together and holding him. 
This wasn’t sex, as far as Mal was concerned. This was making love. It was sweet and beautiful. She had always rolled her eyes at the girls at DeadEnd referring to all sex as love making. No; sometimes, sex was just sex. But when you cared about the one you were with, when it felt like more than just physical pleasure, that was love making. For a while, she closed her eyes so they could enjoy some semblance of privacy. 
Mal allowed her mind to lull, listening to their heavy breathing and the bed shift in a slow rhythm. She didn’t need to be a part of this. They deserved their own moment.
It changed quite suddenly when the bed bounced and Ryph let out a grunt of pleasure. Mal opened her eyes again to see that Eagy had let go of Ryph’s hand and was now propped up with some leverage. And he was thrusting deep and hard.
Each thrust coaxed some sound out of Ryph. Sometimes, it was a grunt. Others, it was a moan. Occasionally, it was some combination of words said in a deep growl. Eagy moved faster, the bed shaking with each move he made. His sounds were now equally as loud and varied as Ryph’s. Mal moved her fingers in time with Eagy’s thrusts.  
Ryph’s orgasm was loud. She hadn’t noticed when he’d brought his hand under himself or when he’d brought his leg up so Eagy had a better angle and position. Mal’s own climax hit at the sounds Eagy forced out of Ryph after his orgasm. He wasn’t anything like a human then. He was all animal. And that excited her blood something sick.
It took Eagy a few minutes longer, but his finish was just as animalistic as Ryph’s had been. Panting, he rolled off Ryph and lay there with his eyes closed. 
Mal closed her eyes, feeling her heart beat wildly in reaction to her boys enjoying themselves without her. Moments later, Ryph crawled over her and wrapped himself around her. Eagy moved in close at her front. 
“Was it good?” Ryph whispered in her ear.
She shivered and nodded. “I’m a little disturbed at how much I liked it.”
“Mmm,” he hummed into her neck. “You’re the best, Mal. I can’t believe we ever found you.”
“We didn’t,” Eagy murmured, brushing his lips lightly over Mal’s. “She found us.”
 
 




The Cheshire Cat
 
Mal
As the days droned on, Mal began writing down what she knew in her memorandum book. For one, there really was nothing better to do while they walked. And for two, this gave her plenty of opportunity to examine what she knew of Laddenworn. 
Mostly, she knew that the world was ridiculously skewed. She couldn’t help but wonder whether she had been on the right track thinking that another fairy tale had infected this one. The more she thought about it, the more ludicrous it sounded. A fairy tale infecting another. Like a virus. 
If it were like a virus, it needed to run its course. There was no curing a virus. It would die out eventually. According to Eagy and Ryph, this particular virus had been around an awfully long time. And if she were sticking with her analogy, the virus was probably more of a bacterial infection compounded with asthma and pneumonia. Would it graduate to cancer eventually? Or had the cancer already set in?
Could Mal cure it?
With a rueful smile, Mal looked back down to her notes. The only thing she knew for sure was that the Bloody Queens needed to be deposed. 
“Chesh,” Eagy called. 
Mal looked up and around the trees. No Chesh appeared. 
They’d left the inn a few days ago and began heading north. They’d be out of the Redd Kingdom in a few days. Already as far out as they were, it was clear that the soldiers and Queen didn’t travel this way. The thorns were gone. The blood stains few and far between. It was mostly quiet.
She was glad to be traveling by day again, though she didn’t enjoy the process of rearranging her nights and days. 
“Hey,” Mal said, “I’ve been meaning to ask… that story that the Storeys performed, was it a true story or one to entertain?”
“Are not all stories meant to entertain?” Ryph asked.
“A question is not an appropriate answer,” Mal deadpanned.
“It is if it’s meant to clarify the first question. Sometimes, an appropriate answer can only be given after a series of questions.”
Mal sighed. “Seriously, just tell me if it’s fact or fiction.”
Ryph shrugged. “Dunno. It’s an old story.”
“Eagy?” Mal asked. Ryph was not in the mood to be clear.
“He’s not wrong, Mal. It’s a very old story. Some suspect it tells history. Others think it was a prophecy. I’ve even heard that it was propaganda from the Queens, but I think it’s older than both of them.”
“What do you think?”
“Maybe there’s some truth in it. But even so, if 50% was true, which 50% would it be?”
Mal chewed her lip for a time. It might be worth writing down at any rate. She asked the boys to repeat the story. She didn’t write it word for word but captured the important pieces. Or, at least the pieces that seemed important. Who cared if ‘he’ smiled or laughed? Could that be important?
“Chesh,” Eagy said again. 
Still no Chesh. 
They walked on quietly for quite a while. Mal continued to contemplate the story and what she’d discovered in Laddenworn thus far. As well as any theories that sounded even remotely plausible. She’d even written down a few that didn’t sound plausible, but this wasn’t the Outside, so perhaps they were. 
“We’re getting close to the Village,” Ryph said quietly.
Mal looked up and around. “Village?”
Ryph nodded.
“I’m hoping we can just pass through without being seen. Skirting shouldn’t be too difficult,” Eagy said. 
“Why wouldn’t we stop?” Mal asked.
“Not here. Any other, we would,” Ryph said. 
“Why?” Mal insisted. “What kind of village are we passing by that you don’t want to stop in?”
“A Raptor Village.”
Quite by surprise, Eagy grabbed her and pushed her behind him. There was a short blade in his hand; the other hand rested on her arm where he held her against his back. Mal peeked under his arm, but her view was blocked by Ryph standing in front of Eagy. She could just make out his longer, fiercer looking blade at the ready.
“Gryphon,” a smooth, somewhat sensually deep voice purred. 
Ryph didn’t answer. 
“What brings you around?”
“Passing through,” Ryph said. 
“Where is your little eagle?”
For a moment, Ryph didn’t move. When he did step to the side to reveal Eagy, Mal could finally see what the threat had been. 
He didn’t look like a large threat. The man was older than her boys, easily. He was taller, more rugged, with an aged look about his face. The hair on his head was long, pleated, a shade darker than Eagy’s. His skin was darker as well, which highlighted the marks carved into it. Similar marks to Eagy’s, but distinctly different. He was harder and gruff with a sneering grin, a few days of stubble on his face. When his eyes turned to Eagy, the grin turned into a bitter scowl. He might have been good looking, especially since he was bare-chested and beautifully shaped, but he was clearly not a nice person.
“There you are. Always hiding behind the bigger animal,” he growled. 
Then, his eyes landed on where Mal’s hand was on Eagy’s side. His head did that jerking motion that birds did. “What have you got there?”
Eagy stiffened. The hand on Mal’s arm tightened. “Not your concern.”
The man’s smile grew into something altogether predatory. Mal reached behind her back for her own blade when more men melted out of the trees behind him. 
To her surprise, Eagy relaxed. One of the men, who looked about the same as the first, his markings different still, yet a whole lot closer in similarity to Eagy’s, pushed the first man back. 
“Go piss someone else off, Ven,” he said. 
Ven glowered at him but didn’t move. His eyes remained locked on Eagy, on Mal’s hand. 
“Hey, Eags,” the second man said with a smile.
A moment of silence later, Eagy pulled Mal gently around to his side, bringing her between him and Ryph. The second man smiled. 
A low whistle from Ven met her ears as he watched her. 
“I see the men can be assholes, too,” Mal said.
The second man grinned; the few behind him chuckled. 
“Ven wanted my dick,” Ryph said, crossing his arms, his blade resting on his shoulder. “When I refused him, he turned into a dick himself.”
Ven glared at him. “You prefer to bed infants,” he answered with a shrug. “I’m more man than he’ll ever be.”
Eagy stiffened, his hand tightening on Mal’s arm once again. 
“Actually,” Ryph drawled, as if bored, “didn’t Larie tell us you couldn’t get it up for like an hour?”
Ven’s face reddened as the men that had joined their group snickered. “Larie-”
“And, pretty sure she told us that you had no idea what to do with it. It was also the longest three minutes of her life.” Ryph tilted his head. If Ven could kill him with a look, the one he gave Ryph would have sufficed. “Believe me, eagle, my infant doesn’t struggle with any of your issues.”
Eagy didn’t react. Mal thought for sure he’d be grinning. His grip tensed on the hilt of his blade instead. 
In the next moment, Ven had started for them, his own blade drawn. Ryph had moved in front of Eagy and Mal again, a growl echoing off the trees. Ven didn’t make it to Ryph, unfortunately. He was pulled back by his hair and slammed against the stalk of a large mushroom by one of the men who had been lingering behind Ven and the second man. 
“You started it,” the man who’d pulled him back stated. “If you can’t take the insults, you shouldn’t dish them out.”
“What brings you our way?” the second man asked. The one with etchings quite a bit like Eagy’s.
“Just passing through,” Eagy said.
He chuckled. “You know you need to stop and see Mom, or you’ll never hear the end of it.”
Eagy sighed. “Fine,” he said, gesturing for them to lead the way. 
The group turned, leaving Ven on the ground as they melted back into the trees. 
Ryph took Mal’s hand and followed where the others had gone. Mal glanced at Ven, glaring at him before pointedly looking away. When they’d moved far enough beyond the chastised eagle, Mal asked, “That man up there is your brother?”
Eagy waggled his hand in the air. “Yes. He’s also my cousin.”
“I’m sorry, what?”
Ryph snorted. 
“Nylan and I share a mother. Nylan’s father is my father’s brother. That’s why our marks are pretty close in design.”
“Oh,” Mal said. “And Ven?”
Eagy shook his head. “Different family.”
“Are the men more like Ven or Nylan?”
Ryph sniggered.
“Nylan. Ven is a fully grown eagle. An adult. He thinks he deserves everything and anything he wants because he managed to age to adulthood before he froze in time.”
“Please tell me he doesn’t have a wife that puts up with that.”
“No,” Eagy grinned. “He likes to tell everyone that he’d rather sample every woman and man instead of being resigned to a single female. The reality is that no one likes his attitude and therefore no one wants him.”
“He’s one of the bigger reasons we left the village to begin with,” Ryph said with a shrug. 
They walked for a while in silence. Mal saw no signs that they were getting closer to any kind of civilization. “Hold up,” she said, realizing where they were, “Aren’t we still in the Redd Kingdom?”
They nodded. 
“You’re part of the Redd Kingdom??” 
“No. Villages aren’t part of any kingdom. They’re above them.”
Mal looked at him with her brow puckered. When they pulled her against a tree, Ryph pressed against her back, her feet left the ground. 
“Above the kingdom,” he said, a small smile tugging at his lips. 
And then, they were there. A village within the trees. Houses wrapped around trunks. Bridges connecting platforms and stairs going up. Everything made from parts of trees and nature. And everywhere she looked were men with etching in their skin. 
“Does everyone feel it necessary to go without clothes?” Mal asked, watching as a man grinned at them on his way by. He wore nothing but a thin layer of cloth around his hips. It did nothing to keep himself from being exposed. At that rate, what was the point of wearing anything?
Truly, as she looked around, marveling at the novelty of the village within the treetops, just about everybody was wearing something similar or nothing at all.
“Clothes are restricting,” Ryph said. 
He led them through bridges, across platforms, up and down stairs. Mal was amazed that everyone she passed had etchings on their skin. All of them, or many of them, were remarkably different. The people were different in shade and color. There were still more men, but there were actually women there, too! 
“They’re all birds?” Mal asked, trying really hard not to stare.
“They’re all eagles,” Eagy said. “I told you eagles were common.”
“They don’t look like you,” Mal said.
He shrugged. “Different kinds of eagles. There are like 60 species of eagles within Laddenworn. And they breed amongst each other.”
“When they manage to,” Ryph added.
“The markings tell families apart.”
They walked for quite some time and for the first time in a long time, Mal didn’t mind. The treetops were gorgeous. The sun shone through the canopy, glittering down on them like a disco ball. Birds, eagles of all different sizes and patterns soared around them. They’d land mid-change and carry on on foot. 
Eventually, they arrived at their destination. A house, not more than a few rooms, sat at the top of a tree within the canopy itself. 
Eagy’s mother was a bald eagle, as were three of her six husbands. Nylan was there when they arrived, seated at the table in the large part of the house: a combination living and dining area, with a small kitchen tucked into one corner. 
They stayed for dinner. People came and went, greeting Eagy and Ryph in a very friendly fashion. Mal was ridiculously relieved and pleased. She was also keen to note that, at least in this village, the younglings and elders seemed to mix. There didn’t appear to be any kind of segregation, as there had been within Memory. 
The girl, Larie, from Ryph’s taunt of Ven, stopped by with a wide grin. “I hear you made Ven cry,” she giggled. 
“Actually,” Ryph said with a grin, “you made him cry. I only reminded him of that time.”
Larie laughed wildly. “He is a total waste of time, Eag,” she said, meeting Eagy’s ice blue eyes. “You’re the catch. He’s bird food.”
Eagy gave her a half smile and a non-committal hum. 
 
Chesh
His corporeal state always made him a bit giddy. There was something about his body not being solid, or even floating in the same general vicinity, that made him downright mad. As long as he kept his separate particles of self somewhat near each other – but not too near, or they’d coalesce, and he’d become solid again – he could stave off much of the madness. 
It was a talent. One which no one else in Laddenworn had managed. There was a man many forevers ago who had tried, but he went out and never came back. 
Chesh didn’t exactly try to master the talent. It was always his. From before he was here, and it followed him when he arrived. Of course, before, it had happened in a different way. It was too long ago now to remember exactly, but he knew it was different. 
Now, he simply evaporated. Sometimes, he even left parts of himself behind. One of his favorite tricks was scaring people by leaving paw prints by invisible feet. 
The thought made him grin. 
Chesh.
His grin faded. Usually, he could go weeks without hearing his name. Once he’d even gone three and a half months without hearing it. Usually, it was said somewhere in Laddenworn every week or so. And it would always float to him like a whisper on the breeze. 
No one could actually summon him. Not in this body. But he could still hear his name, as if they were trying. 
Lately, he’d been hearing it every few hours. Someone was looking for him. 
Chesh.
The louder and clearer his name became, the closer they were. And now, they must be nearly on top of him. His name was so crisp in his ears. 
Well, he wasn’t a fan of being hunted. Chesh turned, flipped through the branches and landed in a tree further away. If they were looking for him, he’d simply have to find them first. Shouldn’t be too difficult. Tulgey was his home.
When his name came again, he recognized the voice. He paused. Eagy. Odd. Eagy never sought him out. They got on fine, but Eagy was fairly reticent. What could the little eagle possibly want with him?
Chesh.
Chesh looked around. That time, it was almost as if Eagy were talking in his ear. He stilled a moment to listen. His ear twitched and turned at a rustle to his left. A steady rustle. 
Condensing down into his four-legged furry form, he jumped from branch to branch, silently. And there they were. Eagy and Ryph and… a woman? How interesting. 
Chesh continued ahead of them for several trees and turned to watch them come. She was a tiny thing with long, shiny strands of hair that curled in places. Her eyes were wide, bright. Beautiful. Her smile was quick. Her voice sweet. And her laugh went straight to his blood and he shivered. 
He watched them, following at a close distance, for three days. While they camped, he sat burrowing himself a little hole within the ribs of a mushroom to watch over them. Not caring in the least that he was a voyeur, he also enjoyed watching them at night. He watched as they pleased their pretty little woman, listened to her cries of passion and the animal roar from the beast. And they’d sleep, tangled within each other’s limbs with two enormous wings draped over them. Sometimes, Chesh even came down to learn her scent. Although, all he smelt after their play was their scent. 
Eagy and Ryph had finally found themselves a girl. Chesh smiled. It wasn’t often a man wouldn’t give up his male lover for a woman. Ryph refused to even entertain the idea of one unless they legitimately wanted Eagy, too. Apparently, and evidently based on his observations, they’d found the girl that would take Eagy as enthusiastically as the gryphon.
By his third day watching them, he still couldn’t decide why they were looking for him. In the middle of a conversation, after they’d covered perhaps another hundred steps, someone would speak his name. Nine out of ten times, it was Eagy. Sometimes, it was Ryph. 
The moment Chesh made himself known was at the sound of his name on their girl’s lips. He felt his eyes go wide. His heart beat hard as his self condensed and he fell to the forest floor in front of them. 
He landed on his feet, of course. What cat wouldn’t? 
Her bright eyes widened as she took in his sudden appearance. She stepped back in surprise. Chesh was pleased to see that it wasn’t fear that she looked upon him with. 
He tracked her eyes as they scanned his whole body. Slowly. Measuring. Studying. Questioning, when she got to his tail. Intrigued. 
It was a good thing he’d spent so long in this body. Because when her tiny pink tongue darted out to moisten her lips, the movement sent blood streaming right to his cock. It was a matter of will that he didn’t get hard on the spot. 
Her smile spread slowly when she met his eyes again. 
“Hi,” Mal said. 
Chesh felt his own grin spread larger than was necessary for a living being. “Hi,” he purred back. Then, they stared at each other. For a very. Long. Time. 
Eagy cleared his throat. After another minute in which Chesh pointedly continued to watch their Mal, he met Eagy’s eyes. 
“Eagy,” Chesh greeted. His ice blue eyes were annoyed, as was the rest of his expression. Looking at Ryph’s grinning face, Chesh greeted the beast as well. “Ryph.”
“Where have you been, pussy cat?” Ryph purred. “We’ve been looking for you for weeks!”
Chesh liked it when Ryph purred. His head wasn’t his cat half, so it was a strange, yet intriguing sound that resonated from his throat. Not quite right, but it still curled your nerves just so.
Eagy rolled his eyes. Ryph liked to flirt and it almost didn’t matter who it was with. With Chesh, it mostly came in the form of mimicking his purring. Ryph liked the raw, carnal feeling of it. Chesh simply found it amusing.
Eagy was insecure. Ryph never meant anything by it. It was all part of his personality. His bid to laugh. 
“Stalking you,” Chesh said.
Ryph laughed loudly. “Have you been?”
Chesh nodded, eyes going back to Mal’s smiling face. Her lips. It took a lot of control not to lick his own lips. “Trying to figure out why you’re looking for me.”
“Did you figure it out?” Ryph asked.
“No. You’ve been very secretive.”
Ryph laughed again. He liked the game. He liked that he’d won the game he didn’t know he’d been playing.
“This is Mal,” Eagy said, taking Mal’s hand in his. “She’s from the Cold Land.”
Ah, Chesh had wondered. He’d been all over Laddenworn. There was no way this creature would have escaped his notice. He nodded, his smile stopping right before it became too big to be considered properly proportioned. 
“We’re looking for those who are interested in helping Mal, us, take out the queens,” Eagy said. 
“Are you the Right One?” Chesh asked, his voice coming from deep in his chest. He’d been waiting for the Right One for ages. 
Once upon a time, he used to join the others when they’d go out looking for the arrival of the new Outsider. He’d given up two Wrong Ones ago. 
Perhaps this was why he was so attracted to Mal. Maybe there was something in her that said she was the one. The One. 
Mal shrugged at his question. “I don’t know. But I’m willing to try.”
“She’s already made more progress in determining what’s wrong with this place in the few weeks she’s been here than all twenty-seven before her combined,” Eagy said. 
“Have you?” Chesh asked, eyes widening in appreciation. 
A faint blush lit her cheeks. Chesh had a hard time not licking it to feel her heat. 
“Well, I have ideas. Theories. That’s why we were looking for you.”
“Why, exactly, were you looking for me, Kitten?” Chesh purred.
Eagy stiffened.
Mal didn’t seem to notice. 
“If you join us, we will tell you what we speculate and our current plan,” Ryph said before Mal could respond. 
“You’d like me to join you?” Chesh asked Mal.
“Us,” Eagy said. “We’re asking you to join us to take down the queens, when we get to that point.”
Chesh grinned a little more. Just a bit. Eagy was so particular, so specific. Leaving no room for misunderstanding. Very well.
“I’ll join you on one condition,” Chesh said. “You accept me into your coterie.”
Mal’s brows knit together in question. Chesh knew he judged this little trio correctly and when she looked to Ryph for advice, he knew he hadn’t been wrong. 
Eagy looked ready to rip Chesh apart with his talons. He was not at all pleased. But Ryph was grinning hugely and nodded to Mal. To Chesh’s surprise, when Mal looked to Eagy for his input, Eagy nodded as well, although not nearly as readily as Ryph had.
Then, her big, vibrant eyes were on him again. “Yes, I accept.”
This time, Chesh couldn’t help when his grin got too big and toothy to be normal. “Then, I’m your man, my pretty little Kitten.”
 
 




The Un-Birthday Party
 
Mal
The four of them walked for several days in which they explained to Chesh everything they’d come up with. Chesh didn’t have anything to add but said he would when the time was right. Mal didn’t bother to ask what that meant.
Mal quite enjoyed Chesh. He was… different than anyone she’d come across thus far. The bits she could see of his skin on his arms were covered in stripes. Mad, jagged stripes. His hair was a dark iron gray. The cat ears on the top of his head were a shade darker, charcoal perhaps. They were as expressive as Ache’s rabbit ears had been, too.
The things that she found herself most curious about were three: the long, cat-like, striped tail; the too wide, too sharp, toothy grin; the most intriguing were the cat eyes that burned like fire in a bright teal. Chesh was certainly striking in all his curious features.
His voice was low, smooth, and purring. And that he could vanish was something altogether fascinating. It became quite apparent that he was more educated on the Outside than Eagy and Ryph. She found that he could explain things almost as well as she could… except that some of his information was a bit dated.
“Well,” Ryph said as they passed through a denser part of Tulgey, “Who to next?”
“Interesting that you chose me, eaglet,” Chesh said, his grin creeping up the sides of his face.
Eagy glanced at him with a raised brow. “Don’t get your tail in a knot. I’ve seen how much you enjoy tormenting the soldiers. You seemed like an obvious choice.”
Chesh’s grin grew wider. 
“Let’s just get out of Tulgey for a few days,” Ryph said. “We can discuss from the comfort of a tub with something other than stew.”
Mal nodded her agreement. 
“Brillig is a week’s walk,” Eagy stated. “We can catch the train there.”
“We’ll likely run into more soldiers at the station, too,” Ryph said with his own too-wide grin.
Eagy’s smile was pleased with this outcome as well. Apparently, currency was something they took every opportunity to acquire. Although, thus far, she’d only seen them deal in blades. 
Chesh’s ear twitched and he paused. 
“What?” Eagy asked, tensing. His hand landed on the hilt of his blade. 
“Well, we’re about to find out,” he said. Chesh grinned and they walked on. 
Within a dozen paces, noise met their ears. A ruckus. No, no. A party! Within the woods. How strange. Almost as soon as they heard the sounds, the party came into view. 
Dozens of men with a few women scattered about. They were gathered around tables piled high with different kinds of food. Mal’s stomach rumbled as the delicious aromas met her nose. Ryph’s groan seemed to mimic her hunger.
She was momentarily distracted from the prospect of food when someone stood, looking at them. The man was butt naked. Now that she looked, everyone was naked. What was it with this world? No one believed in clothing?! 
He hollered, “No Room!” As he approached, he repeated it heatedly. “No room, no room, no room, no-”
“Hush up,” Ryph growled.
The man stopped, his eyes landing on Ryph. His gazed raked over Ryph as a smile twitched the corners of his lips. His attention moved to Eagy. 
Mal was sure she, Ryph, and Eagy were expecting the same reaction from the man: Scorn. Or, in the very least, disinterest. Refreshingly, shockingly, he released a little hum in approval. 
When he looked at Mal next, his eyes lidded and his smile grew. “Perhaps we can make room,” he said. 
“We’re only interested in food,” Eagy grit out, producing a dagger from somewhere. He held it up and wiggled it back and forth to get the man’s attention. 
He looked at the blade, his eyes tracking its movement as if he were a moth chasing a flame. Candy. A delicacy he’d not had in a while. “Food.”
“Food for the four of us,” Eagy stated. “Then we’ll be on our way.”
“Food,” he repeated. He glanced at Mal again, lips twitching once more in a would-be grin. “Alright. Eat.” He held out his hand for the blade. 
Eagy tossed it up, where it completed a 180 before the blade itself landed in Eagy’s hand. He produced the hilt to the man. 
“Show off,” he grumbled as he took it and turned. 
They found a table where the four of them squeezed in. At first, no one seemed to pay them any attention. Those they joined at the table ate, laughed, drank, groped, conversed, teased. Perhaps the most curious thing was that the few women present appeared to encourage the men to touch. To enjoy themselves with each other. 
It was so unlike anything Ryph and Eagy had explained to her. Had they been exaggerating?
“This is an un-Birthday Party,” Chesh said from her left. “These are the people who have forsaken societal norms. Pleasure is pleasure in whatever form it takes. Husbanding, wifing, are not of interest to them.”
“Ah,” Mal said as the woman across from Eagy met her eyes. 
She grinned widely. “Why are you clothed, beautiful?”
“Why aren’t you clothed?” Mal countered.
She laughed. “Silly, sweet girl. It’s so much easier to get to the main event this way.” She raised her hands in the air and swayed. The men on either side of her grinned at her. One trailed kisses down her arm while the other licked the side of her neck. 
Mal glanced at Eagy. She was surprised to find him the only one watching. Chesh was looking at something to his left. Ryph was shoveling food in as if they’d run out before he had his fill. Eagy was watching the display in front of them with a frown. 
“Clean cup!” a shout went up. “Clean cup, clean cup, clean cup!”
Everyone got to their feet. Mal went to do the same when Eagy stopped her. “We’re just here for the food, Angel,” he said quietly. 
Around her, there was a mad dash, giggling, touching, and scurrying around. After several minutes, their table was filled with a whole new lot of men. No women this time. 
“Oooo,” one of them said, looking at Eagy. “Pretty.”
Eagy rolled his eyes. He glanced at Mal and sighed. “Eat quicker. It’s about to get more physical.”
Mal looked around expectantly. With everyone naked, she didn’t need much imagination to guess what would happen next. Part of her was curious. She’d never been to a place such as this, nor experienced group-
“Drink up!” the same voice who had screamed for clean cups shouted. “Drink up, drink up, drink up!”
Everyone at her table except the three men she came with reached in front of them and grasped bottles with a label on the front that said – what else? – ‘Drink me’. Mal reached tentatively for her own. Eagy grabbed her wrist before she could, shaking his head. 
Chesh grinned. 
“Drink one!”
In unison, everyone around them took a long sip and set their bottles on the table with loud thunks. Chesh stuffed a biscuit in his mouth.
“Drink two!”
Everyone twisted in their seats, linked their arms, and took another long swallow. Once more, they slammed their bottles down with thuds. Ryph continued to stuff large bites of meat pie in his mouth as he watched. 
“Drink three!”
This time, they all turned in the opposite directions. Instead of linking arms, they put their bottles to the lips of those they faced and took long drinks. And, as the times before, they thunked their bottles on the table. Eagy wrapped some tarts and sweet balls into a cloth.
“Drink now!”
They raised their bottles into the air and shouted, “ENJOY!” before thunking it on the table and bringing it to their mouths. Everyone finished off the remnants of whatever they were drinking. One last time, their bottles were loudly set on the tables. 
Laughter, chatter, eating, and touching began once more. 
“Gather what you can easily carry,” Ryph said, doing as Eagy was and wrapping what he was able to. Chesh did the same.
“What just happened here?” Mal asked as she took another cloth from the table and started dumping raw vegetables, fruits, and breads within.
“You’re about to see what an un-Birthday Party is all about,” Chesh said with a purr. His tail flicked behind him.
Ryph purred deep in his throat in response as he wrapped some smoked meats up next. 
“Cut it out,” Eagy snapped at Ryph. 
Ryph met Mal’s eyes and winked. The parcel he’d been wrapping had vanished. 
A speaker clicked on within the trees. Static filled their ears as everyone hushed, waiting, listening. Motion stopped. Anticipation was thick in the air. A tune crept along, old, as if on a turnstile record player all crackly and staticky. 
“Speak saucy to your horny boy,”
Group by group, everyone began to sing along, giggling as they did.
“And bind him when he begs:
He only wants you to enjoy,
As he licks between your legs.
“Wow! Oh, now! Ugnn, wow!”
It was clear those last words were the chorus. Everyone got louder, gigglier, as if that were the anthem they were shouting. It continued. 
“I speak sexy to my hungry boy,
And kiss him when he teases:
For he will thoroughly enjoy
Because I know what pleases.
“Wow! Oh, now! Uhnn, wow!”
The last chorus turned into moaning as everyone stood from their seats and began congregating in smaller groups. Larger groups. Couples. Trios. 
Chesh grabbed her arm and yanked her up. “Time to go, Kitten.” He pulled her along as the main event had surely begun. 
Orgy. Yep. And it took no time at all to be lost within the thick of it. 
There were hands on her, touching her. Grabbing her. Trying to pull them back within. Chesh’s tail wrapped around her waist. A menacing growl released from him as he pushed their way through. 
It didn’t seem to deter anyone. In fact, in some cases, moans met his growl. Mal found her hand was wrapped around someone’s throbbing erection before she had noticed they’d been stopped. Their path was completely blocked by bodies. 
She knew there had been several dozen when they arrived but at that moment, it felt like they’d multiplied. 
“Chesh,” she said, pulling her hand away. She hadn’t signed up for this!
There was a daisy chain of men to her left. Loud, wet, slapping. Her face burned and she turned further into Chesh’s side. It was only then that she realized Ryph and Eagy were missing. As several hands ran across her back and ass, she jerked away and looked back. 
Barely, over the tops of heads, she could make out Eagy trying to get out of the grasps of those around him. A hand pinching her breast made her yelp and jump away. Chesh let out a menacing snarl again, grabbing the man’s hand and twisting it sharply.
A loud ‘aww’ from behind her had Mal turning once more. Giant golden wings rose above the growing orgy as smaller groups coalesced into bigger clusters. Ryph lifted above everyone with Eagy in his arms.
“Ryph!” Mal yelled, raising her hand in the air. 
Chesh looked back as he roughly tore another hand from Mal’s leg. Ryph cut through the trees and both he and Eagy reached for her. Chesh pulled her feet from the ground and tossed her into the air before he vanished completely. 
For several seconds, she was sure she was going to fall to her death. Their grip on her didn’t seem to be right, to be tight enough to hold her. Eagy shifted, his legs coming up and around Ryph, locking at the ankle. It gave him the ability to pull Mal more securely into their embrace. 
“It’s alright,” Eagy said soothingly. “We got you.”
Mal looked down as they wove through the trees. Yep. She’d just escaped group sex with possibly the largest group she could imagine. And right then, it was a single, large group.
“I can’t see,” Ryph said. Both Eagy and Mal’s attention snapped to Ryph’s face in time to see Chesh’s tail move up. It had been curled around Ryph’s head, covering his eyes. Now, it was around his forehead like a sweatband. 
Their directory took a sudden jerking left and Mal let out a screech as her arms were torn from around Ryph. Thankfully, their grips hadn’t loosened on her at all. 
Mal sighed as they broke the top of the canopy. For several minutes, they soared quietly away. The sun was hot this high up, but the breeze as they flew was refreshing. It was such an amazing feeling. Not nearly as terrifying as Eagy as an eagle and dangling from his talons!
“I think we probably should have left sooner,” Mal said.
Ryph laughed. 
“Probably,” Eagy agreed. 
“Do they live out there?”
Eagy shook his head. “Some might, but most of them live in Garden.”
“And they meet there to eat and have sex?”
Eagy grinned. “As Chesh said, those were Laddenwornians who have written off societal norms. They meet up, usually within Tulgey, for meals, free conversations, and unadulterated sex. Unembarrassed, unhindered, unrestrained. They’re not looking for wives or husbands. Or concerned with having chicks.”
“Just looking to get away from life’s horrors and sorrows,” Chesh’s voice added. Still, only his tail around Ryph’s head was visible. “To just live and let live. Man, woman, animal, bird, flower.”
Aside from being unceremoniously groped and prodded when she hadn’t anticipated it, it was a nice thought. A good community and mindset. Live and let live. 
“Sorry,” Eagy said after some time. “Being there at all meant we gave consent. We really should have left sooner.”
Mal laid her head on Ryph’s shoulder and smiled. “All is well, Eagy.” 
 
 




Lorem’s Song
 
Mal
All was still well for a few days. Mal knew it was in her mind, but she was sure the days were getting longer. By the time they stopped at night, she was exhausted. They’d barely finish eating and cleaning up before Mal would fall asleep. 
“I’d really like a soak,” Ryph said. “I’m pretty sure we slept somewhere soggy last night. I feel soggy.”
Eagy rolled his eyes, although he glanced down to himself. He felt it, too. 
“There’s a bird village close by,” Chesh said, his smile mischievous. 
“And have you figured out that birds are not food?” Eagy asked as if this were a conversation they’d had recently.
Ryph snickered.
“I haven’t eaten you,” Chesh said, smirking, his fiery eyes dancing.
Eagy gave him an impassive look. His cheeks were tinged ever so slightly. Ryph laughed loudly.
“I’d like a soak, too. I’ll spare the birds,” Chesh said. 
“Settled. We walk the extra today so we will make it there tonight!” Ryph said excitedly.
That meant a longer walk still. Mal sighed. Perhaps one of them would carry her. She grinned but didn’t ask. She could walk. 
To pass the time, Mal had them talking about who they were going to find next. She was only at three of seven men if they were going by her Snow White theory.
“What about the Hatter?” she asked.
“Which?” Eagy asked.
“The Mad Hatter.”
Chesh laughed. “Have you met the Mad Hatter?”
She shook her head. “He’s almost always a main character in the retellings, even if he’s not a good character.”
“Perhaps at one time he might have been an option. That time has long passed,” Eagy said.
Chesh nodded.
“Why?”
“Well, as you said, he’s mad.”
“I think you’re a little mad, too. Perhaps less than Ryph and Chesh, but I’m fairly certain you are.”
Eagy’s ice blue eyes met hers. “Fair,” he said, a whisper of a smile on his lips. She wanted to kiss him then, for some reason. “But he’s long gone. There’s no sanity left in him these days.”
“What happened to him?”
He shrugged. 
“The same thing that happened to everyone,” Chesh said. “With the passing of time, little by little, we lose our minds.”
She frowned. “Okay. What about the dormouse? Sometimes the dormouse is useful.”
“Demru?” Ryph asked, frowning. 
“Sure,” Mal said. “Names change in stories. I don’t know what he’s called here.”
“The dormouse is Demru and I rather hope you don’t take a liking to him,” Ryph said.
“I get tired of asking this same question, but why?” Mal asked.
Chesh grinned.
“He’s a bit of a righteous ass,” Ryph said.
Mal continued suggesting random characters. By the time they reached the village in the treetops, they had a very long list of nos and a very short list of maybes. Chesh had been their only real idea. 
“I really hope this doesn’t mean we have to go back and consider Lepa one of my seven. I really didn’t like him,” Mal said.
Chesh laughed. “Lepa is a lot of fun.”
“Yes, that’s exactly what I thought of him,” she said, rolling her eyes. 
This village was a lot different than the last. The houses were smaller, closer together. There were actual children playing. She’d counted half a dozen. And there were females. Easily twice as many as she’d seen anywhere else. The houses were decorated with little flowers here and there, hanging from vines and over doors. 
There was laughter. And people actually wore clothes! They were smaller than the people at the last village and their hair was brightly colored as well. 
As they were settled into a guest room and slowly made their way through soaks. Mal watched the group of children play as she munched on something other than stew. 
After some time, Chesh sat with her and watched. 
“We went to the village where Eagy and Ryph grew up. It’s nothing like this,” Mal said quietly.
“That’s a predator village,” Chesh said.
She looked at him, brows furrowed. 
“Eagles, gryphons, they’re birds of prey. Raptors. These are songbirds.”
“Oh,” Mal said, looking at the kids.
One of the things she was coming to appreciate about Chesh was that she didn’t always have to ask questions to get answers. He was ready with explanations in anticipation of her questions. 
“The Raptor village is within Kingdom Redd. They’re hunters and ready to defend. That’s why you see the same things there as you do in the rest of Laddenworn: few women and lesser children. The songbirds weren’t necessarily spared, but they tend to scatter instead of defending. They lost less lives. Where there are more females, there are more likelihood of chicks.”
Mal nodded. 
“News,” a voice from outside said. Mal and Chesh returned their attention to the people outside. “News is here.”
“Come on,” Chesh said, taking her hand. “Let’s see what the word is from Brillig.”
Mal stood, allowing him to guide her outside. It was late. The light of the moon cast an enchanting glow all around them, illuminating everyone in an eerie blue. Chesh managed to get his hands on a paper and they stood off to the side while he scanned it.
The front-page header read ‘Dymunds are Forever’ in big block letters. She took that to mean they were in the Dymund Kingdom instead of Redd. That would have been good to know. 
The articles on the front page spoke of the Queen of Dymund and her harem. It read like an ongoing story. 
“Ohh, look. Sra is looking for another husband,” someone close by said. 
“Go put in an application,” another snickered. 
Mal looked over in time to see one shoving another teasingly. The one being pushed blushed. 
“Who is Sra?” Mal whispered. 
Chesh closed the paper for a moment and pointed to a portrait on the front. “Queen Dymund’s youngest daughter. Only daughter, actually.”
She was a pretty girl. A girl who looked staged and perfect. Chesh opened the paper back up. He scanned one page quickly before moving on to the next. She only caught glimpses here and there of titles. “Nonsense still not located” and “Mad Tea Party – have you received your invitation?” passed before her eyes before she could read anymore. 
“Anything interesting?” Ryph purred from behind. 
Mal turned to look at him. He looked golden once again. No longer covered in forest dirt and dust, he was shining. Now that she knew what the golden meant, she was surprised people didn’t peg him for a gryphon right away. She hadn’t seen anyone else who looked anything like him.
Chesh shook his head slightly. “No news from the Bloody Queens in here.” He handed it back to Ryph. 
“What’s a Mad Tea Party and can we go?” Mal asked. 
“It’s a tea party for the mad,” Eagy said, joining them. Now that he was clean, the moonlight made him look ethereal. “Where is it?”
“Childhood,” Chesh said. “In a couple of weeks.”
Eagy shrugged. “Why not?”
Mal smiled. One can’t go to Wonderland and not attend a tea party!
 
Chesh
The fire had died down several hours ago. The remaining light danced off Ryph’s spread wings, sending an orange glow onto the ceiling. The three were sleeping, exhausted, having quite thoroughly worn themselves out with their nightly activities. 
Mal sure was something. She’d have to be to keep up with Ryph and Eagy’s appetite. And she did so with gusto. 
Chesh was sure that Mal would pick up more men along the way. Sure, she might be looking for something specific in her current quest, but it was clear to Chesh that she was free spirited and open minded. The un-Birthday Party might have interested her, had she been prepared for what it was about. Although, everyone being naked should have been a tip off. 
Hopefully, they’d find a gargoyle along the way. Chesh would love to see Eagy’s reaction to Mal meeting a gargoyle. Intoxicating creatures, those. Deviants. 
Chesh quietly exited the building, shutting the door softly behind him. He didn’t need much sleep. Rarely did he sleep more than a couple hours at a time and usually not more than once every two or three days. Once, he’d managed to go a whole five days without sleeping. 
A smile curled up the side of his face. That had been a long few days. But what was there to do? Lepa had been in a tyrannical mood for such a pain in the ass man. Slaughtering whole villages for the queens. Of course, he hadn’t known what he was doing. Nor had he meant to do it for the queens. He had been in the wrong place at the wrong time. 
Or so he said. Chesh didn’t care one way or the other. He had simply wanted to watch. 
The night was long in the treetops. From his perch, he could see the brightly glittering roof of the Dymund palace. It was quite remarkable, really. As far away as it was, it shouldn’t shine as much as it did. The Dymunds did always enjoy all things glittery.
Chesh made his way back through the sleeping village. Somewhere, there ought to be more papers. It had been a while since he’d been in touch with the world. There wasn’t much to see in the stagnant Laddenworn. The queens had won their war, after all. Now, the remaining people lived in relative peace. No longer did Chesh find it entertaining.
Yet, he was stuck. He hadn’t been able to find a way out of Laddenworn since it turned into Laddenworn. Nor had he managed to find a way out of Wonderland before it was turned into Laddenworn. There had to be a way out. So far, he’d only seen ways in. And those ways in were from thin air. 
A little bit of snooping and Chesh found a stack of papers. He spent the remainder of the night reading through them, seeing if there was anything worth learning. 
After several papers, headlines floating through his mind as he turned pages, he found he was staring out the window. There was something on the horizon. Something just beyond, buried in the trees like it shouldn’t be there. He tilted his head to the side and stared for a long while.
When he returned to their borrowed room, the three of them were awake, dressed, and eating. 
“Where have you been?” Eagy asked, annoyance bright in his cold eyes. 
“There’s a fire spreading,” Chesh said. He sat between Eagy and Mal, gaining himself another glare from Eagy.
He didn’t remember Eagy being so uptight before. So easily irritated. It would make for an amusing life, now that he’d entered into Eagy’s little circle. A grin started climbing up his cheeks and he quickly hid it behind a bite of biscuit. Mal studied him with curiously bright eyes. 
What a beauty this Mal was. Soft and sweet. Oh, he was sure she’d be sweet!
“Where?” Ryph asked. 
“To the east.”
“There’s a Patch that way,” Eagy said with a frown.
“Do you have an internal map?” Mal asked.
Eagy smiled at her. “We grew up just south of here, remember? We’ve spent years exploring this whole region.”
“We’ve spent a lot of time in Silence, too. It’s where we hunt,” Ryph said. 
Eagy nodded his agreement. “Silence is always changing, though,” he added with a frown.
Chesh nodded. Once, Silence had been his preferred home. It had gotten darker in recent decades. He’d since moved to Tulgey. He liked to be the darkest thing around. Silence was a competition he wasn’t prepared to take on in that area. 
Not yet anyway.
“Where were you last night?” Ryph asked with a deep purr.
Eagy threw a biscuit at him. Boy, did it get under Eagy’s skin when Ryph flirted. Even subtly. Innocently.
Chesh shrugged. “Looking for information. And no, I didn’t find anything worth repeating.”
The look Eagy gave him made him grin. Eagy really didn’t like him these days. 
They left after breakfast and headed east. Ryph wanted to check out the Patch, hoping that wasn’t what was on fire. 
The trees were thinning. He thought to mention that perhaps they should go around or their progress might be delayed. It wasn’t just the thinning. It was the whisper within the trees. Surely the two birds heard it. 
Chesh studied them as it grew louder. No, Eagy did not hear. Perhaps his hearing was only marginally better and not that of the predator when he was a person. Ryph surprised him, though. He was more beast than person most days. Constantly guided by the beast within him. The beast that dwelled just beneath the surface. 
The notes came louder and Chesh watched the two men to see who would hear it first. Who would react first. Their pretty little Mal wouldn’t, for sure. She was too new. Too human. 
After more than an hour, Ryph finally twitched his head a little. Just enough that Chesh caught it as he listened for the sound. Then, his golden eyes swept around, searching for the origin. It was no wonder it took them so long to find Chesh. They didn’t listen with their animals. They listened with their ears.
Such a disappointment. Hopefully the next of the seven they picked up listened with their animal. It would be entirely tiresome to be the only animal who acted as such. 
By the time Eagy noticed, Ryph was wholly concentrating on looking. At least he finally started looking in the right direction. Eagy was better at pinpointing. Once he heard the notes in the wind, he looked in the proper direction immediately. 
His shoulders tensed when he recognized what it was. 
“What?” Mal asked, reacting to Eagy. The quiet music hadn’t met her ears yet. 
“It seems we’re going to run into Lorem,” Eagy said, frowning. He looked at Mal. “I’d really like it if you didn’t like Lorem. For the record.”
She laughed. “I’m beginning to think you don’t like many people, Eagy.”
“He doesn’t,” Chesh said.
Ryph laughed. 
“I liked you. Once,” Eagy said, turning away.
“Why don’t you like him now?”
Eagy glanced at her. “I like him fine,” he said.
“Hmm.” Mal studied Chesh for several minutes. “Is he going to be naked, too?”
“Probably,” Eagy and Ryph answered. 
There was no probably about it. He would not have clothes. He didn’t own any clothes. 
She sighed. “I get tired of nakedness.”
Chesh grinned. In the distance, he could make out Lorem as he flitted through the thinner trees. He half wondered if they had actually meant to run into Lorem. The man hadn’t moved out of this part of Tulgey in several forevers. In fact, this was where he’d been the last three times Chesh had sought him out. 
He was someone who didn’t mind being found.
Mal’s eyes locked on the figure dancing through the trees as his words finally met her ears.
“Will you dance a little faster?” said the blushing to the bayal.
“There’s a Hatter just beside us and he’s reaching for my tail.
See how eerily the Tweedles and the children all advance!
They are summoning the Dead Days – will you come and join the dance?
Will you, won’t you, kill you, don’t you, will you join the dance?
Will you, won’t you, thrill you, shon’t you, won’t you join the dance?”
“You really have no notion how a-frightful it will be
When they take us up and throw us, with the Tweedles; hear my plea!”
But the bayal replied, “too far, too far!” and was in an awful trance.
Said he thanked the blushing kindly, but he would not join the dance.
Would not, could not, should not, stood not, would not join the dance.
Would not, could not, good not, wood knot, could not join the dance.”
“What matters is how far we go?” his haughty friend replied.
“There is another dance, you know, upon the greener side.
The further off from Brilling, the better is your chance-
Then turn not pale, beloved bayal, but come and join the dance.”
Will you, won’t you, kill you, don’t you, will you join the dance?
Will you, won’t you, thrill you, shon’t you, won’t you join the dance?”
They’d reached Lorem then, as Mal leaned into Chesh and whispered, “That’s a little morbid.”
Chesh nodded. Once upon a time, Lorem had been a very morbid man. He wasn’t so much these days. Preferred to dance his way into madness. 
Lorem stopped moving and the music stopped. He turned, the burden on his back making him hunch over. His head was bowed as if there was a constant crick in his neck. His white hair was long and covered most of his face as he turned to take in his visitors. 
“Hello, Lorem,” Eagy said.
Lorem didn’t answer right away. He seemed to study them through the knotted curtain of his hair. “Just a moment,” he murmured. “Must put it down.”
As he moved, the music notes began once more. With each stop, the melody played on. Lorem stopped at the side of a tree, where he appeared to sink in on himself. He shrunk, sank, and all but disappeared, except for the burden on his back. A moment later, after an echoing tick, Lorem stood once more.
This time when he stood, the man had dropped his burden and the music no longer played as he moved. He turned, his white hair once more curtaining around him, but this time in long, neat strands framing his rugged, handsome face. He stood tall, bent his neck to the side with an audible crack, and made his way to them. He was older by a couple of decades, too. Prime husband material. 
“Oh,” Mal said, eyes widening. 
Chesh didn’t try to hide his amused grin. Lorem was a good-looking man. He was large in every sense. Perhaps not so large as a gargoyle, but large enough to be intimidating, even next to the gryphon. 
“Hello,” he said, eyes locking on Eagy’s. He gave Ryph a once over and no reply. Ryph must have insulted him at some point over the last decade. Lorem’s eyes landed on Mal and a mischievous glint danced. “Aren’t you tiny?”
It was apparently the wrong thing to say. Mal crossed her arms and frowned. “Aren’t you big?”
Lorem smiled. “I am. Bigger than your beast.”
Ryph bristled. “I’ll still tear you apart, reptile,” he growled. 
“Will you?” Lorem lowered his head. Across his body, the sun glinted off the barely visible scales. The patterns of his scales shimmered just for a second.
“Oh,” Mal said again, once more taken aback by the big man. 
Mal liked uniqueness, apparently. Or, perhaps she was just surprised?
“We’re just passing through,” Eagy said, grabbing both Mal and Ryph’s hands. “Nice to see you, Lorem.”
The smile he offered Eagy was slightly predatory, mostly mad. “Leaving so soon, pet?”
A rumble of a growl bounced off the trees as Ryph’s beast began to get agitated. 
Eagy didn’t answer. He quickened his pace, pulling his lovers along and into the trees once more. 
Lorem met Chesh’s eyes. Chesh shrugged and followed along. Lorem’s laughter sang through the trees for several minutes.
“There’s no middle ground with you, is there?” Mal asked Eagy. “They’re either complete asses to you or want to jump you.”
Eagy’s face turned an amusing shade of red while Ryph’s laughter mixed with Lorem’s. Chesh’s grin climbed up his face. He was really going to like the little Outlander.
 
 




The Burning Flowers
 
Eagy
Ryph was still irritated about Lorem two days later. For such a short interaction, Ryph was behaving like they had been there a week and Lorem really had wanted to, as Mal put it, jump him. Just the thought of her words caused his face to heat. Why he was so easily embarrassed sometimes was a mystery, even to himself. 
They walked at a decent pace through Tulgey, following the tell-tale smoke as it climbed over the trees and hugged the forest floor. They had been close enough for the past several hours that the smoke had started to reach their noses. 
The Patch was a detour. They had been trekking in a fairly straight line to Brillig since Mal learned of the Tea Party. But when Chesh saw the smoke to the east, they decided to check it out. Nothing good could come of a steady smoke screen within Tulgey. Especially not near a Patch. They burned easily.
“I’m really glad you didn’t like Lorem,” Ryph told Mal for the twelfth time. Eagy rolled his eyes.
Mal laughed her melodious laugh. “I didn’t not like him. How could I make an opinion in less than a dozen words exchanged?”
“Wasn’t it Eagy who didn’t want Mal to take a liking to him?” Chesh asked. 
“Because Ryph gets unbearable for several days after even the briefest of meetings,” Eagy said. “Imagine if he were here every day!”
Ryph glared at Eagy. “I don’t like the way he looks at you. And calls you ‘pet’.”
“Is that any different than you purring at Chesh?”
Ryph didn’t say anything for a minute. He abruptly stopped Eagy and nuzzled into his neck. Eagy laughed, pushing him away. “Stop,” he said, grinning. 
“I don’t mean anything by it,” Ryph pouted. “I forget I can purr until I hear him purr.”
Eagy waved him off and took up their walk again. 
Ryph made a point not to purr or bring up Lorem for the next several hours. Lunch came and went with the beast still pouting. Mal thought it was adorable and told him so several times. Ryph couldn’t decide if he should be offended or soak up her attention. 
Eagy smiled to himself as they walked on. They were clearly getting closer to the smoke source now. Little bits of ash and soot slinked through the air. They floated, dancing in a ghostly tango through the trees. 
Their chatter had ceased as the little pieces of soot that met them were accompanied by pieces still glowing with embers. 
“Do we have masks?” Mal asked.
Ryph pulled a few strips of cloth out of their bag and handed everyone one. They wrapped them around their faces as the smell of burning brush met them. 
“This can’t be good,” Ryph said.
That’s when the screams started to reach them. Faint, at first. Just a screech here and there. A cry. A wail. 
They paused to listen. When it seemed to die down, very quietly and cautiously, they advanced. The telltale crackling of a fire drifted to them next. The heat and smoke assaulted them. 
“Whatever is happening, it’s been days,” Chesh said quietly. 
Eagy glanced at him. Chesh had seen it three nights ago while in the Songbird Village. It had been burning at least that long. 
The cries picked up again. Louder. Filled with terror. With agony. It made his stomach churn. He had a really bad feeling about this. 
They crept along, careful to stay unnoticed until they could assess the situation. Chesh nudged Eagy and pointed. Up ahead to their left was a Bloody soldier. Eagy cursed internally. 
Chesh pulled a short blade from somewhere on his person and vanished. A moment later, the soldier was down and Chesh was back by their side, his knife gleaming with blood. 
His face looked ashen. “Not good,” he whispered. “They’re being burned alive.”
Mal’s face paled dramatically. Eagy and Ryph pulled their blades out. Mal followed suit. Eagy really hoped that she knew how to use that thing. Right now, she looked a little sick. 
“Wait until we get a picture,” Ryph said. “We need to plan. There are only four of us.”
Mal nodded as they crept closer. 
The sight that met them was almost as bad as the initial Culling. As they got closer, they could see the burnings through the trees. It was calculated. One building at a time. Part of the families were specifically locked within while several more were tied to a MutMut tree to watch. To listen to their loved ones burn to death. 
“Oh my gods,” Mal whispered. 
The soldiers had made it through a quarter of the Patch thus far. Those who hadn’t burned yet were locked in their own homes, waiting their turn. Here and there were bodies, dead, in the middle of a lane. Those who’d tried to escape. 
The soldiers left the bodies as warnings for the others.
Through the rubble of the ruined homes, the home they’d just started on was several hundred paces away. They’d locked two men inside. They could be seen screaming in terror out the window as the soldiers made sure they couldn’t get out. 
Outside the home, three men and a woman were tied to MutMut trees, where their view of the those inside was assured. Although Muts were somewhat toxic to blossoms, negating their ability to shift and properly defend, they were abundant in Patches as building material. They grew readily, quickly, and were strong and pliable. They also absorbed pollen, which was important in a Patch.
In times such as these, they also served as their own downfall. The blossoms were immediately rendered powerless to defend themselves. The remcules were forced to watch as a soldier trailed a burning torch along the side of the building. He walked around the perimeter with the torch touching the side, leaving a ring of fire that burned and spread quickly. When it was complete, he tossed the torch onto the roof and let the fire burn.
“We’re not even in Redd Kingdom anymore,” Chesh hissed.
His voice was low enough, dark enough, that Eagy glanced at him. The fire in his eyes was brighter than normal. It danced, smoldered, ready to release. 
Chesh was right. They weren’t in Redd; they were in Dymund. The Songbird Village was several days away from the Patch, yet Chesh had seen the fires. His eyesight was good, but there was no way that it would go unnoticed in Brillig. 
Something was wrong.
“We have to do something,” Mal said.
Eagy nodded. 
“Recon first,” Chesh said as he disappeared. 
“How does he do that?” she asked.
Ryph chuckled. “It’s what he is.”
When the screams of the burning had stopped inside, the men likely dead, the other members of their remcule were the only cries heard. One of the men was pulled from his Mut tree, dragged by his ankle to the side of the fire, and shoved against the house at blade point. 
It wasn’t uncommon that they’d throw themselves on the blade for the quicker death. 
His blood curdling screams met their ears and Eagy looked away as the man’s entire being was engulfed in flames.
Chesh reappeared next to Mal as the second man was pulled from his Mut tree. 
“There are more than three dozen surrounding the rest of the Patch,” he said, voice tight. “There are at least three other fires that I saw. They’re systematically going through the Patch. I think they intend to burn the whole of it.”
“Why?” Mal asked as she always did. 
Chesh shook his head. “If I didn’t know any better, I’d say they were looking for something.”
“What could be they looking for?” Mal asked.
“Why do you think that?” Eagy asked at the same time.
“Partially a feeling,” Chesh said, frowning. When he looked out at the current burning, his eyes flashed in rage. “Part of it is the way they’re doing it. In the past, they weren’t quite so methodical. They went in, burned as many as they could at once, and went out. There were always survivors. It looks to me that they’re burning the entire Patch, ensuring that everyone dies.”
“I really want to ask more questions but the longer we stand here discussing this, the more people die,” Mal said. 
The three men looked at her. Eagy’s instinct was to stop the deaths. To kill the soldiers. But only because he hated them. He hated the Bloody Queens. This sort of killing had been going on his entire life. Longer. The horror of it had long since stopped bothering him. He was desensitized to it. 
A glance at Ryph and Chesh said they likely felt the same way.
Mal did not. There were unshed tears bright in her fierce eyes. 
Ryph rubbed his eyes. “Alright. How’s the layout?”
Chesh spent several minutes drawing the Patch on the floor of the forest. There were x’s all over the place, indicating the buildings that had already been burned. More than two dozen. At least seventy blossoms, considering most homes held six, minimum. 
The burned area was in the west and yes, especially now that Eagy had a visual, the burnings certainly were organized. Chesh marked where the soldiers were with little seeds from the trees. 
“There are also several walking throughout, keeping order,” Chesh added. 
“I think we need to take a somewhat stealthy approach-”
A fresh set of screams met their ears and they looked up. Peering through the smoke and trees, they watched as the woman was now removed from the Mut. She was dragged behind the house and her screams became louder. More terror-filled, pain-filled. 
Eagy looked away and finished his thoughts. He tried to ignore the tears slipping down Mal’s cheeks. “We need to take out as many as we can without the majority of the soldiers noticing until it’s too late. I’m not so concerned that we’re outnumbered, but in an effort to save as many of the remaining lives as possible, we don’t want the soldiers to panic and just begin lighting everything on fire.”
“Can you really use your blade?” Chesh asked Mal. 
Mal nodded absently, her gaze in the direction of the village. 
“Mal?” Ryph said.
She turned to look at him. 
“Are you alright to do this? You can stay here. You’ll be safe.”
“Would I?”
“Once we put you high in a tree, yes.”
Mal shook her head. “I appreciate the concern, but this is my purpose. To fix your world. Hiding in trees is not exactly accomplishing anything on my to-do list.”
“Perhaps you can fix it through out-sourcing,” Chesh suggested, his grin rising up the sides of his face. “You dictate, we accomplish.”
“That might be why you need seven men,” Ryph said thoughtfully.
Eagy was glad to see her grin. Mal shook her head. “We’re wasting time. Banter later. We have lives to save.”
“Let’s secure the perimeter first,” Ryph suggested. 
The soldiers hadn’t bothered to leave anyone outside the spots that had already burned. That path was dead, and no one would be able to hide or escape that way. The rest of the place was surrounded to discourage runners. 
“We will be just as methodical,” Eagy said. “Split up. Two and two. We’ll meet at the other side. As silent as possible is the goal here. We need to avoid detection and keep our ambush secret for as long as possible.”
With several nods, Eagy and Chesh headed north while Ryph and Mal headed south. Mal needed to go with Ryph or Chesh. If things went wrong, or got too bloody, they could protect her better than Eagy. They were simply bigger beasts that Eagy was. 
Eagy’s strength was in his blade work. 
The soldiers were fairly evenly spread out. They were also pretty dense. Very little training among the lot of them. 
Between Eagy and Chesh, Chesh was the more silent of the two since he could simply evaporate and show up again before anyone saw him. It seemed strategic to allow him to take them out, one at a time, while Eagy remained back up. 
He watched as Chesh vanished from beside him, leaving him crouching behind a tree with their first target a dozen paces in front of them. Chesh reappeared, already sliding the short blade across the soldier’s throat, his free hand over his mouth. He waited for the soldier to bleed out before quietly lowering him to the ground. 
This was the pattern they took as they cautiously made their way around the Patch. After the fifth soldier, Chesh returned to his side with a frown. Eagy looked at him, waiting for an explanation.
“That soldier was female,” he whispered. 
Eagy paused. A female soldier was not common. Not when there were so few females left. Shaking his head, they moved on. Three more soldiers down and they heard a crash somewhere in the distance. 
They stopped to listen. Dread swept through him thinking that Mal and Ryph were in trouble. 
As if knowing where his mind had gone, Chesh set his hand on Eagy’s arm. “Easy,” he whispered. 
“He is my absolute fucking world,” Eagy hissed, tensing. The grip on his blade tightened. 
“You and I both know nothing will get close to Ryph,” Chesh whispered. His grip on Eagy’s arm tightened momentarily, as if restraining him. Keeping him from running. 
It was probably a good idea. 
Minutes passed. No other sound met their ears, so they continued on. Eagy put his blade through the next soldier’s neck, needing an outlet to spend his fear. He wasn’t nearly as silent as Chesh, but he was stealthy enough to go unnoticed and kill the man before he was able to make a sound. 
Eleven down and they met up with Ryph and Mal. The relief that ran through Eagy had him almost throwing his arms around Ryph. He managed to restrain himself.
New screams met their ears. A new burning was starting. Mal swore. 
“Let’s take out the walkers next,” Ryph said. 
Since they were behind the still-standing buildings, it seemed logical. Chesh had counted eight when he’d floated himself through the Patch, unseen. Splitting up again, they made their way in and met back at the perimeter once more within a half hour. 
“Someone inside saw me,” Mal said. 
Chesh shook his head. “They likely realize we’re here to help.”
“They’re more terrified to leave their house than they are to stay inside at this rate,” Eagy added. 
A new sound met their ears. Explosions. Several detonated throughout the Patch. Screams and debris fell like rain. 
“Fuck,” Ryph said. 
“They know we’re here?” Mal asked anxiously.
“We, no. Someone, yes.”
“Mal and I will try to get as many out as we can,” Eagy said. “You two take out the rest of the soldiers.”
“Wait,” Ryph said, grabbing Eagy’s arm. “Before you do something stupid, we need to test the air.”
Eagy rolled his eyes. 
“You already got the girl. No need to be reckless,” Chesh added. 
Okay, Ryph might have known what he was going to do, but how could Chesh? Damn cat. 
Ryph threw a feather pack in the air with an impressive strength and trajectory. At Mal’s, “Woah,” Eagy grinned. The beast came in many forms. 
There was a shout from the soldiers, but nothing else. Good. That meant they hadn’t brought any airstrikes. 
To Eagy’s surprise, Ryph took a fist full of Eagy’s hoodie and brought him roughly to him. His lips were rough and hard against Eagy’s. “So help me,” he said with a growl, “if you get yourself killed, I’m going to kill you again.”
Eagy flushed. “I’ll be careful.”
“Protect Mal, too,” Chesh said.
Eagy rolled his eyes. As if he needed reminding of that. 
Ryph and Chesh took off. 
“You aren’t really going to do something stupid, are you?” Mal asked, frowning at him. 
Eagy grinned. “Not stupid. Maybe a little reckless.”
She sighed. “Well, what’s the plan?”
With a wider grin, Eagy laid it out for her. 
While Mal ran off, Eagy quickly pulled one of the roofs off a smaller building. The roofs were always very sturdy, but for some reason, blossoms tended to build their houses in two pieces. The walls and the roof, unattached. Since winds couldn’t get too strong within the trees, their Patches were always within Tulgey. And their roofs stayed on.
He hefted the roof to the back of the Patch and began tearing long strips of bark off the largest of the Mut trees. The first group that Mal sent his way were half a dozen men. Eagy set them to work braiding bark strips. Each braid was then paired with two others and braided again. This went on until the bark vines were eighty-one strips thick, bigger than his leg. Two of them. 
By the time he had them secured to the four corners, there were a little more than eight dozen terrified blossoms. Eagy gathered them into the upturned roof, urging them into silence. Somewhere on the far end of the village, the sound of metal on metal met his ears. 
Another three men rounded the corner. Eagy instructed them to make another roof boat while he was gone. He handed them each a blade, leaving another half dozen for defense, in case it was needed.
For once, he wished there was another bird. Eagy brought his hood over his head, feeling the way his beak settled into place. As his arms went down to his sides, feathers erupted out of his skin. His body heated, shifted, bent, reconfigured. Grew. 
When the eaglet was out, he took a deep breath, gathering the magic in the air and urging it to course through his body. He expanded. Doubled in size. Triple. Quadrupled. When he was as big as the buildings around him, crouched as he were, he gripped the bark ropes in his talons and spread his wings. 
The explosions began again. He tried very hard not to think about how he was leaving Mal to do this on her own. Or about the explosions. 
North, beyond the Songbird Village, was another Raptor village. Flying at his size, it shouldn’t take him more than fifteen minutes to get there. He’d be back in little more than half an hour. Anxiety filled him as he took off into the air. 
The raptors received the uprooted blossoms happily. A half dozen harpy eagles, fully grown, joined him on his way back. 
They spent the remainder of the afternoon cleaning up the Patch of soldiers. Before the raptors left with the last group of blossoms, this one including the barely-alive victims of the latest house fires, they scoured the surrounding woods for any soldiers that might have run. 
They brought back three. Chesh and Mal searched each remaining house while Ryph and Eagy gathered all the blades from the dead soldiers they could find. 
Over the next several days, they broke down house by house, disassembling every building within the Patch. The soldiers were looking for something. 
After three days and an entirely burned Patch, whatever they had been looking for was either gone or was never there to begin with.
“I don’t believe for a second that this place didn’t hold the item they sought,” Chesh said that evening. 
“Perhaps they already found it,” Mal suggested. “Someone took it away when they found it and they were just… cleaning their tracks?”
“Punishing them for having it to begin with?” Ryph suggested.
Eagy shook his head. “No. If they found something, you’re probably right, Mal. Someone took it and carried it off. The burning was simply carrying out an order.”
“What I don’t understand is why no one from Dymund came out to investigate the fire,” Mal said. “A fire in the middle of the woods could spread and cause mass damage. It could potentially ravage the entire land, if left unchecked.”
Her words were met with a chilling thought. Perhaps that was what the queens were doing: purging the lands, one settlement at a time. 
 
 




Train to Childhood
 
Mal
While they made their way to Brillig, they contemplated what the soldiers could have been looking for. What would a Patch have that the Queens demanded? What threat does a Patch hold that would cause the Queens to burn it and every resident to the ground?
Perhaps their darker idea had been right. The Queens had decided to purge the land.
Anger swept through Mal like the fire through the Patch. She couldn’t wait to get to the Queens. Their reign of death needed to come to an end.
“If you have everyone killed, what are you left ruling?” Mal asked, trying to get her rage under control.
Ryph shook his head. 
“Perhaps there’s something else. Maybe …” Chesh trailed off. “I don’t know,” he finished after a minute.
“You literally have nothing left, nothing to rule, if you kill the entire population,” Mal insisted. “And if fertility is such an issue, it’s not like they could even fill the world with their own offspring – which presents its own issue. One generation and your line ends because everyone is relative.”
“Yes, but not entirely true. Two queens, two kings. Unrelated,” Eagy said.
“Fine but it won’t take many generations before everyone is blood.”
“That can’t be it,” Chesh said.
“Is there something outside the six kingdoms?” Mal asked.
“The Shadelands,” Eagy answered.
“Circles all of Laddenworn,” Chesh added.
“There’s a rumor that the Silence is a bloodline from the Shadelands,” Eagy said.
“What’s in the Shadelands?” Mal asked.
No one answered her. No one knew for sure. 
Mal spent the remaining days of their journey on foot, considering the Shadelands. What were the odds that the Queens had contacts in the Shadelands? Or that they were from the Shadelands? Perhaps this was a plan to bring the people from that place into Laddenworn.
It seemed unlikely. Were there even any people in the Shadelands?
They stayed two days in Brillig while they waited for the train. Two days that she could spend bathing, eating cooked meals, dressing in clean clothes, sleeping in soft beds. 
The men didn’t speak of Shadeland like it could factor into anything happening, past or present. It was dismissed as being irrelevant. Instead, they tried to figure out why the Royal Dymunds had not investigated the fires. 
As they gathered in the train station the morning that it would arrive, Mal knew that she needed more than seven men helping her. Before she could gather her thoughts, a whistle sounded in the distance. 
The entire station became utterly still and silent. 
The whistle sounded again. Loud, shrill. Growly. 
Mal narrowed her eyes, taking a step closer to the tracks to get a better look as the whistle came once more, always getting closer.
Ryph pulled her back as the train came screaming into the station as if out of thin air. The whistle rang in her ears, echoing like a banshee. It was a weird, haunting sound. Loud, like a scream of impending death.
When the train finally came to an abrupt stop, the steam releasing in a loud hiss that filled the station with vapor, Mal looked at it wide-eyed. An angry red glow came from the several windows, the wheels, the whistle. The light pulsed as if the train was breathing. 
It was black, completely and thoroughly. There were spikes, thin needle-like appendages, covering it. The doors opened with a loud growl. 
It looked like a train from hell. Maybe to hell. 
A glance at the three men with her told her that they had seen the train before. No one around her seemed to see anything wrong with it. It wasn’t intimidating in the least, apparently. 
Eagy took her hand and led her onto the train. The inside looked nothing like you’d expect, given the freaky outside. It was pearl and crimson, shiny and beautiful. 
“Wow,” Mal said. 
The conductor took the tickets from Chesh and pointed them on their way, further back into the bowels of the train. Through three train cars they shuffled, the colors changing as if through a stained-glass window. Crimson and pearl. Midnight and teal. Tangerine and sand. Plum and flint. 
It was in the plum and flint car that they came to their compartment. A mini couch and mini desk with a chair tucked completely underneath dominated one wall. The opposite wall held the beds. A single flip down bed on the bottom with a slightly bigger one above. The outer train wall had a window. And a little pocket door revealed a postage stamp washroom. Mal was glad she wasn’t prone to claustrophobia. It would be a tight fit for the four of them.
Chesh yawned and stretched, arching his back like a cat. “I’m glad to be traveling in a way other than by foot for a change,” he said as he dropped down to the smaller bed and lounged. 
Mal nodded her agreement. She’d done more walking since arriving in Laddenworn than she had over her entire life combined. Her legs permanently ached. 
“Three days?” Mal asked.
Eagy dumped his bundle of swords on the floor and shoved them under the couch. Ryph pushed on the wall above the couch in several places. The wall popped open, revealing several storage compartments. He shoved their bag into it and several smaller bundles of blades – their more valuable ones.
“Yes, three,” Eagy answered. “It’ll drop us in Childhood.”
“Which kingdom is Childhood in?” Mal asked.
“Wyte.”
Mal settled on the couch with Ryph as Eagy continued to survey their room.
“So…” Mal said watching Eagy, “I’ve been thinking.”
Three sets of eyes turned to stare at her. 
She grinned. “If the Seven Dwarves are supposed to be my seven helpers, those who accompany me on my mission to rid the world of the Bloody Queens, I think I need six more.”
Chesh’s grin climbed the sides of his face in an eerily amused way. “Seven not enough for you, Kitten?
Eagy sighed, glaring at him.
“Why?” Ryph asked. His expression alternated between Eagy’s annoyance and Chesh’s amusement.
“This is turning into a bigger problem than I anticipated. And it only seems to be getting bigger. I need my seven with me. But the whole ordeal with Dymund allowing the Patch to burn makes me think we need an inside man at each palace. Within each kingdom.”
“To keep us a step ahead. Informed,” Eagy said.
“Or offer insight as to why they’ve allowed the Blood Queens to burn down an entire Patch in their kingdom,” Chesh added.
Mal nodded. “Exactly.”
Eagy nodded thoughtfully. “We’ll send a message to Lepa when we get to Childhood. He’ll have an idea on how to infiltrate the palaces.”
Mal decided Lepa was the Huntsman. Someone to do their bidding. The thought made her smirk. Although, the Huntsman deceived the Queen by giving her a pig’s heart instead of Snow White’s…. Yeah, she needed to remain wary of Lepa. 
The dark shrilly sound of the whistle filled the train car. Once. Twice. Loud steam releasing followed, coating their window in a thick fog. The train gave a sudden jerk and slow, thrumming chugs started as it pulled out of the station. The lights in their cabin flickered, dimmed, before growing bright once again.
“This is a creepy ass train,” Mal said.
Ryph laughed.
“It, too, has suffered Laddenworn’s curse of the Queens,” Chesh said sadly.
“How so?”
“It wasn’t always so angry.”
“You make it sound like it’s alive.”
Chesh held her stare. He did not deny that statement. 
Mal couldn’t stop the shiver that trickled down her spine. If the train was alive, and they were inside the train, did that put them in its throat? Or its stomach?
As it turned out, she really didn’t want to know. They spent the remainder of the day within their cabin. Entertainment didn’t start until tomorrow, apparently. What kind of entertainment could possibly take place on the train?
The food was better than day three and beyond of travel food, but not nearly as good as that which they’d get at an inn. It was warm, somewhat fresh, but flavorless. The beds were an in-between, too. Much better than sleeping on the hard, sometimes damp forest floor, but not nearly as comfortable as the beds at the inns.
Mal lay curled between Eagy and Ryph that night as she tried to fall asleep. The steady sway of the train is it rode along the tracks, the sound of the engine a consistent, rhythmic white noise in the background. Only the light of the moon glistened through the cracks in the shade of the window. 
The train was angry. Mal didn’t even want to know what that meant. How did it get that way? How could she undo its anger?
Not only the people, the cruelty in which they were treated, their unnecessary deaths, but now objects need to be fixed, too!
“Did the Queens anger the train?” Mal mused aloud.
“No,” Eagy whispered. “It was already angry.”
She thought he’d been asleep. Mal kissed his forehead and he grinned, his arms tightening around her briefly. But then, that had to do with a problem before the Queens.
Great.
“How long has the train been angry?” Mal asked over breakfast. “Who angered it?” She hadn’t been able to stop thinking about it. She’d even had a horrifying dream that the train was alive and chasing her, its scream whistle making her ears bleed.
Ryph and Eagy shrugged.
“Ages,” Chesh said. “Many forevers.”
“What constitutes a ‘forever’ exactly?”
Chesh stared at her, his hand paused in front of him as he brought a piece of scone to his mouth. He frowned. “A very long time.”
“Thanks for clearing that up,” Mal said, tossing an orange grape-like fruit at him. He caught it in his mouth with a grin. “Seriously, I need more specifics than you guys tend to give.”
Eagy sighed. “Time is different now. It’s not easy to determine how long ago something happened when time itself isn’t what it used to be.”
“Now everyone is on their own time,” Chesh added as he lounged across the desk.
Mal frowned. She frowned further when she popped an orange grape in her mouth. It tasted like a bitter egg. She abruptly stopped chewing it and swallowed. You’d think she’d have swallowed worse things in her life, but nope. That had been absolutely disgusting. 
“Alright,” Mal said, eying the other strangely colored fruit. “What can you tell me about the train?”
“It’s old,” Ryph said. “And angry.”
Mal glared at him. He grinned his megawatt golden grin.
“Never mind,” Mal grumbled. “That’s not helpful.”
Ryph dropped down beside her and wrapped his arm around her shoulders, bringing her to him where he nuzzled into her neck. Both affectionately and teasingly – with his teeth grazing her skin. She grinned and nudged him back with her shoulder.
“Don’t be mad, Mal. We don’t know for sure about things that happened before our time. How are we to know if it’s even real? And not just a mad story to pass the time, exaggerated and embellished as generations pass?”
“I suppose that’s one of the advantages of having an older husband,” Eagy murmured. 
Ryph sighed, his shoulders dropping as he nodded his agreement. 
“I’m plenty old,” Chesh said, rolling onto his back. His tail twitched and flicked. “Older husbands are overrated.”
“And how many have you had?” Ryph purred.
Eagy tossed a grapefruit-sized purple melon at Ryph.
Chesh’s grin crawled up his face, reaching madly disproportionate reaches. He didn’t turn to face them as he answered. “Myself? None. But I have traveled all around Laddenworn, before and after the Blood. And I maintain that older husbands are highly overrated.”
“They’re not overrated,” Eagy said, “but they’re not the end all, either. Younglings have plenty to offer.”
Mal smiled at him. “Personally, I don’t think age is that important in relationships. I do, however, think that someone who knows answers to my questions would be helpful.”
“Chesh is old,” Eagy said tensely. “He knows more than any of these men.”
“Aww…” Chesh said, eyes glinting. “You flatter me, Birdy.”
Eagy rolled his eyes. He put the tray into the hall and returned as the whistle screamed again. They were passing through a town. The train slowed.
They all gathered at the window to peer out. The outskirts of the town were rundown. Shambles. The frame of a house with no roof passed. A single chimney, partially crumbled. A foundation. A house perfectly standing with a giant hole in the front, as if a wrecking ball had gone through it.
They passed a man who appeared to meet Mal’s eyes in the window as they passed. His hair was ragged, his pants ripped and frayed. He was shirtless, shoeless. 
There was a break in buildings before the rest of the town came into view. It was nothing like the rundown remnants that they’d already passed. It was a neat, perfectly manicured, rural, middle-class neighborhood.
They watched the town in silence as they passed through it. It was a stereotypical perfect place. Except it looked like a ghost town. Aside from the single disheveled man they passed among the ruins, not another soul appeared. Even the houses looked dark and unlived in.
The screaming whistle sounded again as they left the boundary of the town, picking up speed. It was so sudden and shrill, Mal jumped. Her heart thundered at the strange, ominous moment.
“Do people live there?” Mal asked.
“No idea,” Ryph said.
“It looks too perfect to be vacant,” Mal noted.
“Reality is different in Laddenworn,” Chesh noted.
Mal glanced at him before backing away from the window. She had to nudge her way through the three large men crowded around her, as they all had been looking out the window.
Ryph caught her before she could get out from between them. 
Mal met his golden eyes and that beautiful sensual smile that always seemed to send a wave of heat through her. The hand that caught her wrist slid slowly up her arm, over her shoulder, fingers slid up her neck, leaving chills in their wake. His thumb ghosted her jaw to her lower lip. She watched him, her heart loud in her ears again.
“One thing at a time,” Ryph’s deep, dark voice hummed over her skin. He gently pulled her lip with his thumb, bringing his closer to hers. His voice became breathier as he spoke again. “Queens first. Everything else can wait.”
His lips brushed hers. 
The train rocked, sending her stumbling backwards into Chesh and Eagy. Ryph laughed quietly. 
“Train is angry,” Chesh said, amused. 
Mal looked between the three of them, her skin heating. “So… about that entertainment…”
The tight group they’d been gathered in by the window broke and they took up seats around the small compartment. Chesh produced a brochure from somewhere and rattled off various activities. 
“Tea, of course,” Chesh said. “Stronger tea.”
“That leads to an orgy?” Mal asked, amused.
“No, no. That’s a separate car. We can check it out if you like.” He shrugged, grinning.
Mal expected Eagy to object. Neither he nor Ryph did. They looked at her, waiting for her answer.
“Uh… not today. When we save the world, we can indulge in an orgy.”
Ryph’s grin was almost glowing. Even Eagy gave her a small, bemused smile. Her cheeks warmed as she turned back to Chesh. “What else?”
Instead of answering, he snapped the brochure closed and tossed it behind him. “Let’s just go for a walk and see what we run into.” He stood and offered his hand to Mal. 
She nodded and placed her hand in his, allowing him to pull her to her feet.
The hallways were cramped, barely big enough for a single person to walk through. Ryph could only just fit through while walking straight.
There were nine train cars full of sleeping compartments. The first train car they came to outside the travel cars was filled with – you guessed it – tea!
“Mmm…” Ryph hummed, lifting his nose into the air and sniffing. “Brayling Sun.”
Mal rolled her eyes, a grin growing on her face. These Laddenwornians sure loved their tea. “Let’s have some tea,” she suggested.
Thrilled, Ryph kissed her silly until Eagy pulled him further into the car. They found a table and took up chairs. They had barely sat when three teapots were placed in front of them. Ryph poured her and himself some Brayling Sun. He watched her over the rim of his teacup while she sipped it.
A bright flavor burst in her mouth that tasted like… sunshine. She grinned at him. He beamed back, pleased that she liked it.
The whistle screamed, making Mal jump again. “Every time,” she mumbled.
They leaned towards the window to watch the town as they passed through it.
It couldn’t have been more opposite the last. The first had been bright, neat, grid patterned. This one was a jumble. A few shacks grouped closely together. A block separated another cluster. The houses looked like they were growing on top of each other. Every light was on since the sun didn’t appear to penetrate the… air? There were little trees and yet, there was very little sunlight. As if an unseen canopy caused them to permanently remain in the dark. 
The yards were overgrown. There were piles of broken furniture littered everywhere. 
And there were people – men – everywhere. They watched as the train passed through, waiting. A child peeked out from behind one man. The whistle screamed again as they left the outskirts and into the countryside once more.
“These little villages… are they still part of the kingdoms?” Mal asked.
“Yes, of course,” Ryph said.
“The cities we’ve been to are a lot better kept than these two villages,” Mal observed. 
“They’re part of the kingdoms, yes,” Eagy said, “but they’re not important to the palaces. They don’t produce anything of trade or value.”
Mal shook her head. “So, they’re left to fend for themselves, yeah?”
The three of them nodded. 
“Horrible,” she mumbled.
A chair scraping across the floor and crashing to the ground had them turning away from the window. Across the aisle was a gentleman dressed in paper from head to toe. Newspaper.
Across his forearm was a heading that said ‘FLOWER TRIAL DELAYED.’ On his back, a heading read ‘CROPS BURNED IN WABE.’ His hat screamed ‘BLOOD IN SILENCE FOUND TO BELONG TO A MISSING SONGBIRD FAMILY.’
But the one that made Eagy move was the heading on the man’s chest that declared ‘THE HUNT IS ON FOR TWENTY-EIGHT.’
“Good man, may I read your… Shirt?” Eagy asked. 
“Oh yes, why yes,” he answered jovially. One piece at a time, he pulled page after page off his body. Why not the front piece only, Mal didn’t ask.
They waited patiently as he continued to strip the news from his body. When he finally pulled the piece they’d been interested in, Eagy thanked him and returned to their table to read.
‘Out of the Palace of Hart, it is declared that the Twenty-Eighth One has been released into Laddenworn to disrupt our progression. Anyone who is found assisting Twenty-Eight, hiding Twenty-Eight, or keeping information about Twenty-Eight’s whereabouts a secret will be found an enemy of the kingdom and subject to immediate death – after the information they have has been extracted by whatever means necessary. Contrariwise, if any citizen turns over valuable information that leads to the apprehension of Twenty-Eight, you will be handsomely rewarded. Let the Hunt begin!’
Mal swallowed and glanced at the men with her.
Eagy folded the paper and stood. Chesh once more took her hand and brought her to her feet to lead her from the train car. They walked in silence until they were locked in their compartment. Eagy pulled his hoodie off himself and pulled it over Mal’s head, momentarily trapping her arms at her sides. “From now on, we need to keep your appearance changing,” he said. “They can’t possibly track you down if they don’t know what you look like.”
Mal allowed herself to be stuffed into Eagy’s hoodie, but she shook her head. “I’m not hiding, Eagy. I’m here to take them down. Running and hiding is the exact opposite of what I need to do.
“Mal-”
Mal held her hand up to cut off his words. “This is important. I’m not hiding!”
“You can’t exactly fix Laddenworn if they kill you first,” Ryph pointed out.
Mal sighed, rolling her eyes. “I won’t hide.”
No one argued. Ryph stared at her with big, golden eyes. Chesh wasn’t smiling.
“Well, then,” Chesh said, “we are going to need more muscle. When we’re done in Childhood, we need to go to Silence.”
 
 




Tea Party for the Mad
Chesh
It was barely still light when the train pulled into Childhood. The sky was painted a dark, velvety purple. Millions of stars dotted the sky, winking down at them. Even as clear as the night seemed, the moon was strangely missing from the sky.
Did the Queens manage to take away their moon, too?
The city looked like a boneyard by night. Was that a column holding up the ceiling or a femur? That door frame made of wood or a couple rib bones? Was that a strange, barren tree or an arm with splayed fingers?
He had never been a fan of Childhood by night. Tucked inside a warm room would be his preference. Even a cool room would do.
“We have a stop to make before the inn,” Eagy said, bringing the hood up over Mal’s head, covering her shiny, beautiful hair and casting her bright eyes into deeper shadow.
The train shuddered as they walked out of the station. The station was at the edge of town. At least there was a healthy nightlife in Childhood. Though, everyone was careful to stay indoors as much as possible.
As they moved, a couple of men darted from one doorway to another, almost before the lights had managed to touch them.
“Hmm,” Mal murmured. 
They made their way through the town center. Laughter filtered out of open windows. The aroma of freshly baked pies tickled their noses. Light from the inside danced on the sidewalks as those inside moved around. 
They stopped in front of a shop. The windows were covered with thick, heavy drapery.
“I’ll be right out,” Eagy said, but he paused before he stepped inside. “Actually, I’ll meet you at the inn. No need for you to remain in the open night.”
Mal wanted to argue. She didn’t. With a dramatic sigh, she allowed Ryph to wrap his arm around her and lead her away as he cooed indulgently to her. 
Chesh looked back at Eagy. Eagy watched the two go, shaking his head. An eye roll later, he met Chesh’s eyes. 
“I only want her to be safe,” he said quietly. “Alive.”
Chesh agreed and Eagy disappeared into the store. 
Mal hadn’t struck him as reckless and yet, she was increasingly fighting against them as they tried to keep her safe. They weren’t fighting against her mission, just her losing her life. There was an intelligence to keeping her identity secret until it was no longer possible. She could move invisibly. Gather intelligence. Gain support. All under the Bloody Queens’ noses.
And if they allowed her to just run into chaos, she’d end up with a target over her head and be dead before the sun came up.
Just as almost every other One before her. 
No, they could not permit that. Mal was right. She needed more than seven men. 
Chesh hadn’t realized he’d remained outside the shop until Eagy emerged, a bag in his hand. He raised a brow at Chesh. 
Chesh grinned. “Thought you could use some protection, too.”
Eagy rolled his eyes again and walked away, towards the inn they’d be staying in while in Childhood. They walked in silence until they arrived.
Chesh frowned at it. A giant tea canister. There was even a wrapping that read ‘Darjeeling’ across the top.
How very unoriginal. Unimaginative. There was more to life than tea. Yet, even before the fall of Wonderland, tea was it. 
He followed Eagy upstairs until they reached the top floor. Ryph and Mal were in the tub. They could be heard laughing between small splashes. 
Eagy shook his head, a small smile settling on his lips. He dropped the bundle of various blades and the second pack next to Ryph’s and Mal’s small messenger bag.
“Tea party tomorrow,” Chesh said, settling into one of the chairs. He kept rapt attention on the eaglet. 
But Eagy only nodded, apparently indifferent.
“Will we get anything from attending?”
“You mean besides an entertained Mal?” Eagy asked. At Chesh’s nod, Eagy shrugged as he turned away to pull his long-sleeved shirt off. “She asked about the Hatter. Might as well show her exactly what Madness really looks like.”
“Not on everyone,” Chesh said.
Eagy met his eyes with a demure smile. “It’ll catch up eventually. It always does.”
“But now we have Mal. And Mal will figure it out.”
Eagy sighed, dropping his pants. “It’s not easy having hope.”
Chesh watched him as he continued to strip, paying Chesh’s attention to him no mind at all. But then, why would he? He belonged to the beast. 
Chesh nodded as he watched Eagy’s etchings turn shadowy in the flickering firelight.
“Personally, I don’t give a fuck about Laddenworn anymore,” Eagy added as he moved towards the washroom. “I want Mal and I’ll do whatever necessary to keep her alive. At the end of the day, that’s my only goal.” He smiled vaguely and disappeared behind the washroom door.
Chesh ran through the tub once again the next morning as he waited for all their nakedness to be covered. It had been far too long since his last fuck. There was only so much self-control he had. 
When he emerged, they were dressed and eating. Chesh joined them. He watched them interact as he had his fill of breakfast. 
Eagy’s admission still echoed in his mind as he talked seriously about looking for the remaining four of her seven. He wouldn’t prevent her from her mission, as long as she wasn’t about to get killed. Or run into a situation that could cause her death. 
“Alright,” Mal said, getting to her feet. “Let’s go. I don’t want to be late. And I’d like to see some of Childhood now that the sun is out.” She headed for the door.
Eagy shot up as well, dodging in front of her. “Hold up. I have something for you first.”
“Oh?” she asked, brows puckered over her beautiful eyes. 
Eagy nodded, pulling her gently back into the room. He grabbed the bag he’d come out of the shop with last night. Setting it on the side of the bed, he pulled out a hair clip and fastened it in her hair. When he stepped away, Mal no longer looked like Mal. Short, inky hair over seafoam green eyes and a splattering of freckles Chesh wanted to lick off. 
When Mal just stared at Eagy, it was clear she had no idea that her appearance had changed. 
“It resets every nine hours,” Eagy said, “or when you take it off and put it back on. You’ll always look different.”
She frowned. “I don’t want to hide.”
“I don’t want you dead,” Eagy countered. “The Hunt? Death awaits at the end.”
Mal continued to frown at him. “Eagy-”
“It’s a precaution. You’re hiding in plain sight. And not running.”
“That’s not-”
“We’ll find more muscle but, in the meantime, let’s be as careful as we can.”
She glared at him. “Stop interrupting me.”
Eagy bowed his head, a slight tinge of red coloring his cheeks.
“I won’t argue anymore today because I want to go. But this conversation is not over.” She headed for the door again.
“Wait,” Eagy said, grabbing her hand as she passed him. “I’m not done.”
She sighed. “I’m not a child, you know.”
Eagy ignored her and pulled out a cuff. He fastened it to her wrist and stepped back. “It assures a single killing blow every thirteen minutes and thirty-eight seconds.” Before she could protest, he pulled a small knife from the bag and fastened it to her ankle, where it promptly disappeared. “No one will see or feel it. So, you’ll always be armed.” Again, he pulled something else out. A necklace. He clasped it at the back of her neck, adjusting it so the small, circular pendant would lay at the base of her throat. It was black, smooth.
She fingered it as he stepped away to look at her. “What’s it do?” she asked, her oddly green eyes meeting his again.
He smiled shyly. “Nothing. I just thought you’d like it.”
All the resistance and stubbornness washed out of her. A soft smile lit up her not-quite-Mal face. “You should have led with this,” she teased as she stepped into his arms. Eagy held her tightly for several minutes. 
Before she pulled away, he whispered, “I won’t ever stand in your way and I’ll always fight for you, but please let me do what I can to make sure you have a fair chance at succeeding.”
Chesh was suddenly jealous when she pulled back enough to look at him. The sweet adoration in her eyes as she looked at him made Chesh desperately want to be Eagy right then. Mal brushed her lips against his. 
“Alright, but we’re still talking about this later.”
He nodded, satisfied. Relieved that she wasn’t going to fight him. At least, not that minute.
That didn’t stop her from warily watching him as he reached into the bag again. He pulled out two more objects and tossed one to Ryph and one to Chesh. “For later,” he said.
Chesh grinned as he caught his item. A ball of Ridden. One of his favorite toys. He was pleased enough that he was purring his pleasure before he realized it.
“Yarn?” Mal asked.
“What’s yarn?” Eagy asked as Chesh shook his head.
“The innards of a Mut tree woven into thread. Rubbery, elastic. It’s called Ridden,” Chesh told her as he hooked his claw into one of the strands.
She smiled, clearly not understanding why it was so pleasing to Chesh. Sure, the yarn ball was a cliché gift for a cat. But with Eagy, it was the thought he put into the gift more than the gift itself that pleased Chesh. Although, he would have a lot of fun with this toy. Later. When they were loudly fucking and Chesh needed to entertain himself.
Childhood was not nearly as eerie bathed in sunlight as it had been in the depths of darkness. The femur columns were wood trunks. The rib frames were stone. The arm/hand trees were dead trees, bleached white from the hot sun.
There were men everywhere, milling about, going from one place to another leisurely, laughing, chatting in the streets.
They took the tourist way through the city so Mal could look. She peered into shops, smiled at men who watched her with unconcealed interest, and asked questions which seemed redundant. Then again, based on her sighs, they simply weren’t answering the questions as she intended them.
The only stop they made was to find a messenger to relay a query to Lepa. Mal didn’t seem at all impressed that they would consult him. She didn’t like Lepa. Chesh grinned. Lepa must have strived hard to get that reaction. He generally liked being liked. 
By the time they arrived at the grove where the tea party was being held, there were already more than a dozen people. Mal eyed a man with a tail with interest. Her eyes flickered to Chesh’s tail and she grinned before turning back to observe everyone. They took seats at the table, waiting for their hosts. Several more people arrived as a slurry chorus of Twinkle backwards began between hiccups.
Mal watched them quietly for a long time until another caught her attention as he tried to braid pieces of bread and strips of grass. Next to him, a man wearing his arms through his pant legs was spreading jam on a saucer. 
Mal glanced at Eagy, as if asking if these people were for real. She jumped slightly when the man buttering his saucer took a bite out of it. As he crunched porcelain between his teeth, blood dribbled from the corners of his mouth.
Mal’s eyes widened.
That was when their host arrived. Everyone’s attention shifted, even those of the mad. 
He was tall, with beautifully sun-kissed skin and a hard, lean body. The maroon and hunter green suit he wore hugged him in a way that emphasized… well… everything he had to show. His hair was a mess, but since it was short, it appeared styled. His eyes were a glistening, if absent, silver. The hat on his head was a dusty, feathered thing, the rich purple ribbon over a worn maroon. Sticking out of the ribbon was the sales tag, 10/6.
Chesh glanced at Mal. She was certainly intrigued. At the Hatter’s sensual smile, even under vacant eyes, she grinned, too. 
Yes, Ahdem was attractive. Overly so. No one would deny it.
“Good March choo you,” he said in a smooth, deep tone.
Attractive, oh yes. And absolutely bat-shit crazy.
A clinking of glasses rounded the table in greeting. One gentleman waved a teacup a bit too enthusiastically and it flew out of his hand. A round of giggles passed through the table. The table of grown ass men. Giggled.
Chesh shook his head. On Mal’s other side, Eagy did the same. Perhaps he had the same musing. 
Ahdem took his hat off and flipped it around in his hands so the table could see inside it. Even with his somewhat sane mind, Chesh was sure the black hole of the inside of his hat went on for at least a mile. 
“The time has gone, my friends, to sleep of sorty things. And feel the left of Blood and ‘doms, the Landers all they sing.”
Chesh swayed to Ahdem’s singsong voice, that dreamy baritone dipping into bass.
“The death of Nonsense into Silence ended peace and wake; but source and sword were long lost, absent free to take.”
Chesh was pulled out of his pleasant dreaming, eyes half shut, when biscuits began shooting out of Ahdem’s hat. Chesh reached out in time to catch one from hitting Mal in the chest.
The table cheered. Men leapt up, jumping into the air, to catch one. At the end of the table, one man had three in his mouth, as he growled ferally at the man beside him. Ryph calmly munched on the one he prevented from hitting Eagy in the head. 
When the biscuits stopped flying, Chesh offered one of his catches to Mal as the tea pots in the middle of the table started bubbling. Whistling. Then, tea dribbled from the spouts, gurgling into the steady stream of a fountain.
The men around the table crawled and climbed over each other to get a cup full. Chesh and Eagy remained firmly on either side of Mal, preventing her from being trampled, while Ryph retrieved their share of the warm, brown liquid.
An explosion of sugar cubes erupted over head and dissolved in several drinks. Mal traded hers to Ryph for one with less sugar.
The table turned quiet as little sprigs of herbs began sprouting between the linens. They grew, unfurled, their leaves flattening to reveal little finger sandwiches. Everything settled while the guests ate their gains and drank their tea. The chatter was just as nonsensical as it had been before the excitement.
Mal watched Ahdem as she nibbled and sipped. Ahdem’s eyes roamed lazily around the table. His attention didn’t settle anywhere for more than a second, including on Mal. Whether he actually saw her or not was unclear.
Chesh studied Mal for a moment. Ahdem would certainly notice her if she actually looked like herself. Eagy’s clip was working. Hiding her in plain sight. She looked like any other woman now. Unremarkable. Maybe that was unfair. Yet, she didn’t look strictly Laddenworn. There was still something foreign about her. That could be a problem.
The flowing teapots stuttered before the liquid turned pinkish in color. Again, there was a mad dash to get to it. This time, they did not partake. 
When Mal asked about it, Eagy shook his head. “Not this one.”
“It’ll accelerate your madness,” Ryph added.
Before everyone had managed to get back to their seats, men were exclaiming random remarks. 
“I had a crow once,” one man said. “Nothing like those big feathery… wings.” He giggled.
“The dungeons smell of fried counterberries.”
“The heart is in the head is in the deep is in the…”
“And the moral of that is there’s always Nonsense to be found.”
Over the murmurs of strange confessions, a shout of “clean cup” was hollered above the din.
They didn’t get a choice to remain where they were this time, as the four of them were forcefully removed from their seats and split up. Mal’s slightly panicked eyes met his and Chesh pulled himself apart to float to her side.
She startled when he materialized next to her before she dug her fingers into his arm. Chesh wrapped his tail around her waist as a second muscle to keep her at his side. When he sunk his teeth into a man’s shoulder who tried to pry them apart, they were finally left alone.
Mal and Chesh ended up at the head of the table next to Ahdem. A quick survey found Eagy seven men down on the same side, while Ryph was at the opposite end of the table, facing their side. The nonsense confessions filled their ears again.
“Tea?” Ahdem asked, sliding a cup towards Mal.
Chesh pulled it from him before she could take it. Putting it to his nose, he took a deep inhale, watching Ahdem the entire time. Ahdem’s relaxed posture matched his not-fully-there expression. 
“Lovely,” Ahdem said to Chesh. Or, at least, in his general direction. The man’s eyes never seemed to focus on anything. 
Chesh handed the tea to Mal. Forest Rhine wouldn’t do anything to her. You know… probably.
While Mal studied Ahdem, attempting to get him to make sense, Chesh studied the table around him. Hanging from a tree behind Ahdem was an oval picture of a little girl, short hair, wearing a black and white dress. Her head was slightly too big for her body. Next to her was a jack in the box, but with a rabbit head. A white rabbit. 
On the other side of Ahdem was an empty chair. Two men groping each other under the table still rattling off nonsense followed. On Chesh’s other side, a man spoke at no one, or maybe it was the teapot in front of him, telling it a story about knights. Chesh tuned in for a minute, in case he actually said something real, but when the story turned into a telling about the knight dissecting a tree, he tuned him out again. 
At Mal’s sudden intake, Chesh turned his attention back. Her weird green eyes were huge as she stared across the table. Before he could look, she whispered, “Ache.”
Yes, it certainly was Ache. When had his little kitten met the big rabbit? He hadn’t even heard her mention Ache before. 
Ache’s ear twitched, swiveling to her when she breathed his name. His dark chocolate eyes met hers, but his expression didn’t change from mild interest. He didn’t recognize her. Chesh smirked. 
Ache watched her vaguely, eyes drooping.
“Tea?” Ahdem offered, sliding another cup to Ache.
Ache looked at Ahdem and his vision cleared. A smile lingered. “Tarts?”
“The knight stole the tarts, you know,” Ahdem chastised. “It wasn’t me.”
“No, old man. It was the knave,” Ache countered. 
Ahdem frowned. “Knave…” he murmured. 
“The trial. Recall it?” Ache prompted.
Mal’s eyes darted between the two of them, as if the conversation was anything but drivel. 
“Trial of the kingdoms,” Ahdem’s warm voice exclaimed, his arms thrown wide. 
“‘Kingdoms three and three,’” Mal murmured. 
Ache and Ahdem turned to her. She blushed. 
“Sorry,” she said, bowing her head so her hair would hide her face.
Ache narrowed his eyes and studied her more closely. When she raised her eyes to his again, he asked, “Have we met?”
“Yes,” she said, a faint blush coloring her cheeks. “No, never mind.”
Ache frowned. He leaned over the table, his elbows resting on either side of his teacup. “Are you sure?”
Mal sighed. “Yes, yes. I’m sorry. I thought you looked like someone I knew long ago.”
His ear twitched. “Indeed.”
“So,” Mal said, clearing her throat, “How do you know each other?”
“As old as time,” Ahdem hummed, his voice striking a chord in Chesh’s chest.
“Before the Madness. Before the fall. Before the blood and river and Silence,” Ache continued.
“I see,” Mal said.
Ache’s head tilted, his ear flopping over his mocha skin, covering one chocolate eye. He absently batted it out of the way.
A hand landed on Chesh’s shoulder at the same time another took Mal’s arm and pulled them both to their feet. “We need to leave,” Eagy said, tense urgency coloring his voice.
Chesh didn’t stop to question him. He pulled Mal along as Eagy turned to Ache and relayed some message. As Eagy and Ryph joined Mal and Chesh, Ache got to his feet and pulled Ahdem away. He whispered something to the Hatter, whose eyes briefly strayed to the four of them. They, too, left the party.
As they exited the clearing, the party was surrounded by soldiers. But not just any soldiers. Those with a large, bloody ‘M’ on their chest.
The Collectors of Madness. 
Mal looked at Ryph and Eagy expectantly. When they made no move to cut in on the fray, Mal started towards them herself. All three men caught her before she made it around the corner, into the soldiers’ view.
“That’s not a battle we’re equipped to take on right now,” Ryph said. “They’re not going to kill them. They’re just being rounded up right now.”
“Until when? Where will they be taken? Can we get them out?”
Ryph and Eagy hesitated. At Mal’s glare, Chesh pulled her further away.
“We can work to make it right, but now is not the time, Kitten,” Chesh said. “We will lose if we take them on now.”
“Why?” Mal demanded.
Before anyone could answer her, an uproar and screams erupted from the tea party. Shattered porcelain, clanging metal, the unmistakable sounds of the dying.
They turned to see the mayhem unfold. There should have been more than enough soldiers, four dozen easy. But when the Mad get spooked, they turn into rabid, grotesque creatures that no longer even resemble men. More than half of the soldiers were down. As were more than half of the Mad. 
Mal stepped back several feet, her hand covering her mouth. “What happened to them?” she asked, horrified. 
“That’s the Madness,” Chesh said as a pair of bright yellow eyes looked their way. “The Madness.”
 
 




The Keys
Mal
Mal knew she’d be plagued with nightmares, not only of the yellow-eyed monsters inspired by the Madness, but also of the brutality and devastation the soldiers left behind. It had been horrifying seeing those same weird, mad men turn into dangerous beasts with claws that looked to have torn through their skin. Their teeth turned to needles. All within a body that saw through fiery yellow eyes.
And they’d seemed so harmless while having tea and sandwiches. Harmless and a little sad. 
And Ache had been there! Ache knew Ahdem. If Ahdem was the Mad Hatter, that must mean that Ache was the March Hare. So, where was the dormouse? Was their bat rhyme important?
And who would have thought that Ahdem, as mad as he was, would have been so… well… gorgeous. But the madness was not an act. 
“Alright, I’m heading out for supplies,” Eagy said.
Mal jumped to her feet. Sitting there brooding was doing nothing but making her bitter. More so than she had been. “I’m coming with you. I need some air.”
Eagy looked at her for a moment, pausing at the door. With a curt nod, he headed back to the desk and returned to her with her magic hair clip. As he fastened it in her hair, the long locks turned snow white. 
How ironic, she thought. She was distracted with how her skin turned a smooth porcelain when Eagy pulled his hoodie over her head. 
“Are both really necessary?” she grouched as her head popped out. Eagy pulled her hair back, his icy eyes watching her warily as he arranged her hair around her. “Never mind,” she mumbled. “Both are fine.”
When he’d finished tying her hair behind her, he gently pulled the hood back up, hiding as much of her as possible. “I just want you alive, Mal,” he whispered. 
Mal smiled softly, leaning up on her toes to brush her lips against his. “I know. Thank you.”
His answering smile was swoon worthy. The fact that the weird-ass females didn’t find him breathtaking was weird as hell.
The streets were crowded with men, moving from building to building as if they were all in a hurry. Everything was brightly colored with no concept for complimenting colors. Neon yellow on top of pale pink. Lavender on orange. Lime green on crimson red. All on a backdrop of pearly white frames.
Mal was momentarily distracted by a flamingo on a leash. There was a darkness in its intelligent eyes as it watched Mal pass. Or maybe it was accusation she saw, since Mal only watched as it was led away like a pet. 
This place is more fucked up every day, she thought as she was led into a store. 
There were rows upon rows of odd items. Eagy and Ryph grabbed baskets made of reeds. Chesh and Mal followed them as they began down the middle aisle. 
The shelves were lined with items she couldn’t even begin to name. A compass without any indicators as to which direction the off-centered spinning circles were, er… pointing? A two-inch square box with a cat on it, locked, but easily weighing fifteen pounds. Crackers and chocolate?
Mal glanced ahead of her at Eagy as he dropped something cylindrical into his basket. “What do they sell here, exactly?” Mal asked as she looked curiously at a comb with quarter inch thick teeth made of… leaves?
“Anything you need if you look hard enough,” Ryph said, dumping a handful of what looked like foil-wrapped candies into his basket.
“Well, well, would you looky here,” a deep voice said in front of them.
The man was grinning, showing perfectly white, straight teeth. He had a classically handsome face with high cheekbones and deep green eyes. His hair was mousey brown. 
He wasn’t quite as tall as Eagy, nor as well built. His frame was that of a paper-pusher. Someone who sat at a desk all day but ate healthy to keep his unremarkable frame slender. The most noteworthy thing about him was the pale scar glaring at them from the side of his face.
Ryph subtly moved beside Mal while Chesh moved to be in front of her blocking her from view. Eagy looked at the man with boredom. No one answered him.
“Still bitter, I see. Tell me, what’s it like, never feeling the heat of a woman?” the man sneered.
How crude, Mal thought. Sure, the men hadn’t been exactly wholesome in Laddenworn, but she hadn’t expected one to be as bad as the women.
Eagy didn’t answer, dropping something else into his basket.
“Has the Madness set in yet?” the man pushed. “I’ve heard Absence brings it on faster.”
Eagy sighed but said nothing, examining more items on the shelf beside him as if the man wasn’t there.
“Come on, pathetic eaglet, we both knew only a boy would take your cock. No need to be such a daisy about it,” he laughed.
Mal couldn’t take it anymore. She moved to get in front of Eagy, but Ryph caught her, pulling her firmly against his chest. “No, Mal,” he whispered. “Eagy can handle it.”
She opened her mouth to argue, but Ryph’s large hand covered it before she could. 
“Please, say nothing. Let Eagy take care of it.” His voice was so low that she was sure only she could hear it. And maybe Chesh. His furry striped cat ear twitched back in their direction.
If Eagy could handle it, why wasn’t he?
Before her eyes, the man shifted into a woman. His stature shrunk to something similar to Mal. Her hair was long, red, and loosely curled. Her large, blue eyes glittered in the light. She was curvy, dainty, and gorgeous.
Even her voice was beautiful. “Don’t tell me you’re still upset that you were rejected.”
Eagy and Ryph both tensed. Eagy turned his face further away so as not to look at the now-woman. A rumble of a growl vibrated through Ryph’s chest, though he stayed firmly at Mal’s side.
“Oh, come now, Eagy,” that sweet voice said, “You couldn’t have really thought we’d have you. Did you?”
Eagy’s face reddened, but he kept his silence.
Mal’s anger rose rapidly. Cruelty for cruelty’s sake. Not cool. Not okay. Before she could pull free from Ryph, Chesh was suddenly behind the now-woman, his claws sinking into her neck.
“I think we’ve heard enough, vermin,” Chesh hissed, his teal eyes flashing dangerously.
The now-woman dissolved back into the man. A brief look of anger flashed across his face before pain and then fear replaced it. “Let me go,” he sniveled. 
Chesh’s claw dug in deeper. “Go home to your disgusting wife. If I see you again, my nails will be the least of your worries,” he hissed, sharp teeth bared threateningly. 
The man shook.
Chesh released him and he stumbled, trying to regain his footing before scurrying away, knocking over a display table in his haste. Glass and pebbly things scattered across the floor in his wake.
They waited several minutes before Eagy took Ryph’s basket and followed the way the man had run.
Ryph and Chesh ushered Mal out. By the time they were on the street, Eagy was there and the four of them headed back to the inn.
“Who-” Mal began, but Ryph cut her off with his quiet, “Not here.”
She allowed herself to be led down streets, through randomly placed archways, and spun around corners until she was pulled into the inn. They didn’t stop their erratic behavior until they were safely locked in their room. Eagy had the curtains drawn as soon as the door was secured. 
Mal looked at them expectantly.
“That,” Ryph said, “was Demru. The dormouse you’d asked about.”
“Oh!” Mal said, surprised. “I imagined him… differently.”
Ryph laughed, though it didn’t sound very humorous. “All you need to know about him is that his wife, Mirka, works for the Bloody Queens. And that scar,” he traced his finger along the path Demru’s had been, “is from Eagy.”
Mal looked at Eagy, impressed. “You did that?”
Eagy grinned. “I did. That scar is how we met Mirka.”
Based on the little bits of nasty remarks Demru had made, she could make a pretty accurate assumption. “Mirka was the woman who lied to you.”
“She was the bitch I left at the altar,” Ryph corrected, “After she played us, yes.”
“You didn’t need to interfere,” Eagy said to Chesh. “If he talks long enough without a response, he’ll go away.”
“Yes, well,” Chesh said, leaning against the wall, arms crossed over his chest, “I don’t have that kind of patience.”
The corner of Eagy’s mouth lifted. He nodded and turned towards the table with their still-depleted items. “Thanks,” he said, quietly.
“We’re going to have to leave Childhood sooner rather than later,” Ryph said. “If Demru’s here, Mirka is. We can’t let her know about you.”
Mal sighed and nodded. No point in arguing. Since they planned to leave soon anyway, no need to make a big deal about it.
“Tomorrow night. We’ll head towards Silence,” Eagy said.
“Tomorrow night?” Mal asked.
Eagy nodded. “If Demru decides to watch for us, it’ll be during the day.”
“Would he?”
Eagy and Ryph shrugged. “Maybe not,” Ryph said, grinning at her. “He wasn’t anticipating Chesh’s hostility.”
Mal smiled, too. “I’m surprised you allowed his harsh abuse,” she said, her smile turning into a frown.
Ryph gave her a demure smile. “It’s easier to make him leave if he’s ignored than it is to rise to his bait.”
“Which reminds me. How did he change his appearance? Can you do that?”
Ryph laughed. “Sure. I turn into a gryphon. As my name implies.”
“He’s a shifter. Rare,” Eagy said. “Mirka enjoys collecting rare husbands.”
Mal looked at Ryph. The super rare gryphon. “Ah,” she said. 
“I’m not part of a collection,” he growled, his smile threatening.
 
Chesh
Eagy and Ryph had been gone for an hour and Mal was still fuming. Like Ryph, Mal was pretty protective of Eagy. Their encounter with Demru had only encouraged this. It was clear that she hadn’t yet been told all of the torment Eagy had been through over his long, young life. Little by little, she was learning.
There was a time when the two men had sought out a female companion quite actively. A wife. But they weren’t willing to lie about what they were to each other. They weren’t willing to end their relationship for a wife. There had been a handful that they’d actually spoken to. That they’d attempted to join their remcule. 
None of those experiences had ended well for Eagy. And Ryph, who stood by Eagy regardless of what it cost him, was furious every time. Eventually, they gave up looking for a wife and committed to each other. They’d given up hope of finding a wife. Of having chicks – even one.
Then, Mal came along. Mal with a huge heart and morals bigger than the six kingdoms. She must have fallen for them fairly quickly, since it had only been a few months that she’d been in Laddenworn. 
Chesh sat curled up on the bed, watching her on the balcony. She was angry. Not for the first time, she had stated how horrible this place had turned out to be. He didn’t deny that Eagy had been through a lot of heartache. Nor did he think that there weren’t awful people in Laddenworn. Oh, there were quite a few. More than their fair share. 
But that’s not all Laddenworn was. 
He bounded off the bed and found a notepad. On it, he scrawled a quick note to the boys: Took Mal to The Keys for some fun. Stay in. Have a soak together. We won’t be out too late. -C
Dropping it on the bed where it would be readily seen, Chesh approached their brooding girl. Gently, oh so very softly, he stroked her hair when he stopped behind her. Light wafts of soap and her reached his nose and his whole body seemed to vibrate in appreciation. 
Mal glanced up at him and smiled wanly. 
“Come with me,” Chesh said. He loved that she nodded and stood without question. With a too-wide grin, he took her hand and led her from the room. 
When they’d gotten down to the street, Chesh brought her hand up to place on his arm so he could lead her, while also making sure every man looking at her knew that they were to stay far away. He pointed out a shop there and a cafe here. He explained a building that appeared upside down. 
By the time they reached Keys, Mal was smiling at her surroundings. There was a short line when they arrived at the door. A small remcule of five plus one, two men, and a single man. 
“What is this place?” Mal asked as she peeked in the door when the remcule was admitted. 
“Entertainment,” Chesh said. 
She didn’t ask any more questions as they waited for their turn. The single man in front of them had turned at her voice. He stared longingly at Mal with lust-filled eyes. 
Chesh let a low growl fill the air in warning. His eyes snapped to Chesh’s in an instant, the color draining from his face, and he turned back around. 
Mal didn’t seem to notice; she was watching through the plated windows, intently trying to figure out what was going on inside. It wasn’t really the poor fellow’s fault. He hadn’t really meant anything by his staring. When they saw a female, they stared longingly. 
Eventually, it was their time to enter. There was another short line inside, but now they were handed a menu. 
“Dinner?” Mal asked, her face contorted in pretty confusion. 
“Not quite.” He showed her the menu. 
There were eight columns. Each detailed a package of keys you could purchase for the night. It was clear when she looked at him with a demure smile, she wasn’t impressed. Chesh chuckled.
“Do you trust me to decide for us?” he asked.
“Yes, of course. Especially since none of this means anything to me. Seriously, what does ‘key to a raving madashery’ even mean?”
“Oh, you’ll like the madashery, Kitten. That is certainly on our plate tonight.”
She leveled him with a look that she might have meant to be annoyed. Or teasingly annoyed. Instead, it only sent heat through him. 
When the concierge took their order and they were handed four tickets, Mal still only looked at him. Completely nonplussed. No matter. Chesh was not at all discouraged. This part was a bit underwhelming, for sure.
Chesh led her to a green door and handed her a ticket. He gestured for her to place it in a slot. She did so and the slot sucked it up with a grinding sound. The door swung open for their admittance. 
One side of the room was lined with key holes below doorknobs. There were probably eighty options. The other side of the room had a table that spanned the length, lined with keys. Behind them, the door clicked shut and melted into the wall until it was gone. 
Mal looked at the now doorless wall with a frown before looking at Chesh. “Choose a key, Kitten. Then, we find the door it opens.”
She smiled demurely and shook her head. But when she looked at the keys, her expression changed a little. The keys were more than simple keys. They were shaped, colored, intricate, plain, metal, bone, large, gargantuan. Some had wings, while others had scales. A few were too hot to handle without tongs, while others were so cold that you might get frostbite without gloves. 
“Explain this, Cheshy Cat,” she said. 
There was little more he enjoyed than hearing the name she called him drop from her lips. Joy, pleasure, and heat all coursed through his body at her words. 
“Through the doors are different venues of entertainment, part one. The keys give you a sense of what you might encounter,” Chesh said.
“Help me pick one,” she said as her small fingers hovered over one that had a faint yellow glow.
Chesh shook his head. “I’ll help in the next room. You choose. Which one calls to you?”
It was several minutes later before she picked up one that was glittering like jewels. It was roughly the size of her hand with a heart at the end. Her eyes were wide, bright, and wary when she held it up to him. She sought his approval with that look, and he fought himself not to cover her lips with his. 
He nodded and gestured to the other side. She spent the next several minutes later sticking the key in one keyhole and trying to turn it. A couple dozen later, in which Chesh’s pants were starting to feel a little tight in the middle, she found the door that the key unlocked. 
The grin she gave him had him sighing. She held out her hand for him to take before she opened the door. Was cat love a thing? Puppy love was, so what was cat love?
The room glittered like the key. The walls sparkled. The lights flickered and danced, refracting from the many angles of a gem. The tables were covered in rhinestones, as were the people, who were laughing, dancing, touching.
Mal smiled, her eyes lingering on the only other woman in the room. The woman was whispering to a man at her side, eyes wide and playful, not cruel and harsh as so many people she’d come across in Laddenworn.
Mal’s hand slipped into his and she sighed. Chesh grinned. “What are we supposed to do in this room?” she asked, her voice hushed, touching every nerve in his body.
The woman looked up then, meeting Mal’s eyes. She smiled. Mal returned it and the woman went back to the men surrounding her.
“It’s all about touch,” Chesh murmured, taking one of the blinds from the wall just inside the door, holding it up to her. She raised her cute little brow. Bemused. Challengingly. 
“I’ll keep it kid friendly,” he promised, his smile climbing the sides of his face. 
She rolled her eyes but turned her back on him so he could tie the blindfold behind her head. He did so gently, but securely. He guided her to a table. With her hand in his, the back of her hand to his palm, he guided her fingers through satin ridges that dipped between crevices, over ribbed cylinders, under folds. A shiver made her body tremor against his. 
It had been far too long since someone had turned his blood to fire like she did. He moved her down the table, his fingers between hers as they trailed across the satin and into oil. Slick, smooth, sensual.
An intoxicating hum from deep in her throat had Chesh moving her a bit more quickly through the oil than he’d have liked. He really didn’t want an erection right then. To press against her back.
Chesh growled quietly at his body’s response. Damn oil. Mal swallowed and pressed her back to his chest.
Did it just get hotter in there?
“Next room,” Chesh purred at her ear. She shivered again and nodded.
He didn’t remove her blindfold right away but took her to the basin where he washed the oil from her delicate hand. The soap and warm water between their skin as he worked the oil away did nothing but ignite his desire further.
In front of the door, he pulled the blindfold from her and dropped it to the floor as they passed through.
A heady floral scent filled their lungs as they stepped into the garden. A table a dozen paces in front of them held their key choices. Several dozen glinted in the setting sunlight.
“Let me guess,” Mal said, hand on her hip, “we choose a key.”
Chesh grinned. “Yes, my Kitten. This time, I’ll help.”
“Oh?” She turned to look at him. “Didn’t like my choice?”
He chuckled. “It was a perfect choice. These keys are for teas. I’d like to avoid your senses being dulled with a random choice.”
Mal smiled. “Tea. Of course.” She gestured to the table. Chesh guided her beside him, his hand at the base of her back. Her heat was intense, even through clothing. Did women always run this warm? He couldn’t recall.
As with the other key room, they were all different. But Chesh had been to The Keys many times. It took him a moment of sifting through keys for him to find the one he was looking for: a black skeleton key with strange, runic-style carvings. No, they were older than runes. Ancient symbols and lines. Perhaps they meant nothing.
He spun around and handed it to Mal. She studied it and smiled, turning to find the doors. This time, the keys didn’t open doors, though. They opened space. 
Chesh showed Mal how to find the pockets to try the key in. At her giddy laugh, Chesh smiled, trailing her as she hunted the pockets and simply watched her have a good time. 
One pocket – a wrong keyhole – sent petals at her and she laughed. Another sprayed water at her. She looked at Chesh incredulously before breaking into laughter again. This was what Chesh had hoped for. To show Mal that Laddenworn wasn’t all bad. There was fun. There was wonder and good times. Good people.
She finally found the space that accepted her key. It spread and grew, expanded to reveal a little round table with two chairs, a complete tea set with a teapot whistling that its beverage was ready.
Chesh led Mal to a chair before taking the one opposite and pouring them each a cup. He watched as she brought it to her lips and sniffed. Her eyelids fluttered, a small satisfied smile gracing her lips. Her first sip had her humming her pleasure. Her second sip made her sigh and lean back. Over the next minutes, she thoroughly enjoyed her tea.
When she set the cup back on the saucer, she met his eyes. “Well, what kind of tea was that?”
“Chocolate mint,” he answered, finishing his as well.
“Really? That’s all? No relaxation or tingles or anything?”
Chesh laughed. “Not this time, Kitten. Sometimes, tea is just tea.”
“Alright, then. Where to next, Cheshy Cat?”
A grin spread ridiculously wide at the cute name. He stood, offering his hand, and led her to the door. She wasn’t frightened of his sharp teeth, very much on display in his wide smile. Not put off by his ears or tail. Nor his skin covered in jagged stripes.
If she truly accepted what he was, the girl would be perfect. Though, he wasn’t ready to reveal that. Not quite yet.
Through the door was more keys.
“Your turn,” Chesh said.
Once again, Mal examined key after key. It didn’t take her long to choose one this time. It was plain, smooth obsidian. She held it out for him to see. When he nodded, she turned to the wall of keyholes and methodically tried them until she found the one it fit. Three from the end.
The room was dark, lit by candles scattered throughout. The soft, relaxing trickle of water mingled with the soft tinkling of distant chimes and reed flutes. The ambiance was just this side of sensual. 
“Ohh,” Mal whispered. “How tranquil.”
Chesh nodded and guided her further in. They followed stone paths around a koi pond, a fountain trickling water over six pots, through a bonsai garden and into a sand park. Chesh handed her a wide toothed rake and they spent the next half hour drawing designs in the sand. When she’d drawn a crude likeness of Eagy, Ryph, and little kitten, she grinned at him and said she was done. 
It warmed him through that she included him in her little family. Then, she’d look at him with that playful heat in her eyes and Chesh would turn into an inferno.
The next door led them into another tea garden, this one lit by stars instead of sunlight. Chesh handed her a jade key and trailed her as she tried tree after tree until she found the one that jumped aside to reveal a small couch and table with a complete tea set, teapot whistling that their tea was ready.
Chesh sat close to her. Close enough to feel her intoxicating heat. She took up her teacup and leaned into his side as she sipped it. Chesh couldn’t help himself; he wrapped his arm around her shoulders and relaxed with her at his side. Yep, hard to think of something better than that.
Mal giggled. When she turned, eyes wide as if the giggle had offended her, Chesh laughed.
“Only a bubbly tea. Giggles are as volatile as it gets,” he assured her, taking a sip of his own. 
They giggled and chatted nonsensically for the next several minutes until their tea was gone. Then, they waited a while longer for the effects to wear off. 
“Thanks for this,” Mal said, snuggling into his side. “It’s nice to relax for a while.”
Chesh nodded. “We’ve barely scratched the surface of Laddenworn, Kitten. Laddenworn is a whole lot more than what you see.”
Mal nodded. “It’s hard to look beyond the cruelty. Especially when it seems to come at you from all sides. The way Eagy’s treated, simply for being what he is, as if it was a choice.”
“Eagy’s stronger than you give him credit for.”
She shook her head. “I’m not arguing his strength. That doesn’t make it okay to be treated like shit. Just because he is strong doesn’t mean the words don’t hurt him, Chesh. He’s been told these things his entire life. So much and so often, he’s started believing it.”
“The Eagy that showed up in Tulgey two weeks ago to find me is happy. Strong. He knows his worth and has something to truly fight for. You’ve given him a life he wants to live, Kitten. He’s no longer hiding himself away behind his beast. He’s fighting back, fighting for what he wants.”
Mal smiled. “And Ryph?”
“Ryph’s only concern in life has always been to keep his eaglet happy and safe. To protect him. You’ve expanded his world, showing him that not all women are wicked and manipulative. That they can speak kindly and honestly.”
She didn’t respond for several minutes. He’d give his tail to know what she was thinking.
“You really think I did all that?” she asked.
Chesh nodded. “Come on,” he said, getting to his feet and pulling her up alongside him. “Tonight’s about fun. We can be serious again tomorrow.”
As the tea settled, Chesh opened the door to the Bulcaet. The music pulsed the air against their skin. The lights flickered in eerie sensuality. The bodies bounced and rollicked as the walls and floor spun in opposite directions. 
Chesh glanced to Mal. Her eyes were glued to the grinding bodies in front of them. He grinned as her head quirked to the side. She’d been with animals too long; she was starting to pick up their mannerisms. 
“Dance with me,” he purred in her ear. 
She shivered against him and nodded with a smile. 
They did dance. For a time, Mal watched around them. The spinning floor threw her off balance for several rounds until he gently brought her face to his. 
“Watch me, Kitten.”
Mal nodded and they danced. He didn’t touch her. He thought that if he did, it would be his undoing. They danced close. There was barely a breath of a space between them before their bodies touched. Her eyes remained on his. 
It seemed Mal wanted to test his limits after the eighth spin that she no longer noticed. She placed her small hands on his chest. Then, she drew them down to his stomach. Her eyes seemed to glow a bit in the strange lighting. The corners of her lips quirked as her fingers traced his abdominal muscles through his shirt. 
She liked what she felt. The room spun again and Chesh could no longer keep his hands to himself. On her shoulders, running down her arms until they reached her hands on his stomach. He twisted their fingers together and removed them from his body. His body was too hot, he was sure he was going to burn her. 
The room spun and she brought their hands in the air above their heads. At their apex, she did a little squirmy thing that made his grin far too predatory. She grinned up at him and he brought their hands down to their sides. He wasn’t sure which of them moved, but their lips were hungrily pressed together in the next moment. Her lips parted before he could ask, and he wasted no time exploring her mouth with his tongue. 
She tasted exquisite. And she teased. Eagerly tasted him. Drew him in deeper. 
The room spun and they broke apart. Her lips were still slightly parted, the corners turned up ever so slightly. He was sure she’d have kissed him again except that a body pressed firmly to her back startled them both.
Chesh had only a moment to stop himself from reacting when he saw that it was Ryph. Ryph’s hands had gone to her hips, his lips to her neck. She was grinning, her face turned towards his, eyelids lowered. 
It was only Chesh’s animal ears that allowed him to hear Ryph’s words when he said, “Come to bed.” Ryph reached down and untwined one of their hands to turn her around. She allowed it, so Chesh did as well. 
He was pleased that her grip on his other hand tightened. She did not let that hand go. Even as she nodded. Even as he drew her away, backing through the crowd with his hands on her waist, drawing her with him. Even as they left the Bulcaet and headed for the streets. She kept hold of his hand.
It was dark. The moon was high in the sky. Eagy was standing there looking cross with his arms folded over his chest. He was more irritated when he saw that Mal was not going to let go of Chesh’s hand. 
And she didn’t release him until she had to. When they were upstairs in their room and Ryph was pulling her shirt over her head, she was finally forced to let him go. 
Chesh pulled away from them. It was difficult since she immediately reached for his hand again once her shirt was on the floor. He turned his back to them. He wouldn’t let himself be tempted. His first time with her would not be with the gryphon or eaglet. He would have her to himself. After that, he didn’t think he’d care. 
Facing the washroom where he planned to make his escape, Eagy was standing in front of the door with his arms still folded in aggravation. 
“Why did-”
“Eag,” Chesh said, cutting him off, “She’s beginning to think the best way to save Laddenworn is by burning it to the ground and starting over. She needs to know that it’s worth saving. That not everyone here is cruel and should be sentenced to death.”
His eyes narrowed. “I-”
“She feels a great deal for you. And you’ve been through a rough few decades. Now, she’s seeing firsthand how people treat younglings and it disgusts her. I don’t disagree that those assholes should be made examples of, but that’s not everyone. I daresay it’s not even the majority. It’s just the people we end up mixing with in our endeavor. Laddenworn shouldn’t be destroyed. It needs to be fought for. Even you know that.”
Eagy didn’t answer. While Chesh had been talking, both of their attention was on their conversation. But now that they had ended in a lull, Ryph and Mal’s sounds were very clearly filling the room. And by the sounds of it, he had just pushed his way into her.
Sheer matter of will allowed him to ignore it and force his body to remain cool. Looking at Eagy, he knew the little eagle didn’t have that kind of will. His skin flushed a warm pink. His pants were tenting quickly.
Then, his eyes turned back to Chesh’s. “You said you wouldn’t keep her out late.”
“I know. I didn’t realize the time. And she was having fun.”
“Something could have-”
“She was safe,” Chesh insisted.
“Yeah, but-”
“She. Was. Safe,” Chesh growled. 
Eagy took a breath in the same moment Mal let out a cry of pleasure that Chesh felt in his whole body. He shivered. He needed to get out of the room. 
“I worry,” Eagy said at last, his eyes watching his lovers. 
“We can talk about this tomorrow. Join them and let me be,” Chesh said.
As if Chesh had actually dismissed him, Eagy nodded once and stalked to the bed, pulling his shirt over his head as he went. Though his etchings were all over his skin, from the top of his skull to the pads of his feet, you’d not know that when he was completely covered, save for his hands and his neck up. But once his shirt came off and more of his skin was exposed, those etchings looked darker. The firelight flickered and cast long shadows along the marks, making them look cruel.
Chesh turned and headed into the washroom, shutting the door behind him. The marks were cruel, in a sense. They marked him as what he was. An eaglet. What he’d always be in this frozen time. Unable to grow. Unable to age.
He started the water and lit the fire under the tub. As it filled, he methodically pulled off one item of clothing and folded it, concentrating fully on what he was doing and the sound of the water. By the time the water shut off and he climbed in, he was pretty calm. 
Then, their noises met his ears. Even muffled through the door, they were an instant aphrodisiac. He sighed and leaned back, his hand going down to wrap around his hardening cock.
 
 




The Frozen Time
Mal
“Remind me again why we’re going to Silence. It took me weeks to find my way out the first time,” Mal said as they passed through the tree line. It had taken them less than half the night to trudge through Childhood by moonlight to reach the edge of Silence. Eagy had maintained that they needed to leave by the light of the moon. Avoid any eyes that may be curious.
“We need more muscle, you said,” Chesh quipped. “I know where to find muscle.”
“In Silence,” Mal deadpanned. 
Chesh nodded, a coy smile spreading. “A whole lot of muscle.”
“Who are we looking for exactly?” Eagy asked.
“A rabbit, of course.”
Ryph laughed, positively amused. Eagy groaned. Mal looked between the three of them curiously. 
“Please tell me you have someone specific in mind,” Eagy said.
Chesh shrugged. “Depends who we stumble across first. Lack or Own, we can gather more than one. Wyat or Sed, we stick with one.”
“They don’t play well with other rabbits,” Ryph said to Mal.
Mal was having a hard time picturing this. Rabbits. Little fluffy things. And lots of muscle. Right…
“I don’t really care for Own,” Eagy said. “Anyone else, I’m fine with.”
“Are you?” Chesh asked, tilting his head to the side.
Eagy glanced at Mal. He hesitated a moment before sighing. “A dozen is average,” he mumbled.
Mal raised a brow at him. “I need muscle, Eagy. Not more dicks.”
Ryph laughed, the jovial sound echoing off the trees. Mal couldn’t help herself from smiling as Eagy blushed. Ryph’s laugh always made her smile.
More gently, Mal said, “Seriously, Eagy, I’m not looking for more lovers. I don’t even care whether the muscle is male. I’d be happy with a badass woman or some loyal animals.”
Eagy gave her a demure smile. “Noted.”
They walked through the night and the following day. An inn was still more than a day’s hike, so they settled camp under a mushroom once more. Mal was so exhausted, she was asleep as soon as her head hit the ground.
Changing sleeping patterns was not her favorite pastime while traveling. What she appreciated about traveling through Silence was the lack of eyes. Which meant that she didn’t need to wear her magical hair clip or Eagy’s hoodie. She could be herself, openly.
Chesh spent much of the following day as a cat. Dark gray with black stripes ringing his body and tail. He was a large feline, something barely smaller than a wild coon. He was glorious, especially those strange, fiery teal cat eyes.
Instead of stopping for lunch, they ate dried fruit, smoked meat, and chunks of bread as they walked. Chesh remained in his cat shape, climbing trees, jumping from branch to branch, darting across their path. Mal was amused watching him.
“So,” she said after several minutes of trying to chew through some jerky. “Is there a rebellion group? Every good story with tyrannical royal rulers has a group of rebels.”
Ryph grinned.
“Steele,” Eagy said. “It’s a decent sized group but they’re a bit…”
“Mad?” Mal offered.
Eagy nodded. “Well, yes but I was going for draconian. They’re almost as cruel and convoluted as the Queens.”
“Still, it might be a good idea to check in with them,” Ryph said. “They hate the queens and we can count on them to work against them, if nothing else.”
“Their numbers are worth a conversation, at least,” Eagy agreed. 
“You don’t sound particularly thrilled about them,” Mal noted as Chesh leapt down from a mushroom and shot off to their left. 
“Their leaders are knaves,” Ryph said.
“For which kingdom?” Mal asked.
Ryph glanced at her, momentarily confused. Then, he grinned. “No, I don’t mean an actual knave. I mean they’re dishonest, unethical.”
“Untrustworthy,” Eagy added.
“So, you don’t get along…” Mal ventured.
“We get on fine, but I’d rather not work with them until the last minute. Their methods are almost as bloody as the Queens’.”
“Great,” Mal sighed.
Chesh skidded by, chasing a blur of white. White rabbit, Mal mused. Why not?
Mal, Eagy, and Ryph stopped as Chesh made constant mad dashes after the white rabbit, cutting the three of them off, almost tripping them as the rabbit wove between their feet. It seemed safer to stand still.
“Who is it?” Mal asked, feeling a little foolish for talking about a rabbit as if it were a person. But it must be, right? After all, the Cheshire Cat was a person. The rabbit must be, too. 
“Hard to say when I can’t get a good look at him,” Ryph said. “I think it’s Lack. He doesn’t like to be caught.”
“Nah, he loves being caught. As long as he is released after,” Eagy said.
The chase came to a sudden stop when Chesh-the-cat caught the rabbit. He pranced into their path with the rabbit’s neck in its mouth, looking pretty smug.
Mal grinned. “And who did you find, Cheshy Cat?” 
Chesh made a muffled yeowl around the rabbit’s fur. 
Then, the rabbit grew before their eyes. Of all possible, realistic heights a person could be, the rabbit surpassed them all. He towered over Mal, over the men with her. And then, he kept growing. Somewhere over seven feet, she guessed, he topped out.
But then, he was well proportioned, too. Big in all senses of the word. Hulking and bulky with taut muscle. Though he wore pants, a whole lot of skin was on display from his hips up. He looked like he was made of stone. Marble, specifically, complete with grey veining throughout his hard, smooth, chiseled surface.
He wore what might have been a leather jacket at one point, but the arms were ripped off. It was stretched and ripped and scratched, covered in ink and patches.
His hair was platinum under white rabbit ears. Like Ache, he probably had a tail. Unlike Ache, his eyes were not a warm chocolate, but the pinky-red of a pure white rabbit.
His sheer size and freaky eyes alone made Mal step back the moment the grey and black striped Cheshire Cat jumped off the big man’s shoulders and landed on two human feet, his tail flicking, grin spreading. 
“Wyat, I was hoping to find you,” Chesh purred.
Wyat looked at each of them in turn, his eyes lingering on Mal. From the inside of his pocket, he pulled a pocket watch. Without taking his eyes from Mal, he popped the cover open. With a glance down at the ticking face, he smiled. 
Mal’s heart stuttered at the smile. He was good looking, sure, but there was something truly unsettling about his eyes. Was he a demon?
“You’re late,” he said in a voice very gruff and… was that an accent?
Mal burst out laughing. By the way the men looked at her, she was sure they thought she’d gone mad. “Finally,” Mal stuttered, “someone says what I’m expecting them to say.”
Wyat tilted his head to the side, studying her like the animal he was. A smile twitched at the corners of his lips. “Cat,” Wyat said at last, “Why have you chased me?”
“Cat and mouse?” Chesh suggested.
Wyat chuckled. “Do I look like a mouse?”
“You’re far fluffier. And taste better,” Chesh said, licking his lips.
“We’re recruiting and need some strength,” Eagy said.
Wyat dropped his watch back into his pocket. “For?”
Eagy glanced at Mal. “To take out the Queens, of course.”
Wyat’s expression didn’t change. He remained hard and unpassing as his frightening eyes moved back to Mal. “Are you The One?”
Yes, that certainly was an accent. One that sent little tingles all through her. Must be pretty close to British. Mmm…
With a mental shake, Mal took a breath. “I’m going to try.”
Wyat nodded, watching her further. As if he were visually dissecting her to find the truth.
“She’s The One,” Ryph said. “We have plans, theories. We need more numbers and bigger muscles.”
Wyat didn’t shift his gaze from Mal for several long minutes. When he did, it was to dig out several more pocket watches, which he alternated between studying quite thoroughly and barely glancing at. He tapped one several times, but it made no ticks. Others were loud, echoing off the trees. One, he consulted for several minutes alone. 
Mal sighed. A yes or no would suffice. There were other rabbits. Other muscle.
She was pulled from her internal grumble when Wyat tossed one of his watches at her. Mal didn’t react in time. Ryph reached out to pluck it from the air before it hit her in the chest.
He didn’t look at it but dropped it into her raised hands as he glared at the giant rabbit.
Mal studied the cover. A sword inside a crown. The border was the four suits of a deck of cards. It was heavy. Solid. Dead. She didn’t have to open it to know it wasn’t working.
Mal looked at him, unimpressed. 
“I have the muscle you need, little Bunny, but we’ve all been taken with Wrong Ones before. You make the watch work and I pledge myself to you.”
“I don’t need an arrogant alpha,” Mal said, frowning. “There are other rabbits.”
Wyat’s sudden booming laugh made her start.
“We want Wyat,” Ryph whispered as Wyat continued to laugh loudly.
Chesh grinned at her widely.
“Play his game, Mal,” Eagy said, exasperatedly.
Mal glared at the still laughing man. Frowning further, she said, “I’m not going to jump through hoops for help.” She dropped his watch to the mossy ground. He became eerily serious, something flashing in his eyes. “You want in or you don’t. I have nothing to prove to you.”
“Actually, you have a lot to prove, Cold Lander. You’re Twenty-Eight. That means we’ve been disappointed twenty-seven times. We’ve been punished, oppressed, and tortured further twenty-seven times. You have a lot to prove, tiny Bunny. Not just to me. But if you want Laddenworn behind you, you need to prove yourself to everyone. We’re done following blindly when it means, upon your failure, we lose our lives, too.”
Mal swallowed, feeling immediately chastised. Sometimes, she forgot that this was no longer a story. A fairy tale. These were lives, real lives, she was playing with.
“Prove to me you’re worth dying for. Make the watch tick again. If you’re The One, you’ll do so.”
She looked at the watch she so carelessly threw down. She would make it tick. She would. She would be The One they needed. The One to fix, not their story, but their reality. Their lives. 
Mal picked it up and clicked the top to make it spring open. The face of the clock was just as beautiful as the outside and clearly old.
She stared at it for a long time. Tapped the face. Shook it. Then, felt embarrassed for her less-than-impressive tactics.
“I’m not a watchmaker,” she said quietly, not looking at them as she silently willed it to tick. “I’ve trained with blades, with nonsense, with magical theory. With reimaginings. Not with making clocks work.”
Wyat stepped closer to her, closing the distance in three long strides, and closed his hands over the watch in hers. When she looked up – way up – into his pinky-red eyes, there was no longer a hard distance in his gaze. Now an earnestness, a softer look on the giant of a man before her.
“There’s nothing wrong with the watch. It’s the time you need to reason with,” he said. His voice, with that delicious would-be British accent, settled over her. 
She nodded. As he backed away, Mal found herself willing the little hunk of metal gears to tick again. Please, she inwardly begged, closing her hands tightly around it. Please, work again.
Then, an idea struck her. She opened it, stared at the little hands pointing to exactly six. Six o’clock. 
“It’s exactly two days behind,” she mumbled to herself.
Eagy and Ryph glanced at each other. She caught the look as she raised her eyes again. “We need to set up camp. I need tea. And some jam, if we have any.”
Chesh grinned, his smile stretching wide, displaying his sharp teeth.
“We’ll make the inn by nightfall if we keep moving,” Eagy said.
Mal shook her head. “There’s no time for that. Tea and jam. Please.”
Eagy looked at her for a minute. When he glanced at Ryph, who shrugged, he sighed and nodded. “Come on,” he said as he turned off the path. A path Mal still couldn’t see.
Several anxiety-filled minutes later, in which Mal kept the watch strangled in her hands, they began the routine of setting up camp. Chesh and Wyat went out to gather firewood while Eagy, Ryph, and Mal readied the area for camp.
The fire crackling in the makeshift pit they prepared, Mal watched the kettle, willing it to boil quickly. It seemed to take hours, but eventually she had a cup of hot tea in front of her, a jar of jam, and the mockingly silent pocket watch.
There was magic in Wonderland. There was still magic in Laddenworn, as her clip proved. She had no real idea how to access that magic, but she needed to try.
Theory stated that magic in Wonderland was based on nonsense. There was no better nonsense than that of the original telling of Wonderland. 
Chewing the inside of her lip, she willed this ridiculous effort to work with every ounce of will in her. Before she could talk herself out of it, out of possibly destroying an exquisite and very old pocket watch, she took the knife and pried the back off. It released with a quiet pop. She used the knife to spread jam over the meticulously kept, beautiful gears and pushed the back closed. It latched with a click. Jam squeezed out of the seal. 
She flipped it, unlatched the cover and wound it forty-eight hours ahead while repeating, “It’s two days slow,” until it rested at six o’clock again. As if the jam wasn’t enough to destroy the innards, she dunked the whole of it into her tea twice.
With a shaking hand, she opened it again and set it on the forest floor in the middle of the five of them.
“Curious,” Chesh noted.
Eagy watched it, clearly willing it to tick as well. Ryph looked unphased, as if the outcome didn’t matter. Wyat looked between Mal and the watch with a brow raised. 
And they waited.
And waited.
And waited some more.
Mal was ready to either give up or try her mad scheme again when a single tick sounded from the watch. But did the second hand move? They all stared at it, utterly still. Even so, the tock that eventually followed the tick was a clear sound, though Mal was still unsure if the second hand moved. It wasn’t until the second hand was several seconds ahead that they were sure that it was moving, though not keeping proper time.
As if it knew it was slacking, the watch suddenly sped up, moving ahead several minutes at first, then back an hour before moving ahead once more, to land back at six o’clock. 
That was when it started keeping time.
“Yes!” Mal exclaimed. She looked at Wyat with a triumphant smile.
He smiled back. “Well, Bunny, I’m all yours, to do with as you please. I lay my life in your hands.”
She continued to smile as she looked at the others.
“Great,” Eagy said, though his voice wasn’t nearly as pleased as Mal thought it should be. “But tell me, Wyat, how do you have watches that work?” He took one out of his pants pocket that had frozen at six as well.
Wyat shrugged. The next thing Mal knew, he’d dumped several dozen pocket watches onto the mossy floor in front of them. There were perhaps a dozen that were keeping time. The others were all stuck at six o’clock.
“Some keep time,” Wyat said, nudging one out of the heap. “Some stop after they reach the end of their count down and never start up again. Once in a while, a random one will start up for an unknown reason.” He lifted the first one he’d pulled out of his pocket after Chesh had ‘caught’ him. “But the vast majority never start up again.”
“How do you have any that tick at all?” Ryph mused.
“I once was owed a favor by Time. Perhaps since I never called it in, this was how that unpaid favor is playing out.”
Mal shook her head at all the strange concepts he’d just spewed. Perhaps he was madder than she’d anticipated. 
“How could you possibly have gained a favor with Time?” Eagy asked, incredulously.
“I saved Time from being killed.” He shrugged.
“Killing time,” Mal laughed.
Wyat grinned at her, nodding.
Then, she shook her head. “Okay, wait. Time has stopped? It’s standing still?”
“Not standing still,” Ryph said. “Frozen. All time, all clocks have been frozen at the same time.”
“Six o’clock,” Eagy supplied.
Mal reflected on this for several minutes. Long after they’d heated their meal of stew and bread, washing it down with tea and berries.
“There’s a retelling where the Queen of Hearts captures time in a pocket watch, successfully freezing time. Causing the same day to replay over and over. Is it possible that that’s what happened here?” Mal asked.
The four men looked between themselves before Wyat shook his head, though Mal didn’t think he’d done so with any kind of conviction. “I won’t say it’s impossible. As many as six impossible things can become possible before breakfast. But Time is awfully big to fit into a pocket watch.”
Ryph nodded.
“Perhaps a grandfather clock,” Chesh suggested. 
Mal wasn’t sure if Chesh was serious or not, but she nodded anyways. 
“I don’t suppose one of these tell when time will be thawed,” Mal asked, unhopefully.
Wyat picked one up. One that was frozen. He tossed it to her. This time, she caught it easily.
“That one’s not meant for you, Bunny. No amount of tea and jam will make it run as it should,” Wyat said. 
There was a man on the front. A man holding a sundial in one hand and an hourglass in the other. When she released the cover, the face was intricate with more than one set of hands. It was utterly still. 
Mal tossed it back. Wyat deposited all his watches back into various pockets.
As they sat quietly around their fire that evening, Mal asked, “Well, we have our muscle.” She smiled at Wyat who gave her a charming smile back, despite his unsettling eyes. “Who next?”
“We need more muscle but Wyat is good for at least a dozen muscles,” Ryph said.
“Let’s find some brains next,” Chesh suggested.
Wyat glared at him, ears twitching, muscles coiling as if getting ready to pounce on the cat.
Ryph laughed delightedly. Even Eagy couldn’t hide his smile fully.
Chesh grinned at Wyat. “Calm down, silly rabbit. I mean we need some proper battle strategy. Some planning.”
Wyat narrowed his eyes, not fully believing Chesh. 
“Do you have someone in mind?” Mal asked.
“Wally is the best.” His grin spread up the sides of his face to his temples, looking eerily like a monster in the closet. 
 
 




More Storeys and Less Magic
Mal
Ryph walked into the inn first and immediately pushed Mal back out. She went to complain until she heard the rhythmic stomps, scrapes, and claps. The chilled silence as the creepy harmony met their ears echoed off the surrounding trees.
Eagy swore. Mal hadn’t realized they needed to be wary of the strange Storeys. Once again, Eagy pulled his hoodie off himself and pulled it over Mal’s head, trapping her arms at her sides. As she struggled into the sleeves and pulled back the hood, Eagy was already sticking the hair clip in her hair.
Around her shoulders, long cerulean curls fell.
Yeah, she thought. Very inconspicuous. 
Eagy raised the hood over her locks again. “I have half a mind to just move on,” he mumbled. 
They didn’t move on. Ryph and Chesh went in first, followed by Mal and Eagy with Wyat taking up the rear. 
The dance of the Storeys filled the air, bounced off the walls and mingled with their words. They didn’t stop long enough to listen. Ryph made quick work of securing them a room. Before Mal could make out more than a line of the story the Storeys were reciting, Mal was ushered into the back, towards the stairs.
The room was tidy, though not big. She’d become used to that when they stayed within Silence. Tulgey’s inns were only slightly bigger.
“Are there any Villages or Patches in Silence?” Mal asked as the men set down their bundles and bags and she pulled her disguise off.
“Not permanent settlements,” Eagy answered as he started immediately unpacking the packs onto the table.
Predictably, Ryph went to check out the washroom.
“Meaning there are nomadic settlements? Like gypsies?”
Eagy stopped and looked at her curiously. Ryph asked, “Nomads?” at the same time Wyat asked, “Gypsies?”
Chesh chuckled. “More like nomads than gypsies,” he supplied.
The other three men looked at Chesh with as much confusion as they had Mal. Mal nodded.
Eagy shook his head. “While we are safe enough here for now, we need to make sure the Storeys leave before we decide if we can stay here for a few days.”
“Why would we stay?” Mal asked.
“No need to camp when we don’t need to,” Ryph said. “Besides, we found what we came to Silence to find.” He smiled his golden smile at Wyat.
Wyat grinned in return as he leaned on the wall by the window.
“I think you just want to be close to a tub,” Mal teased.
He grinned and shrugged, not at all denying it.
“Before we run through the tub,” Eagy said, giving Ryph a pointed look, “The hair clip is not serving the purpose I had hoped it would. We need to find a way to make Mal appear to be native. Any suggestions?”
“There’s an old story,” Chesh offered, “of a Queen’s fan that granted gifts to the bearer. Although, I should point out that the gifts have always appeared to be random. What one needs most at the time. Though, it’s arguably our greatest need for Mal to appear like a native, there’s no guarantee that’s the gift we’ll receive.”
A hand fan. Certainly sounds… logical?
“Alright. Any other ideas?” Eagy asked.
“These are temporary solutions, right?” Mal asked. “I don’t want to change permanently.”
“Yes,” all four men said in unison.
She nodded, relief settling over her. With that in mind, she was content to sit back and let them discuss options.
“I’ve ingested a tri-colored mushroom that made me into a Serpent for the span of a week,” Wyat said, frowning. 
Eagy glanced at Mal. “That’s… an option. Where do we find them?”
“Deep in silence. Along the ridge of the Cravat Mountains.”
Ryph made a face, clearly not impressed. Chesh and Eagy frowned.
“Where is the fan?” Mal asked.
Chesh shook his head. “In a ‘pokey little house’ on ‘the back of a Mouse’ as the story goes.”
Eagy sighed. “Any other ideas are welcome.”
“House and Mouse. Like a dormouse?” Mal asked.
“You’ve seen Demru,” Eagy said indifferently.
“But surely there are other dormouses. Uh, dormice, I mean.”
Eagy paused once more in his unpacking. “There’s a Mouse Colony we can check in with.”
Mal nodded.
“What about Wally?” Ryph asked.
“Last I heard, he was in Wabe,” Chesh said. “I’ll send a message. He’ll answer eventually.”
“Eventually?” Mal asked skeptically.
He grinned. “Wally is… different. A genius. He’s been used for his genius before, not for the good. So, he hides now.”
“What makes you think he’ll answer?” Eagy asked.
“Because he owes me a favor,” Chesh grinned.
“I didn’t realize people paid with favors,” Mal said.
“Sometimes,” Eagy answered.
“The key is not to be on the owing end of the favor,” Ryph said, “while also being in the position to grant them.”
Mal nodded.
“Okay, I’m going for a soak,” Ryph said.
“I’ll keep an eye on the Storeys,” Wyat said.
“And I’ll go listen to stories. You never know what you might learn,” Chesh said, joining Wyat at the door. 
The water in the washroom turned on. Ryph stuck his head back into the room. “Wanna join me?”
Eagy nodded, leaving his bags for later.
“Mal?” Ryph asked.
Mal looked at him. Eagy turned back when he reached the door. They expected her to say no, as she had all other times Ryph had asked. After all, they had been walking for a few days.
But those days had been short and not strenuous. She didn’t feel as dirty as she usually did when he asked.
So, she stood and smiled, crossing the room to the beautiful men. “Yes.”
 
Eagy
The surprise that rushed through him at her agreement to join them in the tub was only outdone by the instant arousal at the prospect of being naked and wet with both Ryph and Mal.
Ryph’s wide eyes soon turned hungry as she stopped in front of them. He kissed their Mal. Eagy was not at all prepared for how much their kiss added to his own arousal. Seeing the way he wanted her should make him uneasy, insecure. Jealous, at least. It did nothing of the sort. Because he knew she wanted him as well.
As if to prove his thoughts right, she turned and kissed Eagy with just as much heat. Eagy groaned.
The three of them stumbled into the washroom. They fumbled and giggled as they tried to pull each other’s clothes off. Then, they groped their way into the tub. 
Ryph pushed Mal into Eagy’s lap. Pressed her firmly against his chest as he continued to devour her. Eagy pulled her by her hips more squarely into his lip, rubbing his erection on her back. At her ass. 
He moaned. The sound seemed to encourage both Mal and Ryph. Before Eagy could consider the logistics of how this position would play out effectively, Ryph had Mal’s legs spread as he straddled Eagy’s trapped legs. He was pushing inside their Mal when she reached behind her and grabbed a fistful of Eagy’s hair.
Eagy grunted in time with her, the tug on his hair tightening with every inward thrust Ryph made.
Eagy reached around to her breasts, massaging, pinching, encouraged by the noises she made. He never spent enough time on them. 
“Fuck,” Eagy hissed, his arousal hitting heights he couldn’t remember the last time he reached. 
Mal released his hair and gripped both of Ryph’s shoulders.
Ryph was pushing roughly inside her, over and over and over, slamming her into Eagy rhythmically. He was glad Mal liked it rough since Ryph didn’t know how to be easy. Eagy’s hard cock was ready to burst, but he refused to allow it until he was inside her. Never again would he blow it somewhere that wasn’t in their Mal. 
But damn, the way Ryph was causing her back to grind into him was near torture. His erection was trapped between his stomach and her back, the water doing nothing but coaxing his orgasm to the front of his mind. So wet. So slick. So hot. 
Eagy groaned and laid his head back. Whose idea was it to get in the tub together? As if he needed to ask. 
“I want you both,” Mal said while grunting at Ryph’s hard movements.
“Yes,” Ryph groaned.
“Right now,” she said. 
Eagy brought his hands to her shoulders and followed along their wet length to where they held onto Ryph’s shoulders. He held her hands, tucking his fingers between hers. 
“You have us,” Ryph said. “Fuck, you have us, babe.”
“Yours,” Eagy agreed, grinding his cock into her. He bowed his head, his lips on her shoulder. “Yours, Mal.”
“No,” she said impatiently. “Both of you, now! At the same time.”
Ryph stilled almost instantly. “We’re here,” he whispered.
“Ugh,” she grumbled. “Inside me at the same time-”
“How?” Ryph asked, interrupting her. Eager. Always eager.
“I think you can manage this concept. I’ve seen you two together,” she deadpanned.
“You- I-” 
It was clear Ryph’s mind couldn’t quite grasp what she was saying. 
“You want me in your-” Eagy said.
She nodded, shifting so she could turn her head to look at him. “But, it’s my first time like that. So, be gentle?”
Eagy swallowed. Was this girl perfect? Why didn’t they all come this way? He nodded and moved his hand between them. “Ryph, help me,” he said. 
Ryph’s arms went between them, under her legs, and lifted her a little off Eagy’s lap. He couldn’t see what he was doing so it felt like a lot of fumbling until he was lined up properly. “Okay?” he asked, quietly.
Mal nodded.
Gently, he pushed his head in. The sensation was almost too much, she was so tight. He could feel her muscles constrict around him and he bit his lip so he wouldn’t groan. When he’d gotten a little further than his head, he let himself go and moved both of his hands to her hips.
“Easy,” he told Ryph.
He could feel Ryph trembling. Eagy knew it wasn’t because she was heavy. He wasn’t convinced Ryph had any notion of what ‘heavy’ meant. The man was a beast, literally. It was easy to be fooled looking at him but then, you wouldn’t know he was gryphon either unless you saw him with his shirt off. And he, like Eagy, always wore long sleeves.
No, he was shaking because he was excited. He was insanely aroused. And he was lowering her as slowly as he could manage in that arousal. 
Mal tensed and gasped, her fingers digging into Ryph’s shoulders. He continued to pull her down anyways when Eagy would have stopped. Ryph was not a gentle lover. He never had been. Not in the beginning and not now. But he was generous and eager to please. 
Eagy was close to being completely inside her when she let out a choked sound and told them to stop. Ryph froze while Eagy tried to back away. He couldn’t since his back was already pressed hard against the tub.
One of Ryph’s hands released her leg and Eagy felt it at the base of his cock. “Almost there,” he said.
“Don’t push her,” Eagy said.
“I know but you’re so close, Mal. Almost. Just a bit more-”
“Ryph-”
“No, no. Just stop for a minute. Hold still, Eagy,” she said between strained breaths. 
Neither man moved. She squirmed a little. Eagy had to close his eyes at the sensation. So very tight and getting tighter when she used her muscles. He was throbbing. He really hoped she couldn’t feel that. Eagy wasn’t sure if it would hurt her, too.
“Okay,” she said at last. “I’m ready.”
Ryph wasn’t at all slow with the last couple inches. He slid her down in one fluid motion. He wasn’t rough about it. Just basically let her weight settle on top of Eagy and sheath him completely. Mal cried out. Eagy swore at Ryph. Ryph was making cooing sounds, trying to soothe her. 
After what felt like seconds, Mal said, “Move, Ryph. Fuck me.”
And he did. 
Eagy lost it pretty quick. He was not prepared to feel Ryph’s cock rub against his with such a thin membrane between them. Nor was he prepared for the ecstatic cries Mal let loose as she told Ryph exactly how she wanted him. 
Ryph’s thrusts weren’t as deep as they could have been because she wanted him moving fast. His movements made Mal slide up and down a few inches on Eagy. Then, she leaned back against Eagy’s chest, her head further back onto his shoulder. 
“Eagy,” she breathed. “My gods you feel good.”
Eagy almost lost it again.
“What’s gods?” Ryph asked.
She shook her head as Eagy wrapped both his arms around her, one coming up to the top of her shoulder between her marvelous breasts. He looked down her body to watch Ryph move in and out. As if he could get any more turned on, well, that did it. He pulled Mal down onto him in time to Ryph pulling out. 
“Fucking whiskers,” Eagy said, groaning. “Why haven’t we done this before?”
Ryph’s mouth was on his, kissing him sloppily. That rough tongue of his dragged across the roof of his mouth, making Eagy moan. They kissed hungrily, Mal’s moans getting louder all the while. Ryph’s mouth left Eagy’s to cover Mal’s. She was still moaning, but it was muffled.
Eagy didn’t think Ryph had any rhythm to what he was doing. He was just doing. It wasn’t until he released Mal’s lips and asked her if she was ready to come that Eagy thought that maybe Ryph knew a whole lot more than Eagy. 
Mal nodded. “Yes, Ryph. Make me come.”
Ryph paused his thrusting to shift. His arms went under her legs, bringing them up higher. Eagy thought that might be uncomfortable. She now had no balance or leverage to position herself against either of them. Ryph pushed deep into her, using his weight to get further than he could with just a thrust. The weight of him pushed her body down harder, making Eagy deeper as well. 
She bucked against him. “Please, Ryph. Oh, gods, you feel so good. The way you fill me-”
Her words were cut off when he pulled back. She whimpered. He pressed inside her again, slowly, using his weight once more. She bucked again, her moan loud with need. Eagy could feel his own orgasm pulse in him, settling, ready to explode. 
Ryph carried this slow rhythm until she was begging him. He picked up the pace and Eagy could feel her body tense. Somehow, Ryph still didn’t get it right. 
When Eagy looked at Ryph’s face, he knew that Ryph knew exactly what he was doing. He watched Mal with a hungry smile, his eyes dark and intent. 
“Ready?” the beast asked. 
“Yes,” she almost screamed. “Come with me.”
Ryph grunted. On the next slide in, he held his position long enough that he shifted again. Just a little. When he pulled back out, he met Eagy’s eyes with a grin. “Hang onto her, Eagy. She’s going to go wild.”
Eagy’s arms gripped her tighter. A moment later, Ryph drove into her. Her cry this time went straight to Eagy’s cock. Ryph knew how to please her and he did. She screamed out his name once. Twice. Told him to keep going, don’t stop. Then screamed Eagy’s name. Wherever his seed came from that time, since he’d just released it a minute prior, Eagy had no idea, but he lost more in her.
Somewhere in this madness, he heard Ryph’s beast roar. His wings burst out as he bucked wildly. Water sloshed over the sides of the tub, steam and hissing rising up where it met with the fire below them. Eagy’s ears rang with all the wonderful noise. 
It died down and the three of them settled. Mal dropped her head onto Eagy’s shoulder. Ryph tucked his into her neck. The three of them stayed still to catch their breath, still deeply connected between their legs. 
This had been something Eagy hadn’t known would feel anything like it had. A woman likes this? Likes it in her bottom? Would take two men at one time? That they could feel each other? He could still feel Ryph against him and he loved it. Loved how he could feel them both so deeply at the same damn time.
And then Ryph. He always seemed to know what he was doing. Eagy would never be able to please their Mal like he had. How had he known? How had he found that place that made her react so? Where was that place?
At that moment, he felt a bit inadequate. What he did know was Ryph. “Out of the tub,” Eagy said. “Bed.”
Ryph moved almost instantly. In one fluid movement, he stood, taking Mal with him. Eagy was pulled from her in a very unpleasant way. Mal choked out a yelp.
“Easy,” Eagy growled. “You’re going to hurt her.” He knew then that there was no way Ryph could ever take her that way. It would always be Eagy. And he was fine with that.
Ryph was already apologizing over and over as he layered kiss after kiss on her. Eagy stood and got out, pulling the lever to drain the water. 
By the time he got into the room, Ryph already had Mal on the bed and was sliding into her. And by the time he reached the bed, Ryph was eliciting wonderful noises from Mal. For a moment, Eagy watched, stroking himself. 
When he approached, Ryph slowed and turned his head back to look at him, twisting his body. “Do you want to be inside? I can move-”
“I want to be inside you while you’re inside her,” Eagy said, surprised by his own boldness. 
Ryph’s eyes widened. Eagy saw the thrill rush through his face and he turned back to Mal. “Can he? Is it okay? Please, please say yes, Mal.”
She did say yes. Many times. Eagy could hear her eagerness. 
Before he lost his nerve completely, he found the tube of lubricant and put way too much on. His hands were shaking. If they lost her because of this, Eagy would lose his mind. 
He stroked it on adequately and pressed immediately against Ryph. Ryph stilled while Eagy pushed his way in. He was too jittery, too nervous to be as gentle as he normally was. 
As much as Ryph loved it, and regardless of how often they used to do this, it still hurt Ryph every time Eagy pushed in at first. About halfway, right then, Ryph tensed up. He grunted and buried his face into Mal’s neck.
“Does it hurt?” Mal asked. Her voice made Eagy twitch in excitement. 
Ryph nodded. It made Mal moan and she pushed her hips up.
Ryph lifted his head to look at her. “You like it?”
Eagy couldn’t see her whole face, especially since the beast’s wing was partially obstructing his view. He could see that she was biting her lip. She nodded. “I’m sorry. I know I shouldn’t, but-”
He kissed her and Eagy pushed in the rest of the way. Ryph jerked up, a hoarse cry tearing from his throat. Mal moaned in response, not only to the noise he made but the way he was thrust deeper inside her. 
Eagy didn’t wait for Ryph to adjust to him this time. The part of him that was a person, human as Mal said, was gone. He was the predator. And he knew how to make his man come. 
He heard the exact moment the pain left Ryph. There was a change in the noises he made. His tail wrapped around Eagy’s waist tightly. Eagy drew it out, purposefully not giving him the satisfaction he kept trying to reach. But Mal… he wanted Mal to orgasm first.
“Ryph, make Mal come now,” he demanded. 
Ryph let out a breathless laugh. “Eag, this is your show. I can barely move with what you’re doing.”
Eagy started to slow. 
“Nooo, don’t stop. I like it. Mal likes it, too.”
“I do. So much, Eagy,” Mal’s beautiful voice said. Hearing her words almost made Eagy unravel. 
“I want you to hit that spot, Ryph. The one that you did in the tub when you made her orgasm. Hit that when I’m doing this,” Eagy tried to explain. 
Ryph nodded. Eagy watched as he moved to adjust their positing. The adjustment didn’t seem to look significant. In fact, it kind of looked like Mal was curled in on herself. One of Ryph’s arms held one of her legs up. The other helped him brace himself. Eagy lifted one of Ryph’s wings to look more closely.
“Go,” Ryph whispered. 
“You’re in the right spot?” Eagy asked. “Not the almost right, but the fully right.”
Ryph glanced back at him. Eagy could just barely make out his feline grin. “When you start up again, she won’t stop screaming until you’re done.”
Eagy nodded. And Ryph was not wrong. Mal’s orgasm seemed to last for hours. Or, maybe it would have if her cries didn’t go right to his libido and drive him mad. Somehow, he managed to keep it to himself. He didn’t want to waste anymore seed. It all needed to go in Mal. 
So, he waited until he was sure Ryph was good. Mostly. Ryph wasn’t fully done when Eagy pulled him away and thrust himself inside Mal. His release was hard enough that he thought he might have found that magic spot that only Ryph seemed to hit. 
“Wow, Eagy,” Mal whispered. Her arms wrapped around him tightly and Eagy allowed himself to lay on top of her. He tried not to. She was so small and he didn’t want to hurt her. Then, her legs wrapped around his waist and he sunk into her completely. “You were so good. So, so, so good.”
Eagy was sure he fell asleep to her repeating that over and over again. Vaguely, he felt Ryph at their side, wrapping his arm, a leg, his tail, and a wing around both he and Mal. It was the best sleep of his life. 
 
 




The Demon
Wyat
He was pleasantly surprised by the strange little group he’d agreed to join. He knew Chesh well enough. They’d run into each other many times over the years. He was usually good company. Amusing. Resourceful. Fierce. 
He knew of the bird and the beast duo, though he’d never met them before. But their reputation far preceded them as the ruthless, maddeningly successful Bloody Soldier killers.
Still, they had surprised him. Eagy was clearly the one who called the shots, was madly protective and eager to make everything go as planned – as long as no one tried to take an interest in Ryph and no harm came to Mal.
Wyat wondered if the others knew how very close to the surface Ryph’s beast always stewed. Staring out. Watching. Waiting. It was no wonder his wings and tail exploded out of him in time with his climax.
Oh, yes. Wyat had been privy to that display the first night they camped. Ryph cared nothing for an audience when he took Mal on the forest floor within their sleeping bag. 
Chesh had condensed into his pussy cat and clawed his way into the ribs of the mushroom they’d set up camp under. His glowing teal eyes shone brightly in the night as he watched the bird and the beast ravage their girl. Her erotic cries filled the night. 
Stirred his blood almost beyond torment.
Wyat was relieved when they stayed in the inn the following night. The tavern below had given him somewhere to go while they plowed into her. They’d stayed for several nights.
Giving the Storeys ample time to move on. Awaiting word from Wally. Subtly asking around for stories on magical objects with transformative properties.
Unfortunately, only the first had been successfully accomplished. No word from Wally was received, but Chesh wasn’t concerned. He suggested they head for Wabe: Wally’s last known whereabouts.
As for magical objects… oh, there were plenty. Readily available? Exactly zero. As far as Wyat was concerned, if the objects truly existed, they were long gone. Lost to time. If they ever existed at all.
Mal’s melodic laugh distracted Wyat from his thoughts. He felt his lips twitch as he tried to fight off his smile. But damn she was something. Truly, to love an eaglet, when every other woman would condemn them from existing. Stupid, sure, since every fully-grown eagle starts as an eaglet. 
They had planned to leave the inn that morning, but somehow it was midday and they were in the tavern around a table, feasting on a rather delicious meal actually, but still not leaving.
“Wyat?”
Mal’s voice saying his name made him blink his way out of his internal musing. Somehow, he managed to stifle the other stirring her voice ignited within him. She was such a beautiful, little thing. Tiny. Full of fire and energy.
“Yes?” Wyat asked, ignoring Chesh’s knowing, too-wide grin. 
“You’ve been really quiet this morning. You alright?”
Why couldn’t everyone be as concerned as she was? As kind. Wyat smiled. “I’m fine, Bunny. Just listening.”
“What about?” She leaned forward, her large, bright eyes looking at him with open curiosity. She watched him, waiting for anything he had to say.
“Most of Wabe is buried in Silence,” Wyat said, offering something he’d been musing about since they had started their conversation about magical objects. “There’s a rumor that a witch dwells on the outskirts of Wabe. The boundary that Silence swallowed. If we can’t find an existing magical object, perhaps we can commission one.”
“I didn’t know there was a witch in this tale,” Mal said.
“There hasn’t always been. Cold Landers, either,” Wyat pointed out. 
She grinned. “Noted.”
“I doubt a witch will take a blade in trade,” Eagy said.
Ryph laughed. Crazy beast was always laughing. 
“We ought to stop as many places along the way as we can manage,” Chesh said. “If we’re going to find something – anything – we need to give ourselves every opportunity to find it. As much as I enjoy a good soak, we’re not accomplishing much sitting here.”
“And if we’re going to stay at an inn for an extended period, there are better options,” Wyat said. 
Eagy looked at Mal for several minutes. He sighed and nodded. “You’re right. Let’s get packed.”
The group headed back up to their room, Eagy stopping at the bar for a quick exchange with the barkeep. Their bags had been resupplied and packed since the morning after their arrival. It was a matter of gathering them on their shoulders to empty the room.
Mal checked the room thoroughly one last time before she left, satisfied they weren’t leaving anything behind. Wyat waited for her to exit, exchanging a smile with her as she walked past, and shut the door behind her.
 
Mal
The inn hadn’t been her favorite. And the presence of the Storeys when they’d arrived had unnerved her. She was pretty sure it had bothered the men, too.
For their somewhat lengthened stay, not much had been accomplished. Except that they were headed towards Wabe to find Wally. Chesh wouldn’t say much about him. Eagy and Ryph didn’t seem to know him. Wyat only shrugged. She didn’t know Wyat enough to interpret the shrug. 
That was alright. If they felt confident in this Wally, that was good enough for her. And she couldn’t argue against needing a strategist on board. 
Mal wanted to remind them that she needed more numbers. It was important to know what was going on inside the palaces. She wasn’t about to give up the men in her immediate group, though. Not even the giant, somewhat aloof Wyat.
Perhaps it was just his hulking presence that she took a comfort in. Ryph, Chesh, and Eagy were strong and capable, but one would think twice about taking on Wyat. 
“I think Silence is not that silent,” Mal noted, the distant growls and yips getting louder the further from the inn they got. 
Chesh grinned and winked at her. She could still feel his fingers fastening her wrap on her this morning. How one was to put those on by themselves had continued to elude her. 
“Silence isn’t named for the lack of sound within, but what comes out of it,” Eagy said with a smile. 
“Sounds ominous,” Mal said. 
“You two add to that rumor,” Wyat said to Ryph and Eagy. 
Ryph grinned almost as wide as Chesh (okay, not really, but the intent was there), but his grin looked like an animal’s. 
“The soldiers go hunting and never return,” Chesh purred with a strange proudness. 
Mal smiled. “So, the name is more of a warning, then.”
“Of sorts,” Wyat said.
It was at that moment that a strange shadow shot across their path, several dozen paces in front of them. They stopped to watch and listen. A skitter there. A crunch here. A twig cracking up ahead. 
Chesh sighed.
“The warning is not heeded by all,” Eagy said.
Wyat smiled, lifted his shoulders and tipped his head from side to side, his neck cracking in the process. “Time to show you what muscle can do.” He winked.
Mal rolled her eyes. “I never suggested that’s all you were.”
As if they’d planned it, the five of them unsheathed their blades in unison. Actually, Chesh had a double-ended scythe. Wyat held a battle axe as big as Mal.
The things appeared to crawl up from shadows, climbing out of the shadows like they were black holes, growing until they solidified into beasts. They weren’t particularly hideous, but they were certainly frightening. The things began prowling towards them, almost before they were fully formed.
Around them, the woods silenced. Waiting. Anticipating. The kind of silence that announced a large predator.
Before Mal and her men had moved, others shot out from amongst the trees. They appeared to detach from the trees as if they were bark. Or coming out of the trunks. Where once they blended in invisibly, now they were whole, solid… men?
Except they were not quite wholly men. One had scales on the right side of his face. The one that shot between Eagy and Ryph had an entire arm covered in scales. 
“Oh,” Mal said, bringing her hand to her mouth. One had a serpent tail.
They attacked the shadow beasts with ferocity. They were good, but perhaps outnumbered. One coiled back, turning into a snake before springing out, his fangs sinking into a beast.
It was hard to tell who was winning, snake people or shadow beasts. Then, the shadows fell back, back into corners and crevices. Slunk from sight. The snake people backed away, wiping blood from wounds. 
One met Mal’s eyes. The side of his neck down to his wrist was covered in green, pearly scales. There was a long laceration on the unscaled bicep that he wiped at uninterestedly. He grinned at Mal, winking. She was surprised to find him attractive. 
Must be the muscles…
A laugh, the quintessential “evil” laugh, filled their ears. Mal gripped the hilt of her blade tighter, eyes darting around to find the source. Never mind whatever had just happened. Something else was about to go down if that laugh was any indication.
She walked out of the trees as if she was simply walking down a garden path. Her hair was long, red, falling down the front of her to her waist. Her dress was old Victorian, covering high up her neck, down to her wrists, and over her shoes. Even her hands were covered in white gloves.
An overwhelming scent of pepper filled the air. Mal pulled her shirt over her nose to keep from sneezing. Even then, the pepper filled her lungs. 
“Aww,” the lady said, her eyes roaming over Wyat, Ryph, and Chesh. “More participants. How wonderful.” She clapped her hands together delightedly. “Welcome to the Savage,” she growled. 
The woman fell back as if in a trust fall and disappeared into the ground as more shadows exploded around them.
“Are all women here out of their minds?” Mal asked as she quickly brought her blade around to stop a beast from cutting her down.
Chesh laughed madly as he cut through the things like he was one of them, equally matched in skill, speed, and that part of him that disappeared like a shadow.
“Not all,” Ryph said, cutting one of the arms off a beast.
“The vast majority,” Eagy amended.
“So cynical,” Ryph laughed.
“More realistic,” he bantered back, shoving one of the beasts backwards, right into Ryph’s reach, where Ryph put his blade through its chest. With a twist of his wrist, the thing fell from the blade, a black pool of goo at his feet. 
Wyat used his axe like a battering ram, swinging it hard enough that three went flying through the air. The last it hit on the same swing lost its head, the body falling somewhat comically.
The snake men appeared to take courage and enthusiasm from Mal and her men joining them. They fought with more skill, more determination, more precision. More deadly force. Mal moved through it all with elation. This was something she trained for. Finally, she was moving with confidence, with skill, as if she had a clear goal and was in charge of her fate.
The shadows retreated again, disappearing within the trees. Everyone scanned the area, the canopy, the mossy floor. Mal looked, as well. Every few seconds, someone was calling note of a shadow before it disappeared. Mal didn’t get the chance to call warning of the one growing at her feet.
It grew in rapid succession, coming up behind her as a lumbering giant worm. Like the one in Tremor. 
Her eyes widened as she brought her blade around. It dodged easily, sliding its massive body smoothly over the forest floor.
“Mal!” Wyat shouted from somewhere to her left. The cry of her name left others’ mouths. The thing reared back, its body undulating as it prepared to strike.
The loud whoosh of air being displaced caused her loose hair to wrap around her face. She cursed and shoved at it, managing to clear her face as something exploded in front of her.
Warm, slimy, dripping, thick liquid covered her. She gasped, shrieked, and dropped her blade, stupidly.
“Easy,” Wyat’s deep voice said from behind her. She whipped around to face him as his massive hands closed around her arms, holding her still. “Easy, Mal. You’re alright.”
“Get it off me,” she sputtered.
His big hands went over her head, swiped down her face, pulling away large globs of grime. He did the same to her arms, to her front and down her legs. Before she could open her eyes, he was gently wiping her face with a cloth. She had no idea where it came from. It wasn’t his shirt since he never wore one.
“You blew it up?” Mal asked incredulously, staring at the shredded body in front of her.
The corner of his mouth lifted. “No, not exactly. Just flexed some muscle, little Bunny.”
Mal rolled her eyes as the activity around her caught her attention. They were bigger now, the shadow beasts. They also sported new lethal claws and bloody teeth! She turned in time to witness Chesh pulling a jaw forcefully from the rest of a beast’s head with his bare hands. Bile rose in her throat.
Wyat gently brought the cloth across her forehead. She looked up into his once-unsettling pinky-red eyes. “Thank you,” she whispered.
He nodded. They turned at the maniacal laughter.
“Well, friends,” the weird Victorian lady said in a sickeningly sweet voice. “Time for the finale. Time for you to die.”
“That escalated,” Mal noted. She retrieved her sword, wiping the edges on her pant leg. Grimacing, she returned her attention to Wyat, still in front of her. It was hard to tell with his abnormal eye color but was that… concern?
Mal smiled and reached up to place her hand over his heart. “Thank you. For not letting that thing eat me.”
His small answering smile was interrupted by screams from the shadows far ahead of them. Many, many of them. Dozens upon dozens. 
The lady laughed again. She didn’t retreat this time. It was clear, the way she daintily leaned against a mushroom, that she intended to watch.
Chesh stepped up beside Wyat. “You or me?” he asked.
Wyat tilted his head. “Tea-kettle-water?”
Chesh nodded, smiling his wide, feline smile. They both fisted their hands and jerked them three times in quick succession. 
Rock, paper, scissors, she mused. Wonderland edition.
When the third jerky fist opened, above their hands floated their wagers. Wyat had water. Chesh, a kettle.
Chesh grinned. “Excellent.” 
Wyat smiled in return and stepped back. The snake men took their cue from Wyat, stepping back as well. 
Chesh strolled nonchalantly towards the prowling beasts.
“He’s not going alone, is he?” Mal asked, panic slithering up her spine at the thought of losing him.
“Wait for it,” Ryph said.
Before her eyes, with each step, Chesh transformed into something altogether not a cuddly cat. He didn’t exactly get taller, but his body seemed to condense, lengthen in odd places. His fluffy striped cat ears become more lynx-like with the long tips. But the fur no longer covered them. The right was missing a chunk, like it was bitten.
His charcoal hair turned teal like his eyes. From his back, large spikes trailed down his spine. His fingers split, knife-like claws emerging. His tail… oddly remained the same. 
When he glanced back, his eyes no longer had pupils, but the solid burning fire of his teal irises. And his cat teeth were now needles. He winked, turned, and launched. 
A fire, teal like him, erupted from the ground where his feet left it. It spread to the right and left, growing taller, following him as it crept across the mossy floor towards the shadow beasts.
“What the hell?” Mal said, disbelief coloring her voice.
Ryph laughed. “Exactly.”
It wasn’t exactly quick, but it was so bloody horrendous and unbelievable that a single person could cause that much destruction, Mal could only stare wide-eyed, her mouth hanging open lamely.
The Victorian lady had watched in silence, unconcerned, until it was clear Chesh was destroying them all. She stood straighter as Chesh was tearing a head off one. She no longer looked like a proper royal, all put together. She was furious. Screaming at Chesh to stop. That the Serpents needed to die.
Wyat narrowed his eyes and glanced at the tensing snake people.
Chesh had had enough of the lady’s screeches. The limb he tore off next, he sent flying at her. She barely dodged. She didn’t recover in time to miss the torso that came at her next. It barreled into her, sending her sprawling. Then, Chesh was standing over her, where he dropped a bloody heart onto her chest.
She screamed, jerked around on the ground, and dissolved into the ground. The lingering scent of pepper was the only thing she left behind. And the many bloody body parts Chesh had littered the forest floor with.
Chesh stood straight, stretched like a cat, and turned back to his audience. With every step he took, his appearance and the fire, melted back into him. 
By the time Chesh stood in front of them again, he looked like his typical self with a wide, satisfied smile. 
The snake people, the Serpents, thanked them for their help and left, blending into the forest as they left. Slowly, the forest came to life again. The distant howls, the chirps, the trees rustling. 
“I think I won the Savage,” Chesh said, rocking on his heels happily.
“Spectacularly,” Ryph said, grinning.
“I have a whole lot of questions. You want to start talking or do you really need me to ask?” Mal said.
Chesh grinned. “Let’s walk back to the inn so we can clean up and I’ll talk along the way.”
Mal liked that idea a lot. She turned and started walking. Eagy quickly changed her route and they headed in the correct direction to the inn.
“Do you want to hear about me or the Savage first?” Chesh asked.
“I think I’m going to have more questions about you, so let’s start with the Savage. Who was that lady?”
“The Duchess of Hart. My assumption, since she screamed it in rage, is that she was instructed to kill the Serpents. And yes, the scaly men are Serpents.”
Mal nodded. “And the shadow beasts are what she calls a Savage?”
“A Savage is whatever the Duchess manifests in order to cause chaos, fear, and death. Usually, it’s for a fun challenge. She’s not generally out for blood.”
“Add one more nasty woman to my hit list,” Mal deadpanned.
Wyat snorted. “That’s gonna be a long list, Mal.”
“Yea, no kidding,” she mumbled.
“Now,” Chesh said, clapping his hands together, looking at Mal, “I am a demon.”
Mal froze for a moment, the men stalling to let her catch up again. “I didn’t realize there were demons in Laddenworn.”
“There aren’t, Kitten. I’m the only one.”
Mal stared at him. Her mouth worked for several attempts at words, but nothing seemed to want to come out. Which question first? Or was she simply speechless?
Chesh chuckled. “A long time ago, I was summoned to this story. They thought it’d be funny to lock a cat within the Summoning Circle. Instead of devouring the cat as they suspected, I was trapped within it. Possessing it. Joke was on him, though. Since he handed me a body, I was no longer bound within the Circle, needing a deal to be released. I destroyed him.”
Again, Mal stared at him, jaw hanging open. “Who-”
Chesh shook his head. “No idea. Like I said, I destroyed him before I thought to ask questions. Demons aren’t exactly known for their rationale. Being in this land did not help my temperament in the least.”
“You’re a demon,” Mal murmured.
Chesh did not answer.
She took a deep breath before asking, “How long have you been here?”
“Since before the Queens’ Bloody reign. Before the fertility issues. Before Time froze. Before Wonderland became Laddenworn.” He paused. “Before Alice.”
“And… before that?”
“It had been a while since I was actually summoned. So before being trapped here, I was in Hell. In the Outside.”
 
 




Shopping for Panties
Mal
They spent enough time at the inn in Silence to clean up before returning to Childhood. They weren’t planning to stay more than a night longer. After the run in with the Duchess, they thought it more prudent to blend in with a wider population than it was to travel right then.
They’d drop back into Silence early the next morning and continue to travel North within the tree line to Wabe. It would be several weeks of travel in which they’d be walking. Yes, two beings with wings and they were walking.
“A gryphon is easily spotted,” Eagy told her. “And eagles don’t generally carry passengers since they typically reside with their own kind, who can fly on their own, obviously.”
“So, you’re saying we’d call too much attention to ourselves,” Mal sighed.
“Exactly so,” Ryph said.
Mal frowned as she continued to watch them as they changed. How beautifully they contrasted. Eagy’s pale alabaster next to Ryph’s almost shimmering golden hue. When they dropped their shorts to pull new ones on, Mal came to a very late conclusion. Seriously, it was like she was living under a rock some days, she was so slow to pick up on the obvious.
“Alright,” Mal said, watching Eagy and Ryph dress. “I know that there are differences in clothing here in Laddenworn than I’m used to, but clearly undergarments are a thing since that’s the fifth pair of shorts I’ve seen you wear this week. Don’t get me wrong, I’m really glad you change your shorts. But I need more than one pair of panties. I’m tired of going commando.”
“Commando?” Eagy asked at the same moment Ryph looked at her with his brows knit. Wyat watched with interest, but Chesh laughed on the bed. 
“It means wearing pants, or anything on your lower half, without underwear,” Mal said exasperated. 
“Oh, why didn’t you say so?” Ryph said with a grin. “We kind of thought it was a Cold Lander thing not to wear anything under your pants.”
Mal rolled her eyes as Chesh laughed again. She glared at him, but his smile only grew up the sides of his face. 
“Since everyone has errands today except you and I, I can take you to shop for some panties,” Eagy said. His face flushed a little and Mal felt her chest heat. She loved that he was shy. It was only too cute. 
Within the hour, the lot of them were out of the room and on the street. Ryph kissed Mal and then Eagy before taking off. Wyat and Chesh parted ways as well, with a warm look at Mal. She turned with a smile, trying to hide how much pleasure it gave her because she knew it bothered Eagy.
“Well,” Eagy said as they walked down the street, “We have four of your seven. In fairly short time. Seems promising.”
She didn’t miss the irritation in his words. Mal also didn’t need to ask why he was upset about it. Eagy was glad for the help and pleased with the two additions. He was not pleased that they both had taken an intimate interest in Mal. 
Mal wasn’t sure how she felt about it either, really. She wasn’t brought up to believe that you could love more than one person. That you could be with more than one man. Hell, wouldn’t that uncomplicate love triangles in all those silly books where the girl has to choose which guy she wants? Both! Clearly! 
The story Mal was in, the literal story she was in, encouraged multiple partners. Accepted it. It was their normal. It hadn’t taken Mal long to know that she had the capacity to care for more than one person. Eagy and Ryph had become part of her life at the exact same moment. It seemed only natural that their relationships progressed at the same time. 
But then there was Chesh, whom she had been taken with almost instantly. His almost velvety charcoal skin; those expressive cat ears; that long, sensual tail. All of him covered in black jagged stripes. His dark smokey hair always a mess. Tall, sinewy. Body heat jacked almost another ten degrees because of what he was. But it was his eyes. Those teal feline eyes that burned like a fire. And his wide, toothy grin. She couldn’t help herself. She was taken with the Cheshire Cat. 
Wyat on the other hand had put her on edge for quite some time. It had almost nothing to do with anything except that he was so damn big. Easily two feet taller than her. Four times her weight. His bulk was all muscle. Hard marble with the marble veining and everything. Long rabbit ears over platinum hair. Then, those damn pink/red eyes. His booming deep voice. But his attraction for her was plain. As was his concern for her. How could she not respond? 
Well, she tried not to if she was honest with herself. Three seemed like a decent number to stop at as far as men in her life were concerned. She didn’t need to be a statistic and fill her nights with different men. A dozen seemed a bit greedy, even though she knew there would still be hundreds without a single woman among them. 
“Mal?”
She had been so deep within her thoughts that she’d completely forgotten that she’d been with Eagy. And that they were now stopped in front of a little boutique. 
Mal blinked at him a few times. His worry was evident in his icy eyes. 
“Is something wrong?”
Mal pulled him down to her and kissed him. She let their lips linger a few moments until she knew that when she pulled away, he’d know that she was okay. There was a small curve to his lips. “I’m fine. Was just thinking.”
“What about?” he asked, bringing his finger up to run along her jaw. 
“You. Ryph. The others.”
“Hmm,” he said as he brushed his lips to hers again. “Go shop. I’m going across the road to the armory to see if they want to buy this blade. Then I’ll be in.”
Mal nodded and he watched her walk into the shop. 
It looked like any boutique clothing shop might. There weren’t any racks with dozens of identical items in various sizes. Nor were there shelves of faded, ripped, or otherwise worn-looking jeans, bins of panties, or displays of shoes.
Sometimes there were two of one item, but rarely did she come across that. It wasn’t the disappointment some women might find it to be. Mal was never much of a shopper.
Still, she spent some time wandering through the store. She found the panties easily enough and grabbed half a dozen in various colors and patterns. There didn’t seem to be any plain cotton, but there was clearly a ‘basic’ fabric that she chose. She didn’t feel fighting in lace or satin was necessary. 
Since Eagy hadn’t met her yet, she continued to explore. With two pairs of pants and a shirt, Mal made her way to the counter and the woman behind it. 
“Did you find everything you were looking for?” the woman asked, not unlike someone from a retail store on the Outside might ask.
Mal nodded and thanked her, depositing her items onto the counter. The woman babbled with a kind smile as she folded each item. 
The jingling of the bell at the front told her that Eagy had likely come for her. She was digging into the coins when she felt the change. It was like the room had cooled around her. Mal looked up to the woman. She was looking over Mal’s shoulder with disgust. 
Mal turned to see Eagy standing a dozen feet behind her. He had tensed. His face looked paler. His lips were pulled into a flat line. Concern blossomed in her chest. 
“What is it?” Mal asked. 
Eagy shook his head. “Nothing.” His voice was so low it was almost a whisper. 
Mal turned back to the woman behind the counter and narrowed her eyes. She met Mal’s, at last. 
“My husband is quite close with a grown eagle, young lady. I would be happy to introduce you.”
Mal was so shocked that she could only stare at the woman. When she’d gathered her bearings, anger tore through her body. She cinched her bag closed and turned with a snap.
“Let’s go, Eagy,” Mal said.
His look of surprise only lasted a moment before he followed her. Before she could leave the store, he pulled her around to face him. “You didn’t finish your purchase.”
“And I won’t be. Not from her.”
“It’s not a big deal, Mal.”
“To me, it is. Although, I promised to bitch slap anyone who has ever hurt you. Is she one of them?”
Eagy smiled and wrapped his arms around her waist. “Angel,” he whispered, “go back and buy your items. I don’t-”
“I will not buy anything from someone who will treat you that way. Who would be a bitch in front of you with no regard for you. Even if she wasn’t someone who deserves the said promised bitch slap.”
“Mal-”
“No. Take me somewhere else. And that person better be kinder.”
Eagy nuzzled his face into her neck. He sighed and nodded, pulling her out the door. 
A few blocks later, Eagy peered into a window and nodded again. Mal walked in and looked around. There were two men inside: one standing behind the counter and another arranging things on a rack. Satisfied, Mal searched for a shelf of panties. 
What she found was an entire wall lined with row after row of them. She looked on, fascinated. They were ridiculous. Sexy. Almost nothing there at all. One even looked like it would cover her entire torso and down to her knees. But it was sheer material. Feathers, scales, lace, silk. Fishnet. Wait, was that paper?? 
“Uh…” Mal said. “Where are the plain cotton?”
“Cotton?” Eagy asked. 
Mal turned to look at him. His cheeks were red, even as he examined a pair in front of him from a good two feet away. His hands were clasped behind his back. Such a typical man, Mal had to smile. 
“You know, something common and simple.”
Eagy looked at her. “This isn’t that kind of store, I don’t think.”
She nodded and turned back to the wall. Upon examination of another row, she was fairly certain that to the left was lingerie. She made her way back towards the middle and pulled a couple from the pegs. One felt like smooth, wood fabric. She rolled it and folded it in her hands. It was the closest she’d found thus far to cotton. 
Another pair looked almost like marble. They reminded her of Wyat. The thought made her blush, but she couldn’t seem to convince herself to put them back. When she turned to look at Eagy, he was still examining the same pair he had been the last time she looked at him. 
“You like those ones?” she asked, coming up beside him. 
Eagy smiled shyly. “They look like Ryph’s feathers.”
Upon further examination, yes. Yes, they did. She pulled a pair off the peg and added them to her small handful. 
Mal turned to glance around the shop. “I don’t suppose you have bras in Laddenworn.” Mal said.
“I haven’t the slightest idea, Mal, but since I’ve never heard that word, I’m guessing no.”
She nodded and turned back to the panties. What did women wear to keep their chest still in vigorous exercise? Then again, she doubted swordplay was common among the women here. They were too busy choosing husbands and being cruel to those they didn’t want.
“How are you coming along, Kitten?”
Mal turned in time to see Chesh stop next to Eagy. Eagy actually looked relieved that he was there. 
“I found a few,” she said, holding up her hand to show him.
His too-big grin spread. “Gryphon feathers. Nice.” His eyes glanced at Eagy. Eagy grinned and looked away. 
“May I?” Chesh asked. 
Mal nodded and shrugged.
He moved a few feet to the right and took two pairs off as he went. Bringing them back, he handed them to Mal. One had little kittens all over it. She giggled. Another was the color of Eagy’s eyes. 
“Feeling a little more adventurous?” he asked. 
Warily, she said, “Sure…”
Chesh left them again. Eagy and Mal exchanged looks. When he returned, he handed her several more and something that couldn’t possibly be panties. “You can look later,” he said with a wink. She felt herself blush. 
“Are there bras here?” Mal asked again. If any of the men knew, it would be Chesh. 
“No, not like in the Outside. But there are wraps. Come, we’ll grab a few,” he said, gesturing behind them. 
The aisle he led them down looked like various types of fabric lengths hanging all around. Chesh pulled off two gray ones, a black one, and a white one. He paused in his departure of these garments and pulled a lacy one off the rack, too. 
When the three of them were standing in the middle of the store, Chesh turned to contemplate her. He looked at her clothes a moment before meeting her eyes with his fiery, teal cat ones. “Mind if I dress you a little more?”
“As long as you really plan to dress me. The only things in this store that I think I could figure out on my own are the panties. Even then, I’m guessing only half.” She eyed the one pair that she did not recognize from the pile he’d brought her earlier. 
“My pleasure, Kitten. Hang out here a minute. I’ll be back.”
Chesh disappeared around an aisle. 
“I’m a little nervous about whatever it is he’s buying,” Eagy said with a frown, eyeing the fabric already in her hands. 
Mal nodded. 
It wasn’t long before Chesh stopped back at them and draped a few more articles of “clothing” in Eagy’s arms before disappearing again. Eagy held up one piece and looked at Mal with a look of dread.
“Even if he can get you in these, how will we get you out?” Eagy asked as he studied one with way too many holes.
Mal laughed. Then, Chesh was there with three boxes in hand. 
“Done. Let’s go.”
He led the way to the counter. The three of them piled their gains up and allowed the man to wrap them in paper. Chesh handed over a blade as payment, something that the gentleman drooled over and insisted they now had store credit to use at a later time. Chesh shrugged and gave him his name for their record.
As they walked back to the hotel with their packages, Chesh said, “I rather enjoyed that. I think I’ll happily use the store credit. There were many things I’d have liked to see you in.”
Mal blushed at the way he looked at her. She didn’t miss Eagy nodding his approval. 
They deposited their parcels on the desk in their room and Chesh dug in, locating several items and pulling them out. “Eag, go find the others and meet us at the Croquet Palace in an hour. I’m going to dress Mal up and watch you drool.”
Several emotions flitted across Eagy’s face. Defiance. Intrigue. Annoyance. Arousal. Curiosity. Finally, it settled on wary interest. Eagy kissed Mal and gave Chesh’s back a warning look before he left them. 
“So untrusting,” Chesh said as he opened the smallest box to examine the contents. He held up something that looked like a jeweled pin. The sight of it made Mal a little nervous.
“Alright, Kitten,” Chesh said, turning to look at her. “Strip for me,” he purred. 
Mal had been naked in front of him many times at that point. Eagy and Ryph, especially Ryph, never cared who else was in the room. She’d told them when they first started having sex that they could every night, as long as they slept and then got up in the morning at a decent hour. They had taken her at her word quite literally. 
And Ryph was not shy or embarrassed by whoever was around. He usually had her divested of her clothing so fast and was tucking into her in the next breath that she never had time to be self-conscious. 
So, she started pulling her clothing off. Every single piece. Chesh watched with a grin, the fire of his eyes intensified. When she was done and he continued to watch her, she began chewing on her lip. Vision of their kiss while they danced floated into her mind. A phantom taste of his mouth made her salivate. His widening grin displaying wicked teeth as he studied her now made her blush.
Chesh walked to her, stalked to her as a cat might, with two pieces of clothing in her hand. He handed her the panties. There were far too many holes for her comfort. When he demonstrated how they went and where her legs should be, Mal realized that one, they were made for someone with a tail, hence one of the extra holes. And two, they were crotchless. 
“You’re joking, right?” Mal deadpanned.
He chuckled where he knelt on his knees in front of her. She stepped into both sides and he began sliding them up her legs. Slowly, his fingers gliding on her skin. He didn’t get off his knees as he pulled them over her ass cheeks, his hands gently cupping them. 
Her heart beat a bit erratically by the time he stood in front of her. His fingertips were only barely inside the elastic as he brought his hands around her waist to meet right above where she was shaved, smoothing the fabric to lay as it should, flat against her skin. 
Chesh sighed and removed his hands from her, pulling the longer piece of fabric from around his shoulders. It was the lace “wrap” he said would act like a bra. He started with it in front of her, against her chest, below her breasts and in a quick few wraps and twists, he tucked the two ends into the sides, under her arms. 
Looking down, she was surprised to see that it did in fact feel like it supported her breasts. It also gave them a nice rise of support and a bit of cleavage. Added bonus: no underwire!
“Huh,” she said, impressed.
Chesh nodded. “I’m a little miffed that I’m dressing you instead of undressing you, Mal,” he purred as he went back to the pile of items he’d pulled out of the packs. 
She grinned but said nothing. He came back with some sexy stockings that reached up to her thighs. He held them there with something she thought might be tape, but it didn’t irritate her skin in the least. Nor did she even feel it when she experimentally moved her legs. 
He slid her feet in what he called slippers and sat her on the edge of the bed to do her hair. And then wrapped her whole body in something that turned out to be a dress. 
“There,” he said, standing back to look at her. The heat in his eyes swept over her like a fire. Mal looked away as her cheeks burned hot and the heat pooled between her legs – and there was nothing there since she wore damned panties that were crotchless. 
Mal turned to the washroom and looked around inside. She returned to the room once more with a frown. “There aren’t any mirrors in here.”
Chesh shook his head. “There aren’t any in Laddenworn.”
“Any at all?” she asked incredulously. “Why?”
He nodded. “Two reasons. One: if you can’t see what you look like, you can’t possibly make improvements and therefore cannot become fairer than the Queens. Two: there are no chances of another looking-glass that prophesied if there aren’t any left in the world.”
“You’re telling me there’s no underground trade for mirrors like there are for blades?”
“Actually, no.”
Mal rolled her eyes before remembering that she had her little pocket mirror in her bag. She pulled it out and opened it. Handing it to Chesh so she could get an idea of what she looked like, she studied her appearance. And she couldn’t remember herself ever looking that good. 
She smiled at Chesh. “Thanks, Cheshy Cat.”
He snapped the mirror closed and tossed it to the bed as he came to her. His lips brushed hers. Once. Twice. His rough cat tongue flickered on her lips and her breath stuttered. He didn’t touch her otherwise; just his lips and even then, only barely. 
“I’m a little chagrined that I won’t be undressing you tonight,” he purred. Or was it a growl? Whatever that particular tone was sent a fresh wave of heat through her already warm body.
“You can, you know,” she said quietly. With a deep breath, Mal knew that she had just invited him to her bed. To her body. And boy did she crave it.
His mouth on hers was searing. His tongue wasn’t exploring her this time. It was claiming her. Everything about him was claiming her, even if their mouths were still the only part that touched. 
When he pulled away, he growled deep in his chest. “I can’t. I won’t share you when I first take you, Mal. And there’s no way I’ll be able to keep them off you tonight.”
“Chesh-”
“I want you,” he whispered against her ear and her whole body shuddered in anticipation. “Don’t doubt that.”
He trailed his lips along her jaw, back to her mouth where he torturously took her breath away and lit her body to almost uncomfortable levels. 
Abruptly, Chesh pulled away and took her hand. “Let’s go before I cause a ruckus.”
The Croquet Palace was a spoof on a palace. Made of mismatched stones, crooked turrets, sideways doors, and cockeyed windows, Mal couldn’t stop herself from laughing. 
Chesh grinned at her amusement. “They like to call it Crooked Palace.”
“Mocking something?” Mal asked as they passed through a sideways door. By pass through, she really meant duck under. She was positive she had just flashed Chesh with her crotchless panties.
He guided her in with his hand on her elbow. The hallway was literally bare, save for a dingy red carpet runner. People milled about in small groups. In her little dress, she caught many eyes. 
It wasn’t hard to find her men. Wyat was more than a head taller than the vast majority of EVERYONE. She was very aware when he spotted her. His eyes were intensely filled with heat as he watched her approach. A hot blush swept over her body. Eagy and Ryph hadn’t spotted her when she and Chesh joined them. Their backs were to them as they spoke quietly.
Mal looked up at Wyat and smiled. He swallowed audibly, a very unsure smile spreading across his marble face. This close, she could see the faint gray veining across the left side of his face, faint at first, but darkening as it flowed down his neck to his bare chest.
“Am I late?” she asked.
Her words caused Ryph and Eagy to turn. Wyat shook his head, eyes never leaving her.
“Oh, my whiskers,” Ryph breathed, reaching for her. “What are you wearing, Mal?” His voice deepened as he spoke, bringing her against him. He brushed his lips up her neck. Not kissing her. Just feathering up her skin.
Mal pulled away a step, her skin flushing. “Chesh dressed me.” She grinned.
Ryph’s eyes flashed to Chesh before returning to her. “I’m going to undress you,” he said, reaching for her again. 
Mal grinned and playfully batted his hand away. “You like it?” she asked, turning her attention to Eagy. He hadn’t said anything yet.
The way he looked at her gave Mal the distinct impression that, at that moment, no one else existed. He had eyes only for her. When he reached for her, it was with a single hand, his fingers trailing lightly over her ribs. A breath escaped his lips.
“Mal,” he whispered. 
She could hear her heart beating. She’d never been looked at like that. Like any of them were looking at her.
“I think,” Wyat said, cutting through her moment with Eagy, “that you’re not allowed to dress her often, Chesh. We’ll be a walking distraction.”
Chesh laughed. “Tell me about it.”
At that moment, they were all ushered down the hall and into a large courtyard set up for – you guessed it – croquet. Their group was guided to the end where they were to pair with a flamingo.
The bright pink creatures were not docile, exotic, beautiful birds. They exhaled black smoke, as if they breathed fire. Their legs were charcoal with hawk-like talons. And their wings were different colors on the pink backdrop of their body.
The flamingo they were paired with had grass green wings. This close, she saw their wing color matched their eye color. And within their curved beaks were a row of short, sharp teeth.
The collar, a hand width thick, said, ‘Tabor.’
“Please don’t tell me we’re to use him for a croquet mallet,” Mal said, eyeing Tabor warily.
Tabor cocked his head. Mal was sure his brow (they had eyebrows, didn’t they?) raised as if he were contemplating her. 
“Not exactly,” Eagy said.
“We make a deal with our flamingo to encourage him to win,” Ryph said.
“Do we have perimeters to work within?”
“Of course. You can’t grant his freedom,” Chesh said.
“Surprise,” Mal said sarcastically. Would it be rude if she asked if he could talk?
“I speak,” Tabor said as if reading her thoughts. “I’m not a simple animal.”
Mal nodded, sighing in relief. She asked, “Shat would you like in return for winning?”
Tabor bowed his head so that his eye was level with hers. “I cannot win. No deal can change that.”
“Why?”
“The games are predetermined. Rigged,” Chesh said.
“Then why are we here? Why play a game that is cheated?” She crossed her arms, aggravated. 
Tabor’s eye glanced down to her crossed arms. He made a low ticking sound in his throat before stretching back up to his normal height, somewhere between Ryph and Wyat. 
“Who’s set to win today?” Wyat asked.
Tabor looked to his right. “Flame Indigo.”
“Alright. What can we offer you to just barely let him win? To make it obvious that you let him win?”
Tabor twisted his head around sideways to look at them from a ninety-degree angle. “What else?”
“Rough him up along the way.”
Tabor reached back and scratched within his feathers with his beak, ruffling them up. He leaned his long neck onto his back, looking up at them as a sideways ‘S’.
“When you release Wonderland, you release me,” Tabor said. 
Mal’s eyes widened. His one green eye stared at her, unpassing. Unyielding.
She glanced around and, though it was obvious, she realized that the flamingos were all captives. Prisoners. 
Mal met his eye again. “Done.”
Tabor rocked his head down once more and closed his eyes. 
Their wait came to an end when a man in a very tall – cartoonishly tall – hat stood on a pile of precariously stacked chairs. He looked entirely too sad. A large tear tracked down the side of his cheek as if to emphasize that he was, in fact, sad. His voice was filled with melancholy when he spoke. 
“The Queens were laughing at their game
With cruel and wicked tongue
To see the land in bright red swaths
Every fair maid is gone.
“Oh what a pleasant time we’ve had
But there is more to come.”
 
“The land was dark as dark could be
The waters thick with blood
Not a life dared dream of peace
Not man nor beast nor bud
For if they tried to spoil Queens’ fun
They’d not survive the flood.”
 
“The stolen tarts did start it all
The trial was cut and dry
And when the knave protest too much
O hear the jubjub cry
He did so beg upon his knees
For he knew not to fly.”
 
“The Queens of Blood were walking close
Together hand in hand
On tour of their crimson kingdom
Their beautiful black sand
“Just look at all the great mayhem”
They said, “It is so grand!”
 
“Rumors reached the Queens that day
They say within the year
One and seven will wash the land
The waters will run clear
“Kill the eight” the Queens declared
For nothing did they fear.”
 
“O children, come and walk with us!”
Queens Redd and Hart beseech
“A pleasant walk, a pleasant talk,
Along the black night beach
We must discuss with all our ten
And give a blade to each.”
 
“The eldest child, their Lily flower,
Much preferred to wed
She had her eye on harem twelve
“I am so close,” she said.
“Plans do change; get on board
Just look your twelve are dead.”
 
“Bitter tears did bleed her wounds
“I will endure this feat.
When the time approaches near
They won’t withstand my heat.”
This was all, you know, because
No more was she to weep.”
 
“With pleased grins, the Queens walk on
To plan with eyes aglow 
They peered into the glass and ask
“Now tell us what you know.”
A whisper of cruel torture said
“Beware the monstrous crow.”
 
“The time has come,” the Queens did say
“To talk of many things:
The deaths of eight and men galore
Why not include the kings?
Let’s purge the land far and wide
Of even those with wings.”
 
“Dear Redd, our wins already won.
With so much time to chat
There are the mad to ponder and
Feed to the bandersnatch.”
“Oh yes, good show,” Redd gushed aloud.
“I cannot wait for that!”
 
“Many Ones came, the Queens did kill
“Oh how his heart did bleed.”
Those of the land did fall and cry
There was no hope indeed.
The Queens of Blood did cull the land
A-smiling they were pleased.
 
“Acquire our pawns and line them up
They haven’t got a clue
Bring unto death; do not fail us
A wondrous task to do!”
The land turned red, it was quite fine
“Do you admire the view?”
 
“Now comes the seven and their One;
The Queens await boldly.
For One moves nearer, bonding the
Seven to her closely
“Let her come, our pawns are ready”
The path was clear… Mostly.”
 
“It seems a shame to wait so long;
They do not see the trick”
With a sharp, cruel smile, Hart said:
“Let us not be too quick.
We’ve lived in time too long frozen
To end it with a flick.”
 
“The One arrived with sevens’ might
And almost no support.
The Queens did laugh with high delight
“Bring them to the Court”
Dragged in chains, One’s blood ran freely
“Too bad you’ve come up short.”
 
“Late the Queens did see her smiling.
“I suggest that you run
All hearts and blood and death stop now.”
But answer came there none-
For one and seven rose like fire
And destroyed every one!”
When he was finished, he tumbled down, the chairs clattering around him. Little card people scurried out to remove the chairs. The man was already gone, though where he went, no one saw.
The beginning was called when the last chair was removed by a sound like the popping of a balloon. And Tabor was gone in the same instant. 
Perhaps the other participants didn’t have the bargaining chips to motivate their flamingos. Maybe they didn’t think to challenge the cheaters. It could have been that they had not anticipated such a violent game. Mal wasn’t even sure what a game of croquet was supposed to look like. 
She was sure the bloodbath that they witnessed was not typical. As she cringed watching Tabor violently take out an orange winged flamingo while shooting his ball through an arch, Mal asked her men, “That little rhyme the crying man told before this –” she waved her hand as a spurt of blood arched through the air “-please tell me that’s just a story.”
“Opposed to?” Eagy asked, his eyes not leaving the game.
“Some lame prophecy. Prophecies are cliché and overdone.”
The audible snapping of bone seemed to punctuate her statement.
“It popped up sometime right after the Bloody Queens’ reign began. For several years, more verses were added. But it’s been in this final rendition for more than a century,” Chesh said.
Tabor caused three flamingos to tangle into a pile as he moved on through the center green.
“The author of the story is unknown,” Chesh added. 
“But there are echoes of reality in it. The trial of the stolen tarts. The Queens’ tour of their deadening kingdom. The Queens’ bullying manipulation that their children partake in the world’s culling,” Wyat said. “The rest has not happened.”
“Although,” Eagy said thoughtfully, “one and seven might be reflecting Mal and her seven men. Snow White and Seven Dwarves.”
“And we know the Queens are aware the Twenty-Eighth is here. They’ve already declared the Hunt,” Chesh added.
Mal nodded as the game ended. Ended with Tabor deliberately stopping his ball an inch from crossing the final arch before Flame Indigo’s.
They were the only two left standing. Although, ‘standing’ probably wasn’t the most accurate word to describe Flame Indigo’s movements. Hobbling. Almost crawling, he barely nudged his ball through the arch before collapsing.
Tabor sauntered over, making a show of stepping on his fellow competitors who happened to be in his path. Other spectators and participants watched in silence. Many even looked horrified. 
Perhaps they had gone too far.
Tabor stopped in front of Mal and her men, his green eye on Mal. “I have completed my end of our contract.”
Mal nodded as Ryph said, “Yes, you have. Gloriously.” 
Mal swallowed, her eyes roaming his blood coated feathers. “Is there… anything else you… need?” she asked him.
Tabor looked at her, tilting his head ninety degrees again. “If you’re offering, I would appreciate a Preening. It will take ages to get the blood out of my feathers with this collar on.”
Mal agreed readily, though she did not miss her men’s frowns. 
 
 




Down the Rabbit Hole
Mal
A deafening roar that rattled the windows woke them the next morning. The following screams were only interrupted by an impact that shook the inn.
“What’s happening?” Mal shrieked as she jumped out of bed.
“Jabberwock,” Eagy and Wyat said at the same time. 
Ryph was already at the window, tearing open the curtains. The sun was barely lighting the sky. As Mal hurriedly pulled a shirt over her head, a stream of fire shot in front of the window.
“Is this normal?” Mal asked as she stumbled back at the shock of the fire lighting up the room like orange lightning. Chesh caught her and pushed her back to her feet.
“I will never complain about you insisting on keeping our bags packed again,” Ryph told Eagy.
Eagy spared him a grin as he finished dressing and slinging a pack over his back. Another roar filled the air, drowning out the screams. The scent of burning wood started floating through the air. 
Wyat threw open the door. A blast of heat hit them, and he slammed it shut again. He turned back to the room. “Hallway isn’t an option.”
Ryph turned back to the window. Using both of his fists, he smashed it apart. Glass rained down around them and into the street below. When the next roar tore through the city, it sounded like the Jabberwock was a few streets over.
“Now or never,” Ryph said.
Mal peeked out the window. The building diagonal from the inn was engulfed in flames. As was their inn. The fire was still two floors below them but licking up the sides quickly as the wind hit it. 
There was another problem, though. “How are we getting out?”
“Wings, babe,” Ryph said, his wings tearing open from his back.
“Great,” she mumbled. She turned to look at Chesh and Wyat. 
“No worries, Kitten. You can carry us,” Chesh said before he shrunk down to his big, furry cat self. It was impressive. But not nearly as impressive as the giant of a man that was Wyat folding himself into a rabbit two-thirds the size of the cat.
Mal scooped Wyat up and stuffed him carefully into her messenger bag. Grabbing Chesh around the middle, Mal stopped at Ryph’s side.
He wrapped her in his arms and glanced out the window. “You have time, Eagy?”
Eagy nodded absently as he gave their room a once over. “Just go. Watch your wings.”
Ryph’s eyes lingered on Eagy for a moment longer. “Hang on,” he murmured in Mal’s ear. “This’ll be a little saucy.”
Mal wasn’t sure how he intended her to hang on when she had to hold a cat that was easily twice as big as a domestic housecat. At least Wyat was tucked safely away.
Chesh nuzzled his head into her shoulder before he evaporated from sight, his bulk leaving her grasp completely. She didn’t have time to worry about him as Ryph picked her up. She wrapped her arms and legs around him, clinging to him like a child.
As Chesh’s furry tail wrapped around her neck, the hint of his weight on her shoulders, Ryph jumped from the window.
They plummeted to the ground, Ryph’s wings barely having enough room to expand for flight. The best he could manage was slowing their fall. He swore as he darted behind the building, out of sight if the Jabberwock came back down the street.
“Tree line,” Eagy called from their window.
The Jabberwock’s flames filled the street again, missing Ryph’s wing by inches as he pulled them into his back.
“Fucking paws,” he hissed, running a hand over the feathers that were barely singed. Mal’s heart leapt. 
“You okay?”
He nodded. “I need to get away from the fire.”
“Your turn, Wyat,” Chesh said in his disembodied voice.
Wyat’s twitching pink nose poked out of Mal’s bag. The scream of the Jabberwock echoed off the walls on either side of them, making their ears ring. 
“Best be quick about it. We’ll be fried if the fire reaches us in here,” Chesh said.
Ryph set Mal on her feet as Wyat climbed his way from her pack. The rabbit looked around and back at Ryph dubiously. Yes, a white rabbit could give a dubious expression.
Ryph pulled Mal away, deeper into the little alley, giving the little rabbit lots of room. Wyat-rabbit expanded like an instant storm. He didn’t just grow up, but out. Wyat was a big man, but the thing he turned into was easily twice as big. Horns protruded from his head, curling around to the front. Over his shoulder, a ridge jutted out and met at his spine. His hands and feet became paw/claw hybrids. His face became more defined, rugged, rigid. 
From his back, wings exploded. They shot out so violently that they punched into the building behind him, sending bricks flying.
He was one massive stone giant. Mal stared at him in awe. When his red eyes met hers, a tremor of fear joined her awe. 
“Let’s go,” Wyat’s now growly voice said. “Put your wings away.”
Ryph’s wings circled him and melted into his body, the feather tattoos ruffling. He pulled Mal towards Wyat.
Their progress was interrupted when the fire from the roof ate through a support and a chunk fell into their path. 
Ryph managed to spin Mal away, blocking her from the fire, but it meant his entire back met the puff of burning ash that burst into the air.
His body stiffened, his face setting to conceal his pain.
“Ryph!” Mal cried, taking his face in her hands. 
An arm like a steel pipe wrapped around them. Wyat pulled them roughly to his chest, Ryph grunting when his back met Wyat’s hard, rough skin. Wyat tore his way out of the alley, bringing the walls down with him.
“Damn tight areas,” Wyat growled.
Fire had spread and consumed much of the street. The buildings were crumbling around them. Their inn was only half standing.
Fear kicked up another notch as she thought about Eagy. He better have made it out, she thought.
Wyat turned and barreled down the street toward Silence. He ran surprisingly quickly for someone of his size and bulk.
He came to a skidding halt as he plummeted around a corner. He managed to hurdle them through a wall as a stream of fire rained down the street.
Ryph’s breathing hitched. Mal twisted her head to look at him. He was sweating, eyes closed, jaw clenched. Stress lines made his face contorted. 
“Ryph,” Mal said anxiously, tears burning her eyes. 
He leaned his forehead against hers. “Shh. Don’t distract him,” he said, voice strained.
Mal clutched onto Wyat’s arm as hard as she could. 
Wyat pushed through two more walls until he burst back into a street. They came face to face with the Jabberwock. The growl Wyat released shook Mal, her teeth clattering.
It only resembled a dragon in that it was huge, breathed fire, and had massive wings. It had patchy scales and feathers, a long, spiked tail, and a wolfish muzzle. 
“That’s a Jabberwock?!” Mal asked, shocked and disgusted. It looked like it had mange.
“Not one in good shape,” Wyat growled. “Probably why it’s frenzied.”
“Will it let us pass?”
“Not without a fight. I’m going to have to put you down. Keep Ryph protected.”
“I’m fine,” Ryph rasped.
“Liar,” Mal said.
Wyat deposited them within the building he’d just blasted through. Mal helped Ryph to the ground. He dropped too roughly and Mal knew he had been trying to conceal just how hurt he was. Chesh came back into existence as a thud echoed within the crumbling building, the Jabberwock’s screeching followed.
“That thing can’t hurt Wyat, can it?”
Ryph snorted, then grunted in response to the pain it must have triggered. “Fuck,” he hissed, leaning forward.
“Unlikely. The Jabberwock isn’t in good shape and Wyat is a fully-grown gargoyle. He’ll be fine,” Chesh said, bending down to look at Ryph’s back. “Good thing you’d already put your wings away, Beasty,” he purred. “You’re mostly just seared. Except on your shoulder where it’s a little… raw.”
Ryph grunted. 
Mal only vaguely registered that Chesh had said that Wyat was a gargoyle. She was far too worried about Ryph to take note of that.
The building shook as something crashed into the sides. Debris rained down on them. Another shudder passed through the building. Mal worried that it would bury them if they didn’t get out of there fast enough.
“I don’t suppose you have any panacea in your pack,” Chesh said.
Ryph shook his head. “It’s in Eagy’s.”
Chesh nodded. “Then we’ll have to wait to do anything about it. You alright?”
“Do I have a choice?” Ryph asked through gritted teeth.
Chesh knelt in front of him and pulled his face up with his hands on either side of Ryph’s face. “Do you need me to find you something now or can you wait till we meet up with Eagy?”
The pain must have been pretty deep to make Ryph hesitate before answering. Chesh nodded at his non-answer. “Don’t move. I’ll be right back.”
Ryph grabbed his arm before Chesh could get to his feet. “Take Mal.”
“Not a chance. I’m not leaving you on your own.”
The two men acted like they didn’t hear her. Their gaze was locked. 
Mal rolled her eyes and moved to their sides. “I’m not a damsel in distress who you can haul around as you see fit. I won’t leave Ryph alone when he’s so hurt,” she insisted.
Chesh looked at her. The scream of the Jabberwock punctuated by several loud crashes sounded in the distance. “Fine,” he said as he stood. “Don’t move.” With that, he vanished.
Mal sat in front of Ryph as she had the day he’d told her about he and Eagy. He met her eyes with a tired, bemused smile. “I’ll be alright,” he said, voice not as strained as it had been.
A shadow fell over them before she could respond. Mal spun, pulling her blade out as she jumped to her feet in a surprisingly ninja-like move. One executed perfectly.
“Where’s the demon cat?” Wyat asked. There was a black scorch mark across his chest. Otherwise, he looked unharmed. 
“Here,” Chesh’s voice said as his body materialized beside Mal. With a fistful of Ryph’s hair, he tilted Ryph’s head back and poured a thick gray liquid into Ryph’s mouth. Ryph didn’t fight him or act disgruntled by the rough treatment in the least. 
Chesh dropped the soft canteen when it was empty and took both of Ryph’s hands, pulling him to his feet. “Ready, Beasty?”
Ryph nodded, allowing Chesh to hobble him to Wyat.
It was sweet that Wyat tried to be easy with Ryph, but the giant gargoyle made of stone was a little too big to fully grasp how hard he held Ryph and Mal against him. Chesh vanished again and Wyat backed out of the hole in the wall and into the empty street.
“Did you kill it?” Mal asked.
“No,” Wyat grunted. “It’s just knocked out. It was in rough shape – someone had done that to him. It didn’t deserve death.”
They broke the edge of the city in no time, tearing across the field to the looming forest ahead. Mal watched the trees, anxiously looking for a sign of Eagy. They were almost to the trees when an eagle broke the canopy for half a minute before dipping back under. 
Wyat changed his directory to head for that spot. “Rabbit hole,” he grunted.
Ryph groaned. Whether from pain or the prospect of a rabbit hole, Mal wasn’t sure. They crossed into the trees as the Jabberwock roared behind them. The unmistakable sound of a building coming down followed the furious roar.
Wyat continued to run through the trees until Eagy came into view. Wyat set Ryph and Mal down. Chesh appeared in time to catch Ryph before he collapsed.
“Ryph!” Eagy exclaimed, almost slamming into him. 
Chesh stopped him before he collided with Ryph. Tears glittered in Eagy’s eyes as he grabbed at Ryph, bringing his face up.
“He’ll be alright, but the sooner we get him to safety, the better. He doesn’t need an infection,” Chesh said. 
Eagy took a shuddering breath. Ryph’s eyes opened briefly, just a blink, before closing again. A strangled sound escaped Eagy. After a moment of gathering himself, he straightened. “I got him,” Eagy said, carefully wrapping Ryph in his arms and pulling them towards a hole at the base of a tree. “You guys get Mal.”
Mal rolled her eyes. “Again,” she began. Wyat placed his large, normal-Wyat hand on her shoulder to stop her from continuing.
“He’s scared,” Wyat said.
Mal nodded, swallowing her own fear. Eagy was scared. How bad was Ryph really hurt? 
“I’ll go first,” Chesh said.
Eagy paused in his efforts long enough for Chesh to step into the hole before him. Chesh slipped from view. Eagy with Ryph in his arms as if they were dancing, followed.
“He will be okay, won’t he?” Mal asked, looking up into Wyat’s pinky-red eyes. She was distracted by the burn across his chest where the scorch mark had been. “Wyat-”
He tilted her head up, away from his injury. “I heal fast, Bunny. Don’t worry about me.”
Mal took a shaky breath. Nothing had ever hurt so much as seeing the men she cared about injured. Guilt washed through her knowing that Ryph’s had been acquired protecting her. And Wyat’s…
“Don’t go there, Mal,” he said softly, his thumb almost covering her cheek as he wiped away a stray tear. “Once we’re out of the open, Ryph will heal fine. He needs some rest. That’s all.”
“His wings?”
“In a couple of days, they’ll be good as new. Like nothing ever happened. It’ll be okay.”
More tears fell. A couple of days! He was hurt more than he was willing to say. Saving her. 
“Take a breath,” he murmured. “Gather yourself. Ryph will heal. You wouldn’t fare so well.”
Mal pulled in a deep breath and held it, closing her eyes. This was the part where she convinced herself that she could do it on her own. Others were getting hurt protecting her. Helping her. Their lives could be on her conscience. 
Another breath. 
The reality was that she couldn’t do this on her own. She needed help. This story was broken so deeply, so viciously, there was no way she could take it on single handedly. And she was selfish enough to want these men with her. 
Another breath.
From now on, she needed to prepare better. They needed disaster plans. More first aid kits (was that a thing here?). She knew they couldn’t avoid danger, but they could plan for it. 
She released the breath she held. “I’m good,” she said, looking at Wyat again. “Let’s go.”
He smiled, taking her hand in his, where it was swallowed. She almost laughed at the absurdity of their size difference. 
The crashing of trees nearby announced that they were out of time. Wyat pulled her against his chest again, her feet leaving the ground, and stepped into the dark hole. 
For some time, they fell into darkness. Then lights appeared, lamps with fire burning inside their fluted glass domes. They were set into shelves. And the shelves lined and circled the hole. 
“Of course, they do,” she mused. What Wonderland tale didn’t have a rabbit hole with weird things built into the wall?
There were books and boxes, tea and tins, pictures in frames and folded blankets. It was a hodgepodge of random things. When a roll of gauze came into view, she grabbed it. Dropping it into her bag, she pulled various other items from the shelves she passed, most of the time not knowing what it was she was pocketing.
When she got tired of pilfering from the shelves, she leaned into Wyat, resting her head on his chest. And still they fell. They fell long enough that she fell asleep.
 
 




The Breakup
Mal
They rested in the rabbit hole for over a week. Ryph was certainly more injured than he’d admitted. Eagy refused to leave the safety of their makeshift safe room until he could fly again.
When Mal had awoken from the ridiculously long fall down the rabbit hole, she had been in a bed with Ryph wrapped around her. He was sleeping soundly, deeply. Comfortably. From where they were laying, she could see the majority of the room.
Directly across from them was a fire, small but warm. Eagy and Chesh were seated in front of it, various items between them. One was tea, shockingly. Another looked like a map. 
Further in a darker corner was Wyat. Reading. The book was dwarfed in his huge hands. She smiled and closed her eyes again. 
Eagy was a bit helicopter-y as he fussed and fretted over Ryph. Mal was touched when he spared some of his meticulous caring over Wyat’s burn. Wyat let him, amused as he watched Eagy tend to him.
Mal’s fondness for her giant gargoyle grew exponentially each day they’d been in the hole. He took care of them all, bringing them food and making sure they had plenty of entertainment from the shelves within the rabbit hole. He read to them as they settled in to sleep each night.
She found herself getting closer to him as Eagy tended to Ryph all day. Ryph humored him without complaining, though Mal was sure he was feeling a bit suffocated. Ryph knew Eagy needed to hover. He was fearful, terrified of losing Ryph. So Ryph never complained and made sure Eagy knew how much he appreciated him.
Mal spent most of her long days within the rabbit den with Wyat. Watching Eagy with Ryph and Chesh alternate between pacing and cat napping.
She had grown to like Wyat a lot. Talking with him turned into one of the highlights of her days. He was sweet, intelligent, and fascinating. He was also a relentless flirt. By the time they left the sanctuary they’d made, Mal was more than a little attracted to Wyat.
They left through the door in a hidden closet nine days later. Ryph was in good spirits. Chesh was feeling stir crazy from being locked away for so long.
They’d been following the river for a couple of days. Eagy still hovered over Ryph and Chesh jumped between branches, getting out his stifled jitters. Mal stuck with Wyat for the most part.
She was enjoying their camaraderie as their flirting continually escalated until she was more than ready to sneak off with him. She wasn’t sure Eagy and Ryph would even notice. 
 
Wyat
Tonight was the night he’d have her. They’d talked about it. Well, okay ‘talked about it’ might be going a little overboard. Their provocations had come to a head earlier in the day while they were at the water. And when he’d stood over her, towering over, and asked “Tonight?” she had grinned broadly and agreed. 
Now, he lay on his sleeping bag and waited. Waited for the moon to crawl across the sky. Waited for her to wear the beast and the eaglet out until they slept soundly. Waited, with a hard as stone erection uncomfortably pushing against his trousers in a most painful way. 
He was lost enough in his mind, anticipating this moment, that he didn’t hear her slip from her sleeping bag. Didn’t notice until she was standing over him, looking down, with a playful smile on her delicate lips. 
“Bunny,” he whispered so quietly it was barely a breath. 
Her smile grew a little more and he sprang to his feet, grabbing his blanket as he did so. 
They walked quietly for a long time, putting as much space between them and the other three as they could. He was only willing to walk so far, though. Satisfied that she could scream quite loudly where they were and not draw the others awake, he settled the blanket on the ground before pulling her to him.
She was small enough that he actually picked her up to kiss her. And the little minx wrapped her legs around his waist as soon as he did. He groaned in her mouth and wasted no time divesting her of her clothes. She wore nothing but a shirt and shorts, anyway. 
He laid her on the blanket and pulled off his clothing, piece by piece. He delighted in the way she looked at him. His entire body was hardened by her look of anticipation. Her desire. When he pulled his shorts down, exposing himself, her eyes widened to saucepans and her beautiful lips parted into an ‘O.’
Wyat knelt on the blanket in front of her, remaining upright for her to look. 
“You’ve got to be kidding me,” she said in disbelief. And, if he knew her well enough, and he thought he did, trepidation. “That thing fits inside someone?”
“In my experience,” Wyat said, voice thick with hunger, “No.”
Her eyes met his. Whatever she saw made her expression soften and she reached for him. Reached for his throbbing cock. 
Both of Mal’s hands wrapped around it, one stacked on top of the other. Her thumbs didn’t meet her fingertips, nor did her two hands cover all of him. In fact, he thought that almost a third of her hands were needed to cover what remained untouched. She laughed quietly. “Wyat,” she whispered, voice incredulous.
“Change your mind?” he asked. Fuck, he’d lose his mind if she had. He’d waited ages for this girl. 
Her eyes widened in surprise and then her entire face became animated as she rolled her eyes. “No. But do you think you can fit?”
Wyat bowed his head. “You’re such a tiny thing. You don’t have to take all of me.”
“I think you misunderstood. Do you think you can make it fit?” Her hands had begun stroking. Long, tight strokes. It was distracting enough that it took him a minute to fully comprehend what she was asking.
“Make it? Force it?” He studied her face intently. 
She didn’t look up at him, too focused on watching what she was doing. A corner of her lips quirked up when a bead of precum glistened at the head. Removing it with her soft finger, she nodded at his questions while she brought it to her lips. 
Wyat groaned and gently pushed her back to the ground. He kissed her desperately, kissed her hard, silently begging her not to change her mind as he pulled her hands from him. She immediately dug her fingers into his shoulders, urging him to kiss her more. To bring his body against hers. To take her. 
Fuck, he’d wanted to take her for what felt like months. But had it only been weeks? He was too desperate for this to think about it properly. 
As much as he wanted to just push himself inside her, he thought that perhaps he should be doing her a kindness and get her at least a little prepared for him. He really didn’t want to hurt her. It was likely inevitable, but he would prefer to do so as little as possible. After all, he certainly did not want this to be their only time. The first of many was his hope. 
He didn’t concentrate on pleasing her too much as he worked his fingers inside her, pressing against her walls. Stretching her with his fingers as much as he could. Glancing up at her, she knew what he was doing. Even as she made a disgruntled face at the feeling he was causing between her legs. 
But then, he couldn’t just dive in now. Not now that he was staring at the beauty of her. No way. So, he brought his tongue to her and licked her right down the center. The delicious moan he elicited convinced him to keep it up. She didn’t mind his ministrations as he tasted her. In fact, by the time he served her a bit of an orgasm, his fingers seemed to add to her pleasure. 
Then, he was between her legs. He pushed his head in quickly before covering her lithe little body with his. She was about swallowed up beneath him. He kissed her deeply and her nails went back to his shoulders in anticipation of what was to come. He could feel the blunt little things as they tried to pierce his thick skin. They couldn’t. Nothing short of her teeth could. Even then, he wasn’t so sure. 
He continued to kiss her, propping most of his weight off her onto his forearms, flat on the ground on either side of her. Slowly, he began pushing inside her. 
At first, she didn’t have a reaction except to groan sensually. Then, her body tensed beneath him, her little fingers gaining traction into his shoulders. A little further and her mouth had stopped responding to his kissing. When he looked at her, her brows were knit together in the first throws of pain. He pulled out a bit before pushing back in, more this time. 
A whimpering grunt resonated in her throat and she pressed her lips together, as if to suppress it. 
“You okay, Mal?” Wyat asked.
She nodded. “Don’t stop.”
Her words, though strained, were clear and solid. They went right to his blood and he gave her a little more of him. There was no change in her expression. Wyat reached down and kissed along her jaw, to her ear. “You feel so good,” he whispered. “I’m sorry I’m hurting you.” And she did feel good. So small. So hot. 
A breath escaped her lips and she nuzzled the side of his face. One of her hands let go of his shoulder and reached up to his ear. She stroked the length of it and he let out a vibration of a groan. 
“I want to feel all of you, my big bad Rabbit,” she breathed. 
Wyat gave her more of him and a shaky breath left her mouth. He pulled out and rocked back in gently. Not giving her more but allowing her body to feel it. Allowing his body to enjoy her heat. Slowly, after several minutes, her body relaxed around him. Her legs fell from their tense position. 
“More?” he asked. He hoped he’d kept the hope from his voice.
“I’m sure there is. I’m still waiting to see if you can make it all fit,” she teased. 
Wyat smiled and kissed her deeply, running his tongue over her teeth, stroking her tongue. She moaned in his mouth and on the next gentle rock in, he gave her more. The sound that came from her was only pain. Her whole body tensed again, and she reflexively pushed him away.
But he didn’t move out of her. She said she wanted it all. He wasn’t there yet. He still had one more handful of hers to go. 
“Wyat,” she said, voice as tense as her body.
“Yes, my lovely?” he purred. Not as good as Chesh could purr, but not too bad if he did say so himself. 
“If I scream, I’ll wake them.”
“Do you need me to stop? This is enough, really, Mal. We don’t-”
Mal shook her head. Her smile was big and genuine. “No, Rabbit. I want you to cover my mouth and give me the rest of you quickly. Then, let me adjust.”
His eyes widened uncomfortably. “I’d really rather not.”
“Do it,” she demanded.
Wyat shook his head as she wrapped her legs around his waist. He saw the flicker of pain streak through her eyes at the movement. 
“Yes,” she said. “Do it. Then I can enjoy you sooner.”
“Mal,” he pleaded. “Don’t make me-”
“You want me, don’t you? You want this? You want to feel all of you inside me?” As she asked, the walls around his cock tightened and he groaned involuntarily. 
“Not fair,” he whined, nipping at her neck. “You know I do, but you can’t possibly think I’m going to enjoy this if you’re screaming in pain, do you?”
“I think it’ll only hurt for a little while. Besides, sometimes pain during sex is good.”
He rested his head on hers. “Mal, I want to be among your coterie.”
She rolled her head so her lips could meet his. “I thought you already were, Rabbit.”
“Yes? You accept me, then?”
Her laugh filled him with glee. “Of course, I do.”
He kissed her, filling it with as much passion as he could. Trying to convey to her what that meant to him. More than anything, he wanted her to feel what he was feeling for her. 
“Now,” she breathed, “Do as I say.”
Her grin was wicked. Wyat shivered and nodded. He placed his huge hand over her tiny face, carefully not to cover her nose. He didn’t want to suffocate her. 
Wyat spent several minutes rocking in his slow motions. He watched as the pleasure played across her face. With a tightened grip on her, he continued. Still longer. Long enough that he thought her climax was building. He wasn’t exactly trying for that quite yet. 
When she relaxed around him, the sounds of her pleasure filling his ears and her encouraging touch sending shocks through his whole body, he forced the rest of him inside her in three quick, driving thrusts. The scream that came tearing from her would have awoken not only their group, but everything else in the forest within a day’s walk. 
Her body tried to reject him. She pushed and scratched. Her eyes were squeezed shut, tears going down the sides of her head. Whether she was trying to say something beneath his hand, he wasn’t sure. 
For several long minutes, he held very still inside her. He didn’t release her mouth, nor allow her room to get away. This was what she asked for. As much as his whole body hated what he was doing, she was promising that they’d both feel the pleasure after. She was sure. He was trembling. 
Wyat forced himself to watch her. It took her a long time to stop fighting him. It took her longer to settle completely, including the little whimpers. Finally, when she opened her eyes, the agony was dulled to somewhere deep inside her. 
“I’m sorry,” Wyat whispered with a shaking voice. “I’m so sorry.”
Her lips moved under his hand. She nodded and he took that to mean he could stop restraining her. 
“I’m okay, Wyat.”
“Do you still hurt? Do you want me to-”
“I want you to move. Show me what a rabbit can do.”
Wyat shivered. He opened his mouth to ask if she was sure, but it seemed she had anticipated his question. 
“Yes, I’m sure.” She pulled his mouth to hers. 
It wasn’t pleasant for her for quite some time. But to his utter amazement, she did begin to enjoy him. All of him. And by the time the moon disappeared, they were fast asleep, wrapped in the blanket like a cocoon. Both deeply satisfied. Wyat couldn’t remember the last time he’d fallen asleep with such a smile.
He didn’t wake to the same smile, unfortunately. He awoke to the sounds of Ryph saying “He’s here. I found him. But I don’t see-”
Ryph’s words abruptly cut off when he did see Mal. Or, more accurately, Mal’s discarded clothes. 
A moment later, Eagy was at his side. And then Chesh. Ryph looked like someone had slapped him. Like he was about to burst into tears. Eagy was mortified, horrified. He looked like he was going to be sick. Chesh had his head cocked to the side, eyes half closed, and an absent smirk lingered on his face. His arms crossed over his chest as he stood a few feet away from the other two. However, it was his animal parts that gave him away. His ears lay flat on his head and the end of his tail flickered in irritation.
Then, Mal was trying to untangle herself from the blanket. She stood looking at them, taking in their various expressions. With a frown, she turned back to Wyat and offered her hand to help him to his feet. 
It took a lot for him to keep his smile to himself. This was partially his fault. He’d asked her without them. Then again, part of him was sure that she’d already talked to them about him becoming a part of her coterie. Judging by the looks on their faces, that hadn’t been the case.
Wyat took her hand, though he got himself off the ground. He weighed enough that he’d have ended up pulling her back down. Another time, that might have been fun. Now was not that time.
“Why?” Ryph asked. 
Wyat flinched at the sound of his voice. At the hurt so deep, that seemed to come up from his beast. Mal seemed to feel the same thing, though she looked gave Ryph a confused look.
“I suppose because I wanted to is not a sufficient answer to that question,” she murmured. 
Eagy’s lips parted on a harsh breath and he looked away, squinting his eyes closed. This time, Ryph flinched. Even Chesh looked down. 
“Why didn’t you ask us first?” Ryph said. Perhaps his simple one-word question hadn’t been answered in the way it had meant to have been asked. He tried again.
“You’re kidding, right? You really think I need your permission to have sex with someone?” Mal deadpanned, crossing her arms under her breasts. She rested her weight on one hip.
However, her answer had even Wyat looking at her with apprehension. Yes, she should have. That was how this kind of arrangement worked.
“Yes,” Eagy said. “You were supposed to talk to us first. Before you accept anyone else into your harem. Into your bed and body.”
Mal’s eyes went wide and she took a step back. “My-” she shook her head. “I’m sorry, my harem?”
“Coterie,” Chesh said quietly. “Remcule. Whatever word you want to use.”
Wyat could tell by Chesh’s voice that he knew something was wrong, too. Mal hadn’t had any idea what any of this meant. Eagy and Ryph were seesawing on how to understand the situation, as well. Though, for the younglings, Wyat would be surprised if they could look past their hurt. Their perceived betrayal.
“I have no idea what you’re even talking about. I didn’t agree to any of this. Certainly not where my own body autonomy is concerned,” she demanded.
“But you did,” Ryph said quietly. “Now, I wish to court you-”
“Whoa, hold up. Are you seriously telling me your cute little rhyme was some kind of binding… thing!?” She was so frustrated that she couldn’t even find a word better than ‘thing’ to describe the thing as.
Eagy repeated his thing. “We’ll be with you. If you’ll have me, too.”
Her incredulous expression turned to Chesh. “You, too.” Then, she spun on Wyat. “And you!?” Mal bent to pick up her shorts and put them on with jerky movements. “Fucking Christ, I had sex with you. It sure as fuck doesn’t mean I’m committing to you in any way!” she shrieked as she whipped her shirt off the ground. 
Spinning around, she stormed away, pulling her shirt roughly over her head. “Why would you even think that? What kind of fucking place is this that some dumb rhyme makes you my fucking boyfriend? Who do you think you are that I need your permission to do anything?!” Her angry voice, asking horrid questions to no one, carried on until she was far enough away that they couldn’t hear her.
Wyat was surprised by how much her words hurt. He turned from them and gathered his clothing in silence. When he turned back around, Eagy and Ryph were still there, looking deeply grieved; close to tears. They’d finally found someone to take them both. And then, they’d lost her just as quickly. 
Yeah, me too, he thought. Then, they turned on him and their words cut almost as deep as Mal’s.
 
Chesh
He had known the moment Eagy mentioned a harem that they’d all had it very wrong. Mal hadn’t had any idea what she’d been agreeing to this entire time. It had been happenstance when she looked to Ryph and Eagy for their approval when Chesh had proposed joining her coterie. She knew them. She trusted them. Of course, she’d look to them for guidance when someone was asking her something she didn’t understand. 
He swore under his breath and took off after her. She wasn’t even going in the right direction. Even with as mad as she was, her legs were not very long. He caught up to her quickly.
“Mal?” he asked.
“Don’t!” she snapped. There was a tremor in her voice. She was upset. 
Chesh took her arm and gently made her stop retreating. When she turned on him, it was with fire in her wet eyes. 
“I said-”
“You’re going the wrong way,” he interrupted her quietly. Gesturing to their left, he added, “Camp is that way.”
Mal bowed her head. Her lips trembled. After a moment, she nodded. But she didn’t make any move to go. 
“I’m sorry,” Chesh said. “I thought you understood. I should have known you didn’t.”
“All they had to do was explain. That doesn’t seem like such a hard thing to understand,” she whispered.
“They’re young, Mal. Give them a second chance. They haven’t got the slightest idea that relationships work differently in the Outside.”
“I didn’t mean to-” Mal took a breath and looked up at Chesh. A tear streaked down her cheek. “I didn’t-”
Chesh pulled her against his chest. Her words had hurt him, too. Despite his realization halfway through her getting pissed at them, her words had still stung. 
Until this morning, finding her gone and then with Wyat without any of them knowing, he hadn’t known how much he wanted her. How much her absence had left him filled with dread. The fear had been immense. 
It had been a really long time since he’d wanted someone as much as he wanted Mal. And so quickly, their whole situation had exploded. Last night, it was perfect. Less than twelve hours later, Mal had dismissed them all. Even knowing this, it wasn’t likely that she knew that’s what she did. 
“I’m sorry,” Mal said. “I’m angry and frustrated. How can they think I knew what they were saying?!”
“I thought you did, too. It appeared, to me, that you were asking their acceptance of me when I asked. The way you looked at them.”
Mal shook her head and pulled away from him. “I didn’t mean anything by what I was screeching like a trapped cat on my way out here. You know that, right?”
Chesh kissed her forehead. “No, I didn’t.”
She squeezed her eyes shut and fresh tears tracked down her cheeks. “Will they forgive me?”
“Will you forgive us?”
“Forgive you for wanting to be with me?” she said with a wet laugh. “Chesh, I’m so sorry.”
“Stop apologizing, Kitten. Yes, we’ll forgive all the way around.”
“You think you can speak for them?” Her eyes were wide, beseeching.
Chesh sighed. “They’re young, Mal. It might take them a few days to get over their own hurt, but they will. And you will talk, and all will be set right.”
She nodded. “Will you make sure I know what things mean in the future, please? That I get full explanations before I agree to something?”
He smiled brightly. “I promise this to you.”
Mal nodded. A moment later, she wiped her face clear of any moisture and turned in the direction Chesh had indicated their camp was. He followed next to her closely, gently pushing her back on track when she’d steer too far from the direction of the camp.
As they approached, Chesh slowed her down a little. “You should know that you canceled all of our courting agreements earlier.”
She turned to face him, catching herself from stumbling by grabbing for his arm. He caught her in time to see her stricken expression. “No!”
If he hadn’t been sure earlier that she hadn’t known what she was saying, he did now. He nodded gingerly. 
“So, I simultaneously gained and lost four boyfriends in the span of a few minutes,” she mused. Although she was trying to make light of the situation, her tense shoulders and the slightly higher tone of her voice really emphasized how much this whole morning had bothered her.
“It’s alright,” he said, taking her hand. “It’s easy to fix. Once we have a conversation about this to clear the air.”
Mal nodded. 
He released her hand before they entered the camp. Everything was packed up. Chesh could see the tension leave both Ryph and Eagy’s shoulders the moment they arrived back, but neither of them looked up to acknowledge them. 
Wyat watched Mal closely. When she’d finished changing and packing up the rest of her belongings, she met his eyes and gave him a tentative smile. Everything about the big man relaxed and he sighed. 
“I’m so sorry, Mal,” he said. 
“I know. I am too.” She looked at him with big, pleading eyes, still slightly wet with unshed tears. “Will you forgive me for the cruel words I said without thought?”
Wyat stood and swept her into his arms, his choked, relieved laugh filling the woods. “Oh Bunny, there’s nothing to forgive.”
Chesh looked at Ryph and Eagy. Ryph had turned slightly so he could see them out of the corner of his eyes. Chesh wasn’t so blind as to not see the longing there. But Eagy wouldn’t look up and so Ryph wouldn’t do something to further upset Eagy. 
With a sigh, shaking his head, Chesh turned and picked up his bag. Hopefully, the younglings would come around sooner rather than later. Otherwise, the trek back would be very long, indeed. 
 
 




The Sheep
Mal
Two days later, the atmosphere circling the five of them was still very tense. Eagy and Ryph wouldn’t so much as look at Mal. Her words had hurt them almost more than her actions, though she was still by no means at fault. Regardless of the Laddenworn weirdness that was their customs, Mal was not about to ask anyone permission to do what she wanted with her body.
She glanced up to where the two of them walked a dozen paces ahead. Mal was sure Ryph would talk to her if she could get him alone. Eagy likely knew that. He never left Ryph alone. She didn’t want to get between them. But if she could get one to talk to her, one to understand…
The idea that she might have overreacted had crossed her mind. And really, talking to the men she’d been sleeping with before taking someone else to bed was not an unreasonable request. Had she been in the Outside, she certainly would have talked to a partner first.
Chesh’s light touch on her arm made Mal glance at him. “This will pass.”
“Will it?” she murmured, eyes flickering to Eagy and Ryph for a second before turning back to the trees.
“They’re young, Mal. It’s harder for them to think beyond their own hurt.”
“They weren’t completely wrong.”
“No need to place fault,” he said. “By the time we get to Wabe, this will be a distant memory.”
Mal sighed. At least someone was optimistic. Even Wyat had turned pretty quiet. He ignored Eagy and Ryph as thoroughly as they did him. She wasn’t at all sure why.
It was all borderline childish. 
Perhaps there was more wisdom to the women choosing older men than she’d put much thought into. Eagy and Ryph were likely close to her age. Mid-twenties. Wyat looked a couple of decades older. If she had to guess, he was prime husbanding age. And Chesh probably fell somewhere between. That is, their ages where they froze. Mal was under the impression that they were all at least a century frozen. 
Which led her to wonder what made Eagy and Ryph so “young” to everyone. If they were all a hundred years or more frozen, none of them were actually young. Not really. 
But, as recent events had indicated, perhaps there was some rhyme or reason to it. Chesh had acted more rationally than all of them. And he was, in fact, the oldest. The true oldest. Even if Wyat was frozen at an older physical age. It was clear that Eagy and Ryph were the younglings. 
No, she refused to believe that. They’d hurt each other, but they were all adults and would get over it.
They arrived at a river that they needed to cross to stay within Silence. Staying within the trees was still important. Even as upset as everyone was, they determined to stick to their task: remain with Mal to Wabe in relative safety to find Wally.
It gave her hope that they would move past this.
Ahead of Mal, Eagy and Ryph stopped at the river’s edge. It was several hundred feet across and did not look to be thinner in the near distance. If they followed the river, it would eventually twist its way out of Silence.
“How deep is it?” Mal asked. The water current wasn’t fast, but the water was dark and strong.
“Deeper than your gargoyle is tall, four times,” Eagy said, his eyes scanning the area. 
She assumed that meant when Wyat was in his gigantic stone gargoyle form. 
“Then we fly across?” Mal asked.
Eagy continued to study the area. After several minutes, he nodded. “I don’t see any other options that wouldn’t take us longer than necessary.”
“I can drop a tree across,” Wyat offered.
“Does flying hurt?” Mal asked.
The three winged men looked at her, perplexed. It was the first time in two days Eagy and Ryph had actually met her gaze. 
“No,” Ryph said. “Not at all.”
“Why do you think that?” Eagy asked. 
“It just seems like you avoid it at all possible costs. Does it cost you a lot of calories?”
A smile tugged at Eagy’s lips and he turned away. 
“No,” Wyat chuckled. “We’re more easily spotted in the air than we are within the trees.”
“Constant changing can be tiring,” Eagy said. “Flight itself, not so much.”
“Is there a reason we should avoid flying across the river?”
All four men shook their heads.
“Can you take just your wings out?” Mal asked Eagy, just to keep him engaged in conversation.
He chuckled. “I can. But unlike Ryph and Wyat, my wings aren’t separate appendages. My arms are my wings.”
“Oh!” Mal said, surprised.
“There’s no real advantage to my hybrid form,” he added.
A man with huge wings instead of arms. She studied him, imagining what he’d look like. Sure, maybe she couldn’t think of a use for that shape, but she was willing to bet he looked damn adorable. Regal. 
Mal wanted to keep him talking, just to hear his voice. But she couldn’t think of anything else to ask. 
Ryph looked upriver again. “Tree or fly?”
“If we have to come this way again, a tree might serve us a future bridge,” Chesh suggested.
Eagy shrugged, then nodded.
Wyat turned to look at the trees closest to the riverbank. 
“There’s one further down on the other side that should easily span the river,” Ryph said, pointing when Wyat looked his way.
Wyat measured it mentally and nodded. “Stay here in case I lose it.”
Eagy nodded as Wyat turned his back on them, not waiting for an answer. Mal watched him walk away.
“You really think we’ll have to come back this way?” Mal asked.
“Possibly,” Eagy said. “The nearest train station to Wabe is south of here in Memory. Curiouser is south of here, too.”
“So, we’re back to the place that I came into Laddenworn?” She looked around as if she might recognize a tree or mushroom or something. 
“West of there, but yes. Close to where you found us,” Eagy said.
Mal was surprised Eagy was still talking to her so easily and Ryph remained pretty silent as he watched Wyat continue to the tree. Her heart hurt. But she didn’t miss the way Eagy spoke; they planned to stay with her. Stick with her and help her fix their world.
As Mal looked back to Wyat, he doubled in size, his wings tearing from his back, his rabbit ears shifting down and curling around his head into horns. 
When they’d been running from the Jabberwock, she hadn’t actually seen him fly. He must’ve weighed several tons between his size and the stone density of him. He appeared to pause a minute as she considered the physics of his ability to fly. 
“He can really fly?” Mal asked.
Chesh snorted. “Yes. He flies.”
Wyat’s wings spread with a span that reached almost a third of the way across the river. Flying certainly seemed the easier way to do this. When he pumped his wings, the air displacement reached them, even as far away from him as they were. 
He didn’t rise high into the air, but barely skimmed the surface of the river. When he landed, he headed toward the tree. It was thick, the trunk easily as big around as his body. He circled it and she seriously questioned how he’d take it down by himself. 
She’d opened her mouth to ask if they should help as Wyat vanished into the tree line from sight. He reappeared in a blur, cannoning into the tree. 
It shuddered and creaked. A second hit and a crack echoed off the trees. The third had the tree falling.
“Wow,” she murmured. 
The tree hit the ground with a loud thud, the ground trembling with the impact. 
“I knew he’d be decent muscle,” Chesh said, heading to the downed tree.
“Still, that’s impressive,” Mal said.
Eagy and Ryph didn’t disagree, but they weren’t willing to give Wyat any props, either. 
The tree was a good width. Wyat made his way over it with his huge battle axe. The axe no longer seemed so big when he was full-on gargoyle. He hacked at the branches, clearing a path but leaving some for handholds as well, so they’d have something to steady them as they made their way over the rounded surface. 
When he reached them, he shrunk back to his normal self. Turning, he crossed to the other side and waited for them.
Ryph climbed up first and turned to help Mal up. She might have rolled her eyes before, but more than anything she wanted things to smooth over between them. Her heart ached.
Mal placed her hand in his so he could pull her up. Eagy’s hand at her back gave her a bit of an extra boost. Ryph didn’t meet her eyes when she thanked him. He just nodded and turned.
She sighed. It would pass, but the time it took to get to that point was going to feel like months. Eagy’s hand hovered at her back. She was grateful, especially when she tripped and almost fell off because she was too busy wishing they were already over this relationship hurdle. 
Mal only had the one tripping incident. Ryph helped her to the ground and they once more walked in silence, with Ryph and Eagy several paces ahead. 
Maybe she needed to initiate the conversation. Then, they could get it out of the way and move on. She missed them. 
An hour later, Mal hadn’t found the words yet. A twig snapping in the distance made them pause. Chesh’s nose lifted as he tested the air.
“Uh oh,” he whispered, pulling his blade and closing in on her. 
She didn’t have a chance to ask what the issue was. All four men were surrounding her, weapons in hand. That was when the people came into view. They were… people? More or less. Except their heads were that of sheep. In each hand, they held terrifying weapons. Lethal. What’s more, they were splattered with blood in various dried states. 
There were dozens of them. They slinked into view from behind trees. 
Mal and her men were surrounded. 
The Sheep paused their advance as the last of them joined the crowd. Paused as if they were emphasizing just how outnumbered the group of five were. 
“This is…” Mal said, pulling her own blade from her back, “not good.”
Chesh looked up. The canopy was dense. They’d have a hard time flying through it. But that was likely their only escape. Sheep couldn’t fly. They had no wings, anyway.
“First chance to retreat, everyone safely, take it,” Chesh said. 
That was the only chance for conversation they had. The Sheep lunged, vicious knives thrusting in whenever they found purchase. Mal only barely missed two separate daggers. One managed to snag her bag, ripping the strap. She lost it somewhere on the forest floor as she fought for her life. 
The Sheep surrounded her, closing in on all sides, steadily shrinking the circle. There were easily a dozen. She swung her blade, nicking one here, skimming one there. But they weren’t fighting back. 
This wasn’t a kill mission. This was an abduction. 
Panic started to crawl up her spine. There was nowhere for her to run. 
Chesh was suddenly there, wrapping his arms around her. “Hang on,” he hissed. 
She wrapped her arms tightly around his neck.
Whatever he’d planned hadn’t worked. Next thing she knew, Chesh was gone and many Sheep hands had enclosed her body.
“No!” she screamed, terrified. 
She was dragged away. Her head hurt. Why, she didn’t know. She hadn’t felt anyone hit her. Mal looked around frantically, thrashing against those holding her. 
Ryph spun and tried to barrel his way to her. She screamed his name. 
Something wet sprayed in her face and she had to close her eyes. A hand free, she swiped at it. 
Blood.
She tried to rub it off more urgently. Was it her blood? Oh, please don’t let it be Ryph’s.
Several Sheep were tossed away from her and Wyat’s big frame cut into her vision. She reached for him, his hand barely missing hers as he was somehow shoved away by too many Sheep to count. She cried his name next. He struggled to get to her, his roar deafening. 
He was blocked from view as more Sheep closed around her, their grip on her tightening. 
Then, her feet left the ground and she screamed again. Eagy’s ice blue eyes met hers. He didn’t look away as he tore through the Sheep surrounding him. 
There was a panic in his gaze. Desperation. Fear. He said something that didn’t reach her ears. There was a whooshing sound that seemed to be the only thing she could hear. And it was getting louder.
“Eagy!” she screamed.
A hand strung around her neck.
“Help me, Eagy!”
A hand over her mouth. 
She jerked, thrashed, bit. Screamed. 
But she couldn’t breathe. 
Stars licked at her vision. 
She couldn’t… 
…breathe.
A new pain tore through her head and then, thankfully, everything went black.
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Rhymes of Laddenworn
Golden Afternoon
All in a Golden Afternoon
Full gloomily we glide;
For both our wits and mighty strength,
By mighty arms are plied,
With bloody hearts and cruel intents
Our wanderings to guide.
 
Ah, Cruel Three! In such an hour
Caught in such dreary weather,
To beg a tale of will too weak
To rip the finest feather!
Yet what can one poor blade avail
Against three blades together?
 
Imperious Prima says with force
We must now begin it’ –
In harsher tone Secunda says
There be all Nonsense in it’ –
While Tertia chides and breaks the tale
Every single minute.
 
Nobody, sudden Silence claim,
In large droves they pursue
The Dream Child moved through the land
Of wonders wild and cruel,
A mighty cat, a bird, a beast-
And with it something new.
 
And as the story moved along
The maids of fair did die,
And bravely strove that weary One
To set the story right,
“The rest next time-“ “It is next time!”
The weeping voices cry.
 
To fix the tale of Wonderland:
Killed cruelly all Wrong Ones,
It’s harsh events were beaten out –
And when the tale is done
A home One builds, with seven beasts
Beneath the rising sun.
 
Malice! Not a fairy tale,
With not a gentle hand
Be it in Childhood’s yards of bone
In Memory’s all dead band,
Like babe’s fair laugh be dead and gone
Staked in the Far Off land.
 
Ache’s Ballad
Hush-a-by lady, sit in my lap!
When you scream, our bodies slap:
I’ll fill you, stretch you, you’ll be quite full –
Then I’ll pound you like a fucking bull!
 
Kingdoms Three and Three
The kingdoms three and three
Met for tea and prattle;
Upon new reign they disagree
And now they rage a battle.
 
Kingdoms four went down, one by one,
Should have joined’ Blood Queens sneer;
Two left standing, the battles won,
There’s no one left to cheer.
 
How Doth the Giant Crocodile
How doth the giant Crocodile
Sharpen his lethal nails,
And through the swampsea of the Vile
Hear every eerie wail!
 
How cheerfully he seem to grin,
How sweetly spreads his claws,
And welcomes little beasties in,
With wicked smiling jaws!
 
The Song of Commits (partial)
Now, I wish to court you.
I will woo, tease, my intent to please, I do swear it.
From this day forth I go to
All lengths to win your love and trust, I declare it.
 
The Culling (partial)
“’Twas a tale brought forth by a child before
I recall, do you remember that?”
“Dream Child told of those that hearts adore
But, do tell, what do we do with that?”
 
--
 
“With the glass, we’ll weed them out, I do suppose
Not one fairer maid will live; ever!
We’ll cull them, Far and near, right beneath their nose
My dearest, you are awfully clever.”
 
Pawns lined up, small and tall, covering the sky
To purge the land, make it thick as mud
All maidens, fair and not, prepare yourselves to die
For now all rivers flow red with blood.
 
The Mirror (partial)
Inside the room, down the longest hall
Looking glass, looking glass, on the wall
Who in this land is fairest of all?
 
The looking glass it doth reply
Willing ear and eager eye
All be fairer far and nigh
 
The Storyes’ Song
“With saddest madness storeys song
We tell of ancient sorrow.
At night they sighed, “I fear ‘twas wrong
Such shiny blade to borrow.
Listen, a horrid sadder song
Is not there for tomorrow.”
 
“Don’t thank us for we could not say
That we were glad to hear it:
We left the ‘Sense at break of day,
And tried to venture near it
Till Time, we hoped, had worn away
Your fear, we not would clear it.”
 
“Our dismal neighbors could’st thou know
The wretched home they keepest!
Thy kingdoms die in daily woe,
Is restless by thee sleepest.
For if we laugh, however low
And gone’st – Nonsense, thou weepest.”
 
“We took the sharp t’other day,
Used to break their expression,
To Brillig’s stage in three to play
And with a new impression.
Might in his thoughts, that is to say,
Effect some slight digression.”
 
“He tasked to break the blade in town
To madness in its folly,
Whose mirth, we thinks, might serve to drown
Nonsense’s melancholy:
The deadly blade, the bloodied crown;
The end of all things jolly.”
 
“We now announce the meal of toves
That has been cooked an hour.
Meant to allay Nobody’s moans,
Like oil on troubled water:
He rushed to Wabe, the Dead Days bones
And begged him not to kill her.”
 
“Vainly he strove with ready wit
To modify the weather –
To validate the last “on dit” –
To quote the price of feather –
He growled, “Here I at Nonsense sit:
To stop and strengthen the tether!”
 
“He thought, “They’re wasting time, you know:
Delaying will end at the dawn.”
Beating hearts are ripped without woe!
There is no rest – in Nonsense on.
“The Pool of Tears,” he quoted low,
“From Brillig and go thereupon.”
 
“We need not tell you how foolish
In deathly Silence followed.
The blood that ushered in each dish
And their departure followed,
Nor yet there suicide wish
To be the Mem’ry hollowed.”
 
“Some desperate attempts were made
To stop his devastation:
“Madman,” the Bloodied Crown essayed,
“Which kind of aberration
Freezing and killing, have you made
Your special occupation.”
 
“His lips curled upwards instantly,
As to the end was ushered ‘round,
“Blades in three I succeed,” said he,
“To stay the darkness deep surround.
With hearts of madness left to sea
And bring the sickness to expound.”
 
“The night’s performance was “Gone Son.”
“It’s quite dull,” he sighed, “and so slow!”
A while he watched the blood flow on
He said it pleased his mind so!
At length the curtain froze upon
The forming of the Monstrous Crow.”
 
“In vain resist; in vain they cried
To drown his triumph – laughter:
Death to Nonsense and on all sides
From Childhood’s disaster –
“Tear upon tear!” he said, and smiled;
And Silence followed after.”
 
The un-Birthday Party
Speak saucy to your horny boy,
And bind him when he begs:
He only wants you to enjoy,
As he licks between your legs.
 
Wow! Oh, Now! Unng-Wow!
 
I speak sexy to my hungry boy,
And kiss him when he teases:
For he will thoroughly enjoy
Because I know what pleases.
 
Wow! Oh, Now! Unng-Wow!
 
Lorem’s Song
“Will you dance a little faster?” said the blushing to the bayal
“There’s a Hatter just beside us and he’s reaching for my tail.
See how eerily the Tweedles and the children all advance!
They are summoning the dead days – will you come and join the dance?
Will you, won’t you, kill you, don’t you, will you join the dance?
Will you, won’t you, thrill you, shon’t you, won’t you join the dance?
 
“You can really have no notion how a-frightful it will be
When they take us up and throw us, with the Tweedles; hear my plea!”
But the bayal replied “too far, too far!” and was in an awful trance
Said he thanked the blushing kindly, but he would not join the dance.
Would not, could not, should not, stood not, would not join the dance.
Would not, could not, good not, wood knot, could not join the dance.
 
“What matters is how far we go?” his haughty friend replied.
“There is another dance, you know, upon the greener side.
The further off from Brillig, the better is your chance-
Then turn not pale, beloved bayal, but come and join the dance.”
Will you, won’t you, kill you, don’t you, will you join the dance?
Will you, won’t you, thrill you, shon’t you, won’t you join the dance?
 
Croquet Palace’s Song
The Queens were laughing at their game
With cruel and wicked tongue
To see the land in bright red swaths
Every fair maid is gone.
“Oh what a pleasant time we’ve had
But there is more to come.”
 
The land was dark as dark could be
The waters thick with blood
Not a life dared dream of peace
Not man nor beast nor bud
For if they tried to spoil Queens’ fun
They’d not survive the flood
 
The stolen tarts did start it all
The trial was cut and dry
And when the knave protest too much
O hear the jubjub cry
He did so beg upon his knees
For he knew not to fly
 
The Queens of Blood were walking close
Together hand in hand
On tour of their crimson kingdom
Their beautiful black sand
“Just look at all the great mayhem”
They said, “It is so grand!”
 
Rumors reached the Queens’ that day
They say within the year
One and seven will wash the land
The waters will run clear
“Kill the eight” the Queens declared
For nothing did they fear.
 
“O children, come and walk with us!”
Queens Redd and Hart beseech
“A pleasant walk, a pleasant talk,
Along the black night beach
We must discuss with all our ten
And give a blade to each.”
 
The eldest child, their Lily flower,
Much andersna to wed
She had her eye on harem twelve
“I am so close,” she said.
“Plans do change; get on board
Just look your twelve are dead.”
 
Bitter tears did bleed her wounds
“I will endure this feat.
When the time approaches near
They won’t withstand my heat.”
This was all, you know, because
No more was she to weep.
 
With pleased grins, the Queens walk on
To plan with eyes aglow 
They peered into the glass and ask
“Now tell us what you know.”
A whisper of cruel torture said
“Beware the monstrous crow.”
 
“The time has come,” the Queens did say
“To talk of many things:
The deaths of eight and men galore
Why not include the kings?
Let’s purge the land far and wide
Of even those with wings.”
 
“Dear Redd, our wins already won.
With so much time to chat
There are the mad to ponder and
Feed to the andersnatch.”
“Oh yes, good show,” Redd gushed aloud.
“I cannot wait for that!”
 
Many Ones came, the Queens did kill
“Oh how his heart did bleed.”
Those of the land did fall and cry
There was no hope indeed.
The Queens of Blood did cull the land
A-smiling they were pleased.
 
“Acquire our pawns and line them up
They haven’t got a clue
Bring unto death; do not fail us
A wondrous task to do!”
The land turned red, it was quite fine
“Do you admire the view?”
 
Now comes the seven and their One;
The Queens await boldly.
For One moves nearer, bonding the
Seven to her closely
“Let her come, our pawns are ready”
The path was clear... Mostly. 
 
“It seems a shame to wait so long;
They do not see the trick”
With a sharp, cruel smile, Hart said:
“Let us not be too quick.
We’ve lived in time too long frozen
To end it with a flick.”
 
The One arrived with sevens’ might
And almost no support.
The Queens did laugh with high delight
“Bring them to the Court”
Dragged in chains, One’s blood ran freely
“Too bad you’ve come up short.”
 
Late the Queens did see her smiling.
“I suggest that you run
All hearts and blood and death stop now.”
But answer came there none-
For one and seven rose like fire
And destroyed every one!
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MORTAL SOULS
Immortal Stream: Children of the Gods / Book One
 
“My name is Lena. I’m not a God. I’m not even a hero. But this is my adventure: Through the Valley of the Kings to retrieve Pandora’s Box - stolen by the Seven Deadly Sins. Into the Evenfall Mansion to wage battle against a Fire Elemental. To the Akropolis to burn the awoken Nightmares. Through the Underworld to retrieve my soul from the rings of Chaos. Into Mount Olympus to face the big 12.”
“At least I have the help of my friends who are gods.”
This isn’t your typical story about Greek gods. If you’re expecting to read about how a girl was fated for a god who will now love only her for the rest of eternity, or perhaps a goddess who had been waiting hundreds of years just to fall in love with that single boy and now her life is complete… well, this is not that story. 
These gods are beautiful, and they know it. They’re promiscuous and find no reason to hide it. They stay angry for hundreds of years, plotting their petty revenge for even the most insignificant of slights. If you’re a means to an end, they have no qualms about manipulating you to obtain the outcome they desire. That includes your death. Humans, as fun as they are for the gods, are disposable since their life only registers with a god for less than a heartbeat in their eternity.
Join Lena as she navigates her way through the world of the gods with all their beautiful temptation and frightening adversaries. She adventures through the deadly and enchanted. By her side, and sometimes in her bed, are her friends, an array of terrifying, gorgeous beings. And, increasingly, as she journeys through each book, her eyes are opened a little more to the truth of what the gods are: savage, unforgiving, fickle, and ridiculously promiscuous. 
Except that, in the end, gods don’t actually have friends. They don’t trust each other or any other soul. So, who Lena can trust in a world that has turned her life upside down is never really clear.
 
**This is a full-length, mature high school/new adult paranormal romance (and a budding reverse harem) with the introduction of a variety of many different sexual orientations and situations that will be further expanded upon and explored in later books. This book contains plenty of cursing, friendship, sins, battles with swords and fire, traversing through hell, magic, gods, and a smidgen of MM. There is alluded to not fully consensual sex that the reader might not pick up on until book 2. This is book 1 in the series. The first three books are partially an origin story for the FMC. You may not see the harem for several books, but do not fret! It’s definitely coming. There will not always be a happy ending for many characters. Can be read as a standalone and does not end with a cliffhanger but does leave unresolved plot points that will be picked up in future books.
 
This book is low/slow burn. But don’t worry; the series heats up from here!
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Thank you!!
Crea Reitan
 
PS - If you find any errors, spelling or the like, please do not use your kindle/Amazon to mark them. Amazon’s algorithms pull the book! Instead, please reach out to me on Facebook or via email. Thank you!!
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