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        “Love is at the root of everything.  Love or the lack of it.”  - Fred Rogers.
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            Foreword

          

        

      

    

    
      This is an adult fantasy for mature folks that comes out of my twisted mind.  They are my dreams, daydreams, and fantasies transcribed onto paper.

      

      As such, this story includes descriptions of genitalia, descriptions of sexual activities, mixing of US and UK idioms, panamorous relationships, harem relationships, romance, bro-mance, BFFs, cursing, bathroom fondling, co-ed showers, off-beat humor, eating food while naked or partially naked, drinking, BDSM, unusual interpretations of supernatural conventions, erotic rope arts, martial arts, prostitution, going to the bathroom, the IT industry, domestic violence, cooking, construction, women trash-talking each other, and many other things that might possibly offend someone in our judgemental society.

      

      I also write in a first person, slice-of-life style.

      

      If you are offended or disgruntled by any of those things, then kindly close the book, tell Amazon you made a mistake, get your refund, and go forth to enjoy life elsewhere.  I wish you the best.

      

      If you’re not dissuaded, then one more word before we begin.

      

      This is the continuation of the story of William James and his ladies as they come to terms with being a family together and learning what is happening in the unseen world.  There is an appendix that summarizes the events of the first book in the series, Ghost Story.  Ghost Story set the stage for the rest of the series, so I definitely recommend you read Ghost Story before you read Den of Iniquity.
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            Building bonds

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        (Ten days after Labor Day - Tomlinson Residence, Prescott, Arizona)

      

      

      We are all sitting in the living room of Dan and Maria’s house.  Rebecca made dinner, and now I’m sitting in an armchair counting myself lucky I turned down a third helping of the pot roast she made.  I should have stopped after the first.

      Marissa’s parents are visiting Maria’s sister in Austin, so we are all house-sitting for another four days.

      Rebecca walks in and hands me a glass of wine.  She says “I’m so glad Bernadette delayed by a week.  We would have missed this opportunity to be alone together this weekend.   Our family is so new that any time we have alone together is a good thing.”

      I nod and smile at her as I take the offered wine glass.  “It is lovely to spend quiet, relaxing time with you all.”

      Rebecca says,  “It’s too bad Audrey couldn’t come up to join us.  Having a little extra time together before running down to the Den of Iniquity would have been a good thing.”

      “Den of iniquity, huh?”  I grin up at her as she leans over for a kiss.  I release her lips.  “I’m not sure why Bernadette delayed a week, but it has been nice to have free run of Maria’s and Dan’s home.  I’m so itchy to move into our house I can hardly stand it.”

      Rebecca sits on my lap carefully.  “Me too, husband.  Our own home with all of us together - it’s more than I ever dreamed of.  Has Bernadette still not given you any indication of what she needs you to help with?”

      I shake my head gently.  “It’s not that easy.  She doesn’t want to talk about the crafts or her world on an unsecured phone line.  I don’t blame her.  I’m pretty certain the NSA records everything said on open communication channels.”

      Rebecca clarifies, “NSA?  That’s the government surveillance agency?”

      I nod.  “That’s right.  The ‘National Security Agency.’  If the Church is as rabid about demons and necromancers as Audrey said, I’m sure the Vatican has some kind of relationship with the NSA to get alerts about anything they are interested in.  That’s the same reason I didn’t give her specifics on the phone of what I needed for your and Josie’s identity papers.  All I know is that when she called she said ‘Shryl needs to go home.’  I’m guessing maybe that’s the demon Vanessa is hosting.”

      Rebecca asks, “Shryl?”

      “Yes,” I say.  “Vanessa’s aura is red, just like Bernadette’s.  They don’t look the same, but Vanessa is such a sensual woman I doubt she could be anything other than a succubus.  I’ll need to have Audrey school me.  So I’m guessing Shryl is the succubus Vanessa is hosting.”

      Josie sticks her head out of the pass-through from the kitchen.  “Mom?  Can you come here for a minute?  I want to make sure we packaged the leftovers properly.  You know how lost I am in here.”

      Rebecca presses her tongue into my willing mouth before she gracefully slides off my lap.  Rebecca’s sway as she walks away is an open invitation.  My formerly spectral lover is starting to get some curves, and I must say I’m very impressed.  She’s turned from a shy girl into a confident, flirtatious woman rapidly.  Her insistence on taking care of all of us has earned her the nickname of ‘Mom’ from Josie and Marissa.  Despite her early protests, I think she’s growing into it.  I look forward to finding out how she deals with children.

      Rebecca stops at the door to the kitchen and looks seductively at me over her shoulder.  My cock immediately twitches and fills.  She disappears into the kitchen with a smile knowing exactly the effect she has on me.

      To distract myself, I check emails on my phone.  One gets my attention immediately.  It’s from my brother-in-law, Roger Banks.

      
        
        Hello Will,

        I thought I should give you an update on Allison’s condition.  I feel terrible that I keep putting you off when you call, but Allie just doesn’t have the energy.

        Allie had the third chemo infusion last week.  She’s even more weak than the last time and the nerve damage has gotten to the point that she can barely manage to sit up in bed.  It’s drained the strength from her limbs, and it hurts her to walk.  When she has enough energy to talk, she says she’s convinced the chemo is killing her faster than the cancer is.  I’m inclined to agree with her.

        Allie is going to quit chemo.  She says she would rather die from the cancer than the chemo.  She acknowledges she will likely die within six months of stopping the treatment, but she has had enough.  I want her to beat this, but watching her suffer is tearing me apart.  I am going to support her decision, but I probably will be one of those miserable fucks who dies of a broken heart after his spouse dies.

        I thought you would like to know.  If you can call before 11 a.m., your chances of Allie having enough energy to talk are better than in the afternoon.   She really does want to talk to you.   Honestly, if you can get a couple of days of vacation to visit, Allie and I would both love to see you again.  The house is a wreck, but I’ll clean out the guest room.  I think it would be better to visit now rather than closer to the end.  Her current state is bad enough, I don’t think you want to remember Allie as she will be at the end.

        We miss you, brother.   Hoping to hear from you soon.  Allie sends her love.

        Love,

        Roger (and Allie)

        

      

      I hold the phone in my lap as I think about Allie’s first battle with cancer.

      All three ladies join me in the living room as I contemplate my sister’s fate.

      “I just received an email from Roger,” I tell them.

      “Your brother-in-law?” Rebecca asks.

      “Yes,” I confirm her memory.  The ladies all sit, but they are all tensely sitting forward on their seats.

      I share what’s going on.  “My sister, Allison, nearly died from her first bout of cancer.  That was about three years ago when she discovered she had lymphoma.  That first time they caught it at what they considered ‘stage 2.’  The cancer she contracted is one of the ten or so non-Hodgkin's varieties of lymphoma, and apparently it’s one of the worse ones.  After eighteen months of intensive chemo, dietary, and radiation treatments they claimed they ‘cured’ her.”  I appropriately leverage air quotes.  “Unfortunately the ‘cure’ was only remission.  They didn’t get it all, they just got all they could find.”

      I release a heavy sigh.  “They found it again about four months ago as the cancer hit ‘stage 4.’

      Allie has had three of the nine chemo treatments planned.  Her hair fell out after the first treatment, and it drained all of her energy.  She has never rebounded.  After the second treatment, nerve damage became apparent.  She just had her third treatment last week, and Roger is saying the nerve damage leaves her muscles so weak and painful she can barely sit up in bed.  He said she’s going to quit chemo.”

      Rebecca exclaims, “I should hope.  The cure sounds worse than the disease.  I can’t believe that healing crafts have degenerated to the point where the best answer is filling someone’s body with toxic chemicals.  Apparently the current philosophy is ‘let’s poison you to kill a symptom and hope you survive!’  How did humanity get to this point?”

      I nod sadly, “I hear you, Baby.  I’ve often wondered about that.  Based on what Roger says in the email, it’s just too much for her to bear.  How did your craft treat them?”

      She gives an ironic shrug.  “We did some types better than others, but I can’t claim we did it particularly well.  We treated them as weakness in the body’s ability to fight disease.  We cut and cauterized the ones on the skin.  Ones just under the surface of the skin like Marissa’s were one of the few reasons we would cut open a body.  In all cases we gave cleansing tonics and tonics to strengthen the body's ability to fight disease and ease pain.  In many cases we just helped them managed the symptoms.”

      “Yeah.  I’ve read that cancer is essentially a result of a compromised immune response.  Since it was on the internet, I took it with a rather large grain of salt, but it rings true regardless.  The cells themselves are abnormal or mutated, and most of them grow fast to survive.  Regardless, Allie is going to quit taking chemo, and she will probably be dead within six months.”

      Marissa sets her glass aside and crawls in my lap.  She murmurs, “Thank you for saving me, Will.”

      I grimace.  “I’m afraid it’s just in remission like Allie’s ‘cure.’  If we’re apart for more than a couple of weeks, will it come back?”  She looks at me intensely as she considers that.  I tell her, “Stand up and face me, my love.”

      Marissa dismounts my lap slowly and stands.  She opens the sash of the floral, mid-thigh, silk robe she is wearing to drop it to the floor before assuming a pose right off the runway - on knee slightly bent and nearly empty of weight, arms relaxed at her sides.  I focus to look at her with my recently-acquired second sight.  I know where to look because I’ve felt the lump before.  I immediately see a small dark spot of entropic, or ‘death,’ energy at the site of the lump.  It’s much smaller than when I first felt it, but I’m horrified to see there are two more in the left breast and one in the right.

      I frown, and Marissa says, “Oh shit.  That doesn’t look good.”

      I draw the death energy away from the original site.  That reveals a small nodule that is burning hot with growth, or ‘life,’ energy more brightly than the rest of Marissa’s body.  Even though I extracted the death energy, I can see the nodule encased in a thin layer of it that slowly grows out of the burning nodule.

      I look my beautiful gym rat in the eyes.  “Honey, you have four nodules.  Making love to you probably just drains them.  I mean to kill them.  May I experiment?”

      Marissa quietly responds, “O-ka-a-ay.”

      I start by holding my hand out in front of me to focus past the beautiful nude body of my lover.  I’m tempted to touch the site of the lump, but I think I need to figure out how to draw it to me without touching it because my sister's chest is saturated with masses.  I doubt either Allie or Roger would be particularly enthusiastic about me touching Allie’s chest.

      I explain to Josie as I go.  “Josie, these are skills you should have too.   Here’s what I’m doing.  I am focusing on the mass of the lump and drawing the life energy out of it - all of it.  That is leaving a small nodule of death energy marking where the tumor was.   The corona of death energy from the nodule doesn’t seem to be spreading, so I think that is good enough for now.  I am now pulling out the remnants of the death energy from that nodule.  It may take several treatments to be certain.”

      Josie acknowledges my comments.  “I see it, Will.”

      I plan to follow the same procedure on the two smaller ones inside of Marissa’s left breast.  “These smaller ones are harder to capture because of how tiny they are.  Plus they are surrounded by healthy, firm breast tissue.  I am pulling out the death energy, and...that reveals a shiny pinpoint of bright, burning life.  These would be easier to suck out if they were bigger.”

      Josie says, “We could try feeding them more life energy to make them grow, then kill them.”

      I shrug, “True, but I’m reticent to do that to people I care about.  Lets try capturing the death energy and directing it inward towards the burning center.”  I put my words to action.  “Okay, that seems to have worked.  Do you want to try the other one, Josie?”

      “Sure.  Are you okay with that, Marissa?” Josie asks.

      “Sure, sweetie.  Happy to be your practice dummy,” Marissa responds with a sardonic grin.

      As a result, Josie and I seem to have destroyed the rapidly growing, tiny nodules.

      “Josie, do you see the mass inside her right breast?  It’s at the bottom of her breast, inside, close to the ribcage.”

      Josie confirms she’s acquired the target.  “I see it, Will.  It’s also going to be hard to capture.  I will follow the same procedure as the last two, but I am going to pull most of the life energy out of it first.  Is it my imagination, or is it actually bigger than the lump in the left breast?”

      I nod, “I think you’re right, Josie.”  I watch Josie work.  “It looks like you’ve gotten it all.”  I turn to Rebecca, who is watching with fascination.  “Were you able to see what we were doing?”

      “Yes, husband.  It was fascinating,” Rebecca answers.  “I could see the different textures of energy - bright, normal, and dark.”

      “Rebecca, can you create a tonic for Marissa that strengthens her immune system?”

      Rebecca nods.  “Of course, Will.  Healing herbs in a tea or tonic.  It will generally enhance her overall health.”

      Marissa says, “Cancer tumors generally absorb sugar at a faster rate than the rest of the tissues in the body - that’s how PET scans work.  Maybe I should do a low carb diet, too - at least avoid sugars.”

      I nod my agreement.  “Yeah, those ‘energy bars’ you eat at the gym are full of sugar and carbs.  You’d probably be better off eating some nuts for fast fuel.”

      “Maybe,” Marissa responds.  “Most of the ones I eat have lots of nuts and nut butters in them, but you’re right - there is some basic sugar.”  She turns to Rebecca.  “Mom, maybe you and I can talk about what foods to eat to make me stronger, too.”

      “Certainly, sweetie.  Mrs. Leuvenfeld always taught me that food is medicine,” my lithe little witch says.

      Marissa says, “Well, I think that can wait until tomorrow.  I’m already dressed for bed.  Would one of you join me and fuck me silly?”

      Josie, Rebecca, and I all stand up quickly and raise our hands.

      Marissa folds her hands at the top of her cleavage.  “All this love for me?  Well...okay.”  She picks up her robe and wine glass.  She kisses my lips gently. “Please shut off the lights, love.”  She winks at me and leads the other ladies out to the guest house.
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, I get up early before the ladies and gently slide out from under Rebecca.  She’s taken to sleeping on top of me to make room for Marissa and Josie beside me.  It took some getting used to, but I’m getting to the point I find it comforting.  I used to sleep better alone, but now I have a hard time sleeping if I’m not covered by my ladies.

      I take care of fluid management and pull on some workout togs - shorts and t-shirt.  Then I grab a fresh glass of water before sitting in the small living room to call Allie and Roger.

      “Hello Roger.  Will here.  How’s our girl today?”

      “Allie is doing okay so far today, Will.  I’m taking her a cup of bouillon.  Hold on while I head back to the bedroom.”

      I hear Roger walking through the house and setting a cup down.

      “Here you go, Love.  I also have your brother on the phone.”

      I hear a weak, “Oh!  Will!”

      “I have you on speaker, Will.  Allie’s here.”

      “Hello, Will.  How are you?” Her voice is barely louder than a whisper.

      I respond, “Worried about you, Sissi!  I miss you.  I need to give you a big hug and make you better!”

      (Weak laughter and coughing)  “Oh!  That’s exactly what I need!  Those doctors should have prescribed that!”

      “I understand from Roger’s email that you are telling the doctor’s to fuck off.  Good for you, Sissi!”

      “I just can’t take it any longer, Will.  The chemo is killing me.  The cancer is actually killing me slower.  I’ll take my chances with the cancer.”

      “Hey, Sissi.  Would it be okay if I came out to visit?  I’d really like to see you before you get worse.  I have something this weekend in Phoenix, but I could fly out Sunday morning.  I’ll bring my girlfriend along and work while you nap.  Is that okay?”

      “Certainly, Will.  I’d love to see you.  You’ve not mentioned a girlfriend before.  Come on out and let me meet her.  Tell me she’s nothing like Melanie!”

      I laugh.  “No, Sissi.  Rebecca is nothing like Melanie.  I’m sure you’ll love her.  I do.”

      “Ooooo.  ‘Love’ already, Will?  How long have you been dating her?” my sister asks.

      “Four weeks.  I’m sure she will be happy to share our story.”

      “Oo!  That’s fast!  Regardless, it sounds good, Will.  I’m really excited to see you.”

      “I’m excited too, Allie.  Hey, Roger.  I’ll send you our itinerary as soon as I get it set.”

      Roger responds, “Sounds good, Will.  Looking forward to your visit.  Bye for now.”

      “Bye, guys.  I love you!” I tell them.

      I hear Allison gasp out “I love you too, Will!” right before I sign off.

      Josie pads out of the bedroom into the sitting area of the guesthouse that is serving as ‘Marissa’s room’ at her parent’s house.  She’s not wearing a stitch, and she crawls onto my lap.

      “Will, can I go too?  Please?  I heard you say you were taking Rebecca, but I really would like to go, too.  I’ve never been on an airplane,” she says.  She bites her lip while she waits for my answer.

      “Not this time, my love.  I could use the help with the tumors, but I want to have a passport or Real ID license for you before I put you on a plane.  Rebecca has a passport, which will reduce the likelihood of unwanted scrutiny.  Bernadette guaranteed your legend would pass scrutiny, but your license is less of a sure thing.  The last thing I want to do is put you in a position where someone would look too closely at your forged license.  Plus, I think I’m going to need Rebecca to practice her craft on Allison,” I explain.

      “Well at least I get to go to the den of iniquity,” she teases.  “What kind of adventures will we get into there?”

      I smile and tell her, “I think we’re going to pull a demon out of a zombie like I did on the patio last week.”

      She grimaces, “You’re lucky it didn’t die.  If you pull the soul out of a human, the body will die.  You can make a zombie by reanimating it, but you need to embed a binding glyph where the soul would normally connect.  Lafayette probably already marked him.  Let me get a piece of paper and a pencil - I’ll show you the glyph.”

      She gets up and saunters over to the dinette that Marissa is using for a desk.  For a woman that had no feminine role model since she was a child, it’s amazing how much sensual grace she exudes.  She grabs a pad and a pen before bending over to draw the glyph.  I see her plump pussy peeking out at the top of the ‘V’ created by her splayed legs.  I stand up and strip as I walk over to her.  My cock is ready by the time I grab her hips.

      Josie looks over her shoulder and gives me a dazzling smile.  “I’m trying to concentrate, William.”

      I slot my cock in her entrance and push forward.  “I’m concentrating too, my love.”
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            Going to town

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        (Bernadette’s House - two weeks after Labor Day Weekend)

      

      

      Bernadette Pasquale and Jack Jerome sit in the parlor talking about Bernadette’s family problem with the greater imp lord, Xranalazny.

      Bernadette says, “I’m going to send Shryl home with a message this coming weekend.  I would like you to be here for it.”

      Jack asks, “Why?  You want me to kill Vanessa to send her back?”

      Bernadette scolds him.  “No, Jack.  Don’t be so bloodthirsty all the time.”  She gives him her best ‘school marm’ look.  “The sorcerer from New York City who sent me the original message to summon Shryl gets a new message every time he summons a succubus.  Apparently he’s contracted with a high-end brothel that caters to the wealthy and powerful of New York.  He summons a succubus almost once a day.   I’ve been getting emails daily.”

      “Okay,” Jack acknowledges.

      Bernadette continues, “I need to send her back with a personal message for our queen.  I found a necromancer to help.”

      Jack is surprised.  “Where did you find one?  You didn’t get a Church necromancer, did you?”

      “No,” Bernadette shakes her head.  “He is not formally trained.  He’s in his early 40’s and recently discovered that he has power.  He’s managed some amazing feats despite having no training.”

      Jack asks, “Like what?”

      “Well, darling.  He has resurrected two ghosts, and he has three more under his control.  He sucked a zombie dry while the zombie was trying to kill him.  I called him for some business we were transacting, and he mentioned that he had another encounter with a sociopath and had a disagreement with someone in his craft group.  I translated that to mean he killed another zombie and had a duel with another necromancer.”

      “Wow,” Jack says.  “How’d he do that without training?  Many of those are master level tasks.”

      Bernadette, “I don’t know, but he seems to have good instincts about a wide variety of things.  He’s a former soldier, too.  I think you will get along with him.  I’m confident in his power.”

      “Why are you so confident?” Jack asks.

      Bernadette smiles, “I caught him in an unguarded moment.  He is very powerful.  Also, I have a good feeling about him.  I’ve known him for roughly three years.  He loves his women as much as you love your pet.  I’m fairly certain that he would kill just as quickly to protect his women as you did to protect Darcie.  Yet he is kinder than you are.  He connects more easily and more completely.”

      Jack objects, “I connect.  I have connected with you, Candice, Chantelle, and Clarice.  And then there’s Darcie.  And don’t forget Janet.  I still check in with her regularly.”

      Bernadette’s eyes school Jack.  “Yes, but then you snubbed all us here on your last visit.  You hurt Candice and Clarice in particular.  All the girls present that day are quite wroth with you.  As you might expect I got rather angry with you over hurting them.”

      Jack leans forward and runs hands through his hair as he releases a sigh.  “I told you I was called out of retirement by the Church in June for a specific mission.  I was sent to kill a rogue hunter in Minneapolis.

      He was enthralled by a succubus in a nest of five of them.  They were eating the death throes of their victims, and he was protecting them with a handful of zombie guards that he found and recruited.  There were also two imps working as prostitutes who were playing johns against each other and destroying marriages to feed off the chaos that resulted.  I killed them all.”

      He sits back and sighs again.  “Darcie has helped me since I finished the job.  She went with me on my cover job as my PA, by the way.  You trained her well.”  He pauses a moment.  “Her attention has me feeling just about human again, but I had to disconnect to survive that.”

      Bernadette leans forward to rest a hand on his knee.  “I hope you’re feeling better, Jack.”  She sits back in her chair.  “By the way, you didn’t offend Chantelle, but the rest could use a hug and an explanation.  Chantelle could too, but she’ll want to drag Darcie off to bed if you do.”

      Jack drops his head and nods.

      Bernadette continues to explain her plan.  “Steven Chueng’s daughter, Audrey, is going to do the banishment.  Steven has her trained to the master level.  She has completed her first master level work, but based on what she did, it probably counts as two.  My necromancer friend will pull Shryl out of Vanessa.  I’d like you to be here when we send Shryl home.  I don’t expect anything to go wrong but having a hunter on standby would be a comfort.  Plus,” she pauses for a moment.  “I think getting you all working together before we bring Xranalazny across would be a good thing.”

      Jack agrees.  “I can do that.  Perhaps I could meet with the ladies for a bit to reconnect this afternoon.  Just a visit and cuddles.  I’ll explain what happened.”

      Bernadette chuckles.  “It might take longer than you think.  I think Chantelle dragged Darcie up to her room.  You may have to pry Darcie loose from her clutches.”

      Jack chuckles.  “Maybe everyone gets cuddles and kisses, but Chantelle gets the bonus plan.  Darcie would like to spend some time with Candice while we’re here, too.  ‘Work, work, work!’ as Darcie says."
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        * * *

      

      Late morning on the Friday after I last talked to Roger and Allie, we are standing in front of the apartment.  I pull a couple of bags from Marissa’s Audi and haul them inside.  Rebecca and Josie brought clothes from Marissa’s in their new roller bags, but they have some items they want to grab from the apartment before we drive down to the ‘Den of Iniquity.’  As a result, they are repacking their bags with Marissa’s ‘help.’  It would be fun to sit and watch them with a beer, but I need to pack a bag from scratch.  Fortunately, I have all my computer gear together from staying at Dan and Maria’s house.  Dan let me use his office while he was gone, so I didn’t have to work off just the laptop screen.  I’ll have no such luck in North Carolina I’m sure.

      Marissa and Josie are wearing identical yoga pants and loose, off-the-shoulder long sleeve shirts - it looks like a uniform.  Rebecca is in a light knit dress in slate blue that hugs her nascent curves.  I’m in my standard jeans, oxford, and roper boots.

      Once my bag is packed, I pack weapons onto my person and pull on my navy blazer.  I’m planning to pack my weapons on the flights to and from North Carolina, but I’m strapped at the moment.  I have all the permits printed out with my itinerary in my attaché.  We finally finish packing our bags.  Everyone fills their water bottles and takes a last run to the loo.

      We are loading our bags into the back of Marissa’s Audi Q5 when a top-end BMW sedan pulls up behind Marissa’s car.  I don’t know what model it is, but I think it’s one of those that costs more than my annual salary.  Then I notice the familiar face of the driver.   I immediately pull my pistol and rack a round.

      I command quietly, “Ladies, back in the apartment.  Now.”  The tall, lean, pretty woman with shoulder-length wavy blond hair in a ponytail steps out wearing jeans and a western shirt.  I recognize her immediately from when she chased me around New York City.  Her eyes immediately lock on me.

      Marissa lays a hand on my shoulder.  “It’s okay, Will.  This is Carla.”

      I respond, “You didn’t tell me she was a fashion model.”

      Marissa snickers softly, “She’s too butch to pull that off; although, she wears a dress very well.”  She directs her attention to her ex.  “What’s up, Carla?”

      Carla says, “Get away from him, Marissa.  He’s dangerous.”

      I respond, “That’s funny, Carla.  I distinctly remember you following me around the streets of Manhattan for two hours with homicidal intent.”

      “I - I - I,” she stammers.  I look at her with my second sight and confirm she’s a zombie.  ‘Yep.  No soul.’

      I pop the magazine out of my pistol, jack the round out of the chamber and bounce it off my toe to catch it.  I let the slide snap forward, put the round back in the magazine, and seat it in the grip before holstering it.  Carla’s eyes are locked on my weapon until I holster it, and then she locks back on my eyes.

      Marissa says, “Carla, either tell me what you want or leave.  We’re about to leave on a trip.”  Josie and Rebecca come back out of the apartment with their walking sticks.

      Carla focuses on Marissa long enough to say.  “You.  I want you, Marissa.  Just like always.  Come home.  Please.”  Despite the ‘emotional plea’ insinuated in her word choice, there is no emotion in her tone.

      I look at Marissa, “May I.”

      Marissa frowns.  “Sure.  She’ll just say the same thing repeatedly.  You may have to physically move her.”

      I shake my head as I look at Carla again.  “That won’t be necessary.”  I take a breath.  “Carla you are currently undergoing an irrational fight-or-flight response, and you don’t know why.  Would you like me to explain it to you?”

      She nods once.  I tell her, “Your subconscious views me, and likely Josie too, as an alpha predator.  Your survival instinct is telling you to either kill me or run away.  Does that ring true to what you’re experiencing?”

      “Yes,” the gorgeous zombie says.

      I try to choose words that would appeal to a sociopath.  “I’d like to offer you quid pro quo,” I see her brain latch onto that.  “I promise I will not kill or harm you in any way as long as you don’t attempt to harm any of us.  Do you accept?”

      Carla still looks like a rabbit ready to run, but she nods her assent.  “I can agree to that.”

      I tell her, “That won’t help your subconscious, but now that we have agreement you can use your logical mind to help control your fear.  Okay?”

      She nods.  I step around the hood of her car and offer my hand.  “Carla, my name is William James.  You can call me Will.”

      She tentatively grasps my hand and then gives it a very through shake.  “Carla Jackson.  Carla is fine.”

      I wave towards the apartment.  “Please come inside.  We have a few minutes before we have to leave.  I think we should have a short talk.  Afterward, the ladies and I are leaving for a trip.  Does that sound, okay?”

      She is watching me like I’m a rattlesnake coiled at her feet.  I add, “Thirty minutes maximum before you will be out our door and safely on your way.”

      “Okay,” she murmurs.

      I keep my eyes on Carla.  “Marissa, honey?  Would you lock up and join us inside?”

      She responds clearly, “Of course, husband.”   Carla starts on the word ‘husband.’

      I prod our visitor, “Come along, Carla.”  Rebecca and Josie lead the way back into the house.

      I guide Carla to the loveseat, and Marissa sits in my desk chair.  Rebecca and Josie sit at the dinette.

      “Carla, what is the longest time you’ve been in a relationship before Marissa?”  I ask.

      “Six weeks,” she responds.  No emotion.  No shame.  Just the bare words.

      “Do you know why?” I ask.

      “The guys knew that I was spreading my legs to get something from them.  Some of the women were the same, but the ones I wanted to keep all said they couldn’t take my emotional distance or something similar.”  She looks at Marissa.  “Basically the same thing Marissa said.  She just put in more effort than most.  I'm very fond of her.”

      “I notice you didn’t say you love her,” I observe.  “I reckon you understand the concept logically…” she nods.  “...it’s just that you don’t recognize it emotionally.  Is that about right?”  She nods again while looking at Marissa.

      Marissa sobs, “Damn you, Carla.  I loved you.  I was keeping Will at a distance for you.  You just wouldn’t meet me half-way.”  She gets up and heads back to the bathroom.

      Carla watches her go but speaks to me.  “Psychologists have told me I’m a sociopath.  I know those emotions exist.  About the only ones I relate to are desire and anger - satisfaction when I get what I want.  There were a couple of times I thought I might be feeling love or affection, but it was fleeting.  I’ve never really felt fear like what I feel around you.”

      I look at her until she turns to face me again.  “Carla, the reason you feel fear is that you sense that I can destroy you with a thought.  I have done it before, so it’s not an idle claim.  Despite having the ability, I would prefer not to.”

      She looks at me with curiosity.  “How?”

      I think about how best to explain.  “I have an ability that allows me to see life and death energies.  I can suck the life right out of you.”  I let her ponder that for a moment.  “Carla, have you ever felt like you were missing part of yourself?”

      She nods gently, thoughtfully.  “That emotional piece,” she murmurs.

      I nod in acknowledgement.  “Carla, the reason you feel like that is because you are missing a part of yourself.  You have no soul.”
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      She flinches a bit as she tries to wrap her brain around that idea.  “No soul?”  She ponders the idea.  “Emotions are related to souls?”

      “Apparently,” I tell her.  “People in the magical community refer to people like you as ‘zombies’ or ‘soul-less’ - and no, that doesn’t mean you’re a flesh-eating undead.  It simply means you have no soul.”

      She almost looks angry and maybe on the verge of tears.  “But that means I’m evil, right?  A zombie?”

      I shake my head.  “No, Carla.  It’s like having a birth defect.  Your body and intellect are fully functional.  Your ability to emote and have empathy are missing because you’re missing a part of you.”  Tears start running down her cheek.  I ask, “Are you angry or sad?”

      “Angry? I think?” She looks genuinely puzzled.  “Definitely angry but different from anything I’ve experienced in my memory.”  I pull a tissue from the box on my desk and hand it to her.

      “Thank you,” she says.

      I ask, “Why did you thank me?”

      “It’s what you’re supposed to do,” she answers after just a momentary pause.

      I nod, “Exactly.  You learned that behavior.”  She nods, so I continue.  “You have also learned to use your sexuality as a tool and to please people you want to connect with.  You’ve learned to use your intellect to solve problems that most people don’t have to worry about - how to fit in by approximating appropriate emotional responses.  You’re no less of a good person, you just have to work harder to blend in.”   She looks at me intently.

      “You’re trying to make this easier, aren’t you?” she asks.

      “Yes.  I promised not to harm you.  That includes not attacking your self-worth.  You don’t deserve that any more than someone that has a soul.  You are still a person,” I tell her.

      “So - does that mean that God exists?  And that I have no chance of an afterlife?” she asks.

      I shake my head.  “I can’t say for certain that God exists, but I have faith that he, or she, or it, or they, do exist.  I also cannot definitively say you have no chance at an afterlife.  I can give you a soul, but it would be shared.  There might be other ways that I don’t know about.”

      “How do you mean?” She asks as Marissa walks in with one of my handkerchiefs in her hand.  She sits next to Carla and wraps an arm around her ex.

      “Let me give you some more context,” I tell her.  “I don’t know all the answers about the afterlife.  I believe one or more divine beings watch over us.  I know for a fact that souls exist and angels exist, but they don’t work like Christian culture would describe them.  Soul-less come to exist from one of three methods.  They are born without a soul, they have a soul seed that doesn’t blossom, or someone that knows my kind of magic pulls the souls out of them.”

      Carla sits up.  “Why would you do that?”

      I shrug, “I can think of several good reasons.”

      “Name one,” Carla challenges.  I can’t help it; I like her.  She makes me think and challenges me.

      I nod, “Okay.  I suppose if you knew someone with a sick body but a good soul, and you also knew of a healthy, evil person, you might pull the evil soul out and put the good soul in.”

      She asks, “And that would leave a sick zombie?”

      “Only if the necromancer pushes life back into it.  Otherwise when you pull the soul out, the body dies,” I explain.

      “So, how am I alive?” she asks.

      “You were born that way, Carla.  I don’t know the mechanics of it.  Regardless, your brain doesn’t have that integral connection to a soul.  You don’t have a soul seed either.  You survived birth without it,” I explain.

      She leans into Marissa.  She appears to be taking comfort from the contact.  “Look, Carla.  You’re taking comfort from Marissa right now.  You have built the habit of social skills, and that one you appear to use instinctively.  You can have friends and lovers - a full life.”

      She continues to stare at me.   “Okay.  That’s something,” she says.  “You said you could give me a soul.  How would that work?”

      I purse my lips as I look into her eyes before turning to Marissa.  “Are you okay with this?”

      She asks, “Sidney?”  I nod.  “I’m okay with it now.”  Her eyes are bright and rimmed in red, but she’s not weeping any longer.

      I look at the blond.  “Carla, I recently found a ghost.  Ghosts are the exact opposite of a zombie - a disembodied soul or soul fragment.  This ghost, Sidney, was murdered near here in 1891.  Sidney would like to be alive again.  If I would put Sidney inside you, you would no longer be just Carla.   You also wouldn’t be just Sidney.  My understanding is you would be a blend - having the memories of both of you.  You would have your memories but also remember being murdered and everything before it.  You would remember being locked in a soul box for over one hundred years.  It might tax your sanity.”

      I can see the gears turning, but Carla doesn’t say anything.  I continue.   “Also, Sidney is a magician.  You likely would have powers and know how to use them.”

      She finally asks the question she’s been wrestling with her intellect.  “Will I be able to love?  To feel love?  To give love?  To have empathy?”

      “I think so, but I don’t know.”  I look over towards Josie.  “You know Sidney the best of any of us.  What do you think?”

      Josie says, “I don’t know him well, but he was kind, funny, and smart.”

      Carla is confused.  “He?”

      I nod, “Sidney was a young man.  I was planning to resurrect him, but he asked to be paired with a ‘pretty female zombie.’  Today he would probably be labeled a transgender.   Labels aside, I expect him to be part of our family once he, or she, has a body again.  Based on what I’ve heard from people that knew him, he is very empathetic and emotionally healthy.  I’m sure he would find you suitably pretty.”

      She smiles slightly.

      “Carla,” I draw her attention back to me.  “I promised you that you would be out the door in thirty minutes or less.  We’re running out of time.  There is no rush for you to decide.  I will be back in about ten days.  Come visit us again.   Call Marissa to arrange it.  Okay?”

      She nods.  “I have a lot to think about.”  She turns to Marissa.  “I miss you.”

      “I know, Carla,” my lover answers.  “We had a lot of fun together, and I loved you.  The lack of connection hurt.  Paired with my growing love for Will, I arrived at a point where I had to let you go.  I miss you too, which is why I have been crying.  Despite that, I’m not coming back.  I have moved on.”

      “Will you let me in your life if I do this?” Carla asks.

      “Carla, you can be in my life again either way.  I just can’t commit to being your lover.  You may find that to be more difficult if you gain more emotions rather than less.  Don’t make this decision one way or another based on me,” Marissa says.  “I love the family I have now - Will, Rebecca, Josie, and Audrey.  They are my loves and my lovers.  I make no guarantees one way or another that you and I will ever be together like that again.  You have to decide based on what you want irrespective of anything between you and I.”

      Carla nods, looking off into the distance.  I offer her my hand.  “Please let me escort you to your car.”  She looks up at me, then down at my hand.  She slowly places her hand in mind, and I gently pull her to her feet.

      I open the door and release her hand as she walks out the door in front of me.  There is a police car behind Carla’s car.  I murmur, “Just get in and drive slowly and confidently away.  Ignore what I’m about to say.”  She nods.

      I walk with her around to the driver’s side door.  “I’m glad you’re feeling better, Carla.  Go home and get some rest.”  She gets in her car.

      Carla looks up at me, “Thank you, Will.  You were a big help.”

      I nod and shut her door before I look back at the police officers.  “Is there a problem, Officer Johnson?  Officer Bird?”

      Office Bird asks, “Where is she going?”

      “Home, ma’am,” I respond.  “We were packing up to leave when she pulled up.  She wasn’t feeling very well, so we took her inside and let her sit down.  She felt better, so I escorted her to her car.  I understand she’s on her way home.”

      Carla’s car pulls away slowly and evenly.  She signals and turns right on Aubrey towards Montezuma, and disappears from sight.

      Office Johnson asks, “Who’s we?  That young lady is still with you?”

      Rebecca walks out with her clutch.  “Well hello, Officer Bird.  Did you come to check on me?”

      The female cop grins.  “I don’t know, Rebecca.  Do I need to?”

      Rebecca walks up to the female officer and murmurs, “I think you just want to know how William is in bed.  I can tell you, he’s awesome!”  Marissa and Josie walk out and lock the door.

      Officer Bird flushes with embarrassment, so I turn towards Officer Johnson.

      “The obvious answer to your question is ‘yes.’  She’s gotten much healthier, don’t you think?” I ask.  Rebecca slides up under my left arm and kisses my cheek.

      Officer Johnson asks with absolutely no diplomacy, “She of age?”

      She pats the officer on the shoulder, “Thank heavens, yes!  I don’t know that I could have waited, and then William would have been in trouble.”

      “How did you determine that?” he asks.

      “I engaged a private detective agency through a friend in Phoenix,” I explain.  “They  discovered that she is from Colorado and that she last worked in the White Mountains.  The detective chased down her ID and got it to us a couple of weeks ago.”

      “May I see it?” the officer asks.

      Rebecca pulls her ID out of her clutch and then she pulls her passport.

      “An ID?” he asks.

      Rebecca says, “I never learned to drive.  I did get a passport in high school for a trip to Europe.”  She extends the passport to Officer Johnson.  He looks at the picture then flips through the pages finding entry and exit stamps.

      He hands it back with a shrug.  “Thank you, Rebecca.  I just wanted to be sure you are safe.”

      Rebecca cocks an eyebrow at him.  “My Willliam faced a knife-wielding attacker to protect me and killed him with his bare hands.  I’m not sure I could be more safe, plus he and my friend Marissa are teaching me to defend myself.  You need not worry on my account, Officer Johnson.”

      He actually snaps to attention as he notices Marissa.  He says, “Ms. Tomlinson!  Please give my regards to your father.”

      She says, “I will, Officer Johnson.”  Marissa wraps her arms around Rebecca.  “You ready to roll, Baby?”

      Rebecca nods, “Yes.  Let’s get going.”

      “Have a safe trip,” Officer Bird says as she gets back into the car.  Officer Johnson waves with a small smile before he crawls back into the driver seat.  We all get into Marissa’s car.

      “Is everyone ready?” I ask.

      Josie says, “We’re good, Will.  On to the Den of Iniquity.’

      Marissa is driving, and we are heading east on AZ-69 heading generally southeast to connect with I-17 at Cordes Junction.  My arm is on the console with my fingertips resting lightly on her thigh.  I don’t want to distract her from her drive, but I figure she could use a little comfort after the Carla ordeal.  We are listening to my ‘Big Bad Voodoo Daddy’ radio station on the Pandora Radio app.

      As we pass Main Street of Dewey-Humboldt, she places her right hand on my left thigh.  As we enter the ‘business district’ of Mayer, she signals a right turn and pulls into the Circle K parking lot before putting the vehicle in park.

      She looks at me.  I see that the redness is gone from her eyes, but they still glisten more than normal.

      I ask, “Are you okay, my love?”

      Marissa nods just before two more pairs of hands appear from the rear seat to touch her.  “I’m doing alright, Will.  Honestly, I’m not paying attention to the road as much as I should.  We ladies are supposed to be superior at multitasking to males, but I’m not doing a very good job at the moment.”

      I tell her, “I haven’t noticed a problem, honey.”  I cup her cheek and lean in for a kiss.  She attacks my mouth hungrily.  When we break the kiss, she holds me in place and leans her head against my forehead.

      Eventually she gives me some room.  “Would you drive?  You know where we’re going anyway.  I’d like to crawl in back and cuddle one of our wives.”  She gives a small smile as she says ‘wives.’

      I grin back at her.  “Of course, beloved.”

      She pulls her key fob out of her clutch and hands it to me.  She says with a little bigger smile, “Thank you, husband.”

      I tell her, “Let’s talk about this some more once you’ve had some time to process.”

      She nods and pulls me in for another passionate kiss.  She eventually lets me go and says, “That’s just one of the many reasons I love you, Will.  You always give me what I need - even if I don’t know I need it.”

      I smile, “That’s my job as your husband.”

      “And me as your wife,” says Rebecca.

      Josie adds, “Me too, sweetie.  You want me to move up front?”

      Marissa looks back over the seat.  “There is definitely more leg room up here, but I’d kind of like to crawl into your lap and be held.  Rebecca would hold me, but her lap is smaller.”

      Rebecca says, “Not to worry.  We can swap out if you want the...how did you say that, Will?  The ‘bonus plan?’  Is that adding sex to cuddling?”

      We all laugh at that.  I concur, “That’s right, baby.  Okay, ladies.  Everyone rotate one seat to your left.”

      Giggling ensues as we do a quick approximation of a ‘Chinese Fire Drill’ - I actually do make a circuit around the car first, which gets Marissa laughing.  She explains what a ‘Chinese Fire Drill’ is while I think to myself.  ‘Laughing is good.  Mission accomplished.’

      I adjust the seat and buckle myself into place in time for Marissa to lean up and kiss my cheek.

      I smile and pull back out onto the highway.

      “Marissa, ensure you are inside Josie's seatbelt.  It’s not as good as having your own, but it’s better than none.”

      “Okay,” she agrees as Tape 5’s rendition of Pantaloons comes on.

      I get to speed as we crest the hill.  Rebecca says, “I like this song.  I can relate to pantaloons.”

      Josie comments over the seat, “I like that they’re singing about me.”  She demonstrates a decent voice by singing the lyrics.  “Tonight Josephine, try something keen!  Soon, get off your pantaloons!”  She giggles.  “I also like the idea of my lover getting me out of them.”

      “Exactly,” murmurs Marissa.

      We listen to a variety of Big Bad Voodoo Daddy, Cherry Poppin’ Daddies, Puppini Sisters, Royal Crown Revue, Brian Setzer, Caro Emerald, Earl, Squirrel Nut Zippers, Colin James, Imelda May, and Devil Doll.

      Cherry Poppin’ Daddies’ ‘Zoot Suit Riot’ gets us onto I-17 heading south.  We pass Sunset Point and head down the mountainside as Caro Emerald’s ‘Dr. Wanna Do’ comes on.  Colin James’ ‘Jumpin’ from Six to Six’ welcomes us into Phoenix, and Devil Doll’s ‘Liquour Store’ ushers us off the freeway.

      We discuss our plan as I pull into Bernadette’s neighborhood.  We will have lunch with Bernadette, Audrey, and Viktorija.  This evening, we will have dinner with Audrey and her parents.  Then we will stay overnight at Bernadette’s place.  Saturday morning we will do the mysterious ‘Shryl task’ - whatever that is.  That afternoon I will take the ladies with me when I go to train at  Master Hiromatsu’s dojo.  I cleared it with him in advance, and he is happy to have them come to train while I go to the class.  I mention to the ladies that I don’t recall ever seeing a female student there, but I haven’t been to his ‘open’ classes, either.  Saturday night, Audrey and I will put on a show in the theatre at Bernadette’s.  Sunday, Rebecca and I will fly to North Carolina while Marissa, Josie, and Audrey all go home.
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      By the time we are a couple of blocks from Bernadette’s, Marissa still hasn’t said anything about the Carla episode.  “Marissa, how are you doing with our conversation with Carla?”

      Marissa says, “That was hard.  I’m glad she knows what is going on, but it was really hard to see her like that.  I don’t want her to think that I will just run back to her if she takes Sidney on.  I’m invested in the love of you three and Audrey.  I don’t want to ruin what we have.”

      Rebecca says, “You still love her.”

      “I shouldn’t,” Marissa says.  She chokes off a sob.  “How do you stop loving someone, Will?”

      I frown.  “In my case I found it relatively easy after years of an abusive marriage ending with adultery.  I don’t hate her, but I’m angry at her and would be just as happy to never see her again.”

      I hear her sniff.  “I thought I was over her.  If we stayed on the street, I would probably have been fine.  It surprised me when you asked about her relationships.  I didn't think she could make me break down like that, but I lost it.”  I feel a hand on my shoulder.  “Don’t get me wrong, I’m glad you explained everything to her, and I’m fine with Sidney moving in with her...so to speak.  The hard part will be if she does choose to move forward with Sidney, she will be part of the family - even if we won’t see her frequently.  I don’t know what I’ll do.”

      Josie says, “Maybe you will see her on the side like you and Will before you broke up.”

      “I saw Will on the side because I loved Carla but also craved the touch of a man.  If I need the touch of a woman, I have my two beautiful sister-wives - three when Audrey moves in with us.  I have everything I need here with all of you.”

      Rebecca turns around and looks at her.  “Except Carla.”  I can’t see Marissa’s reaction in the mirror.  Rebecca continues.  “You didn’t stop loving her, honey.  You were tired of being hurt by her lack of empathy.”  I pull into Bernadette’s driveway.

      “And she can’t help it,” Marissa sobs.  I put the CRV into ‘park’ and shut it off.

      Josie says, “It’s not your fault, honey.”

      Marissa holds her breath and blows it out.  “I’m just so sad for her that she can’t experience what I’m feeling with all of you.  I love you.  All of you,” she sobs.

      We all assure her, “We love you too.”  I whip my handkerchief out of my hip pocket and hand it back.

      She sniffs, “Thanks, Will” as she takes it out of my hand.

      I tell her, “Marissa, we are yours.  You are ours.  No matter what happens with Carla, we are here for you.  Always.”

      Josie says, “Unless you go fucking the gardner and pool boy.”

      I don’t find it funny, but it does get a chuckle out of Marissa.  “Not happening,” she says.

      I get out of the car and pull Marissa out of the back seat into a hug.  She squeezes me tight and kisses me sweetly.  I tell her, “I love you, Marissa.  Whatever you need, I’ll move heaven and earth to get it for you.”

      Josie and Rebecca take over the hugging.  I retrieve the bags from the back.

      Luis runs out the door and grabs a couple of bags.  I follow him toward the door as the ladies grab their handbags and follow me.

      A statuesque, Latvian blond meets us just inside the entry.  Viktorija looks ravishing standing there barefoot in a mid-thigh, silk kimono robe.  Her décolletage is bared to below her breastbone by the barely closed robe.

      I collect a very warm kiss.  “Wow, Viktorija!  That kiss might make me think you were looking forward to seeing me.”

      Her eyes dance.  “Will, I dreamt of you last night.  It was quite...inspiring.  I’m sorry if I’m overly forward.”

      I chuckle, “Not to worry, sweetheart.  Let me introduce you to my lady wives.  Marissa, Rebecca, and Josie.”

      Marissa hugs her before looking at her shrewdly.  “My ‘gaydar’ says you’re not really into women.”

      Viktorija shrugs, “True - much to Audrey’s dismay.  It’s too bad, really.  I love Audrey dearly; she’s my BFF.  I just have a hard time with it.  Plus, it would prove useful in my work here.  For some reason, if a female client comes in, there's a high percentage chance she will ask for me.”  She gives Marissa an appraising look.  “There is one noteworthy exception.  We’ll see if your gaydar picks up on that.  Hmm?”

      Marissa chuckles as Rebecca hugs Viktorija.  Rebecca says, “Audrey tells me you’re going to be joining our family soon.”

      “I would like to,” Viktorija says shyly.  “It’s a little presumptuous of me to think you will all just welcome me in to share your man.  You don’t even know me.”

      Josie says, “We’ll get to know you.”  She hugs Viktorija.  “You’ll get to know us.  We’ll figure out what comes next together.  Okay?”  Rebecca is rubbing off on Josie.

      “Sounds good to me,” Viktorija says with a smile.  “Come inside to meet my mistress.  She’s amazing.  And Audrey is here, too.”

      Josie slides into a side hug with Viktorija.  “I didn’t know what to think about all this ‘women loving on each other’ business either.  I was twenty-four years old when I learned that it was ‘a thing.’   I’m still reluctant to bury my face down there, but I love my sisters.  I kiss them, caress them, and any number of things to show them that I love them.  I have dived in a couple times, but I have to really be wound up to do it.”

      Viktorija nods thoughtfully.  “It’s not even that for me.  It feels like the clients have something to prove.  It feels like they are trying to show they are better than me - especially the less-attractive ones.  I know at least for a couple clients that it isn’t true, but that’s how it feels most of the time.”  She looks up and surveys her audience.  “I’m sorry for dragging you through a tour of my personal demons.  Please leave the bags here, Will.  Luis and Manuel will take them to your room.”

      I tell the gentlemen of the house, “Sorry for the heavier ones, guys.  Rebecca and I are going from here to visit my sister for a week.”

      Luis says, “Not to worry, sir.”

      Manuel laughs.  “Luis has his butler face on.  Honestly, Will.  These are nothing.  You should see how Luis packs when we go on holiday.”

      Luis blushes with a reserved smile and picks up the smaller bags, leaving the heavier ones for Manuel.  “I’m sure you won’t mind carrying them for me, Manuel.”

      Manuel chuckles as he easily hefts the two bags.  “Not at all, mijo.  Lead the way.”

      Viktorija addresses the rest of us graciously as the men walk out.  “This way, please.”  She  knocks on the closed French doors of the parlor before opening them wide.  She leads us inside.

      Inside we find Bernadette sitting in one of her favorite throne-like parlor chairs.  Her long green velvet robe is lying open and Audrey is sitting on her lap.  Audrey is wearing the short black silk robe with the large flower print that I gave to her.  Her robe is also open, and Bernadette’s left hand is cupping Audrey’s right breast.  The eye’s of both women are slightly glazed with lust.

      Viktorija announces, “Mistress, may I present the William James family.”

      Audrey kisses Bernadette quickly and races from her lap to kneel at my feet and rub her face on my leg.

      Bernadette stands, and her open dressing gown drops into the chair to reveal the singular glory that is Bernadette Pasquale.  She always reminds me of a Boris Vallejo painting.

      Rebecca breathes, “Oh Venus, how the artists failed to capture your glory.”

      Bernadette glides toward us.  “Oh, I don’t know.  There were a couple done in New Orleans in the mid-nineteenth century that were quite good.  As far as I know, they are both with a single east coast collector.”

      Then she is wrapping her arms around me and giving me her version of a chaste kiss - as in it might not get people to shout ‘get a room,’ but close.  All the while Audrey rubs her face on my leg.

      Bernadette releases my mouth and caresses my face with her hand and my chest with her lush breasts as she disengages me.  Then she descends upon my ladies to hug them into her divine body and kisses them like long lost lovers.

      I look down at Audrey.  “Get up here, Kitten.”

      Audrey smiles brilliantly as she stands, drops her robe, and leaps to wrap her arms and legs around me.

      Bernadette moves from a stunned Josie to a welcoming Marissa as I devour Audrey’s mouth and squeeze her hard, muscled athlete’s tushy.

      As we break our kisses, Rebecca slides in for a quick kiss for Audrey - giving just a tease of tongue.  “Hello, Audrey.  It’s so good to finally see you in person.  We’re going to have so much fun together.”

      I set Audrey on the ground as Bernadette draws Rebecca in for her hug and kiss.  Josie and Marissa kiss and hug Audrey.  I hear Rebecca moan into Bernadette’s mouth in a kiss that definitely crosses the line out of ‘chaste’ territory, even for a succubus.

      Bernadette releases a dazed Rebecca.  She reaches for Viktorija and says, “Viktorija will show you to your suite, so you can freshen up for lunch.”

      She kisses Viktorija passionately and her hand dives inside the folds of her lover’s barely closed robe.  Viktorija moans as Bernadette fondles her and kisses her ravenously.  Both women gasp as Bernadette releases Viktorija.  “We will have enough time for play later, Precious.  Be a good girl and take our guests to their suite.  Back downstairs in twenty minutes, darling.”

      Viktorija nods as Bernadette pops glistening fingers into her own mouth.   Viktorija moans at the sight.  “Yes, Mistress.”

      Audrey picks up her robe and Viktorija hooks her arm.  “This way, please lord and ladies.”  She leads us back to the entry rotunda and through the salon into a large foyer and up a staircase.  We stop on the second floor.  Audrey and I normally get a patron room on the third floor when we perform here.  It’s nice to only climb one flight of stairs.

      I’ve never been on this floor before, so I take in all the details.  There are two doors on the left side of the corridor and four on the right.   Additionally, there is one at the end of the hall.

      Viktorija tells us, “There are five guest suites on this floor that Mistress keeps for VIPs.  The last door on the right is a linen closet and the door at the end of the corridor is the lift.  We only use it for the cleaning staff.  It lets out into the laundry room in the basement.”

      She opens the second door on the left and leads us in.  Once we are all inside, she pulls a key from the pocket of her robe and hands it to me.  She says, “This suite used to be two suites.  Mistress recently decided that she needed a suite suitable for a powerful man with a harem.”  She gives a Vana-wave to let us take it all in.

      It’s a gorgeous suite.  There are deep red walls with small gold fleur-de-Lis accents, simple white wainscoting, baseboards, and crown molding, walnut hard-wood floors and Persian-style carpets.  There is a huge bed - at least half again as wide as a king-size mattress if not twice - with a tall carved wood headboard and footboard.  The rest of the furniture looks antique - a Chippendale writing desk with matching chair sporting red, white and gold upholstery, a large fainting couch in solid red upholstery, and two sets of parlor chairs with a wine table between them - one set upholstered to match the couch, the other to match the desk chair.  There is a pair of French doors near the far left corner leading out onto a balcony.  There is a bench at the foot of the bed upholstered in deep red with a grip at either end.  It is wide enough to cover the foot of a standard king bed.  I smile as I think about how I could put that to use with Audrey.  There are five bag stands against the wall across from the bed with our suitcases on them, but there is easily a four foot passage between the bags and the bench.

      Viktorija walks us past a large walk-in closet to the en-suite bathroom.  It has a shower large enough to hold all five of us plus a couple of guests with jets pointing out of the wall and ceiling in a variety of places.  There is also a four-seat soaking tub reminiscent of Japanese designs I’ve seen and a triple vanity with lots of counter space.  There are a couple of seated hair and makeup stations with stools for the ladies to sit on while creating masterpieces.  Additionally, there are two commodes with bidets, each set in a separate water closet.

      Marissa comments, “This is too nice.  We may never leave.”

      Viktorija observes wryly, “I think that was the point.”

      I am too overwhelmed to comment.  Audrey asks, “Did you design it?”

      Viktorija nods gently.  “Yes.  Mistress said to go with a ‘classic 19th-Century, New Orleans bordello’ theme.  She gave me some insight on what that was really like, and then we avoided most of it and went for the fantasy.”

      I have to chuckle at that.

      I take a leak, wash up, and go wait for the ladies in one of the chairs.  Viktorija tightens her robe before crawling into my lap.  I wrap my arms around her and ask about her classes at Arizona State.  She catches me up on what she’s doing in them.  One is an interior design class, and she used the suite as her final project.  She had it done before the third week of class, but had checked with her teacher to ensure it would count.  Her other class is a painting class in ‘pointilism’ in the style of George Seurat.

      While we visit, the ladies take turns with the loo, strip, and dress in short robes similar in style to Viktorija’s.  As they join us in the sitting area, I notice they all match the one Audrey is wearing.  I murmur into Viktorija’s ear.  “I remember buying Audrey’s robe from Bernadette.  Did you make it?”

      She nods and murmurs her answer.  “I did.  It was one of my first designs.  I went back and bought a whole bolt of the cloth after you bought it, thinking I might make Mistress and myself matching ones.  My cloth supplier recently told me they quit making this pattern a year ago, and no one had bought any since then.  I got quite a deal on his last two bolts of it.  All of us in the house have ones in the same style in several colors.  I was able to make them to match Audrey’s for all your girls over the last couple of weeks.  Audrey helped me arrange to get the measurements shortly after you left - she arranged it with Marissa.  I supervised over Facetime.  They are lovely.  I am going to love making clothes for them if you let me.”

      I kiss her cheek gently.  “Of course, honey.”

      She turns to lightly brush my lips with hers before turning back to smile at my lady-wives.  “Ready?” she asks.

      We all agree we are, so Viktorija jumps out of my lap and leads us out the door, down the stairs, and then to the left to the dining room.  It’s a big room with a long dining table that has twelve seats on a side.  Bernadette is standing in her properly closed dressing gown.

      Viktorija seats me to Bernadette’s left.  She sits across the table from me and Audrey sits next to her.  Rebecca sits next to me and Josie sits next to ‘Mom’ while Marissa sits next to Audrey.  Clarice and Vanessa join us at the table, Bernadette introduces them to the ladies from Prescott.

      A cute, tiny Asian woman runs out of the kitchen to kiss my cheek before introducing herself.  “Hello, ladies.  I am Candice, and I will be the Maitresse d’Hotel for your luncheon.”  The door of the kitchen opens and four more ladies stand along the wall.  “Your servers today will be Rachel,” a dusky Jewish beauty waves.  “Michelle,” a voluptuous brunette cheerleader waves.  “Rosalie,” a light-skinned Hispanic beauty waves.  “and Tanu,” a cheerful, sexy, slender, brown-skinned Indian woman smiles and waves.

      Candice addresses the servers.  “Our guests are William, whom you know, and all his ladies - Rebecca, Josie, Marissa, and our friend Audrey.  Please serve the soup.”  The ladies disappear into the kitchen.  Candice says, “We will join you after we serve the second course if it pleases you, Lord.”

      I murmur despite the embarrassment I feel at such a lofty title.  My ladies either smirk or cock eyebrows at me as they watch to see if it goes to my head.  Rebecca murmurs, “It’s appropriate, Lord Husband.”

      Bernadette smiles at me.  “I agree.”

      I bow my head in acceptance before addressing Candice.  “Please do join us, Candice.  The whole house is welcome if I get to decide.”

      They serve a wonderful light meal in two courses.  First comes a cup of butternut squash soup.  The second is a small Salade Nicoise with a half-Croissant sandwich of brie, a mayo-Dijon-tuna salad, tomatoes, and lettuce dressed with a touch more mayonnaise.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            5

          

          

      

    

    







            Getting to know you

          

        

      

    

    
      During the soup course, we have a lot of light ‘getting-to-know-you’ conversation.  Luis, Chantelle, Cindy, and Serena all join us at the table during the course.  I wonder where Manuel is, but otherwise it looks as if all are present.  More introductions follow as servers bring out more soup.   Our servers join us for lunch after they serve the salad and sandwich course.  Conversation stays light.

      Some of the ladies share what they are doing in school - Cindy, Michelle, Tanu, and Chantelle.  Cindy is in a business marketing program and interns at a local call center’s marketing department.  Michelle is in the nursing program - she claims it was a decision inspired by a ‘naughty nurse’ role-play she did for a patron.  Tanu is studying computer science and with an emphasis on healthcare.  Chantelle confesses to being in her third degree, this one in philosophy.

      She tells us, “I was in sports so long, that I can’t decide what I want to be when I grow up.”

      Serena is clerking for a state appellate court judge while she studies for her bar.  Clarice has been homeschooled and is considering eventually going to Arizona State or Grand Canyon universities here in town.  She doesn’t have an idea of what to study, so she is also considering going to Paradise Valley or Phoenix community colleges to try a few things on for size as she works through her standard compulsories.

      I’m finished and push my plate back and sip at the lovely iced tea that came with the meal.  Candice pops up, and fills my glass.

      Bernadette asks about our plans as more folks finish their meals.  I lay out our schedule and explain about my sister Allison’s condition.  I pause for a moment.

      I ask Bernadette, “Should we do the cone of silence thing?”  She cocks an eyebrow at Viktorija.

      Viktorija shakes her head gently before explaining.  “All of the walls and ceiling have copper mesh in them to essentially create a Faraday cage effect.  There is also an oscillating energy field in each doorway that disrupts electromagnetic waves.  You may have heard it as white noise if you were paying attention.  We have a lot of protection as well from not having any exterior walls in this room.  Plus, Clarice and I did a sweep for listening devices this morning.  We should be all clear.”

      Marissa says, “My dad has a security contracting business.  I think he would love to see your setup here.”

      Viktorija says, “It’s not impossible to defeat, but it would require penetrating the perimeter of our house to plant devices and signal repeaters.  That’s why I check regularly.   I’ve been training Clarice, Chantelle, and Tanu on how to do it.  They are likely to be here the longest when I leave at the end of the year.  I expect I’ll be back to check periodically after that.”  She looks at Bernadette with doe-eyes.

      Serena growls, “Get a room.”

      Viktorija blushes slightly but addresses the raven-haired beauty regardless.  “Calm down, Serena.”  She holds the other woman’s gaze until Serena drops her gaze.

      ‘Interesting,’ I think to myself.

      Viktorija adds, “I would have trained Serena, too.  However, she has one foot out the door already, so I didn’t wish to impose.”  She turns her attention to me.  “Serena is a lovely person, don’t let her tone of voice throw you off, Will.  I love her like a sister, but we unfortunately nag at each other like sisters, too.”

      I smile at Viktorija before looking down the table at Serena.  “I’ve had limited interaction with Serena, but given the legal clerking, I’m going to go out on a limb and say she’s awesome.”

      Serena smiles bashfully.  “Thank you, William.  I think I speak for all the staff that you are our favorite - performer or patron.”  She looks at Candice.  “Although, I think you might be Candice’s second-favorite.”

      Candice gives me a shy look.  “I’m afraid so, Lord.  I have a master waiting for me to finish my obligations.  I can hardly wait.”

      Bernadette clears her throat.  “You were saying about your sister, William darling?”

      I nod, “Yes.  Ostensibly, I’m going to visit her to say ‘goodbye’ as she is quitting chemo treatments.  As I said, it’s stage four.  Her husband, Roger, thinks that she will probably die within six months if the side effects of the chemo don’t kill her first.  The truth is that I’m planning to try to heal her.  I’ve had pretty good success using my craft to heal Marissa’s tumors.  Josie’s going to observe her progress while I’m gone.  I’m taking Rebecca with me to use her craft to strengthen her immune response while I attack the tumors.”

      Candice asks, “What tumors?”  at about the same time Tanu asks, “What do you mean, Rebecca?”

      Rebecca waves to Marissa.  She answers, “Breast cancer.”  She looks at me adoringly.  “I found out just before the first time I slept with William.  I was supposed to go to the doctor the next day, but the lump shrank to the point it was undetectable.  My girlfriend started calling him Mister Chemo.  Seven repetitions later, I told William about it.  My girlfriend was ignoring me, so I left her and devoted myself to William and Rebecca.  Josie joined us shortly thereafter.”  She waves to Rebecca.  “Go ahead, beloved.”

      Rebecca answers Tanu’s question with our agreed response for this question.  “I’m an herbalist.”

      Luis scoffs, “There’s no love for the Church in this house, Rebecca.  They look down on us for how we pay our debts, they look down on us for our panamorous inclinations, and they would kill our benefactor.  My great-great grandmother was a bruja serving to help the soldiers in the first World War.  The Church had her whole unit massacred.  Fortunately, my great-grandmother was already born.  Her grandparents raised her, so she learned the craft from her abuela.  My abuela learned the craft from her, and my mother from her.  My sister apparently didn’t get the gift.”

      He takes a sip before continuing the longest speech I’ve heard him speak.  “Unfortunately, my sister told her best friend that our mother was a bruja, and her friend told the local priest.  My mother and sister disappeared shortly thereafter, and my father disappeared a couple weeks later.  His body was found in an alley in Oaxaca.  I thought my mother and sister were dead for years until my sister showed up at the university here in Tempe.  I learned that Mother took her and ran to Guatemala.  Papa knew, he just didn’t tell the Church anything.  I had to fend for myself and my little brother.   We snuck across the border working with ‘Coyotes’ and ran from them once we got to San Diego.   We rode with a trucker to Phoenix.  Bernadette found me, and offered to put my brother, Miguel, through college if I worked for her.  It got me out of turning tricks on the street, and she took care of my brother.   So, I’ll stand beside you if the Church comes for you.”  It’s the most passion I’ve ever seen from Luis.

      “That was a long dissertation that in summary means we don’t care if you’re a witch,” Serena says.  “It was nice to hear your story, Luis.  I think I learned more about you in the last minute than I have the entire time we’ve lived together.”

      Chantelle says softly, “Serena and I both have it in our families.  My gift is athletics rather than witchcraft.”  She looks shrewdly at Serena.  “I think Serena has a little power.  The phenomenal memory she has could be part of that kind of gift.”

      “Or she could just have a good memory,” Rebecca says with a grin.  “Your aura gives no indication of it, but it may be just because you're not trained, Serena.  I have been remaking the notebooks I lost in a fire years ago.  I could start to teach you both if you wanted to learn.  My teacher said I was fully qualified.  If nothing else, both of you could use it to help keep family and friends healthy.  The herbs do the work, we just add a little to their natural impact with our power.   I personally think I want to study to be a nurse practitioner at university.  I’ve been reading a lot in preparation to start college in January, and I prefer the caregiver aspect of a nurse practitioner to a doctor.  So I’m planning to start at Yavapai County Community College with the basics and a focus on sciences.”

      Chantelle looks thoughtful, but Serena dismisses it with a wave of her hand.  “I have plenty to study at the moment.  Maybe after a few years, if you don’t mind...”

      Clarice teases her.  “Serena, just ask her for her number.  I’m willing to bet Will wouldn’t mind, especially if you want to play the meat in a sandwich.”

      Serena smirks, “Clary, you know I’ve got that going on already with my patron.”  She looks at Rebecca, “Seriously, Rebecca.  Just to keep in touch.”

      Rebecca winks at me before turning to answer.  “I’m good either way, Serena.  Just keep in mind that our version of a sandwich is more like a dog pile.  There is nothing like being covered by a pile of loving women’s kisses and caresses while William plows your pussy.”

      All the ladies at the table are speechless.

      I decide to change the topic.  “What’s this ‘Shryl needs to go home’ thing you need me to help with?”

      Bernadette raises her finger.  “Let’s retire to the parlor so the ladies can clear the table.  The rest of you, please get some rest.  We’re expecting a full house tonight, and some of you will be assisting with a performance in addition to your normal duties.  Get rest, my lovelies.  I want to see your full glory as the moon rises.”

      Without fail, every one of Bernadette’s staff give her a look of loving devotion.  She returns it with a doting smile.

      She stands and walks to the door.  Turning just inside the doorway she says, “Don’t make your mistress wait, my darlings.”  Everyone stands.  Candice and the servers run up and collect passionate kisses from Bernadette before heading back to clear the table.  Luis collects a deep kiss and squeezes her breast as he walks past her.

      Chantelle actually has to bend down slightly to kiss Bernadette.  Bernadette squeezes her tushy as she tells her.  “Serena is up tonight rather than you, darling.  She has the night off from her patrons.  She needs to know I still love her.”

      Chantelle chuckles, “She knows, Mistress.  She’s just having a jealous tantrum.  We all know you love us.”

      Serena collapses into Bernadette’s arms.  She attacks her mistress’ mouth hungrily.  The two sexy brunettes make quite a picture.  She asks when she comes up for air, “Really, Mistress.  I get to stay with you tonight?”

      Bernadette caresses her face.  “Yes, darling girl.  Just you and me.”

      Serena glows with happiness.  She whispers, “Thank you, Mistress.”  The irony of the cool, collected lawyer nearly skipping down the corridor is hilarious.

      Cindy opens her robe for her mistress before she kisses Bernadette.   They stand there for a long moment until Cindy whimpers.  Bernadette releases her and Cindy collapses onto her breast.  She murmurs, “Thank you, Mistress.  I needed that.”

      “I know, Strumpet.”  Bernadette gives her direction, “Now go to your room, rub a couple more out, and then get some sleep, darling.”

      She replies breathily, “Yes, Mistress.”

      Josie asks, “Bernadette, are they all your lovers?”

      Clarice says, “I’m the only one that isn’t.”

      Bernadette steps inside the dining room proper and hugs Clarice.  She murmurs, “I love you like you are my own daughter, Clarice.”

      “I know, Mistress, but I really want to play.”

      Bernadette holds her head to her breast.  “Soon beloved.  Soon.”  She answers Josie.  “Josie darling, I am a succubus.  Of course, I have sex with all of my entertainment staff.  They feed the part of me that food can’t.  They are willing to do it, and I make sure they are showered in love.  It’s not the same as what you and William share.  Most of my darlings have been emotionally or physically abused in some way.  The love they get from me is a unique blend of motherly love and sexual comfort - kind of like a sexy favorite aunt taking a younger niece or nephew as a lover.”

      “Wow,” Josie responds.  “That didn’t happen when I was younger.”

      Bernadette chuckles, “Oh yes it did.  I was already a working whore by the time you were born, Josephine Carroll.  Trust me.  There is nothing new in the realm of sex.  Felching for example, it’s been around since at least ancient Greece.”

      Rebecca asks, “What’s that?”

      Marissa says, “Do you remember when you would feed from me?”

      Rebecca says, “O-o-oh.  Okay.”

      Marissa nods, “Like that.  Although, I think the contemporary meaning is more the person that put it there eats it out.”

      Bernadette shakes her head, “Eh.  Not so much.  The act is the same regardless.  I find that it’s most common in mixed-gender trios.  That’s really become a common thing with our clients in our playrooms, especially since electronic publishing has provided an outlet for all types of literature about uncommon relationships.”

      Bernadette releases Clarice.  “Let’s retire to the parlor, my darlings.”  She leads us to our destination.

      We follow Bernadette down the corridor, past the stairs, through the salon, and across the entry way into the parlor.

      Bernadette waves us into the parlor and closes the door.  She nods to Clarice, who is holding a tablet.  The young girl taps on the screen of the tablet, and then shades drop inside the windows and over the door.  Bernadette opens her robe and takes a seat in her favorite parlor chair.  Vanessa, Viktorija, and my ladies all find seats from the plentiful furnishings.

      I pick up the topic we interrupted in the dining room.  “What’s the mystery?  What does ‘Shryl needs to go home’ mean?  What do you need me to help with?”

      Vanessa softly says, “Um.  I’m Shryl.  I am hosted by Vanessa.”

      Bernadette picks up the narrative.  “I received a message from a sorcerer in New York telling me to summon Shryl.   Shryl was being sent here with a message from my family in my home dimension.  I suspected that Steven was Church, so I was hesitant to involve him because of my family - the Church has me in the same category as Rebecca.  So I shopped around for a local sorcerer.  I don’t generally mix with the supernatural community, but I do have some contacts.  I got a referral for a supposedly reputable sorcerer.   He showed up, and summoned Shryl easily enough.  Vanessa was attending me as I observed the process.   Shryl arrived and started to deliver her message, but something went wrong.  The sorcerer pushed her into Vanessa.

      Audrey scoffs, “A simple summon-and-banish isn’t even a major work.  Even if you contract the traveler.  How could he mess that up?”

      Bernadette explains, “Apparently he was hung-over and didn’t pay attention.  We’re lucky he didn’t botch the possession.  I was so wroth with him.  Shryl was young - she still is.  She was days past her eighteen birthday, and her curse hadn’t yet manifested itself.  It triggered hard when she landed in Vanessa, so a virginal Shryl was now a very hungry succubus named Vanessa with years of sexual conquests.  I tied the sorcerer in a back room, scrubbed him down, and had the ladies take turns on him repeatedly until he was to the point of death.   I took the opportunity to coach Vanessa on how to feed off the ambient lust energy until he was near death.  Clarice took Vanessa to the dorms and got her a room.  Then I broke his neck and had him disposed of.”  She sighs heavily.  “If I had known you were both available, I would have called you instead of using an unknown.”

      I summarize to ensure I have this right.  “So you need me to pull Shryl out of Vanessa, so Audrey can banish her home.  Then I will need to put that binding glyph Josie taught me on Vanessa to keep her alive?”

      Bernadette looks at me suspiciously.  “Clarice, please get a pen and paper.”

      Clarice says, “Yes, Mistress.”  Viktorija uses the tablet to raise the door shade enough for Clarice to duck under the shade.  She’s only gone for about a minute.  She says, “Close it, Tori.”  Viktorija taps the tablet, and the ‘cone of silence’ shade drops back in place.

      Bernadette points to me as she looks at Clarice.  Clarice hands me the pen and paper.

      Bernadette says, “Show me the glyph.”

      I’ve been practicing drawing it in the air and 3D in the air in the week since Josie taught it to me.  I draw the 3D version in the air with just a smidgen of bright, pure energy.  I draw it perfectly.

      Bernadette gasps.  “That’s the mark of Julius Lafayette.”
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      I look at her, then at Josie.  Josie shrugs at me, so I turn back to Bernadette.  “Okay.  I’ll take your word for that.  I learned it from Josie.  I’m assuming Josie learned it from Lafayette.”  I look at my beautiful big woman.

      She says, “Uh, actually, it was Charlene.”

      “Charlene Tully?” Bernadette asks.  Josie nods.  “I should have known he would take that slut as an apprentice.”

      “You know them both?” Josie asks.  “William has Charlene in a container.  How do you know her?”

      Bernadette sighs and drops her head.  Clarice crawls into her lap and Viktorija sits at her feet and leans on Bernadette’s thigh.  Bernadette pulls Clarice to her and caresses Viktorija’s head

      “Well,” she begins.  “I was a whore in New Orleans in 1848 when Julius Lafayette took me as an apprentice.  My name was Babette Printemps at the time.”

      She pauses for a minute.  “Tori, darling.  Please pour me a brandy.”

      Viktorija gets up and pulls a snifter from under the sideboard, and pours about a finger of brandy in the bottom.  She hands it to Bernadette, who swirls it and inhales the aroma.   Viktorija asks, “Anyone else?”

      No one takes her up on the offer.  Bernadette continues, “I was an orphaned baby that was left at a brothel in May in 1830.  It was a fairly common thing at the time for unwanted babies to be left at brothels.  The madame named me Babette.  Since I was taken in during springtime, I received Printemps as a surname.   Again, it was not uncommon in French brothels.”

      She closes her eyes as she remembers and sniffs the brandy.  With her eyes closed, she continues her story.  “Julius bought my contract from the house when I was eighteen.  I had been whoring for roughly three years at the time, and Julius was a repeat customer.  When he bought my contract, I thought he just wanted me for sex.  Instead, he essentially told me that he could see that I had power to practice necromancy.  As you might imagine, that was a longer conversation that went on for a couple of days.”

      She opens her eyes and takes a sip.  “We left New Orleans in 1859 to move to Denver a couple of years after his senior apprentice completed her third master work.   He bought a beautiful Italianate style house, the style that later became known as ‘Victorian’ or ‘Queen Anne’ houses.   It was only five years old, blue with a little grey tint, white trim.  I had my own room down the hall from Master Lafayette, and my own little sitting room in the turret.  I loved that place.”

      She smiles as she looks into the distance.  “I especially loved my little sitting room.”  She looks at us again.  “Of course, I was Julius’ bed toy, especially after Judith moved on.  However, he liked to go out whoring, too.  We were on a trip to Colorado City, what is now Colorado Springs.  Julius had to meet with another crafter for some business, so we were staying on the top floor of a Bordello in Colorado City.  A zombie was causing havoc in the whorehouse.  My master was busy sampling the wares, so I drained him and got my power well.”  She pauses for a moment.  “I mean I drained the zombie.”

      We all chuckle.  Bernadette almost looks mildly embarrassed for an instant before she smiles broadly and sniffs her brandy.

      She smiles and continues.  “Draining the zombie should have been my first master work, but Julius didn’t want to give me credit for it.  I completed my first official master work, a flesh golem, six months later.  I robbed graves all over western Kansas and eastern Colorado for the better part of a year to get all the parts I needed in appropriate sizes.  I was an accomplished seamstress, so I found it quite easy once I had all the parts.  Power wasn’t a problem as my well was nearly as large as Mr. Lafayette’s.

      My second master work was to capture and resurrect a mischievous spirit that was resident in a Denver hotel.  She was the niece of a local bordello owner, and she had been whoring since she was fourteen.  Apparently she had an affair with the night manager of the hotel.  They went through that whole ‘leave your wife, or I’ll tell her.’  The night manager killed her and dumped her body out in the woods.  I don’t recall if they ever caught him.  Anyway, I captured the ghost and spent two weeks resurrecting her.  Julius said it was fast.  Despite me successfully resurrecting her, she was never quite right.  She may have been unbalanced before death.  Regardless, she was very pretty.  Lafayette took her as his bed toy.  Her name was Charlene Tully.”

      Josie and I look at each other.

      Bernadette, “Once I gave him Charlene, Julius had no use for me.  Plus he was very deeply hurt when Judith left shortly after finishing her third master work.  I think he was more attached to me than he cared to admit, and didn’t want to be ‘betrayed’ by me - his words.  He drugged me, pulled my soul out, tore it into component energies and absorbed it.  Afterwards, he wrote this glyph into the base of my brain and revived me, leaving me as a zombie.  He said he did it, so I would always be with him.  I had seen that glyph scribed many times, and now I wear it.”

      “Oh!” we all commiserate.

      She says, “I remember being a zombie.  It was frustrating because I had all my memories, but with the loss of my soul, the only power I had left was my power to seduce.  I felt disconnected from everyone around me.  As you might guess, he sold me to a whorehouse in Denver.  He would come to use me if he was feeling particularly nostalgic.”

      Clarice squeezes Bernadette tightly and cuddles close.  I barely hear her murmur, “I’m so sorry, Auntie.”

      “Not to worry, my darling.”  Bernadette continues, “I worked at the brothel for over a year before I learned that a young sorcerer would come to the brothel regularly to summon succubae for wealthy clients.”

      Bernadette caresses Clarice.  “That, my darlings, is how I know that glyph.   You need to create one of your own design.”

      I tell her, “It sounds like you need to be my mentor, Bernadette.”

      “Oh, William darling,” she says sadly.  “I don’t have the power.  I lost it with Babette’s soul.  I would do you no good.”

      “I disagree, Bernadette.”  I tell her, “I don’t think you having power matters as much as knowing what to do or not do.  I’ve been learning from Rebecca, Audrey, and mostly Josie.”  I look lovingly at Josie.  ”She never got to do her master work in either thaumaturgy or necromancy.”

      Bernadette gasps, “Both?”

      Josie responds shyly.  “Yes, ma’am.  My papa sold me to Lafayette for the price of a good horse as I was planning my masterwork as a thaumaturge.  I learned some from Lafayette, but I learned more from Charlene Tully.”

      Bernadette laughs, “Of course, he took that little cunt for an apprentice.”

      Josie tells her, “Don’t feel bad, Bernadette.  He killed us both.  He sacrificed Charlene and myself to create a magical binding to hold an angel.”

      I add, “Charlene is one of the two ghosts I have left.”

      “I thought it was three,” Bernadette observes.

      I shake my head slightly.  “One was insane.  He did nothing but babble when we pulled him out of the container, which by the way, was a design of Josie’s.   I called on an angel friend to recycle him.”

      Rebecca adds, “The one that Shimon Leuvenfeld summoned to be my guardian angel before I died.”

      “Hmm,” Bernadette says.  “That’s novel.  You could have just drained his soul.”

      “Oh!” I exclaim.  “Like I did that devourer.  I pulled him out, ripped his soul apart and absorbed the energy,” I explain.

      Bernadette warns, “Don’t ever do that on an imp of any kind.  They splinter into tiny clones when you pull them apart.  Lafayette taught me that.  I never saw it, but the thought of it is frightening enough to pass that on to you.”

      I chuckle, “See.  You’re a great mentor, Bernadette.”

      Everyone laughs.

      Audrey says, “One imp is frightening enough.  Hundreds of tiny greater imps is a horror beyond comprehension.”

      “Exactly,” smirks Vanessa.

      Bernadette nuzzles Clarice.  “I’m rather fond of my little imp,” she says.

      “I love you, Aunt A...Aunt Bernadette,” Clarice murmurs in Bernadette’s neck.

      I think about the conundrum of the glyph for a bit.  Maybe ‘Ag’ for Silberschmid in honor of my first ‘masterwork.’ ‘Pt’ and ‘Au’ for platinum and gold for my wedding bands to all my lady wives.  I draw things in the air.

      Bernadette shakes her head.  “Keep it simple, William darling.  Up, Clarice.”  Bernadette draws on the paper - a backwards ‘B’ connected to a ‘P.’

      I smile and draw it.

      I watch her strokes as she does it.

      Bernadette says, “Keep it simple so you can do it quickly if needed.”

      I start with her design and change it up to make it ‘BPAg’ stacked one on another.  I do it with pen and paper about five times.  Then, I practice it five times in the air before I gently push some life and death together to make the white ‘soul’ energy.  I draw the glyph in the air, adding a 3D aspect to it.

      I shiver slightly from the chill of the energy transformation as I explain, “This is combined life and death - essentially soul energy.”

      Josie says, “it looks like what I use for thaumaturgy.”

      Bernadette looks at me.  “Will, I would rather have your glyph than Lafayette’s.  Would you please replace mine?”

      I agree, “Certainly, darling.”

      I stand and walk behind her.  I see Lafayette’s glyph - it’s all life energy.  I place a hand on the base of her skull and suck the energy out of the glyph.  Once it is gone, I replace it with mine drawn in soul energy.

      Bernadette gasps as I lock it in place.

      Rebecca asks, “Is that how he ensures no one can claim me?”

      Bernadette answers, “Yes; although, as you can see it’s not insurmountable.  His solution with you is probably harder to overcome because he feeds energy into it continuously.  There is a visible rope of soul energy connecting William to each of you.”

      “Really?” I say.  “I created the link with Rebecca using growth energy.  Audrey’s was growth energy, too.  I never actively created one with Josie and Marissa.”  I open my second sight.  “Yet, there is a rope of soul energy as thick as my wrist connecting me to all four of my ladies.”  What’s more surprising is there are ropes nearly as thick running to Bernadette, Viktorija, even Clarice and Vanessa.  A couple more run off into the distance.  I see them running to me and my ladies from Bernadette and Viktoria.  There is a fairly strong rope from Clarice to Audrey and myself while thin lines run to my other ladies.

      Bernadette says, “You see them?”

      I drop my second sight.  “Yes.  All of them.”  We lock eyes.  I see the pain and loneliness in Bernadette’s eyes, her fear over losing Viktorija, her worry of Clarice’s future, and a desire for me.

      Rebecca says, “Mark me, William.”

      “Me, too,” Josie says.

      I get up and mark first Rebecca and then Josie.

      Marissa asks, “Will, can Audrey and I have it too?  It could be our wedding vow.”

      Audrey’s eyes open wide.

      Bernadette holds up her hand.  “Not unless you want him to remove your soul first.  He can mark Rebecca and Josie because he created their bodies.  I recommend wedding tokens of some other sort.  I know an artist that makes beautiful jewelry.”

      Vanessa murmurs, “Sir, would you please do that to me when you take me out of me.”

      I nod.  “Of course, sweetie.”

      Clarice’s tablet pings.  Viktorija launches to her feet, and Clarice picks up the device from the table beside Bernadette.  She taps it a couple of times and nods.  Viktorija relaxes.

      Clarice looks to Bernadette, “Aun…, excuse me, Mistress.  Luis and Tanu are on their way from the kitchen with coffee service.”

      I think, ‘That’s strange.  Clarice has called her “Auntie” a couple of times, but acts like it’s a secret.’

      “Oh, how nice,” Bernadette enthuses.  “Let’s have coffee.  Go ahead, Clarice.”

      “Yes, Mistress.”  Clarice taps on the device and the screen in front of the door rises only moments before there is a knock on the door.  Viktorija opens the door and Tanu leads Luis into the room.   Tanu is wearing an orange and gold sari that contrasts with her burnished brown skin beautifully.

      She stops in the middle of the room and executes a graceful, low curtsy.  “Coffee is served, Mistress.”

      Bernadette responds, “Thank you, Tanu.  Please serve our guests, my darling.”

      I'm always surprised by how beautiful Tanu is.   Having worked in the Information Technology field for many years, I have worked with a variety of folks from India.  They are delightful people as a group and as individuals.  I generally don’t find the Indian women working in the Information Technology field particularly pretty.  Tanu is another story.  She has a beautifully sculpted face and a lean, yet voluptuous, figure that draws my eyes.   She has a nearly permanent smile on her face, and she seems fun.  All I know about her is that she studies information technology at Arizona State, and she looks beautiful in that sari.

      Her top is a rich orange bandeau.  Her skirt rides low on her hips revealing abdominal cuts.  The whole outfit is then wrapped in a transparent gold veil that gives tantalizing peeks at the firm flesh of her abdomen.  Her long black hair is done in a twist, and she has some sort of ornament hanging just below the point of her widow’s peak.  She is stunning.

      Tanu serves coffee to each of us that desires one.  Each delivery is a short performance where she kneels in a low seated bow at the feet of the person about to be served.  From that position, she inquires about ‘your desire’ for coffee.  A negative response yields a ‘Thank you’ and a ‘yes’ results in a ‘one moment please.’  If coffee is not desired, she repeats the performance at the feet of the next guess.  When she does get an order, Luis pours a cup which she presents on a small tray with a small cream pitcher and bowl of sugar cubes from that same low posture.  The guest adds cream and sugar as desired and uses the small spoon on the saucer to stir.  After the guest has sampled the result, Tanu bows nearly to the floor before moving to the next guest.

      We all watch the graceful performance, and nearly everyone has coffee in their hands when Tanu and Luis depart, leaving the cart near the sideboard.  Clarice taps her tablet and the screen drops.

      Audrey gushes, “That was beautiful.”

      Bernadette said, “Tanu had this idea for a coffee service ceremony.  She is already adept at the Japanese tea ceremony, and she thought something nice for an Indian-influenced western coffee service would be a service we could provide.  She has been practicing with the staff.  You are the first guests she revealed it to.  Luis’ training as a butler makes him the perfect partner.”

      “It was absolutely lovely,” Marissa says over the lip of her coffee cup.

      I chuckle, “I’m more of a ceramic mug kind of guy, but the performance was mesmerizing.  Please pass on my thanks for letting us be the first to experience it.”

      Bernadette murmurs, “Of course, William darling.”  She seems pleased.

      Josie asks, “Bernadette, how did you get to Phoenix?  You were in Denver, right?”

      “Well,” she says.  “That is a whole different story.”
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      She finishes her coffee and sets it aside.  “That really starts with the arrival of my succubus self on this plane.  Where to begin?”

      Bernadette strokes her lips with her fingertip and looks at me before beginning.  “The politics at home were unbelievably complex and dangerous.  I had been embroiled in enough of my sisters’ schemes that I finally had enough.  I secretly put my name in at the contracting office with the intent of possessing a host to escape for a while.  My eldest sister, the heir to the throne, had been gone for a little over seventy years by that point.  I decided to follow in her footsteps.  I was summoned by the sorcerer Laurence Clement.”

      Josie murmurs, “Another familiar name.”

      Bernadette nods, “I’m sure.  Julius and he struck up something of a friendship.  Irrespective of all that, I was summoned, and Babette was attending Mr. Clement when he summoned me.

      I don’t think he knew he was summoning a royal. It takes a special kind of death wish to summon a royal succubus.  We’re not known for our...forbearance.  Despite his surprise, Laurence contracted me for sex with a client.  My price was to possess the beautiful empty human behind him.  He struck the deal.  I fulfilled my part of the contract in my natural state, and then Laurence banished me, and called me back for the possession.  He got what he wanted, and I got what I wanted.  I’ve been in this body ever since.  I worked at that brothel for ten years until I had an accident.”

      She shrugs nonchalantly.  “A favorite customer, a Norweigian miner named Lars Christiensen, visited me as frequently as his funds would allow.  He first came to me in October 1880.  He would visit me whenever he was in town and stay until the money ran out.  Each time he professed his undying love for me.

      It was stupid, but I was fond of him.  I even gave him a freebie once in a while.  Then I made a grievous error in judgement - I used my powers to re-energize his manhood.”

      She stares off into the distance.  “He kept asking me to do it again.  I kept doing it until I reached a feeding frenzy.  I fucked that poor man until he was an empty shell of himself and devoured his death throes just like any of the royals I was trying to escape would have.  I was disgusted with myself.  After two days of murmurs and sideways glances from customers and people on the street, I had enough.”

      Her focus returns to the room.  “I had paid off my purchase price after three years, and I had a small nest egg accumulated by the time I killed Lars.  So in 1882, I wished the madame ‘adieu’ and boarded the train to Flagstaff.  They had just recently gotten rail service, and they were a more rustic place than Denver at the time.  It sounded like a good place to reinvent myself.  From there I moved to Tucson after all the drama of Morgan Earp’s murder and Frank Stillwell’s trial and subsequent killing.  I set up my first house about a year after arriving.”

      Bernadette addresses Josie directly, “So the answer to your question is that after the Second World War...do you know about that?”

      Josie nods.  She looks to Rebecca and back to Bernadette.  “Yes.  We studied American History for our GEDs.  That was a bad time.”

      Rebecca murmurs, “The war to end all peace.”

      Bernadette nods.  “Both of the ‘World Wars’ were the work of a Greater Imp Lord.  It fed well off the ensuing chaos.  Regardless, after the Second World War, I moved to Phoenix and reinvented myself as ‘Anne-Marie Pasquale.’  I devised this business model as I was packing up my household in Tucson.  I opened my first salon in a big house off Camelback in 1948. It was a rather prudish era, but the wealthy still liked sex and parties.  I devised the idea to have lavish, libertine masque parties that required an extravagant entry price for the tickets.  I would hire ‘hosts’ and ‘hostesses’ rather than prostitutes.”

      She thinks for a moment.  “As I began the new business model, I still had mostly ladies in my stable.  Twelve ladies and five gentlemen.  By the beginning of the 50’s, I actually had a couple more boys than girls.  Homosexuality was still very taboo.  It was illegal everywhere until 1962, and it remained that way in Arizona until 2001.  It wasn’t legalized nationwide until 2003.”

      She takes a breath.  “Please pardon my digression.  As a result of the demand, about a quarter of our parties had all-male guests.  The ladies on my staff would put on lavish erotic dance shows and the men would play with my male staff or each other.  We would do it regularly enough to keep the clientele excited, and many of our guests showed for the regular parties, too.  The demand for the male parties dropped in 1976 when California legalized homosexuality - they would travel to party instead.  However, we still had two each year until 2001, and the demand for mixed parties has stayed fairly constant.   Jumping back to the 50s, the guests of the ‘all male’ shows began to talk up the dance shows at the mixed parties.  So we started doing erotic dance shows in the late 50s.  The demand for those became so great that I decided to build a new location with a purpose built theatre.”

      Bernadette leans toward Josie with a warm smile.  “That’s how we got here.”  She sits back in her chair.  “The Moon Valley district was just being built, so I purchased the square mile we currently live on.  We still have two adjacent lots in one property.  I built this house to my specifications with the theatre, restroom facilities, and the salon.  The staff love having the dormitory separate from the play rooms.  There are twenty-four dorm rooms that are little more than a ten-by-ten bedroom with a small three-quarter bath and a small walk-in closet.  The staff were so grateful to have a private space where patrons are not permitted.  We moved here in 1960 and closed my salon off Camelback.”

      Viktorija adds, “We hosts and hostesses come from those who are in trouble in some way.”

      Bernadette caresses Viktorija’s hair.  “That’s right.  I pay off their debts or take them off the streets and pay for their education.  They please my clients for credit against their debt.  When we started, one month of room and board was the equivalent of one liaison, and it still is today.  Anything over room and board goes toward their debt to me.  We serve a lot of customers - all of it is repeat business and referrals.  It’s actually fairly easy for them to pay off their debt if they are willing to party with guests.  I have other jobs that I ask them to do, too.  I currently have two ladies that are nearly paid off, and three that keep racking up debt for education.  I think one of that last group will never leave.  She likes being part of our family.  I need to hire a couple more gentlemen, but I haven’t been happy with the candidates I have found recently.  Luis, Manuel, and their predecessors set a VERY high bar.  I found a promising candidate recently, but I need to wait until he is of legal age to contract with him.”

      Josie asks,  “Of those that leave, what do they do?”

      Bernadette says, “Pretty much whatever they want.  Two are federal judges.  Five are lawyers.  Four are doctors.  One has a lucrative investment business - she handles all my money.  Three have been TV anchors.  One is a congressman, two are senators, and one ran for president - he lost despite my vote.  It’s too bad.  He would have been much better than the clown we currently have.  Um...one is an engineer for Honeywell here in town, and he has twelve patents.  One is an engineer at On Semiconductor - she has only been there five years, but she has three patents herself.  One became a nun - she’s expected to be the head of her order.  Two joined together to create an upscale outcall service.  I gave them a business loan to start-up, and I use them for additional staff if we have a big party.  That was a great investment.  Oh, let’s see...one is the president of a bank.  Several work in government.  Some are in crime, and I know it’s cliché to say some are in porn, but it’s true - mostly behind the camera as that’s where the money is.  One is a police detective.  She solved several big cases in Los Angeles.  One is Hungarian royalty - she returned to her family and has three children.   She is an interesting case.  She came to me because she ran away from home and ran out of money.  I could relate to her plight.  She comes to visit at least once a year to serve a few clients.  She has a weakness for basketball players.  Does that give you an idea?”

      Josie says, “Yes, ma’am.  Thank you.”

      Bernadette smiles at the honorific.

      I mention, “I sold my old house to Julius Lafayette.  He said that he wanted to recover his property, and he was quite rude about it.  I soaked him for five million dollars.”

      Bernadette counsels, “Reinvest it back into real-estate and live off your work.”

      “Exactly what I was thinking,” I tell her.  “I’m considering buying the old Prescott hotel building.  My idea is to create a boutique hotel with a cafe on the ground floor.  I plan to put a residence on the top floor.  Guest rooms in the middle.”

      Bernadette leans forward, flashing me her cleavage.   She says, “Maybe you could have a salon.  I could host parties there periodically.  Of course, I would be willing to invest and pay rental fees. You could buy it with your capital gains, and I could invest in renovations.  That would clean the capital gains and still provide for operating funds.  I have a handful of clients that have weekend homes up there.  I could be very profitable with a Prescott salon.”

      I grin at her.  “Okay. I’ll start pulling the deal together.  I would like to consult with you on design and terms.”

      Bernadette nods gently.  “Of course.  I’m also happy to review your contract.  I earned a law degree in criminal law as Anne-Marie, but as Bernadette I went to law school again specializing in contract and corporate law.  If I’m too busy, I’ll have one of my associates look at it.”

      I close my gaping mouth.  “You are a lawyer?  With your own firm?”

      “Yes,” she says with a grin.  “I normally go to the office two or three days each week.  I have one minority partner, five associates, and eight paralegals.  I let my partner manage the day-to-day, but I am the senior partner.  I take on a light case load - only interesting stuff.  I had an interesting incorporation of a cooperative in Ash Fork that might interest you, William darling.”

      I slowly open my mouth to speak as I try to pull my thoughts together.

      Bernadette waves a hand at me.  “We can discuss that later, darling.  What happened with Julius Lafayette?”

      “Oh, that.  Well, he approached us at brunch after he sent his devourer after us.  He pointed his cane at Josie and called her ‘his property.’  I grabbed his hand and shrivelled it with entropy.  I think I caught him by surprise because I was hiding my power as you and Clarice recommended.”  Clarice grins at me.

      Bernadette says, “Yes!  I meant to compliment you on your efforts.  So little power leaks out that it’s difficult to see that you have powers at all.  Josie and Rebecca, you are doing a great job of hiding your powers, too.  You should teach Audrey, William darling.”

      I agree.  “I plan to.  I think Lafayette guessed Josie is the one that pulled the devourer out, so he didn’t think me much of a threat until it was too late.”

      Bernadette says, “Yes.  Remy St. Jacques did that to him once, too.  It was shortly before Remy disappeared.  He is a great man.  You remind me of him.”

      “He is my fifth-great grandfather on both sides of my family,” I tell her.  “It’s too bad he isn’t alive.  I would love to talk to him.”

      Bernadette chuckles.  “He is.  The church has him in a villa outside Rome.”

      Audrey exclaims, “Oh!  Father told me about him.  He said the experience of meeting him was both awe-inspiring and sad at the same time.”

      I ask, “Is there any way to communicate with him?”

      Bernadette says, “Not unless you want to come to the attention of the Church.  I recommend against it.”  She stands.  “Enough maudlin talk of ancient times.  Everyone come love on your favorite madame, and then go rest until it’s time to go to Steven’s house.”

      We all rise, laughing with her.  We all share hugs and ‘succubus-chaste’ kisses with Bernadette, Viktorija, Vanessa, and Clarice.

      Viktorija spanks Clarice on the ass when the girl tries to crawl up my body.  Viktorija tells her, “Mind your manners, Jailbait!”

      Clarice looks embarrassed as we all laugh.  I hug her closely.  “We won’t cross that line, Clarice.  If you need hugs, cuddles, or someone to talk to, I can help you with those things.  Okay.”

      She smiles at me brightly.  “Okay, Lord.  I’d like that.”

      She leaves my hug and mutters “Thank you, Tori” as she kisses the Latvian beauty.   Clarice retrieves her tablet to raise the ‘cone of silence.’  Viktorija kisses me warmly and hands me over to her mistress with a shy smile.

      After we have ‘loved on our favorite madame’ enough to tide her over for a few minutes, I take my family upstairs to the suite.

      By the time we get to the room, lunch has digested and we’re all a little horny from the gropefest in the parlor.  I haven’t seen Audrey for several weeks, so I’m kicking off my boots and pulling my shirt off as I latch the door.  I turn in time to see four silk robes hit the floor.  Then Marissa, Rebecca, and Josie pounce on Audrey - showering her with kisses and caresses on every visible piece of flesh.  I toss my clothes on a handy chair, place my holster on the bedside table, and then run to the loo.

      I shake the dew off and wash up before heading back to bed.  I’m about to jump on the bed when there is a knock on the door.  I crack it open to see Viktorija outside with a flat box tied with a red velvet ribbon.

      She hands me the box and says, “For Audrey.  Have fun, William darling.”  That was a reasonably good Bernadette impersonation.  She winks and walks away with a little extra hitch in her giddyup.

      Audrey whines, “Master, I need you!”

      I set the box on the bag that was here when we arrived.  I call over my shoulder, “I’m sorry, Kitten.  My wives want to play with my pretty kitty.  I can’t deny them.”  I turn and point at her with my rigid cock.  “Can you?”

      Audrey looks at me with hunger in her eyes.  “For you, Master?  I would deny everyone else.”  She has one arm curled behind her head to cup Josie’s head and the other holding Rebecca to her chest.

      “Ooo!” comes from Josie.  She is wrapped around Audrey from behind cupping her right breast in her right hand and with her face buried in Audrey’s neck.

      Rebecca says, “Sorry ladies, I probably would, too.”  Then she goes back to laving Audrey’s left nipple.

      Marissa lifts her head from between Audrey’s thighs.  “Good answer, Audrey!  That's the beauty of our husband, Rebecca.  He would never ask.  He just expects us to share with him.”

      Audrey moans, “I gotta admit, you’re doing a good job on me, sisters.  But I need our man’s cock!  Pleeeeeeeeeeez!”

      I crawl onto the bed to Audrey’s right and claim her mouth.  I feel her arm wrap around me while she devours my mouth.  Josie’s hair tickles my neck as I kiss Audrey.  I wrap an arm around Josie and another around Rebecca, whose hair is tickling my chest.

      Audrey finally comes up for air.  I pull Rebecca up for a quick kiss, and I follow that by grabbing a handful of Josie’s hair and pulling her to my mouth for a kiss.   I murmur, “Marissa, switch with me.”

      Marissa pops up and gives me a sloppy, wet kiss that tastes like a very horny Audrey.  When we stop feasting on each other’s mouths, Marissa bounces off the bed like a gymnast, and I slide into her spot.   Josie is holding Audrey into a mostly-sitting position, so the angles aren’t optimal.  I dive in anyway and lick from as far down as I can all the way up to the junction of her labia.  I suck Audrey’s clit and hood into my mouth and lick the tip as I suck on the entire organ.  She starts making her little kitten noises that indicates she is either having, or about to have, her first orgasm of the evening.  I decide there is only one way to find out for sure.

      I keep sucking and start pushing her thighs to her chest.  As Audrey’s hips flex toward me, I release her clit and hold her thighs in place with my shoulders and walk my knees forward.   She starts urgently tapping Marissa and Rebecca on the head as I get situated beneath her legs.  My cock just brushes Audrey’s petals, and she starts to thrust toward me.  I guide her legs around my torso, seat in her opening, and slide forward into heaven.

      “Oh, thank you Jesus!” Audrey exclaims.  She is already starting to tremble inside.

      “Bring her to me, Josie.”

      I feel Josie’s hands brush my thighs as Josie picks Audrey up and pushes her forward.  I reach around to grab Audrey’s buttocks, and place my left index finger at her sphincter.  Then I use my legs to start thrusting into Audrey.  She wraps her arms around me and kisses me deeply.

      She whimpers, “I’ve missed you, Master.”  She releases a yeowl like a cat in heat.  “Oh, Master!  You feel so good!  You’re so deep inside!  YEOW-OW-OW!”  She throws her head back as she spasms around me.  I continue to tease her asshole with my finger as I steadily pound her sweet pussy.

      “Did you miss me, Kitten?”

      She nods vigorously as she gasps for breath.  I place my left middle finger on top of my index finger and push them slightly into her rosebud.  Josie slides in close and presses her moist vulva against my hand.  As I pull backward, Josie pushes her groin forward pushing my fingers into Audrey’s asshole.

      Josie murmurs into Audrey’s ear.  “Do you feel that, Audrey?”  My little kitten nods vigorously.  “Master is fucking your pretty little pussy while I fuck your pretty little ass with his fingers.  Don’t you feel dirty?”

      Audrey nods and gasps, “So dirty.  I am such a little slut!”

      Josie murmurs, “You are my sister-wife, Audrey.   You are fucking our husband while I fuck my wife’s hot ass.  I love you, Audrey.  I know you love our husband.  Who else do you love, Kitten?”

      Audrey’s glazed eyes turn and looks into Josie’s hooded, lust-filled eyes.  Audrey moans, “You, Josie.  I love you.”  Josie devours Audrey’s mouth and picks up her intensity with her hips.   I  suckle Audrey’s neck and match Josie’s intensity.  Josie pulls my fingers out of the way, so I grab Audrey’s right ass cheek and open her backdoor wide.

      Josie stops kissing Audrey for a moment.  She moans, “Audrey, I’m so wet.  I’m pulling my fingers out of my pussy.  Guess where I’m going to put them.”  Audrey’s eyes open wide as she releases a low moan that modulates immediately up into a scream.  She clenches me hard as I feel Josie’s fingers ramming into Audrey’s ass.

      I’m about there myself as Audrey floods her channel with lubricant.  “I’m going to breed you Audrey.”

      She gasps, “Good!  Give. Me. Your. Ba-by. Master!”  Josie is still pummeling her ass as Audrey milks me.  “Kit-ten. Wants. A. Lit-ter!”

      I kick up the intensity, slamming into Audrey ferociously.  “Good, Kitten.  Master is going to breed.  You.  NOW!”  I spurt my seed into my lover as a wave of bliss takes my body.  I keep thrusting for a handful of strokes before falling forward to kiss Audrey’s gasping mouth.  She is still spasming hard around my cock.

      Josie sticks her face around Audrey’s.  I release Audrey’s cheeks one at time to pull Josie closer as I give her passionate kiss.  “Thank you for the assist, Josie.”

      She smiles at me brilliantly.  “Of course, my loving husband.  She is a little hottie.  Surrounded by all this fine pussy, I may get into this girl-love thing after all,” she giggles.

      I respond, “I think thou protesteth too much, darling.”  I kiss her again.

      Audrey murmurs, “I’m married.  I have a husband and three wives.”

      Marissa and Rebecca pop over my shoulders pressing their delightful bodies into mine.  Their expressions are serious despite having very shiny faces from lapping each other’s juicy orgasms.

      Marissa says, “Audrey honey,  that has been true since we all met you.  Rebecca and Josie kinda defer to me as being the first, but you and William were a couple long before I came around.  As each one of us joined, you got another wife.”

      Rebecca nods seriously.  “Audrey, I know it sounds strange, but Marissa said it correctly.  It just took a while before we all realized that it was true.  Now to serious business.”  Rebecca grins widely.   “Audrey, dear.  Kitten.”  Audrey gasps to hear Rebecca use my pet name for her.  “Lay back and let Mama clean you.”

      “Uh, Mama!” Josie exclaims.  “I held her up while our big daddy fucked her silly.”

      Rebecca crawls around me to nestle between Audrey’s thighs as Audrey pulls her knees back and splays them.

      Rebecca says, “I know, strumpet.  But Mama is hun-ree.”

      Josie, Marissa, and I laugh uproariously.  Audrey eyes are glazing over from pleasure as she moans, “Wha…?”

      Marissa explains, “Kitten, when Will met Rebecca she couldn’t speak.  After you arranged for her first meal of Will’s cum, she learned to say hungry real fast.   However, since she had no body she couldn’t make the sounds right.  It always came out as ‘hun-ree.’  It was cute as can be.”

      I’m not paying much attention as I watch Audrey’s arousal grow.  Rebecca is on her knees and elbows, and I’m watching the moisture seep from her open petals.  My cock is quickly fully hard from the sight.

      I waddle forward on my knees.  Rebecca doesn’t even pause in her ministrations as I grab her hips and notch the head of my tool in her inviting, wet pussy.  I press forward, and slowly slide into Rebecca’s tight channel.  I am only about three inches in, so I back out and thrust gently forward.  Now I’ve only got about an inch that isn’t inside my lovely little witch.

      Rebecca drops her face to rest in the wet well in front of her and moans, “Oh, thank heaven!”  Once more I slide back and thrust back in forcefully until I’m hilted.  Rebecca moans, “Oooooh!  Yessssss!”

      I murmur, “Josie, would you please give Audrey something lovely to eat?”

      Josie grins, “Of course, husband.”

      “Right side, Marissa.  See if Rebecca will share her treat while I finger your pretty pussy,”
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      We carried on in that manner until half-past four.  Each of the ladies got a load of semen inside their pussies, and even Josie volunteered to take a turn eating it out of Rebecca.  My other lady-wives just gratuitously jumped on each other to capture any leaking treats with their mouths or fingers.   Marissa’s phone alarm went off at four-thirty to warn us to get ready to meet Audrey’s folks.

      We slowly make our way into the shower while continuing to caress, kiss, and grope each other.  You’d think we hadn’t seen each other in months.   We just can’t get enough of each other.   The jets of hot water add to the experience as we soap, scrub and rinse each other clean.  I see Josie leaning over to scrub Marissa’s firm legs, and I can’t help myself - I mount her again.  Needless to say the shower takes longer than it needs to, but we all have fun and do eventually end up clean.

      Rebecca, Josie, and Marissa all dress in casual dresses appropriate for early autumn in Phoenix - sun dresses, halter-top dresses, etcetera.

      Rebecca is in a slate blue knit dress with a flounce that brushes her knees and a bodice that clings to her trim frame.  Her lean, firm calves are accented by the slight heel on her grey strap sandals.

      Josie is in a bright yellow dress with a halter top that struggles to support her bountiful breasts.  The swell of her cleavage is mesmerizing as the bodice opens into the halter.  It’s hard to believe the shy woman wearing a sack dress a couple of months ago is the same Amazon standing confidently sexy before me.  She gives me a brilliant, loving smile as she tucks her feet into a pair of white canvas deck shoes.

      Marissa pulls on a close-fitting white sundress that drops to mid-thigh.  The spaghetti straps showcase the muscular femininity of her torso with a touch of cleavage from her full perky breasts.  The bodice of the dress hugs her taut abdomen, and the short hemline drapes and caresses her strong thighs.  Her calves flex hypnotically as she walks in three-inch open-toe heels.  She catches me watching her legs and lifts the hem to show me there are no undergarments.

      Audrey is wearing a pair of black, micro boy shorts, that accentuate her athletic curves.  She shakes out an oversized white concert t-shirt with the likeness of Pink on it.   After flapping the shirt in the air a couple of times, she slides her arms in it, drops it over her head, and ties it off just a couple inches below her girls, leaving her abdomen visible.  She steps into flip flops and grabs her clutch.

      I slide my feet back into my boots and straighten the grey fabric of my trousers over the shank.  I hand my pistol to Josie, who has the biggest purse on this trip.  She tucks the weapon’s clip holster into her bag as I clip my knife on my pocket, tuck a collapsible baton in my back pocket, and stash my taser flashlight in the pocket of my blazer.

      I take in all the beauty around me.  “How did I get so lucky?”

      Josie smirks and says, “You have a huge cock.”

      Audrey adds, “You have a firm hand.”

      Marissa adds, “You surround me in prime pussy.”

      Rebecca says quietly, “I adore you.”

      The other ladies all respond with an “Aw” and pull us into a group hug.  I kiss each of my ladies before ushering them towards the door.

      “Let’s go, my darling wives.  Audrey wants to change before we go to her parent’s house.”  I hold open the door, and they file by with caresses to my arm, chest, or face.

      We descend the stairs to find Clarice in the anteroom of the salon.   She is in a gold lamé halter-top pants suit with matching gold FMPs, a pearl choker, and her hair held up by a pair of embossed gold chopsticks.  I remember all the ladies of the house wearing a similar outfit for lunch after Audrey and I reconciled, but this is a dressier version.

      Clarice asks, “Did you lock your room, Lord?  We will be having a soirée tonight, and I don’t want any of the other guests getting into your suite.”

      I frown, “No, Clarice.  I didn’t even think about it here.  It just feels so safe here.”

      The young woman grins.  “I’m glad you feel that way, Lord.  It will please my mistress to hear that.  Regardless, we must take precautions.  I’ll take care of it for you.  Do you have your key?”

      I’m really feeling stupid now.  “No.  It’s on the wine table in the room.  I’ll go get it.”  I start to turn and she clasps my arm and holds it between her pert breasts.

      I look down at the orbs holding my arm prisoner as the pretty girl says, “Don’t worry, Lord.  I’ll have your key for you when you come back.  I try to stay away from the festivities to prevent some poor sap falling into statutory rape.  After dinner, I’ll ensure I am close to the entrance until you arrive.  If I’m drawn away, just let whoever greets you know to summon me.”  She stands and kisses my cheek while pulling my hand between her thighs.

      I stoop a little bit to allow her easy access to her target and to keep my hand well below her crotch. Clarice releases my arm and dashes up the stairs.  I call out, “Clarice, wait!”  She stops and looks down at me with big eyes.  Her expression changes to a mischievous grin as I address her.

      “First of all, thank you.  Second of all, please give me the same consideration you give to the other guests.  You’re a beautiful girl, and I’m sure you will be a beautiful woman.   Regardless, I don’t need the trouble that kind of flirtation can bring.  Am I clear.”

      She has the grace to look regretful.  She responds, “I’m sorry, Lord.  You deserve better.”  Then she smiles at me, “But you are quite hot, my Lord.”  She waves and runs up the stairs as my ladies giggle.

      Marissa says, “Don’t worry, Lord Husband.  We will protect you from her...at least until she’s legal.”

      I shake my head as my ladies chuckle.  Then we saunter through the salon as staff are getting the room ready for tonight.  It looks like Bernadette has hired additional service staff for the event.  She must have a big group tonight.

      Vanessa meets us at the entry and hands me my keys.  She says, “The valet service is just getting set up, but I had them bring your car around.”

      I take the keys from the mocha-skinned beauty.  “Thanks, Vanessa.”  She’s still in a short, grey  silk robe.

      I ask quietly, “Are you planning to have a good time tonight before you go home tomorrow?”

      She looks a little teary-eyed and nods.  “I don’t want to go back.  There is nothing at home as nice as the life I’ve had here in my short stay.  I have only had free reign with the clients since August, so I’m going to indulge in as much debauchery as possible before I do my duty.”

      I hug her to me and kiss her temple.  “Enjoy Vanessa.  Rest assured, we’ll all watch over you while you are gone.  Hopefully you can come back to us.”  All my ladies surround her and hug her.

      Audrey says quietly, “Give her a real kiss, Master.  She needs it.”  All the other ladies agree.

      I tip up Vanessa’s chin and kiss her gently and let nature take its course.  Before long she is devouring my mouth and squeezing her ample breasts into my chest.  I steady her as I break the kiss.  “Have fun, darling girl.  I will see you tomorrow morning.”

      “Goodbye, Lord.  Thank you, ladies.  Have a lovely evening,” she says as all of my ladies kiss her cheeks, lips, and temple.

      We step outside to find Marissa’s Audi waiting for us.  I hand her the key fob, and sit in the back behind Audrey.  Thankfully, she pulls her seat far enough forward to give me some leg room.  Josie is behind Marissa, and Rebecca is riding in the middle.  Marissa pulls out of the circular drive and follows Audrey’s directions toward her apartment on west Camelback.  She directs us to La Palmilla apartments, about two blocks west of the campus.  We turn right on 38th Avenue and then take the fifth left into a cul-de-sac.  Audrey directs us to park near a unit next to the pool.  We all get out and head inside.

      I can’t say that I’m particularly enthusiastic about the neighborhood.  Grand Canyon University, or GCU, is located in the heart of Maryvale.  It isn’t the most crime-ridden neighborhood in Phoenix, but South Phoenix beats it out by a handful of reports each year.  Ten years ago, Maryvale would win every time.   The university has gentrified the neighborhood a bit, but it’s still a poor neighborhood that is a haven for illegals and impoverished families.  Some of them are so desperate that crime seems like the only way out.  When I lived with Melanie off Greenway near Central, our gardener lived in Maryvale.  He was saving up to buy a house in Glendale to get his kids out of the crime-infested neighborhood.

      The apartment itself is a ground-floor unit across from a big greenbelt, close to the pool.  Audrey leads us into the apartment.  She calls out relatively quietly, “Hello, Erica!  I have guests!”  She waves us all in and closes the door.  She tells us, “I don’t like to be too loud in case she’s exposing herself online.  Find a seat, I shouldn’t be but a couple of minutes.”

      The living room is cozy but clean, and the furniture is in good repair.  The kitchen is small, but also clean.  I see dishes drying in a rack next to the sink.

      Audrey has her hand on the bedroom door right off the living room when a naked young woman runs up and hugs her.  “Welcome back,” she says.  “Are you staying in tonight?  Some company would be nice.”  Erica is about four inches shorter than Audrey’s 5’7” and sexy in a soft kind of way.

      “No, honey.  I’m going with my friends to my parents’ house,” Audrey explains.  “Remember?”  She extends a hand toward us.  “They’re going to wait while I change.  I’ll be back on Sunday.”

      Erica looks at us and then does a double-take when she looks at me.   I can see the fear bloom in her eyes.  Then she sees Josie and freaks out again.  She curls up into a ball on the floor with her hands over her head.  I hear her mutter, “Please don’t hurt me.  Please don’t hurt me...”

      My second sight confirms what Audrey said - Erica is a zombie.  As I walk over to her, I notice that there is something that looks like a hazelnut to my second sight resting at the base of her skull.  I squat beside the stricken little zombie girl, and caress her short bleached blond hair.  “Relax, Erica.  No one is going to hurt you.  We will stand to protect you.  We are not here to hurt you.”  I pick her up into a bridal carry.  I tell Audrey, “Go ahead, Kitten.  I’ll take care of her for you.”   I carry Erica to the small sofa and take a seat.

      Erica is reasonably attractive.  I’m guessing from her features that she is a Latina - lush lips, square face, dark eyes, and lush figure with tan skin.  Her short hair is blond, but it shows dark roots.  She has a sensual softness to her.  Sitting next to Marissa, it’s easy to compare her fit sensuality to the soft, rounded limbs of Erica.  She’s not fat by any means, but there is almost a complete lack of firmness in her limbs.  Marissa, Audrey, and Rebecca all have varying degrees of chiseled abs.  Josie doesn’t have washboard abs, but hers are flat and slightly sculpted after working with Marissa for a month.  Erica doesn’t have that.

      Erica’s abdomen isn’t fat, but has just a touch of roundness to it.  Her generous, conical breasts are plump, like ripe golden cherries that are so full of juice they pop when you bite into them.  Her plump breasts are roughly the same size as Marissa’s, which makes them look even bigger on the more petite girl.  She has a definite waist, but she doesn’t have an hourglass figure.  In short, she’s a sexy little minx.

      I hold her with my left arm circling under her knees to encircle her waist.  I caress her back and shoulders with my right.  “It’s going to be okay, Erica.  No one will hurt you as long any of us are here to protect you.”

      She stutters into my chest, “Yu-yu-you’re the one I’m afraid of.  Yo-you and the tall woman.”

      I keep stroking her naked flesh.  “I know honey.  Your handicap makes you very aware of what Josie or I CAN do.  That doesn’t mean we WILL do that to you.  Do you understand?”

      “Wh-wh-what handicap?” she asks as she looks up at me through her heavy, dark eyeglass frames.

      I ask her, “What does empathy feel like to you, Erica?”

      She shrugs.  “I don’t know what it feels like.  I know what it is, but I’ve never experienced it.”

      “Do you know why?” I ask.

      She nods, “Audrey told me I have no soul.  She calls me a zombie, but I’m not an undead, flesh eating, walking corpse.”

      “No ma’am, you’re not.  As far as I can tell, you are completely human.  The way you greeted Audrey would have made me think that you do feel emotions if I couldn’t see your lack of a soul with my gifts,” I explain.

      “You have magic like Audrey?” she asks.

      I clarify, “My magic is different from Audrey’s.  That’s why you feel fear from Josie and I.  Our gift makes it very easy for us to kill people with a thought.  Not just zombies, but people with souls, too.  It also allows us to do a lot of positive things, too - not just killing.”

      She looks at me.  “Audrey’s right.  You are kinda hot.”

      I laugh at that.  “You’re pretty hot yourself, Erica.”

      She says, “I need to go pee and get back to my room.  I’m scheduled to put on an online sex show in twenty minutes.  I gotta get in the mood.”

      I release her slowly.  She stands with her plump, nude pussy in front of my face.  “You can watch if you want.  All of you.”  She looks at all of the ladies.

      Rebecca speaks up.  “We’re flattered, Erica.  Maybe another time.  We have to take Audrey to dinner.”

      Erica turns to face Rebecca, pointing her plump round ass at my face.  “Okay.  Have fun.  Maybe I can go with you all sometime.”

      Audrey comes out wearing a conservative navy dress.  It’s silk, buttoned down from her throat to the hemline two inches above her knees.  The top two and bottom gold buttons are unbuttoned.  Her lovely legs are encased in some kind of sheer hosiery, and her feet are encased in black pumps with three-inch heels.

      Erica says, “You look yummy, Audrey.”

      Audrey smiles and hugs the naked woman.  “Thank you, Erica.  You’re going on-air shortly?”

      “Yeah,” Erica confirms.  “Another night of playing with myself on camera and stuffing toys in all my holes.  Work, work, work.”  She marches off down the hall to disappear into the loo.  She calls out, “I’d rather play with you, Audrey.”

      Audrey calls back.  “Not tonight, sweetie.  Soon.”

      “Okay!” echoes down the hall.  I can hear her peeing, so I’m guessing the door is open.

      We all get up and meet Audrey at the door with smiles.

      I tell her, “I gotta agree with Erica, Kitten.  You look great.”

      Audrey smiles shyly.  “Thank you, Master.  Shall we?”  She opens the door and ushers us all out the door.

      We all resume our earlier positions in the car, and Audrey guides Marissa back south to Camelback road and then east to I-17.   We head north for about ten miles before Audrey guides us onto the ramp for AZ-101 westbound.  We stay on the freeway until we get the exit for 75th Avenue.  Marissa takes a right on 75th Ave and then a left on Deer Valley Road.  Audrey has us hook a right on 83rd Avenue, and we follow that past Happy Valley Road, past Jomax Road, where the road turns to Westwing Parkway.  Audrey directs us to take the first right onto High Desert Drive, which we follow for about three-quarters of a mile.  We turn right onto 86th Drive and continue to follow the road.  It eventually changes its name to Bent Tree Drive, and we continue to follow it until it ends in a cul-de-sac.  Audrey directs us into the driveway on the 9:00 position on the circle.    We follow the paver-covered drive for what seems like a quarter-mile before we park on the huge parking pad in front of the stone and stucco facade of a monstrous house.  The property is about as far up the slope of the mountain as the county currently allows.  It has a three-car garage facing forward, and we pull in to the right of that, close to the entry.

      We all dismount from the Audi.  I help Rebecca out, and the Prescott contingent all gather in front of the huge house to stare in awe.  Audrey obliviously marches to the front door.  I pull myself together in time to see her steel her nerves before pressing the doorbell.

      I gather Rebecca, Josie, and Marissa with a murmured, “She needs our support.”  We hurry to gather around her.  I step up behind her and caress her back.  I tell her, “We’re with you, Kitten.”

      She murmurs, “Thank you, Master.”

      “Always, Audrey.  You’re never alone,” I tell her.

      Rebecca murmurs, “You’re one of us now, Kitten.”  All the Prescott ladies lay a hand on her back for support.

      Audrey murmurs, “I love you all so much.”

      The door opens to reveal a tall, lean Asian man and medium height mocha-skinned Asian woman.

      Audrey stands at attention.  “Father.  Mother.  I have arrived with my family.”

      The man’s face twists into a sour grimace, but the woman’s face lights up.  Audrey’s mother says, “Welcome, all of you.  Please come in.  Welcome to our home.”

      She draws us all into the entryway.  Once her mother closes the door, Audrey introduces us.

      “Mother.  Father.  Please allow me to introduce my chosen man, William James, and my sister-wives - Marissa, Rebecca, and Josie.”  Audrey continues as we each step forward and shake hands with them.  “Family, these are my parents, Steven and Lidia Cheung.”

      I address them.  “Mister and Missus Cheung, we have brought host gifts.  For Missus Cheung, we have a custom stone pen by one of the many craftsmen that frequent our small city.”   Rebecca presents an oblong box and opens it to reveal a grey stone pen with gold accents.  It’s nearly an inch in diameter.  Rebecca nestles the bottom of the box into the top and presents it to Lidia with both hands.

      Lidia grins as she accepts it.  “Thank you so much.  It’s beautiful.”

      I continue, “Mister Cheung, we have for you a custom made combat knife.  The craftsman is the same one that crafted the weapons for my family.”  Marissa opens a larger, flatter box to reveal a four-inch drop point damascus-finish blade wrapped in black paracord.  She replicates Rebecca’s presentation, and Steven’s sour expression softens slightly.

      Steven says, “This gift is both beautiful and practical.  Thank you.  Welcome to our home.”  He looks me in the eye.  “Let me give you a tour of the house.  Please follow me.”

      We walk through long, wide corridors with Roman arches and mahogany floors.  There’s a formal living room, a music room with a baby grand piano, cello, and what I think is a viola.  There is a dining room nearly as large as Bernadette’s, a massive office with library shelves, and another slightly smaller office with nearly as many books on the wall.  The big one is Lidia’s.  The house is built in a semi-Roman style around a central courtyard.

      Steven finishes the tour by opening the door under the stairs leading up to the bedrooms.  He looks at me and says, “We also have an extensive basement.  Please follow me.”

      “Oh, Father!  Really?” Audrey exclaims.

      I follow Steven down the stairs.  “So this is the obligatory dojang tour?  I understand from Dan Tomlinson that it is a requirement for all men dating the daughters of martial artists.”

      Steven says, “Oh, so you do know Dan?  Audrey mentioned you were dating his daughter.”

      I respond with a chuckle.  “Yes, that’s Marissa.  Audrey mentioned they used to compete against each other.  I’ve trained with Dan’s black belts a couple of times.”

      Steven asks as we dismount the stairs.  “That’s all the training you’re doing?”

      “Oh no,” I respond easily.  “I regularly do taiji to stay loose and relaxed.  I also study with Master Hiromatsu whenever I get the chance.  I’m looking forward to getting on the mats with him tomorrow.”

      Steve steps through an arched entry, kicks off his shoes, and removes his socks.  I remove my jacket and follow his lead.  I also empty my pockets and deposit the contents into my boots.  Steven’s eye arches as he notes the clip knife and baton.

      I bow and join him on the mat.  My ladies cluster around the doorway.

      Steven’s mat area is nearly as large as Dan’s in Prescott.  He also has twelve-foot ceilings to accommodate the weapons in the racks along the wall.

      I do some twists, shoulder circles, and stretches while Steven stands in the middle of the mat watching me.  Once I’m warmed up, I remove my shirt, too.  I hear Lidia whisper, “Oh my, Audrey.  He is handsome and well put together.  You chose well.”

      Audrey says, “More than you can imagine, Mama.”

      I start walking toward Steven slowly with my hands open and up.  I’m about eight feet away when he explodes toward me with a flurry of spinning kicks.  I step off the line of each kick, and he immediately reorients before he touches down and fires off another.  After four of those, I find an opening as he launches another kick - by following his back as he spins.  I grab his shoulders and pull him backward.  His momentum still keeps him moving, so I have to really move my feet to keep up with him.

      Steven tries to spin away, but I get a joint lock on his wrist and manage to reinforce it with the edge of my left forearm in his tricep tendon.  I push him flat onto the ground, and step across him to lay my left shin across the back of his neck to pin him in place.  He stops moving, and I hold it in place until he taps out.  I forward roll off him and come to my feet about eight feet away.

      Steven jumps to his feet.  “I am not happy about these shows you do with Audrey.”

      I answer, “She’s an adult, and we go to significant lengths to hide her identity.  I love her; I have no desire to damage her reputation.   Steven stares at me for a moment and then attacks with a flurry of front kicks and punches.  I back-pedal twice until he snaps a right cross at me.  I slide to his right, smacking his right tricep tendon again with a backfist from my right hand and kicking his right leg as it launches off the floor.  His body is already exploding forward, so checking his kicking leg results in him slamming his face into the mat.  I slide away.

      “Three of five?”  I ask.

      Steven gets up slowly and turns to find me standing in the middle of the mat with my hands relaxed at my side.  He squints at me.  “You can do this all day long, can’t you?”

      I shake my head gently.  “No, sir.  I’ll get tired eventually.  I don’t train like that anymore.”

      “Where did you learn?” he asks.

      “Aikido in college for about a year, krav maga for about eighteen monts with the IDF while I was in the sandbox.  Mister Robinson's Kenpo dojo for open challenge nights here in Phoenix until I found Master Hiromatsu.  I’ve been with him for a little over nine years.  I learned taiji from him, too.  Plus, I drop in Kenpo classes whenever the opportunity arises.”

      Steven just stares at me for a long moment before saying, “You appear untrained in your craft.”

      I look at him with my second sight - he’s strong.  Audrey is nearly his match, but not quite.  Maybe with practice.  I open my well and let my power radiate.  I tell him, “I am, but I’m learning quickly.”

      Steven’s face turns white at the amount of power at my disposal.   I pull it all back inside to conceal it again.

      Something that might be a smile flashes across his face.  “You’ll do.”  He waves toward the door.  “Let’s eat.  Getting my ass handed to me makes me hungry.”
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      I laugh, and he chuckles lightly.  I bow to him, and he returns it.   We walk off the mats and bow to show our respect to the training hall.  Steven picks up his shoes and walks out.  I put my shirt on, don my jacket, and then carry my boots out the door.  I gather a kiss from each of my ladies before we head back up the stairs.

      Josie whispers, “You looked hot on the mat, husband.”

      I chuckle.  “Thanks, Josie.  I’m glad you were pleased.”

      Rebecca observes, “Josie and I had never seen you fight.  It was awesome to behold.  Steven is also amazing.  Are you going to teach us that, Will?”  She and Audrey lead us up the stairs.

      “No, honey.  We’re going to continue to stick with the basic approach we’ve been working on.  Basic motions and maneuvers, keep your feet on the ground, using weapons, using improvised weapons, and working as a team.  No competitive crap - lethal tactics to save your life and our family’s.”

      Steven turns around at the top of the stairs.  “What are you afraid of, William?”

      Audrey waves Rebecca past Steven and turns to look down on me.  “My mother knows about the unseen world of crafters, demons, and zombies.  You can speak plainly.”

      Josie and Marissa slide past Steven, and I step up next to him.   He waves me past and closes the door.  I tell him, “I have a friend who employs surveillance countermeasures when we talk about crafts and related matters.  Do you think we should do that?”

      Steven gives me a vacant inscrutable look for nearly half a minute.  Then he calls out, “Lidia, do think you have time for a short concert before dinner.”

      Lidia walks back and cuddles up to Steven.  She smiles up into his face, “It’s all ready to go.  I just need to throw the meat on to cook.  That will only take about fifteen minutes.   Let’s go play.”

      Steven and Lidia lead us to the music room.  Audrey opens three more buttons up from her hemline and grabs the cello.  She picks up a bow off the top of the piano and sits.  I see a flash of lace and nude flesh as she settles the lucky instrument between her thighs.  Audrey smiles and winks at me.   Lidia takes a seat at the piano, while Steven picks up the viola off a hook on the wall and a smaller bow off the piano.

      Lidia starts playing a classical piece, and Audrey joins in on the cello.  Steve says, “Talk.”  Then he tucks the viola under his chin and begins to play.

      “I’m mildly concerned about zombies, which is what started my emphasis on weapons and training.  Right now, I’m more  afraid of your former employer,” I tell him.  “Two of us are at risk of...impressment...by your former bosses.  One of us is likely to be killed on sight.  I really would prefer to avoid a war with them, but if they come for my family, my friends, or me - there will be a lot of dead people.”

      Steven nods as he plays a soaring passage, while Lidia plays a thundering bass line and Audrey saws up a frenetic mid-range part on the cello.  Steven chants softly, “My daughter is to be your wife?”

      “Yes,” I say.  My four ladies, including Audrey, murmur their assent.  She beams at me.

      Steven tucks the viola against his collarbone like a fiddler.  He murmurs, “I know the ways of your craft.  Many partners are common.  Some are permanent.  Others not.  Is Audrey permanent?”

      “Yes,” I answer immediately.  Audrey’s smile could shame the sun.

      He nods as he plays a piercingly sweet line.  “Then you are family.  The Cheungs protect their own.”

      I murmur, “I’m honored, sir.  I have a friend that owns a salon who is like family.”

      He nods his head, “I am familiar with this person, but we are not close.  I have no grievance with anyone in that place.”

      I nod.  “I’m glad to hear that, sir.  You will be in attendance tomorrow?”

      Steven just nods before tucking the chin rest in its proper place and losing himself in the music.   Eventually he murmurs, “A family friend and former co-worker will join us.”

      “Until then,” I say.   He looks at me and nods again.

      I sit on the l plush couch to listen.  Josie and Marissa sit on either side of me while Rebecca sits on my lap.  I nuzzle her neck and hug the other two while all of us watch our newest wife.  She has a beatific smile on her face as she throws a warm, vibrant line into the mix.  They play for about five more minutes before Steven murmurs something, and they slowly wind down.  We all stand and applaud.

      They all stand and bow to our ovation.  Steven and Audrey each pick up a towel from a side table and wipe down their instruments.  Lidia closes the keyboard cover and comes over to hug each of the ladies while Steven and Audrey finish.

      Lidia hugs me close and then holds my shoulders at arm's length.  She says, “I’m glad that Audrey found you, William.  From what she has told me, you saved her from going wild.  She has been much more calm and focused since the two of you reconciled.”

      “Lidia,” I respond.  “Audrey saved me.  I was recently divorced and rootless when I met her.  I was about to the point of hiring temporary company before I stumbled onto Audrey.  I knew she was special.  Honestly, she saved me, Lidia.  Marissa, Rebecca, and Josie have her to thank for me being the man they met rather than the one Audrey met.”

      Lidia smiles brightly.  “I must go prepare the food.  You and Steven must both be starving after your little demo.”  She winks at me and turns to grab Steven’s arm.  She kisses his cheek before calling out, “Audrey, please ensure our guests have refreshments and have them at the table in fifteen minutes.”

      Audrey commits, “Yes, mama.”

      Steven and Lidia head towards the kitchen.

      Audrey hurries to wrap her arms around me as she watches her parents disappear.   I hug her to me and kiss her forehead.  She turns her face up to me, and I kiss her lips, too.  Audrey crawls up my body as she devours my mouth.  Her legs wrap around my torso, so I cup her firm ass in my hands.   Marissa, Josie, and Rebecca cuddle around us.

      I murmur, “Whaddya think, ladies.  I’m betting Audrey is commando under this conservative dress.  Did you see the stockings she’s wearing?”

      Rebecca asks, “You mean she has no panties on?”  I nod.  “I don’t think a good conservative girl like Audrey would walk around bare under her dress in her father’s house.”

      Marissa chuckles, “Someone has learned the fine art of sarcasm, William.”

      Josie says, “I’m pretty certain I saw her pussy before she put the fiddle between her legs.”

      Audrey says, “It’s a cello, Josie - not a fiddle.”  She nuzzles her face into my neck.  She whispers, “I’m wearing a bra.”

      “No panties, Kitten?” I tease.

      She shakes her head, “I want to ensure I’m available to you and my sister-wives, Master.  I’m so happy to have you all in my life.”  She looks up at me.  “My life is filled with love.  It was only a few short weeks ago that I thought I had lost you, and now I have four spouses that shower me with love.”

      I smile at her.  “I’m glad you are happy, Kitten.  We just need to get you to move in with us.”

      “I can’t wait.”  She releases her legs and slides back to the ground.  “I better button a couple of these or Father will give me the hairy eyeball all evening.”  She closes the gap.

      Rebecca says, “That’s fine, Kitten, but I expect to see at least four buttons open from the time we get back in the car.”

      “Yes, mom,” Audrey agrees with a smile.  “Let’s get everyone something to drink.”

      Audrey takes us to ‘the den,’ which has a full bar.    She opens a bottle of Casillero del Diablo red blend and sets it aside to breathe.  I know the wine, and it won’t need to breathe for long.  Audrey sets out five ball glasses, puts two ice cubes in each, and fills each with San Pellegrino.  She pulls a lime from the small refrigerator under the bar and cuts a wedge for each glass.  We stand around the bar sipping the water and talking about places we’d like to explore together.   Vienna and Paris are on my list.  Rebecca wants to see London and the holy land.  Josie wants to go anywhere in a plane, but specifically mentions Paris, Egypt, and Bangkok.  Audrey likes those ideas, but wants to visit relatives in Pusan as well as tour Australia.   Marissa wants to visit the Mayan ruins at Chichen Itza, Carnivale in Rio, Mardi Gras in New Orleans, and the Montreux Music Festival in Switzerland.

      Audrey sets up the wine glasses and pours.  We toast each other and our future travels together before heading to the dining room.

      Steven is laying out platters of various kimchi dishes as we walk in.   I can hear sizzling in the kitchen, and wonderful aromas waft through the air.

      “Steven, may I?” I point to the kitchen.

      He shrugs, “That’s not my domain.”  I catch the ghost of a smirk.   “It’s your life.”

      I walk through the door into the large kitchen.  Lidia is standing in front of a gas range.  She has a grill of the stove removed and a large metal circle around the largest burner with a large wok on top.  “Hello, Lidia.  Do you mind if we watch?  I’ve never learned to stir fry.”

      Rebecca slides under my left arm, and Audrey leans against my front, pressing her firm ass against my rising cock.

      Lidia say, “The basic technique is extremely high heat and flash frying small pieces of food in oil.  Peanut oil is common, but any oil that stands up well to high heat will work.  You don’t want to overfill the wok, or it gets too difficult to stir everything around.  Korean food uses a lot of onion, garlic, chilis, and other herbs.  You can use any fresh cut ingredients, and the result will be equally good if you spice it to your taste.  Sesame oil is a frequent seasoning ingredient in Asian cooking.”

      She looks over at us for a moment.  “Audrey, please take a break from teasing your husband’s cock and turn the ribs.”

      Audrey says, “Yes, Mama” as she hurries to the stove and picks up a pair of tongs.

      Rebecca kisses my cheek and goes to observe.  Lidia is grinning.  “Rebecca, you are the primary cook in the family?”

      “Yes, ma’am,” Rebecca answers.

      “It’s Lidia or Mama, Rebecca.  If you want to try these yourself, it’s best to just ask your butcher for Korean short ribs.  Most will know what cut you want, then you can enjoy them without the hassle of trying to thin slice through the bone.”

      Rebecca kisses her cheek over her shoulder. “Thank you, Mama.  I hadn’t seen either technique before.”

      Lidia smiles, “My Audrey knows how to do this.  She has a handful of marinade recipes and ingredients for different dishes memorized.  She can help you learn.  Hand me the big platter on the counter behind you dear.  The gold rimmed one.”

      Lidia continues to direct the plating of the two dishes.  Rebecca hands her wine glass to me, and I get out of the way by returning to the dining room.  I tell Marissa and Josie, “I think Rebecca is going to be branching out into Asian cooking.”

      Marissa grins, “Excellent.  I love good Asian food.  I’ve not had much Korean, but I love Thai and Vietnamese.  I like some Chinese styles better than others.”

      I smile, “Don’t forget Indian food!  I love good Indian food.  We should have some while we’re in town.”

      Marissa says, “Yeah, the one in Prescott is crap.  There are a couple of good Thai places though.”

      Josie says, “I’ll try it.  Whatever Lidia is cooking smells spicy.”

      “It’s barbeque dog,” Steven says.

      “Dog?” Josie asked.

      Lidia kicks Steven with a knee to his thigh as she walks by.  “Husband, your bed will be cold tonight if you keep teasing that poor girl.”  She sets the platter of stir-fried meat and vegetables on the table.  Rebecca brings out two large bowls of rice, and Audrey follows with a platter of the short ribs.

      We all get seated.  After a short blessing offered by Steven, we all dig in under Lidia’s guidance.  Dinner is delicious, and it is enhanced by lively chatter, laughter, and wine.

      Steven makes it clear he doesn’t approve of the shows Audrey and I do at Bernadette’s.  Lidia tells him to mind his own business and professes her own enjoyment of what she calls ‘risqué shows.’  Audrey says that if they don’t want to see their daughter gasping orgasms in front of a crowd, to stay away from Bernadette’s tomorrow night.  Steven shakes his head, but Lidia looks thoughtful.

      We help Lidia clean up afterwards before we leave with a round of hugs at the door.  Steven even smiles again.  Audrey leaves with us.

      Marissa confirms she’s good to drive as she only had one glass of wine.  I unbutton five buttons from the hemline of Audrey’s dress and help her into the back seat.   We all get buckled in, and Marissa takes us back to Bernadette’s.  After passionate kissing for a couple of miles, Josie and I unbutton Audrey’s dress completely, and each of us suckles a nipple through the lace of Audrey’s balconette while I accost her wet pussy with my fingers.  Audrey fondles my cock through my trousers.  Josie releases her halter, and her bountiful breasts spill out of her dress.  Audrey moans at the sight and buries her face in Josie’s ripe mammaries.

      Josie leans back and Audrey follows, ass rising as she gets a knee under her.   I release my cock and impale Audrey while she pleasures Josie, leaning over my Asian beauty and squeezing her breasts while I pummel her mercilessly.  Audrey collapses in an orgasm, so I sit back.  Josie crawls over Audrey to suck my cock to a finish down her throat.  That swallowing thing she does with her throat is mind blowing.

      We eventually pull into Bernadette’s drive.  Josie’s halter is back in place and the middle four buttons of Audrey's dress are fastened.

      We return in time to see a limo dropping off guests while we wait in queue for the Valet.  As we enter the townhouse, Clarice meets us in the entrance with our key.  She kisses everyone, and we go upstairs to spend some time alone together.

      Audrey and I rehearse our show for the ladies.  I’m planning to demonstrate a variant on the Shibari ‘net dress’ form.  I tie Audrey at a deliberate pace, adding flourishes for the audience.   After I tie the final knot I announce the ‘coup de grâce’ as I give the ropes a gentle tug and Audrey quickly drives herself into a series of orgasms.  I cut her loose and massage her limbs.  I explain the importance of ‘after care’ to the ladies that are unfamiliar with BDSM culture.

      Josie asks if I would demo the form I gave to Susan.  I agree with the condition that she is the subject.  Josie smiles hugely and crawls on the bed.  I do the arm gauntlet first, and basically follow the same procedure I used on Susan.  I bind Josie’s breasts tighter and cinch the ropes a little more snug.   She shivers all over at that point.  The benefit of working with Josie is that I don’t need to keep her panty on as a deterrent, so I can be very precise with the placement of the knots.

      Like Audrey, Josie was already wound from our time in the car.  At the end of ten minutes, I think she exceeded Susan’s count of eight orgasms.  Josie also lasted for the full ten minutes.  I cut her loose and massage her limbs as Audrey, Rebecca and Marissa applaude her performance.

      Once Josie is recovered, Rebecca, Marissa, and I re-enact our first encounter for Josie and Audrey.   Audrey and Josie don’t manage to stay away for long, so we end up in a twist of pleasure until we all pass out.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      We are awakened by a gentle knock.  The door slides open, and breakfast is served by Chantelle, Serena, Luis, Rachel, and Cindy.  We all get out of bed and pull the covers up.  We pile into the loo, and the ladies pull on robes while Manuel places a large tray on the bed - about the size of my desk at the apartment.  I pull on shorts and a t-shirt and brush my teeth.

      I return to find Candice supervising service.  When she is satisfied, we circle the tray on the bed and the footboard bench.  Viktorija walks in as everyone else leaves.  She joins us for breakfast, sitting on the bench next to Rebecca.

      After breakfast we all get up and move slowly toward the shower.  Viktorija drops her robe to join us.  I take in her beautiful body as I shuck my t-shirt and drop my shorts.   She stops me and presses herself to me in a tight hug.

      I wrap my arms around her and inhale her scent.  I murmur in her ear.  “You smell like Bernadette.”

      “Serena got a call from her patron, so I got to sleep with my mistress last night,” Viktorija says with a dreamy smile.

      “Did you get any sleep?”

      “Some,” she replies with considerable nonchalance.

      I comment, “I thought you didn’t like sleeping with women.”

      Viktorija stares into my eyes for a moment.  She says, “You’ve made love to her.  You know she is like no one else.”

      I cock my eye at her and then hug her tightly.  She returns my tight embrace.  I whisper in her ear, “Does she know you’re in love with her?”

      She nods at me.  “Let’s discuss that later, Lord.”

      “Okay,” I tell her.  “Get in there so we can take turns soaping you up.”

      She grins at me and slips out of my embrace.  I think, ‘Damn, she’s an awesome young woman.’
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            Shryl goes home

          

        

      

    

    
      After we shower, Viktorija dons her robe and leaves for her dorm room to dress for the day.  The rest of us all dress casually for the day - jeans, oxford, and jacket for me - all four of my ladies in various yoga pants and loose shirts.   Not knowing what to expect, I strap on my pistol, knife, and slide a collapsible baton into each hip pocket.

      Now that we are all put together, we embrace in a group hug.  We pass kisses around and then head out into the hallway to meet Bernadette in the salon downstairs.

      Candice crests the stairs with Michelle, Serena, and Luis.  She smiles and says, “We’ll clear breakfast and change the linens.  Do you need anything else, Lord?  Ladies?”

      I check with my ladies before confirming, “We’re all good, Candice.  Thank you all for spoiling us,” I say with a smile.

      “All part of the service, Lord,” she responds with a warm smile.

      We traipse down the sweeping stairway, through the foyer, and into the salon.   There are a variety of chairs in a semicircle that encircles most of the room.  Bernadette is standing next to Steven Cheung and an intense, hard guy that’s about ten years older than me.  Vanessa is sitting in one of the chairs deep in contemplation.  Clarice is walking slowly around the room with an electronic device in her hand, consulting the screen on it as she circumnavigates the room.

      The intense guy looks to be roughly my height - maybe a little taller.  He has dark hair in a conservative business cut with a touch of grey at his temples.  He looks very fit.  I’ve got a more muscular build, but there is something about him that gives off a definite ‘don’t fuck with me’ vibe.  He’s in a similar outfit to mine - chinos, pale yellow oxford, navy blazer, and loafers.  Behind him is a pretty young lady in a fashionable business suit - navy fuck-me-pumps, black stockings, navy short skirt and jacket with pinstripes over a French blue shirt with white collar.  She has auburn hair in a bob cut, small pert breasts, and exudes both sexuality and submissiveness.  Her attention is glued to the intense guy.

      Bernadette turns to acknowledge my entourage, “Hello, William Darling.  I trust you and the ladies all slept well.”  She wraps me in an embrace and plants a lover’s kiss on my lips.

      I enjoy the moment before answering.  “We slept well and then had a lovely breakfast in bed courtesy of our lovely hostess.”

      She makes a dismissive wave of her hand.  “That was all Viktorija and Candice’s doing.  They do seem to be quite fond of you, darling.”

      “I’m a lucky guy,” I say with a smile.  “All your people are great.”  I release her and point toward Vanessa with my chin.  I murmur, “How is Vanessa doing?”

      Bernadette stares at me for a moment.  She murmurs, “How very perceptive, William.  Shryl is rather nervous.  She’s very clear that she would rather stay here.  She is doing this for me only because I don’t have a better way to communicate back home.  Vanessa is very concerned about what happens to her after Shryl is gone.  I told her we would take care of her.”

      I’m puzzled.  “Are their personalities separating?”

      Bernadette shakes her head and rests a hand on my arm.  “No, darling.  Vanessa is vocalizing all of these thoughts as though she were one person.  It was difficult to follow her until she started talking in terms of her body and her soul.”

      I nod and caress her comforting hand.  “Makes sense, Bernadette.  Thank you for clarifying.  We will take care of her.”

      Clarice finishes her circuit and slips into the anteroom at the foot of the stairs.

      Bernadette nods to Steven, “You know Steven.  Let me introduce you to Jack Jerome.”  She turns to the intense guy.  “Jack, this is William James.”

      I offer a handshake.  “Hello Jack, I’m Will.”

      “Jack,” he says as he grips my hand firmly and shakes decisively.  “It’s a pleasure to meet you.  I have to admit, I’m rather surprised to find a necromancer in the wild.  How did you manage to escape the church?”

      I shrug.  “I suspect that has a lot to do with me not knowing anything about it until a little more than a month ago.  There is at least one other running around in the wild.  I met Julius Lafayette in Prescott.  He’s been around for a couple of hundred years.”

      Jack looks surprised.  “Really.  The Church has been chasing him at least that long.  I can’t believe he's in my backyard.”

      “He’s not,” I clarify.  “I think I tripped a demonic ward when we dug out the cellar in my house.  He showed up shortly after the demolition was complete.  He was in a 70's vintage, black Lincoln Towncar with Colorado plates.”

      “They may be stolen plates,” Jack says.  “He’s a slippery bastard.  You live in Prescott, too?”

      “Yes.  I just sold my property on Cortez and Aubrey to Lafayette, and we’re going to be moving into a lovely craftsman on Mount Vernon in about six weeks,” I tell him.  “We just finished all the contracts two weeks ago.  Let me introduce my family.”  I turn to my ladies.  “Rebecca Silverstein, Marissa Tomlinson, Josie Carroll, and I believe you know Audrey.”

      The ladies all step forward for handshakes as I mention them until we reach Audrey.  She says, “Hello, Uncle Jack” and gives him a hug.

      Jack turns to the young lady in the suit.  “This is my Pet, Darcie Conroy.”

      Darcie offers her hand.  “Please call me Darcie,” she says with a bright smile as we shake.  “It’s a pleasure.”  All the ladies give her hugs.  I step around to Steven as Jack watches the whole interaction before returning to catch me watching.  I get the definite impression that he’s very protective, maybe even jealous, of Darcie.

      I pump Steven’s hand.  I whisper, “Good to see you again, Dad.”

      He whispers back, “We need to see if Bernadette has a dojang.”  I snicker, and his normally stoic expression cracks into a slight smile.

      I ask Bernadette, “Do we need a cone of silence?”

      She smiles, “Interior room, but we will drop the curtains on the doorway.”

      Clarice walks back into the salon and closes the heavy curtains to the anteroom.

      She reports to Bernadette, “All clear, Mistress.”  Bernadette kisses her on the forehead and caresses the girl on the back.  Clarice sashays through the entrance and drops the drapes.

      “Okay,” I say.  “Shall we talk through the plan, Bernadette?”

      Bernadette nods her assent.  “Please review for us, William Darling.”

      “Alright,” I respond.  “Basically, Audrey will draw a circle around Vanessa to contain Shryl.  Then I pull Shryl out of Vanessa as gently as possible.  Then Audrey banishes her, while I ensure that Vanessa survives by binding her to me.  After that, we break the circle, and we’re done.”

      Steven says, “Banishing a traveller that you didn’t summon counts as a master-level work, Audrey.  This will be your second.”

      She nods, “Yes, Father.  I am aware.”

      “Anything else,” I ask.

      Jack says, “No.  Steven and I are here for moral support - build a bit of a team dynamic before we deal with the next task.”

      I look at Audrey, and she nods at me.  I turn to Vanessa.  “Vanessa?  Are you ready?”  I hold a hand out to her, and she gets up to rush to me.

      Vanessa hugs me tight.  She looks up at me.  “I’m scared, Will.  I don’t want to go.  I’ll miss being this version of me...both of us will.”

      I tip her chin up and kiss her gently.  She’s shocked by the intimacy, but quickly opens her mouth and devours mine.  Eventually, she stops to take a breath.  I tell her, “If you both wish it afterwards, we can join you back together.”

      She gives me a hopeful look.  “Really?”  She releases me and launches to Bernadette and hugs her tightly.  She implores Bernadette, “May I, Your Grace?  Truly?”

      Bernadette kisses her and Vanessa sighs into her mouth.  The mistress of the house finally releases her mouth and answers.  “Darling Shryl, your family has served mine faithfully for centuries.  Having you here has been an unexpected pleasure.  I will welcome you back with open arms.”  Bernadette pauses to let Shryl and Vanessa absorb that comment.  “I don’t want to send you away, darling, but I must.  I need you to get an audience with the Queen.  Tell her what I told you.  Not Gabrielle - you have her version of the story.”  Bernadette pulls her close for a hug.  “Be safe, Shryl.  You are precious to me.”

      Vanessa murmurs into Bernadette’s breast.  “As you are to me, Your Grace.”

      Bernadette nods to me as Vanessa pulls away.  I wrap the young woman in a one-armed hug.  I ask, “Where should she sit, Audrey?”

      Audrey grasps Vanessa’s hand.  “Come with me, sweetie.”  Audrey places Vanessa in the center of the semi-circle.  “Please sit here, Vanessa.  Sit and relax as much as you can, dear.  It will take me a bit to draw the circle.  Okay?”

      “Sure, Audrey.  Take your time.  I don’t want this to go wrong,” Vanessa says.

      “It won’t, Vanessa.  We’ll get Shryl safely home, and take good care of Vanessa,” Audrey assures her.  She kisses Vanessa’s forehead before going to a box beside the exit to the anteroom.  Audrey draws a circle with salt around Vanessa.  Despite drawing a large circle in salt freehand, the circle looks perfect to my eye.  She follows that by drawing a variety of symbols outside the circle.  She finishes with another circle around the symbols to create a circular ribbon of symbols.

      Audrey then points to the floor behind Vanessa on the circle.  I sit on the floor, and Audrey draws another pair of concentric circles outside of herself and me.  The symbols are different, but I have no idea what any of the symbols in either circle mean.  I keep breathing slowly and deeply to center myself.

      Audrey finishes drawing the inner circle of the outside pair.  She walks the outside pair of circles checking her work.  She does the same with the inside circle.  Audrey walks around the circle to stand next to me.  She tips my chin up and kisses me gently.  I look up into her eyes as she asks, “Are you ready, Lord Husband?”

      I smile, “I am, Lady Wife.”  She smiles at me and walks around the circles to take a seat facing Vanessa.

      Audrey says, “Vanessa, we are ready.  Are you?”

      Vanessa nods. “Yes, Lady Audrey.”

      I say, “Okay, Vanessa.  Here we go.  Just sit, relax, and breathe deeply, sweetie.”

      I follow my own advice and open my second sight.  I see a glyph where Shryl is bound into Vanessa’s brain.  It looks sloppy, but it is full of life energy.  I reach out with my will, and absorb the energy out of the glyph.  When the glyph is gone, I reach for Shryl and gently tug her soul towards me.  She struggles against me, but I continue to gently tug until she slides out of Vanessa.  Vanessa slumps to the side when Shryl’s soul leaves her body.

      I look at Shryl’s transparent body - leathery wings, tail, red flesh, tiny little horns poking out of her hairline, and she has the killer body of a Playboy playmate.  She’s beautiful.

      I hold Shryl with my mind and nod to Audrey.

      Audrey addresses Shryl, speaking a series of phrases in a guttural language I don’t recognize.  Shryl pops out of existence with a sound like a champagne cork releasing.

      I stand as I look at Audrey and point at Vanessa.  She nods and reaches out to break the circle with a finger.

      I step inside the circle and scribe my glyph onto the base of Vanessa’s skull before I push life energy into her.

      Vanessa gasps.  I kneel next to her and pull her head to my thigh.  I gently caress her cheek to comfort her as she grasps my hand and holds onto it like a lifeline.  “You’re okay, Vanessa.  I’ve got you, and you’re safe.  You’re surrounded by people that care for you, sweetheart.”

      She rolls over and crawls up into my lap.  I slide to sit on my ass rather than my knees and cradle her as she sobs.  “I feel so empty.  It felt right to have Shryl with me.  I’m all alone now, and I just feel wrong.”

      “Honey, you’re not wrong.  You are who you have always been.  Now you have memories from Shryl that you can leverage to connect better than you could on your own.  We will always be here for you - me, Bernadette, your friends here, and my family.”

      Clarice and Viktorija come in from the entry.  The kneel on each side of Vanessa, kiss her, and hug her.

      Clarice whispers, “Come on, honey.  Let us help you back to the dorms.”

      “Okay,” Vanessa sobs.  I help her stand, and the ladies guide her out.
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            What comes next

          

        

      

    

    
      After Vanessa leaves, my ladies and I join Bernadette, Clarice, Steven, and Jack in Bernadette’s office.  Clarice closes the door and uses a tablet to drop the cone of silence.

      Bernadette sits behind her desk.  She says, “Sending Shryl home was just a small problem.  I have a much bigger one.”

      She pauses for a moment to collect her thoughts as we all wait to hear what she has to say.  “Just to be clear, I am a Duchess of the royal line of Luxure of the Succubaen people.  We have seven planets in our empire.  Each planet has a queen of the preeminent family on the planet.  On my planet the royal family is the Ravissement family.  The queen of each planet is subject to the Empress, who is fortunately based on a different planet than mine.”

      She continues, “I am the fifth of twelve daughters - the sixth of fourteen children.  My second-eldest sister is the queen of our planet as the eldest died in a duel with a greater imp lord.  The current queen is one of the more sane royals I know.  The remaining sister between Queen Alafair and myself is the Archduchess Gabrielle.  Gabrielle was the fourth sister, but killed the third to be named Archduchess and heir to the throne.  Queen Alafair has been reigning for almost 18 years and she has no children, but she is fair and reasonably compassionate.  The Archduchess is a raving lunatic.  She has been killing off relatives for years - sisters, cousins, even my elder brother.”

      She taps her lips as she considers what to share next.  “Someone in my family has made an agreement with a greater imp lord named Xranalazny.  I suspect it’s Gabrielle; however, Queen Alafair is apparently supporting her in this or Shryl would not have been sent here.  Shryl is from a common family that has been serving mine for over a millennium.  The Queen would have to be involved for Shryl to come, or Gabrielle convinced Shryl that the Queen was behind it.  Succubaen politics being what they are, either is a possibility.”

      Bernadette gets up and walks around to the front of her desk.  She runs her hands down her torso absent-mindedly before perching on the edge of her desk.  “Xranalazny was on this planet before and claims he has unfinished business.  I know who killed him…” Jack raises his hand “...but greater imps are hard to kill at the best of times.  Lords are even more difficult.  Jack’s effort just killed the host and sent it back to its home dimension and planet.  Apparently it has cut a deal with my family to have me find a host and summon it back.”

      I ask, “It?  Are these greater imps like angels?  Androgynous?”

      Jack says, “It’s more like they are neuter.  They are equally comfortable in a host of either gender so long as they can create enough chaos to feed upon.  I’m not sure how they procreate.”

      Bernadette says, “My first attempt was a suitable host, but he went feral.  Jack had to put him down.  Despite how plentiful zombies have become as the population has risen, it’s hard to find a specimen to order.  I don’t know what its agenda is, but Xranalazny has a cambion, a child born here from its host’s body.  The child is coming of age soon, so I’m sure that defiling and twisting the child is part of its plan.  I happen to know the child is a delight, and I don’t want that thing anywhere near its progeny.”

      She pats her hair.  “Jack and I have discussed a plan to end this.  First, I find a male host.  The more frail the better.  Secondly, we summon Xranalazny and push it into the host.  Third, Jack shoots it in the head.”

      Jack adds, “Greater imps are creatures that feed off chaos.  Almost every aspect of their existence has evolved to create more chaos.  They thrive by doing the unexpected, creating strife, and feeding off the emotional pain caused by it. “

      Audrey says, “That’s kind of true of most travelers.  Other than the elves, they all seem to feed off some type of emotional energy.”

      Bernadette nods and Jack says, “True.  Greater imps are probably the most dangerous.  I’ve heard it said that devourers are, but I’ve always found them fairly straightforward creatures despite their vile nature.  I’ve heard stories about greater imps being able to move their souls around in their hosts body.  Hunters have gotten the head shot, and still the wily fuckers come back.  To do this, we’ll need to summon it, put it in its host, secure the host, then push its soul into the head so that I can disrupt the soul with a bullet.”

      Jack points at Steven.  “So I need a sorcerer to summon, bind, and trap it in the host.”  Then he points at me, “Then I need a necromancer to wrap up its soul and push it up into the host's head next to the brainstem where it connects.”  He points at himself.  “Then I will cap the bastard and send it to Hell.”

      I ask, “Would it be helpful to have an angel here?  They consume soul energy.  Couldn’t it just suck the energy out of Xranalazny’s soul?”

      Jack laughs, “It’s not that easy to find an angel.”  He quickly gets serious.  “The Church teaches that the few people that knew how to summon them have died.  Even if we could get one, we would need an experienced angelic warrior.  Greater imps and angels fight regularly.  I read that angels can eat an imp or greater imp soul, but greater imps also find angel flesh a delicacy.  It’s apparently the one thing they like to eat more than the fear and anguish caused by their own chaotic machinations.”

      I look at Bernadette.  “How much are you planning to spend on this?”

      She gives me a puzzled look, so I continue.  “I was thinking we cruise nursing homes looking for a relatively fit dementia or Alzheimer patient from a poor family.  We offer to pay his family cash to let us use his body for scientific research, or pay off his medical bills.  I pull his soul and bottle it.  He becomes my zombie.  We capture Xranalazny, kill it, and maybe I can even resurrect the old person into a body, rejuvenate him slightly, and then send him back to his family.”

      “Oh!” Bernadette chuckles.  “I was thinking you wanted paid.  I should have known better.   I could put in a few hundred thousand dollars for that.  I even have a charitable agency that would do all the communications and deliver the money.  That would work.”

      The Grand Dame looks at the others in our group.  “Shryl is going to deliver a message to Queen Alafair that we lost the host but are currently searching for another appropriately impressive specimen.  I told them I would send word through the sorcerer in New York that has been their messenger when we are ready.”

      “How does that work?” I ask.

      Bernadette smiles at me indulgently.  “He works for a bordello in New York that caters to gentlemen and ladies of a certain financial strata.  He calls succubae of both genders regularly.  I’ve confirmed that he is willing to pass simple messages back for me - for a nominal fee, of course.”

      “Of course,” we all chuckle in response.

      Bernadette claps her hands together.  “I like this plan.  Steven, any concerns?”

      He shrugs, “It’s as good as any other plan I can conceive.”

      “Audrey?”

      “No, Bernadette.  I think it is fairly sound.  It would be nice for some poor, sick old person to benefit, too.”  My Kitten is such a sweet girl!

      “Jack?” she asks.

      Jack grimaces, “I’d feel better if we had a necromancer with experience fighting a greater imp lord.”

      I release a macabre chuckle.  “Yeah, Jack.  I agree.  Any idea where to get one?”

      He frowns, “I don’t think they would let him out for this.  Plus they would want to know all the details and send an observer.  I don’t think we can afford that.”

      “Can you think of a way I could practice?” I ask.

      He shakes his head.  Bernadette gives me a considering look.  I think she nods to me, but the motion is nearly imperceptible.  I may have imagined it.  Then Bernadette claps her hands together.  “Done.  I’ll have my agents get busy on the search.  We will have to be ready to do this quickly.”

      With that, Clarice manipulates her tablet, and the cone of silence lifts.

      Bernadette hugs Audrey and me at the same time.  “What are your plans for the afternoon, darlings?”

      I tell her, “I’m going to go train with Master Hiromatsu.  The ladies are coming along to train, too.  We will be back by dinner time, but we plan to eat Indian immediately after training.”

      “Okay,” she says.  “I look forward to your return.”

      I kiss Bernadette tenderly, and then I escort the ladies upstairs to grab our training gear.
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            Training with Master Hiromatsu

          

        

      

    

    
      Steven hugs Bernadette.  “Until next time, my friend.”

      Bernadette smirks, “Are we friends, Steven?”

      Steven shrugs and tells her, “I committed to Lidia that I would not engage in what you expect from true friendship, Bernadette.  But, I will protect your secrets and do what I can to protect your life here.  It appears my daughter and her husband are rather connected to you.”

      Bernadette smirks, “You and Lidia should come to the show tonight.”

      Steven frowns, “I’ve been warned that I should avoid it as my daughter will be on stage with her husband.”

      Bernadette teases, “She is magnificent, Steven.  She has given herself completely to William, and audiences respond to their shows like no others.  If you should screw up your courage, I might be able to arrange a private viewing.  No one would know.  I’m fairly certain Lidia would enjoy it.”

      Steven is gobsmacked for a moment.  He frowns.  “I don’t think so, but I’ll let you know if we decide differently.”

      Bernadette touches his shoulder.  “I know Lidia misses the scene.  You were regulars on the LA scene until Audrey was old enough to ask questions.  Come to another show.  I’ll put you on the email list.  Just watch for a message from Red Tail Productions - password will be what’s most precious to you.”

      Steven says, “Family.”  Bernadette nods.  Steven kisses her cheek and leaves.

      Jack pulls Bernadette into a hug and gives her the wet kiss she expects as a hello from her friends.  He cups her full left breast.  Looking down into her eyes, he just smirks at her.

      “What?”  Bernadette says.

      “You’re getting rather attached to that necromancer,” he says.

      Bernadette says, “I admire him greatly.  He is kind, compassionate, and affectionate by nature, yet I am confident he will kill anyone who threatens those he cares about - family, friends, innocents.  I’m pretty certain his definition of ‘innocent’ is quite liberal compared to yours.”

      Jack chuffs.  “There are no true innocents, Bernadette.  Don’t let him hurt you.”

      Bernadette turns to look at him sidelong.  “Me?  The succubus whore with the heart of gold?  Never.”

      Jack laughs.  “I need to go collect Darcie.  I think she’s with Chantelle.  I never knew how broken Chantelle was until she met Darcie.”

      Bernadette says, “I’m sure Viktorija let her know you were about done.”

      Jack chuckles, “That doesn’t mean I won’t have to pry her out of Chantelle’s arms.  I need to say hello to Candice, too.”

      Bernadette shrugs and kisses Jack again.  “I’ll see you and Darcie tonight.  I’m holding a suite for you.”

      Jack says, “I’m planning to return home after the show, but we’ll see.”  He kisses Bernadette’s cheek and leaves the room.

      Clarice closes the door and taps on the tablet.  The ‘cone of silence’ drops.

      Bernadette hurries to Clarice and wraps her tightly in a hug.  “Are you okay, my precious girl?”

      Clarice answers, “I’m okay, Auntie.”  She wraps her arms around Bernadette and rests her head on her guardian’s breast.  “It feels weird to be plotting my own father’s demise, but the hurtful part was hearing that my mother has no children.”

      Bernadette kisses Clarice’s hair and squeezes her close.  “I know, baby.  It’s important that no one knows, Clarice.  It’s the best way to keep you safe from your father, the Archduchess, and the Church.  I would do anything to protect you, my darling.”

      Clarice kisses Bernadette’s lips.  “I know Auntie.  I wish you were my mother.”

      “I know, baby.  I honestly consider you mine.  You’ve been with me since you were a baby.  I love Alafair, but I would fight her for you.”  Bernadette’s eyes flare red.  “I would win, too.”  She looks down at Clarice.  “I love you, Clarice.  You’re a good girl, and I couldn’t be more proud of you.”

      Clarice says, “Thanks, mummy.”

      Bernadette chuckles, “I do love the sound of that.  I miss it.  Back to your duties, my darling girl.”

      Clarice says, “Yes, Mistress.”  She steps back and curtsies before raising the heavy screens and leaving the room.
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      We arrive at Master Hiromatsu’s dojo ready to train.  I introduce the Master and Master Nakamura to my family.  They agree to let the ladies work on a corner of the mat.

      I have Rebecca and Josie work with Marissa on the last two lessons we trained at home.  Audrey works with them.

      I workout with the two masters and three of Master Hiromatsu’s senior student’s.  Shiro Nakamura is Master Hiromatsu’s heir apparent, so he leads the class while the Master watches him teach me and three other senior students.  Shiro has us work defenses using knife, stick, and wooden sword against attackers with a stick or wooden sword.  Afterwards we work on open hand tactics.

      Dan and his senior students are a challenge.  Mr. Hiromatsu’s senior students can all wipe the floor with me whenever the mood strikes them.

      Kenpo is a great system for self-defense and combat on the streets; however, commercial schools tend to cater towards keeping students.   It’s one of the reasons I was drawn to the backyard dojo of my first kenpo teacher.

      Master Hiromatsu doesn’t care if he ever has another student, and Nakamura-sensei will carry on his legacy of training people to survive in combat.

      As such, his students are brutally efficient at hurting people.  Many are ethnically Japanese, Korean, or an anglo mix with them.  It’s humbling to have my ass handed to me by these smaller men.  I have only met three other Anglo’s and one African-American in Master Hiromatsu’s classes.

      I’m considered ‘decent’ in Master Hiromatsu’s school - mostly as a result of Chief Sergeant Hadad’s beatings in the sandbox.  Master Hiromatsu has twenty to forty-five students at any time.  I might, just maybe on a good day, be allowed to say I’m in the top third of his students.  Other days, I think he just tolerates me because I can take a beating.  By this school’s standard I am nothing special.

      I work hard.  Nakamura-sensei corrects a few of my tactics, and I strive to ensure I incorporate his lessons.  I check on my ladies during the short break between the weapons and open-hand sets.  Master Hiromatsu watches me teach the next lesson on basic jo, or short staff, technique.

      By the end of Master Nakamura’s lesson we are all soaked, but I feel that I learned quite a bit today.  We bow out, and then I join my ladies again to check their progress.  The two masters stand by and watch.

      I emphasize to the ladies that any weapon is by its very nature offensive.  They are made to inflict damage to an opponent.

      Josie points out that I taught them to defend with them, and I agree.  Any weapon, even a firearm, can be employed defensively, but it is not the purpose for which is created.  I explain that many fighting schools use a sword and shield together because a shield is by its nature defensive.  However, a shield can be used offensively just as a sword or a stick can be used to defend.  I remind them of the kenpo basics we trained early on - attitude is a weapon itself.  I explain that when you pick up a weapon, your goal is to hurt or kill your opponent so you can walk away.  I have them each attack me with three strikes while I only defend with a jo.  I have them do it again, but I counter-attack after the second strike.   We do it again, but this time I counter after the first.  They are all blowing hard except Audrey at the end of it.

      I ask, “Audrey, how much of this kind of training have you done?”

      “Not much, but the techniques are not too dissimilar to the Korean sword techniques I learned.  The ‘attitude of a weapon’ idea was new.  I can use that,” she says.

      I tell her, “I’m not a particularly good swordsman, but I think we should fight once with swords.  Are you up for it?”

      She smiles brilliantly.  “Of course, my Master.”

      We put away the staffs, and Audrey and I grab bokken - wooden training swords - from the equipment rack.

      We square off, but Master Hiromatsu walks up to Audrey.  He holds a hand up to cover his mouth and whispers in her ear.  Her eyes flash wide open.  She nods at him and bows.  He returns the bow and walks back to stand next to Master Nakamura.

      We both take a ready stance, and then I attack.  Audrey counters and displays that she has strong sword skills.  We hack at each other until Audrey manages to cut down on my wrists.  I drop the sword and step back.  I smile at her proudly and bow in defeat.

      “Good job, Audrey.  You’re very talented,” I tell her.  My wrists are going to be sore for quite a while.  I shake them out and pick up my sword.  We put them away.

      We all stop to thank the masters for the use of their facilities and instruction before I have the ladies bow off the mat.

      We all strip down and towel off at the chairs before pulling on dry clothes.  The masters are facing away from us.  Despite there being no modesty in a dojo, I appreciate the masters are considerate of my ladies’ sensibilities - even if they don’t appear to have any.  Once we are ready, we head out for an early dinner of Indian food.

      After we return to Bernadette’s, we hang out in the suite for a while cuddling and continuing our dinner conversation about our experience at the dojo.  While we lounge about, I sharpen my clip knife.  After I’m satisfied with the edge, I get out the rope I brought specifically for our performance tonight.  I uncoil it, fold it in half, and recoil it to ensure the bight is readily available when I want it and the working end will flow out of the coil smoothly.
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            Henri et Alouette

          

        

      

    

    
      An hour before our scheduled performance, Audrey and I shower.  The other ladies give us space to do what we need to do.   We wash each other thoroughly and dry with fresh towels.  I kiss Audrey, and she goes to the bathroom to put on her makeup and fix her hair.  I won’t see her again until she appears backstage.

      I dress head to toe in black - open collar button down, slacks, belt, ropers, and a ‘Dread Pirate Roberts’ style mask - think Zorro, but with better quips.  I clip on my knife, grab the rope, and I’m ready.  Rebecca, Josie, and Marissa are all in little black dresses, sheer black thigh-highs, and heels.  I escort them downstairs and turn them over to Chantelle at the foot of the stairs, who will escort them to their seats.

      I head back to the dining room and pass through the back door that leads to the dorms and backstage.  I check both directions before I step in through the backstage door.

      Bernadette had the theatre purposely built, and she didn’t skimp on space.  The number of seats are limited, but she charges exorbitantly for the privilege of attending, so she’s not taking a loss.  The stage has two ranks of curtains that allow for different types of shows.  Currently the front rank of curtains is closed, so the backstage area is spacious and has a variety of props available.

      I look out the wings stage left.  The pedestal is in place for Audrey to perch upon.  The auditorium is about half-full, but it is rapidly filling.  Manuel is tending bar near the entrance.  I see Chantelle bringing a tray of champagne to my three ladies sitting in the front row nearly in front of me.  Rebecca looks up and sees me.  She flashes me a big grin and gives me a discrete wave.  I blow her a kiss, which causes her to giggle and whisper to the others.  Marissa, Josie, and Chantelle all look up with grins and tiny waves.

      Chantelle is wearing the cutest little saloon girl outfit.  It does not cover her crotch, but it does have a fairly modest teddy under the short fringe of the skirt.  Her milk-chocolate skin contrasts beautifully with the violet of her outfit.  Paired with the olympic volleyball player physique that she still maintains, she is absolutely stunning.

      I slide backstage to wait on Audrey to arrive.  I hear soft steps of heeled feet, so I turn to see Viktorija walking up behind me wearing a very short gold lamé cocktail dress that barely conceals the points of her breasts and the treasures between her thighs.  Her blond hair is up with tendrils hanging to frame her pretty face.  I wink and turn back to the front.  She wraps her arms around me and leans her chin on my shoulder.  I squeeze her hands that are wrapped around my waist.

      Viktorija murmurs, “To your earlier question, I am in love with her.”

      I kiss her cheek.  “Does she return it?

      Viktorija says, “She does.  Sometimes she even admits it.”

      “Okay,” I say as I gather my thoughts.  “So why do you want to come to me, sweetie?  I would love to have you with me, but why would you give up a loving relationship like that.”

      Viktorija sighs.  “It’s not that simple.  I fell for her immediately.  I don’t think it has anything to do with her otherworldly nature, but I don’t care if she has enthralled me.  You always make me feel loved without sex, which won me over immediately.  Bernadette wants me to have the experience of being your lover, and quite honestly, I want that too.”

      I ask, “How are you going to deal with being separated from Bernadette?”

      Viktorija kisses my cheek.  “I think it will do me good.  I’ve been in and around sex trades since puberty.  I need to get out of it.  Besides, I suspect I’ll see her regularly.  I’m fairly confident you won’t have a problem with me stopping by to love my Mistress.”  She squeezes me.

      “No, honey.  I won’t, but I’d rather not tear the two of you apart,” I tell her.  I cuddle into her silky soft hair.  “Would she come with you?”

      I feel her shrug.  “I don’t know, Will.  I suggested it.  I think she considered it, but she hasn’t mentioned anything since.

      “She’s welcome,” I respond.  “I pitched a business idea to her.  We might be able to use that to entice her to join us in Prescott.”

      Viktorija says, “That would be ideal, but it will be a hard sell.  Her life is here.”

      I answer, “She’s moved before.”

      Audrey walks in the backstage entrance with Clarice escorting her.  Her dark Asian hair is covered by a wig of nearly shoulder-length blond hair.  She is sporting a fake beauty mark, heeled slippers, and a navy blue cape.

      I turn and cup Viktorija’s face.  I kiss her quickly.  Chastely.  She squeezes me and then gives Audrey a hug.

      Audrey says, “I just saw your gift.  I loved the note.  I love you, Tori.”

      Viktorija answers, “I love you too, Audrey.  You're the best friend I’ve ever had.  I would do almost anything for you.”

      Audrey kisses Viktorija quickly before skipping over to burrow into my chest.  I tell her, “Open, Kitten.”

      Audrey steps back and opens her cape.  I kneel down before her bare pussy.  I’m guessing it’s been waxed within a couple of days because her flesh is silky smooth, but all the irritation is gone.  I lick her moist folds to enjoy the nectar seeping from her.

      I crook a finger at Viktorija, and she comes to my call.  I pull her to me and kiss her.  She opens her mouth to mine.   I ask, “Doesn’t she taste delicious, Viktorija?”

      “She does, Lord.  I just have a lot of baggage.  I’m not sure I’ll ever be able to dive on anyone but Bernadette,” she answers shyly.

      “Not required, Viktorija.  We both love you regardless,” I assure her.

      I release Viktorija and suckle Audrey’s neck so as not to smear her lipstick.  She moans, and I ensure there is a visible mark on her neck.

      I hear Bernadette welcoming everyone.  The room is small enough that her clear voice carries without need of amplification.  “Good evening, ladies and gentlemen.  We have a lovely show for you tonight - three acts of varied levels of bawdiness.  The first two feature gratuitous orgasms.  The third is a burlesque show cast from selected members of a local burlesque club and our own staff.  So, let’s get the show on the road with the first act - ‘Henri et Alouette.’

      Okay, it’s showtime.  That’s our stage name.   I grab my coil of rope, and enter stage left with a flourish.  The audience applauds vigorously, and the house looks packed.  I hope Bernadette gave the Fire Marshall a free ticket.

      As the applause dies down, I get things started.  “Bien venue, mesdames et messieurs.  My name is Henri, and I will be performing a demonstration this evening of the Japanese art of Shibari.”  I keep the French to a minimum because I’ve about used my entire vocabulary.  It’s too easy to ruin the effect with overdoing the accent, so I don’t try to accent my English.

      I continue my patter, “I see many familiar masks in the audience this evening, so I think you know what to expect and who will be joining me.”  I grin at the crowd and raise a hand toward the wings.  “So let me introduce my lovely assistant…” - wait for it.

      “ALOUETTE!” a significant percentage of the crowd calls out.

      “ YES!  Alouette!  Come, cheri.”  Audrey struts out onto the stage like she owns it.

      I offer her a hand.  She kicks her shoes off and grabs my hand with her left, so the audience doesn’t get a peek at her delectable flesh until I reveal her.  She steps onto the round pedestal, withdraws her hand, and turns to face the audience.

      I set the rope on the pedestal and toss her shoes off stage.  Clarice retrieves them and blows me a kiss.

      I then step onto the pedestal behind Audrey.  I press against her to let her feel my excitement.

      Audrey keeps her hands inside the cape as I clasp her shoulders.  Audredy calls out in a credible ‘Betty Boop’ voice.  “Master, are you happy to see me, or do you have a kielbasa in your pocket?”

      “What do you think, Alouette?” I ask.

      She says, “I’ve seen what you have in your pants, Master.  A kielbasa is not big enough to describe it.”  The crowd laughs.

      “Well Alouette, I think the crowd is much more interested in what’s under that cape than the size of my sausage,” I quip.

      There’s a mixture of loud affirmative and negative responses from the crowd.  I slide my hands up her arms and over her shoulders to grasp the clasp of the cape.  “Well, ladies and gentlemen.  Shall we unwrap this beautiful package?”

      “Yeah!” the crowd roars.

      I open the clasp and slowly pull the cape down to be sure I’m free of Audrey’s wig - then I whip it off her tight physique.  The only thing she is wearing beneath are over-the-elbow gloves that match her cape.

      Audrey strikes a pose with her arms wide and shimmies to give her breasts a little shake.  The crowd cheers in appreciation.  I carry the cape to stage left while Audrey camps it up for the audience.   Clarice relieves me of it.

      I step up and grab Audrey by the back of her neck.  She freezes with her hands up in front of her shoulders, slightly bent at the waist.

      I announce, “I’m sorry, folks.  Alouette doesn’t get out frequently, so I’m afraid she’s misbehaving.  Rather than our planned show, I will have to restrain her.”

      “Oh no!” the audience camps.  Apparently there is a large number of returning fans in the crowd.

      Audrey whines, “But, Master!  My bunny weeps in the most appalling manner when you tie me up.  They don’t want to see that!”

      “Yes we do!” the audience exclaims on cue.

      “Oh!” Audrey exclaims with a hand on her left hip and her right hand in front of her mouth.  She wags her right index finger at the audience.  “You are so bad!”  They laugh loudly.  She turns to me.  “Master, they’re bad people.  They shouldn’t get to see my bunny weep.”

      “Oh yes we should!”  Damn, they are right on cue tonight.

      “Well, Alouette.  It would appear the audience doesn’t mind.  This is not a democracy, my little tramp.  Assume the position,” I command.

      Audrey slowly descends to her knees.  “Yes, Master.”

      I set the coil of rope next to Audrey and ensure she is facing the back of the auditorium with her legs splayed.  I whisper to Audrey, “Come for me, Kitten.”

      She immediately starts to quiver, and I see a small pearl of moisture collect from her slowly opening petals.

      I call out, “Alouette!  Did you climax?”

      As I pick up the mid-point of the rope, Audrey gasps.  “Yes, Master!  I’m so excited by all those naughty people watching!”  That results in applause, but everyone is getting quieter as they watch Audrey surrender to me.

      Grasping the midpoint, the ‘bight,’ of the rope, I tie a knot to leave a roughly six inch loop.  I split the paired strands and drop them over Audrey’s neck before progressing into a basic ‘dress’ configuration with a couple of extras.

      I direct, “Hands on your head, Alouette.”

      I leave the ‘happy knot’ just in front of her clitoris.  I tie another in front of her channel.  Once done, I run the silk ropes up her back and tie a large knot just below her rosebud.  I thread the rope through the loop between her shoulder blades and cinch it snug.

      I check, and now the ‘happy knot’ is about an inch under her clitoris - pressing into her tender flesh, the one below her channel is about a half-inch below it, and the large one in back is wedged at the top of her rosebud.

      I smile and start to run the horizontal strands that open the loops on the front of her torso, which raises the happy knot into direct contact with her clit.  Every time I cinch a rope, Audrey whimpers.  By the time I have all the loops on the front of her torso open, she is quivering uncontrollably.

      I turn the pedestal and gently pull Audrey’s arms behind her back and fold them so the forearms rest on top of the other.   I apply a modified box tie to them, ensuring the horizontal ropes around her torso are close enough to stroke and squeeze her nipples.  I finish by tying a quick release into a final tie around her wrists.  I step off the pedestal and give it a slow spin so everyone can appreciate the forms created by the bright blue silk across Audrey’s flesh.  She starts to struggle against the ropes, and her quivering intensifies with every movement.

      I stop the pedestal so Audrey is facing the audience.  Once she is positioned properly, I move down stage to far stage left so I can monitor her progress.  Audrey closes her eyes and releases a moan.  I see her torso and leg muscles clenching and seizing.  She leans forward as moisture changes the color of the rope.  She leans forward to relieve the press on her clit and channel, but that just causes the ropes on her breasts and the knot on her asshole to dig in.  She spasms hard and sits up - viscous streams of fluid run out of her, off the ropes, and to the carpet covering the pedestal.

      I call out, “Alouette, your orgasms belong to me.  Give them to me!”

      Audrey sits up straight and quivers again.

      “Give them to me, Alouette!”

      The audience is rapt as they wait for the climax of the show.  Audrey continues to sit there quivering with her eyes closed and her head thrown back.  Finally, she seizes hard for a moment and screams as fluid squirts out around the knot in her pussy.  She clenches repeatedly, and squirts multiple streams into the air as her hips thrust up.  I hear multiple groans and gasps from the audience as several cum along for the ride.

      I pull my knife, flick the blade open and cut the two strands running down her abdomen, then I pull the quick release on her arms, and cut the horizontal ropes of the box and a couple other key strands.  I close the blade before I ease her to her side.  I bow to the audience and scoop Audrey up into a bridal carry.

      I carry Audrey off stage left to take her backstage, and lay her on a massage table.  I pull all the ropes from her and toss them in a waste bin as she lays flat on the table.  I start massaging all her limbs and joints.  I hear Bernadette call out, “Let’s have another round of applause for Henri et Allouette!  Don’t expect them to return, as I’m certain Henri is plowing Alouette as we speak. ”

      The crowd claps and laughs.

      I notice Jack, Darcie, Chantelle, Candice, and Tanu standing in front of a thirty-two-inch monitor.

      Bernadette adds, “There will be a short intermission as we prepare for the next act.  Please avail yourself of the bar - or the couches and your neighbors.  We’ll be ready for act two shortly.”

      Light applause precedes her entrance backstage from the stage right wings.

      Audrey pulls me down into a wet kiss.  “Damn, Will.  I swear I get more into it every time.”  I smile down at her.  She says, “Please take me home and fuck me, Master.”

      There’s only one thing to say.  “As you wish, my love.”

      Bernadette leans in to tell us, “Great show, darlings.  I’m quite excited, and I fed well off of you and the audience.  Thank you very much!”

      I help Audrey stand, and Clarice walks up to hold a short kimono robe open for her.  Bernadette kisses Audrey, and then I get one too.

      Jack walks by wearing a purple, velvet full-length robe.  “Great show, guys.”

      Audrey pulls off her wig, and I pull off my shirt.  I tell him, “Thanks, Jack” as I pull on an oxford shirt and tuck it in.

      He says, “I have taken a couple of Shibari classes, but you make it look easy.”

      Clarice gives Audrey a makeup wipe, and Audrey stands in front of the frame mirror in back and wipes off her beauty mark.

      I tell him, “I like to keep it simple for demonstrations.  I did one last night that was fairly complex.  It takes a little too long for a show, but it’s fun in the bedroom.”

      Clarice touches up Audrey’s foundation with a brush of powder.  Audrey calls over her shoulder, “I would love for you to try that one on me, Master.”

      “I am always willing to give you what you need, Kitten.”  Audrey brushes out her hair.  I see Darcie is wearing a pale orange basque outfit with white stockings - minus panties.  She has a matching rope and scarf draped over the back of her neck like a scarf.  She appears nervous.   Chantelle, Candice, and Tanu are all wearing different colors of the same outfit, complete with rope, scarf, and lack of panties.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            14

          

          

      

    

    







            Visiting Allison

          

        

      

    

    
      I ask Jack, “Are you doing a show?”

      He replies over his shoulder as he moves to stand in the wings.  “I’m demonstrating a party game.  Darcie and I are both stretching ourselves a bit - we’ve neither had sex in front of a crowd before.”

      I reassure him, “You’ll be fine, Jack.”

      He looks at the ladies in complementary outfits.  “With these ladies?  It is not going to be a problem.  Do you think you could bind their wrists quickly?”

      “Sure,”  I tell him.  I notice Darcie hugging the other ladies in the scene as they all murmur together.  I watch their nervousness fade and smiles take over their faces.  Girlfriend has superpowers.

      Jack whispers, “Pet!”  Darcie’s head snaps to him.  “Will is going to bind your wrists.”  I walk over and put word to action.

      I ensure there is a quick release in each binding, and I have all four ladies bound in a couple of minutes.  I explain, “Ladies, note there is a quick release in each one.”  I turn to Jack and see I have his attention.  “Stabilize the wrists with the left hand and give a sharp tug on the tail - it will unravel in an instant.”

      Jack nods, “Thanks, Will.”  He turns to look out the wings and mutters, “I need to learn that.”

      Manuel and Luis push the pedestal under the curtains, and then carry a large ottoman out from the wings.

      Bernadette says, “Time for me to announce the next act.”

      I give her a quick kiss and offer Audrey my arm.  We’re about to leave when Michelle leads Marissa, Rebecca, and Josie in the back stage door.  They rush to us, gushing about how they loved the performance as they squeeze us and shower us in kisses and caresses.

      Bernadette saunters out onto the stage.  I hear her voice say, “The next act is my dear friend, Jack with some help from some of our hostesses.  They are going to demonstrate a party game that you all might like to take home.”

      Jack walks out, and we all turn our attention to the monitor.  Jack’s assistants line up in the wings stage left.

      Jack announces, “Good evening, ladies and gentlemen.  Tonight we are going to demonstrate a party game that I think you will all find useful in your homes.  I have to thank author Shawn Keys for this.  I first heard of this game in his book “the Angel of Black Friday.”  I recommend the book highly.  Let me introduce my assistants.”

      Jack introduces each lady -  wrapping a blindfold around their eyes after they curtsy gracefully despite having their wrists bound.  Jack places each of them on a different side of the ottoman.

      While that is happening, Luis and Michelle place a blackboard stage left.  Michelle is wearing a schoolgirl costume - very short red plaid skirt, a white button-down blouse tied closed beneath her breasts instead of buttoned, white knee-high stockings, and black patent leather mary jane shoes.  Michelle writes each woman’s name on the board on the blackboard with squeaky chalk before standing next to the chalkboard preening.

      Jack explains the game.  He will randomly fuck his way around the ottoman.  The women will guess who is getting fucked by the noises they make.  Each correct guess yields a point and causes Jack to choose a new partner.

      It does look like a fun game to play, but my family are all looking at me hungrily.  I think we have our own games to play.

      We return to our suite and get naked.  Audrey shows everyone the present she received from Viktorkija - a double-headed dildo complete with scrotum and harness.  Audrey claims that it’s anatomically correct built upon the mold Bernadette took of my member to create Audrey’s last Christmas present.  She explains that the card says Viktorija and Bernadette were using this particular rig vigorously while they watched Audrey and I reconcile last month on the fainting couch in her office.  We have fun for a couple of hours before passing out.
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      We wake up early, around four-thirty in the morning.  We cuddle and caress each other for few minutes, and Audrey, Marissa, and Josie each get a goodbye fuck.  Rebecca and I hurry through a shower and packing.  I pack my weapons in my case.  I’ll check it rather than carrying it on.  I ensure I have all the paperwork for my weapons easily at hand.  Audrey, Marissa, and Josie pull on their skimpy little robes, which are quickly becoming a favorite of mine.  They walk Rebecca and I down to the entrance.  We hug and kiss for a few minutes until a ping on my phone tells me the driver is here.

      Both the journey to the airport and checking in at the counter are quick and painless.  The aircraft pushes back on time and we arrive in North Carolina Sunday evening.  We have a driver waiting for us when we arrive, and he grabs our bags and leads us to a town car.  Less than an hour and a half after landing, I’m knocking on my sister’s door.

      Roger, my brother-in-law, answers the door.  He looks exhausted.  He invites us in and wraps me in a hug after he closes the door.

      Roger is a 6’4” tall, thin, and a little stoop shouldered.  He’s one of the kindest men I know, and it’s heartbreaking to have him holding onto me tightly and sobbing onto my shoulder.

      He eventually empties enough of his grief to stand up.

      “I’m sorry, Will.  It’s just been so hard,” Roger says.  “It’s harder than last time, and it was rough then.  Knowing I’m not going to have her with me much longer is just crushing me.”

      “I bet, Roger.  You can always call and chat if you want to vent.  I keep offering, and I mean it,” I tell him.

      He bows his head, “I know, Will.  I don’t like asking for help any more than any other man does.”

      “I get it, Roger.  Just keep in mind that we’re family.  You have to ask family for help or we feel worthless, big guy.”

      He smirks. “How is it you do that?  I feel better after a cry and a hug.  Superpowers, Will.  You have superpowers.”

      We chuckle.  I say, “Roger, let me introduce my girlfriend.  This is Rebecca Silverstein.  Rebecca, my brother-from-another-mother, Roger Banks.”

      Rebecca hugs the big man.  “I’m sorry for your pain, Roger.  Let’s see if Will and I can’t help shoulder some of the burden for you.”

      He nods, “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Rebecca.  Why don’t you both leave your bags here?  Allie is in the family room looking out at the woods.”

      We follow Roger down a short stairway between the formal living room and the dining room.  I see an emaciated figure sitting on the couch.  I barely recognize my sister Allison.  Her eyes are sunken, her skin literally looks a little grey, her posture is stooped.  She looks twenty years older than her forty-eight.

      I turn to Roger.  “Hey, Roger.  Could I trouble you for a couple glasses of water?”

      He responds, “No trouble, Will.”

      Rebecca says, “I’ll give you a hand, Roger.”

      I sit beside Allie.  “Hey, Sissi.  How’s my best girl?”  I wrap her in a hug.

      She drones, “Well, I quit chemo treatment, so that’s better.  Unfortunately, I’m gonna die soon, which sucks.  I’m not done here, yet.”

      I tell her, “Allie, I’m here to help you feel better.  Just let me hold your hand for a while, okay?”

      I release the hug and turn to face her and push growth energy into her.  I draw most of the entropic energy away and push more growth energy.  Finally I’ve got enough of the fog of death removed that I can see large hot spots that are swirling growth surrounded by entropy all through her lungs and neck.

      I draw the growth energy out of the bright ‘hot’ spots in her lungs and then send entropic energy to eat the tumors away.  I give the energy a little time to work.

      Roger and Rebecca walk back in carrying drinks.  Roger has two glasses of water, and Rebecca is carrying a full glass of red liquid and a glass of water.

      Rebecca kneels in front of Allison.  “Hello, Allison.  I’m Will’s girlfriend, Rebecca.  I’m an herbalist.  I mixed you up a tonic in the kitchen with ingredients you had on hand.  This should help strengthen your immune system and reduce swelling.  It’s basically herbs from your spice rack, in chamomile-lavender tea and cherry juice.  It’s going to taste weird, but it shouldn’t be too unpleasant.  I’ll get some better ingredients tomorrow.”

      Allison smiles and croaks, “Hello, Rebecca.  Welcome.”  She takes the glass and sniffs it.  Her face puckers in distaste, but she takes a sip.  She considers for a moment and shrugs.  “All of it?” she croaks.

      Rebecca says, “Yes.  Just choke it down.  Then you can have this water to chase it with.”

      Allison drains it.  She hands the glass to Rebecca and says, “Spicy!”

      Rebecca says, “Yes.  Lots of oregano, parsley, and garlic plus turmeric, cayenne, and black pepper.  Here’s your water, Allison.”

      Allison croaks, “Allie.  Anyone that makes Will look that happy can call me Allie.”

      Rebecca gives me a brilliant smile, “Thanks, Allie.  I’m afraid I don’t have a short version of my name that isn’t associated with childhood trauma, so I go by Rebecca.”

      “No problem by me, Rebecca.”  Allison sips her water.

      We talk about the flight and our weekend - minus the sex show, orgies, and banishing a succubus.

      Roger falls asleep in his chair.  Rebecca goes to see what’s available to cook for a quick dinner with Allie’s permission.

      I sit there and manipulate energies in and out of my sister’s diseased body.

      Rebecca reports there isn’t much that fits Allie’s dietary needs.  Roger starts at that and volunteers to take Rebecca to the grocer.  While Roger is putting on his shoes, I tell her to go wild and put it on the credit card.  She plans to get lots of lean protein, raw nuts, avocado, olives, and green veggies.

      I keep working on Allison as she reclines there sipping water and holding my hand.  At one point she asks, “What are you doing, Will?  I feel something, but it’s not like anything I’ve ever felt before.”

      I tell her, “Just manipulating energy, Allie.  I’ll tell you more once you get stronger.”

      An hour later, Rebecca and Roger are back.  Rebecca dashes in for a wet kiss, and then runs back to the kitchen.

      Rebecca feeds us grilled chicken schnitzels, spinach sautéed in garlic olive oil, with avocado halves, olives, and raw almonds on the side.

      I help clean up the kitchen while Roger carries Allison up to bed.
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      The next morning, Rebecca and I wake up around eight.  Since we’re two time zones earlier than we’re used to, it works out to be about my normal wake up.  We get up and go for a run.  I hate running, and I don’t do it frequently.  However, it’s one of the things you can do almost anywhere.  We do about twenty minutes of road work followed by running sprints in Allie and Roger’s back yard along the woods.  We finish with open hand and knife tactics for about thirty minutes and about ten minutes of stretching.

      Rebecca joins me in the step-in shower, and we giggle incessantly as we awkwardly wash each other in the cramped space and the treacherous footing of the bathtub.  Once we’re towelled dry, I pick Rebecca up and carry her naked down the hall as we laugh all the way to our room.  We have a quickie before getting dressed in jeans and sweaters.

      I grab my attaché and set up on the desk in the family room while Rebecca heads to the kitchen.

      I have my laptop powered up by the time Rebecca brings me a cup of coffee.  I pull her in for a kiss to reward her.  Roger walks in to find me groping her ass.  Rebecca has a leg wrapped around me as she grinds her crotch into my hip, and Roger clears his throat while we vigorously explore each other’s mouths.

      Roger clears his throat again, and we both turn to look at him.  We say in unison, “Good morning, Roger.”  He’s wearing pyjamas, old fashioned brown slippers, and a navy bathrobe.

      He responds slowly, “Good morning.  Did you sleep okay?”

      Rebecca and I brush lips and release our clench.  “Quite well,” I respond.  Rebecca grins at me, “Like we were making babies.”

      Roger coughs.  Rebecca leans in and whispers, “I love you, Will” before returning to the kitchen.  She pats Roger’s shoulder as she walks by and tells him, “Coffee is ready, Roger.”  She calls as she leaves the room, “Shall I bring you a cup?”

      “I’ll be right there,” he responds.  He turns back  to me. “I need to take a refill to Allie.  She drank a whole glass of water last night and is wanting more.”

      “Is that normal?” I ask.

      “No,” Roger admits and scratches his head.  “Normally she hasn’t taken more than a couple of sips.  I have to nag her to drink all the time.  I’ll bring her downstairs in a few minutes.  Will the desk work for you?”

      I smile.  “It’s perfect, Roger.  Stop worrying.  We’re fine and happy to be here.”

      I get started working while Roger gets Allison ready to make an appearance.  Rebecca brings me a plate of ham, bacon, and eggs with toast.  I eat breakfast while talking to a colleague in New York, and then update my status report before taking my dishes to the kitchen.

      Rebecca gives me a kiss and goes back to chopping herbs and vegetables.  I rinse my dishes, put them in the dishwasher, and grab a quick grope and a kiss before heading back to the den.  Roger is getting Allison established on the couch again.  He goes off to get dressed for the day, and I check on Allison.

      Allison reports, “I slept pretty well.  I only woke up twice in the night and went back to sleep rapidly.  I don’t feel any worse, which is a nice change from the last six weeks.  I might even feel a little better.

      I open my second sight and assess her body.  It doesn’t look like there has been a lot of change.  I’m guessing her ‘feeling better’ is probably from the company and getting more rest.  Regardless, I follow the same routine as last night, clearing the excess entropy, pulling the life out of the tumors, focusing some entropy back into her tumors, and feeding growth to her heart, abdominal organs, brain, and limbs.

      Rebecca arrives with another tonic.  “Good morning, Allie.  This is pretty much the same as last night’s recipe.  I am preparing a more potent one in the kitchen.  I should have a dose ready in a couple of hours, but it won’t reach full strength until this afternoon.  I’m going to dose you five times each day.”

      Allie smirks, “I can just see you over a cauldron calling out, ‘eye of newt, toe of salamander.’  Do you have a witches’ cauldron in my kitchen?”

      Rebecca doesn’t even pause.  “That’s right, Allie.”  Then she does a creditable impersonation of a cartoon witch.   “Well, dearie. ‘For a charm of powerful trouble, like a hell-broth boil and bubble. Double, double, toil and trouble; fire burn, and cauldron bubble.’ Ha-ha-ha-ha-ha!”

      Allison actually gasps out a laugh.  “Okay, witchy-witch.  Give me your brew.” As she takes the glass from Rebecca, Allison tells me, “You gotta love a woman that can quote Shakespeare.”

      I nod my agreement.  “Just one of many reasons I love her.”

      Allison eyes me for a moment before chugging her tonic.   Rebecca grins at me.  “I love you too, Will.”  Allison looks a little shocked at the open declarations, but neither Rebecca nor I feel inclined to elaborate for her.

      We spend the day like that - me working at the desk, Rebecca minding the tonic in the kitchen while studying, taking frequent breaks to dose Allie with tonics and energy, Roger working from his home office,  and all of us visiting between phone calls, short flurries of working on deliverables, and food preparation.  Allie takes a two-hour nap after lunch, but otherwise manages to engage for the whole day.  Roger tries to deduce what I’m doing when I sit in front of his wife with my hands on her legs staring at her, but he never questions it.

      Allison gets another dose after we clean up after dinner, and then Roger carries her upstairs to bed.  I can tell she’s tired, but I think her color looks a little better.  Maybe I’m imagining it.

      Rebecca and I make an early night of it.  We maximize our alone time to cuddling, talking about plans for the family, and quietly making love.

      The second full day of our visit starts earlier, but in a similar fashion as Monday.  The highlight of the morning is when Allison walks into the den under her own power as I’m finishing a bowl of oatmeal at the desk.

      “Roger is in the shower, and I didn’t feel like waiting for him,” she explains.  “I feel so much better today.  My legs still ache, but I don’t feel like I’m going to collapse when I stand!”  She sits down carefully on the couch.  “Although, that’s about as far as I can go at the moment.  My head feels more clear than it has in weeks.”

      “That’s great, Allie.  Just don’t push it.”  I pull my chair in front of her and start to dose her with energy.  The large masses are noticeably smaller.  I can’t tell for certain, but I think there are fewer small ones.

      Rebecca walks in saying, “William, my pussy is sore!  What did you...oh!  Good morning, Allie.”
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      Allison says, “I’m glad someone in this house is getting some.  I haven’t been any good to Roger for months.”

      I hear Roger yell, “Allie!  Where are you?”

      Allison points at me, so I yell back.  “In the den.  She’s fine!  Come down when you’re ready.”

      I hear thudding down the stairs and then Roger shows up frantic in only a pair of jeans.  He calms down when he sees Allison.  She says, “I walked down on my own with no help.  Now, my lovely husband.  I appreciate the show, but I know how you are about being put together.  Go take your time, and I’ll wait for you.  I want to have breakfast with you.  I’m hungry.”

      “You’re hungry?” he asks.  Allie nods decisively.   Roger asks excitedly, “That’s good, right?”

      Rebecca and I both agree.  He rushes in to deliver a kiss to Allison and then hurries from the room.

      Rebecca tells Allison, “Your color and energy level appears to be much improved.  I’ll go get your tonic while Will doses you with energy.  I’m going to give you a cleansing tonic in between your midday and afternoon doses of strengthening tonic.   We’ll be adding that every day going forward to get rid of toxins from the chemotherapy.  That will allow Will to heal your nerve damage faster.”

      Allison gives her a considering look as Rebecca leaves the room.  She turns to me and murmurs.  “You really are doing something active, aren’t you?”

      “Yeah, Allie.  I am,” I admit.  “It’s something I only recently learned how to do.  My girlfriend had breast cancer.  We discovered that I could heal it by focusing energy.  We can talk about it more later.”

      “Poor girl,” she says as she looks after Rebecca.  I don’t correct her misconception.

      The day proceeds much as the previous one with only a couple of exceptions.  Allison is more animated, and her color is noticeably better.  Her skin tone progresses to a light grey by the end of the day.  She takes a shower after lunch, followed by a two-and a half-hour nap.  Roger learns that he has to go to the office tomorrow, which conflicts with taking Allie to the doctor.  I volunteer to take her and shuffle my schedule to accommodate the appointment.

      Wednesday starts with an early rise for everyone.  Rebecca and I make breakfast and pack a lunch for Roger to take.  He and Allison show up in the kitchen.  Allie is in a dark blue sweatsuit that hangs off her, and Rogers is in chinos and a polo.  He heads off to work.  Rebecca and I tag-team sitting with Allie and taking showers.  I work for about an hour before it’s time to load into Allison’s RAV4.

      When we arrive at the doctor’s office, we find it’s in one of the ‘cancer clinic’ hospitals.  If you ever needed evidence that cancer is a lucrative business, just look at all of these that have cropped up in the last five to ten years.  We check in, and they wheel Allison around the facility to get lab work, get a CT scan, get vitals checked, and finally get examined by a team of doctors.  It was exhausting to watch.  Rebecca gave Allison her mug of ‘herbal tea’ after the CT scan, and I managed to dose her with energy in the waiting room a couple of times.

      Allie’s doctor is a likeable older female, and there are four others.  The lead doctor is certain their regimen of poison is responsible for her obvious improvement.  The doctors spend significant effort into trying to convince Allison to resume chemo.  I can see they are wearing her out.  After about thirty minutes of their cajoling she looks at me and shakes her head slightly.

      I tell her.  “Your choice, Allie.”

      The lead doctor on the team, a guy a few years younger than me with an insufferable attitude, speaks up.  “If you really loved your sister, you would tell her to resume chemo.”

      I look him in the eye and pause for just a moment.  I place a hand on Allison’s shoulder and respond.  “Doctor, my love for my sister is the only reason you all aren’t dead on the floor for poisoning her.  I recommend you drop it, because your arrogance has me about ready to make an exception in your case.  Are we clear?”   No one even so much as breathes.  After a moment of silence, everyone but Allison’s doctor hurries out of the room.

      We finally escape and manage to get Allison home shortly after noon.  We dose her with tonic and energy, feed her, and tuck a throw around her on the couch for a nap.  She sleeps for nearly three hours.

      I resume work with Rebecca on my lap.  I ask, “Do you need to energize the tonic again soon?”

      Rebecca leans on my shoulder.  “Nope.  Not until I start feeding it fresh ingredients.”

      I tell her, “This one smells really good.  Who knew boiled onions were the perfect base for tonic.  It smells like dinner.”

      Rebecca giggles, “I could thicken it up and serve it to you as gravy on a roast turkey.”

      “Oooo.  That sounds good,”  I tell her.

      “Will,” she says.  “I got an email from Tori.”

      “Oh?  I didn’t know you two had shared info,” I respond.

      “Oh, yes.  We had a couple of really nice visits last weekend.  They weren’t long, but we connected well.  I think she is trying to connect with Josie, Marissa, and me, but honestly it’s easy.  She is sweet, smart, and funny,” Rebecca explains.  “Anyway, her email said she thinks she found Aunt Judith.  I didn’t think she would still be alive, but Tori is pretty certain she is living at the Pioneer Home.”

      “Really?”

      “Yeah.  We were talking about missing family.  She told me that she doesn’t miss her brothers, uncle, and father based on how they treated her - she never knew her mother.  I mentioned that I missed Mama, Aunt Judith, and Ms. Leuvenfeld.  I explained Aunt Judith is probably the only one that survived after my house caught fire.  She asked if she was a crafter, and I said she was.  She asked questions about our family tree, and then I forgot about it.  Apparently, she’s been looking the last couple of days.”

      “Yeah, I get the impression Viktorija is the ‘mysterious hacker’ that Bernadette ‘contracts’ with,” I smile.  I tell her, “We’ll go investigate in person next week.”

      Rebecca kisses me and leaves for the kitchen, hips twitching in her dress.  She turns at the door to ensure I’m watching, and she smiles brilliantly when she catches me.

      The afternoon progresses with a couple of conference calls, which I take in the dining room to let Allison sleep.   Allison wakes up while I’m on the phone with Susan, my boss.  Rebecca gives her the cleanse tonic, and Allison stops for a hug before following Rebecca toward the dining room.  I then get to explain that it was my sister, and Susan teases me because she thought I had added to my harem.  I’m glad I had the headset on, because I’m not ready to have that conversation with Allie, yet.

      Amazon delivers a couple of slam balls in the late afternoon, which means eighteen-minute workouts tomorrow.

      Roger comes home, and he seems beat.  Rebecca gives him a dose of Allison’s tonic and discusses his energy levels and health.  She prescribes a different tonic, weekly cleanse, and vigorous exercise.  Allison is leaning in the doorway nodding her head and smiling.

      Allison and Roger go to bed immediately after her last dose.  Rebecca and I put on some soft music and work some defense tactics before we devolve into dancing.  We go to bed and make love quietly.  After we recover, we go again, and Rebecca ends up screaming loudly on her final orgasm of the night.  I roll over, keeping myself inside her.  We fall asleep with my cock inside Rebecca, and her lying in her habitual spot on top of me with her head on my shoulder.

      Thursday starts with a six o’clock wake up and a short jog before we grab the slam balls and head out to the back yard.  We do some light stretches, and Roger comes out in sweats to join us.  We introduce him to the routine, and start.  We have to coach Roger to take it easy the first time, but he makes it through the routine.

      We all head back in to shower and start the day.   Allison is animated as she comes into the den with Roger.  She has a little more pink in her complexion.  I assess her progress, and Rebecca brings her the first tonic of the day.  I catch up on correspondence until Rebecca calls us all to the dining table.  We have a cheesy quiche for breakfast with rye toast with butter and cheese.  Allison teases Rebecca about the scream the previous night, and we all have a good laugh.

      After breakfast, Rebecca shoos us all out of the kitchen, so we resume our posts and get to the day’s activities.

      Friday morning, Roger joins us for our run and stretch.  He watches us work on defense tactics as he stretches.

      The day progresses much like the previous days, but Allison gets a phone call from her doctor.  Apparently the lab results show a 40% reduction in her tumor markers.  I know she’s not healed, but that is a good indicator that she’s on the road to recovery.  She only naps for a couple of hours.

      Saturday, Rebecca puts containers of the tonic in the refrigerator, and walks Allison through the recipe to make it herself.  Rebecca cautions her to heat it on the stove and not the microwave as the microwaves can alter the molecular structure of the ingredients.  Apparently she’s been reading about modern technology.  We all hang out in the kitchen all morning and visit over coffee, tea, and food prep.

      After lunch, Allison wants to walk.  We take her out in the back yard and walk along the fringe of the woods.  After a circuit around the yard, Allison is ready for a nap.  Roger tucks her in while Rebecca goes to energize her tonic.  Shortly, Roger returns and I walk him through some basic chi-gung exercises he can use to give himself breaks when he’s in an office all day.

      After we finish, he asks me to explain what I’ve been doing to Allie.

      I sit down on a patio chair and think about how best to answer him without lying to him.

      I look around, and I don’t see anyone around.  None of the neighbors are in their yards.  I start with a warning.  “Roger, I’m going to tell you things you were never meant to know about.  If you tell anyone, it’s likely I will be hunted and killed.”  I look at him.  “Do you understand?”

      Roger looks at me to gauge whether I’m serious or not.  Finally, he nods.  “Okay, no one will hear it from me.”

      I pause to reconsider.  “I tell you what.  Why don’t I tell you both after dinner?”

      Roger’s frustration shows.  As an engineer, he has a curious mind and a deep-seated need to understand how the world works.  My delay irritates him, but he finally relents.  “Fine, Will.”

      Dinner is a large grass-fed bison pot roast.  It probably cost as much for that cut of meat as all the rest of the food we purchased for the week combined.  Rebecca cooked it like a beef pot roast with carrots and onions.  She served it with cauliflower mash, steamed broccoli, and gravy from the drippings of the roast.

      After we clean up the dinner dishes, we adjourn to the den.  Roger pours a brandy for Rebecca, me, and himself.  Allie has a cup of hot tea.

      I repeat my earlier warning to Roger.  “I’m going to tell you things you were never meant to know.  If you tell anyone, it’s likely I will be hunted and killed.  Do you understand?”

      Allie says, “I don’t need to know then, Will.  I trust you.  Whatever you are doing is helping.”

      Roger says, “Promise you won’t tell, Allie.  I need to know.”  He looks at me.  “I’ll tell no one about it.”

      I push a little, “You shouldn’t even discuss it among yourselves.  If you do, then find an interior room or closet.”

      “Okay,” Roger says.

      Allison says, “I’m not sure I want to know, but if you’re telling Roger, I better know too.  He will want to discuss it at some point, and I’m the safest option.   I promise, Will.”

      I get up and draw the heavy drapes over the patio sliding door and windows before resuming my seat.

      “Allie.  Roger.  I have the ability to affect a body’s health.  I discovered I had this ability when my girlfriend’s breast tumor would disappear after sex.  Essentially, I manipulate energy in the body.  There are two types of energy - growth inducing and entropy inducing.  For brevity, and based on the impacts, the two kinds of energy are frequently referred to as ‘life’ and ‘death’ energy.”

      I sniff my brandy and take a small sip.  “Your tumors are bright knots of life energy that are surrounded in death energy.  I’m guessing that one day science will tell us that they are sucking up all the glucose around them, starving the healthy tissue around them.  That causes the surrounding death energy.”

      I look to Rebecca, and she smiles at me encouragingly.  ‘God, I love that woman!’

      I continue my explanation.  “The treatments I have been giving you consist of removing the death energy from the body, draining life energy from the tumors, and injecting the death energy into the tumors.  Then I flood your organs and limbs with life energy to strengthen your body’s ability to heal.”

      Roger says, “Does this ability have a name?”

      I nod.  “Yes it does; however, if I tell that to you it will confuse you rather than order your thoughts.  The name of the craft I use to do this has been misused in literature and pop culture to the point that the common understanding of it doesn’t reflect much of my craft at all.  If you started investigating it online, the Church would likely be knocking on your door, and I have been led to believe that their questioning would not be gentle.”

      Roger asks, “The Catholic Church?  What do they have to do with this?”

      Rebecca chimes in, “Nothing to do with Will’s craft, but everything to do with the danger to his life.”

      Allison looks at Rebecca for a moment.  “You really are a witch, aren’t you?”

      Rebecca’s eyes flash to mine before returning to Allison’s.  “Yes, Allie.  I am.  The recipes I taught you will strengthen you just fine.  When I make them, I push life energy into them, so they are more potent.”

      I add, “This is very important guys.  The Church might try to kill me, but it’s more likely they would try to enslave me.  They would send armies to kill Rebecca.”

      Rebecca says, “Many of the nurses in the First World War were witches.  The Church made an agreement with the Germans to kill them all.  The Germans had their own witches, but they killed them too.  There are very few alive.  I only know of one other that is alive, and I have never met another since my teacher.”

      “So,” Roger interjects.  “What you’re doing leaves no traces, but attacks the organisms’ ability to thrive in Will’s case…”

      “...and in my case leverages the healing properties of plants to strengthen the body's immune response,” Rebecca finishes for him.

      “I’m not healed,” Allie states.

      “No, Allie.  You’re not, but you are healing,” I answer honestly.  “We need to come back at least a couple of times.  Rebecca has shown you how to make the tonics.  What I can teach you is simply this - meditate on your body.  Imagine the tumors as bright lights.  Concentrate on sucking the light out of them with your willpower.”

      She chuckles.  “You think that will help?”

      I tell her, “We inherited this ability from Remy St. Jacques.  I probably got it from both sides, which means that you might have gotten it from Mom, or maybe gotten nothing at all.  Even if that is true, the mind is a potent weapon for health.  Magic may not be necessary as long as you believe that you can control your own body.”

      She says, “They teach meditation classes at the clinic.  I went once, and got fed up.  Maybe I should resume those.”

      I nod.  Rebecca says, “And push yourself to be active.  Walk every day - a little bit more each day.  When you are stronger, take up yoga or taiji.  You and Roger could do it together.  It would be good for him, too.  Moving activates the body’s healing response.  After you have been doing that for about six months, then you could start to do that 18-minute workout we did with him yesterday.”

      Roger grimaces.  “I am going to need a couple of recovery days after that.”

      “Probably,” Rebecca agrees. “However, after three-to-five times, you’ll be able to do it every other day.  Do it three times each week and push yourself harder each time.  There’s a phone app for it.”

      I look at Roger.  “We just created more questions rather than fewer, didn’t we?”

      He shrugs.  “I’m afraid so.  I want to understand.  This is so esoteric.  I don’t understand how it works.  I want to understand the cause and effect.   I want to know the wavelengths of the energy.  I want to know how to observe it, target it, and replicate it.”  He looks at me imploringly.  “There are so many people suffering in her support group.”

      “I can’t help everyone, Roger.  Word will get out,” I tell him.  “It’s heartrending, but that’s the truth.”

      He removes his glasses and wipes tears from his eyes.  “You should see them, Will.  They suffer so much.”

      “We can discuss individual cases, Roger.  I may have an idea of how we could go about it, but there would be a lot of background work to do before I’m ready to start that project.  I’ll let you know if I get it worked out,” I tell him.

      “Come here, Will.”  Allison holds her arms out to me.  I sit next to her and hug her tightly.  “Thank you for helping.  I’d rather die than go through chemo again, but I don’t want to abandon Roger, either.  Thank you.”

      “Any time, Sissi.  Any time.”
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            Meeting Aunt Judith

          

        

      

    

    
      Rebecca and I leave for Phoenix early the next morning.  We arrive in Phoenix a little before one o’clock.  Josie, Marissa, Audrey, and Erica meet us at the security greeting area.  We collect hugs and kisses all around.  Even Erica screws up her courage to collect a hug.

      We lunch at Pappadeaux on I-17, and we share hugs and kisses in the parking lot afterward.  Audrey and Erica leave for their apartment.  Marissa let’s Josie drive Marissa’s Audi home to Prescott.

      Monday after we return from North Carolina, I spend most of the day on a conference call with Susan Rey, my boss in Chicago.  She actually does get on video, so I get to see her pretty smile.  I keep it professional based on her discomfort after I tied her up at the last conference, but she smiles when she logs on to see the shadowbox she gifted me with her rope gauntlet mounted on my kitchen wall.   There are nine other people on the call, and Susan is all business after the initial hellos.

      Rebecca is studying her driver’s license guide and GED study materials on the kitchen table wearing short workout shorts, and a ‘flashdance’ style sweatshirt.  I get some queries from the group about ‘who is that.’  I explain she’s my girlfriend, and I call Rebecca over to meet the group.  She leans over my shoulder to say hello to everyone, and she tells Susan it’s nice to see her again.  She waves goodbye before she turns my chin towards her and claims my mouth wetly to mark her territory.  Susan does let a ghost of a smile escape at that.

      The meeting is all about dry stuff that makes up the regular activities of businesses.  The morning is a monthly operations review where we discuss project progress from all Susan’s project and program managers.  In the afternoon, Chicago time, we discuss the various projects for the next fiscal year - when we can start organizing them, who will lead them, stakeholders, risks, etcetera.  Rebecca gives me a bowl of stew and a slice of bread with butter and liverwurst. She starts mixing up fresh bread in the afternoon.  A couple of the old lechers on the video are glued to her every move.  I don’t blame them.  She is filling out nicely, and looks stronger and more fit every day.

      Susan calls my phone from her cell after the meeting to catch up.  It’s about four p.m. here, so it’s nearly quitting time in Chicago.  Her first question is the obvious one.  “So how did Rebecca recognize me?”

      I explain that I showed her picture to my ladies.  I also tell her that Audrey is back in the fold.  She seems happy about that.  I also tell her that all four of my ladies think I should have just fucked her senseless and held her all night long.  She says she wants to agree with them, but thinks it’s best that I stayed strong.  She asks about coming to Chicago the week before Thanksgiving to teach my workshop again.  I tell her I’ll check with the ladies and get back to her - I’ll probably bring at least two of them with me.  I tell her Josie is desperate to ride an airplane.  Susan laughs at that.  She offers to take us all out to dinner.  I agree, and we sign off.

      I also set an appointment with Delores Aguilar, my real estate agent, to purchase the hotel.  I plan to meet her Wednesday afternoon to finalize an offer.

      I start Tuesday early with a quick workout with Rebecca and Josie followed by an early start to work.  I break at 11:30 to take Rebecca to the Pioneer Home.  Josie stays at the apartment to study for her GED.

      We get to the reception desk inside the grand entrance to the old retirement home.  We ask the receptionist for Judy Neumann, the name Viktorija found, and explain that we think she may be Rebecca’s long-lost aunt.

      The receptionist, a sweet, chunky matron with dark hair going grey, smiles delightedly.  She says, “Even if it doesn’t work out, Judy hasn’t had a visitor as far back as she can remember.   Come with me.”  She takes off at a brisk walk, talking over her shoulder.  “She is catching the sun on the north patio.  We had to limit her to that location because she would go on unsupervised walks when we let her sun on the front porch.”

      The receptionist escorts us through the corridor to exit onto an expansive balcony looking down the hill to Montezuma street towards the courthouse.  Mary, the receptionist, calls out, “Judy, you have visitors” before leaving to return to her station.  I thought that was a little lax, but I’m sure leaving the front desk unmanned isn’t a brilliant idea either.  A spritely old lady in a long jacket and longer dress stands.  Her hair is iron grey, done up in an intricate updo from the beginning of the 20th Century.

      The ancient woman looks at me and points a finger at me as her bright, intelligent eyes squint.  I look at her with my second sight and see a normal human soul corona.  Her mouth puckers, and I feel her power collecting as her corona grows larger and brighter.  I point my finger to Rebecca.  Rebecca steps forward as the old woman turns her attention.  They scrutinize each other for a short moment before Rebecca gasps and nods.

      Rebecca exclaims in a whisper, ‘Tante Judith!’  It sounds like German with a ‘y’ sound for the ‘J’ and a ‘t’ sound on the end rather than the English ‘th’ sound.

      Judith gasps in return and tears flow.  “Becca! Liebchen!”  Rebecca launches forward to wrap her ancient aunt in a hug.  The two murmur to each other.  I can hear the words clearly, but I only understand about every third or fourth word.  My German is good enough to get by living there if I ask for clarification periodically, so I assume they are speaking some dialect of Yiddish.

      Rebecca turns to me and switches to English.  “Tante Judith, this handsome man is my beloved, William James.”

      Judith looks at me shrewdly for a moment before she reaches out and takes my hand.  “Mr. James, thank you for bringing my Becca back to me.”

      I squeeze her hand gently.  “Ms. Neumann, it is my pleasure to reunite you and my honor to call Rebecca my family.  I’m hoping you will be my family, too.  Please call me, Will.”

      Judith grins at me, “I really don’t think you want an old woman for ‘family,’ do you?”  She actually air-quotes ‘family.’

      I chuckle.  “Ms. Neumann, family comes in all shapes and sizes.  I don’t think it would be appropriate to have you in my life in the same capacity Rebecca is, but that doesn’t mean I don’t want you in my family.  My parents are long gone, and my sister lives far away.”

      She grins as she looks at Rebecca.  “Becca, Liebchen, you have a live one here.”

      Rebecca grins back to her and then to me.  “Oh do I ever.  You have no idea, Tante Judith.”

      Judith scoffs, “I bet I have a better idea than you think.  I have known men like him in my youth.  You would be appalled if you knew how I behaved.”  She has a lascivious grin on her face.

      Rebecca tries to play innocent.  She responds in a heavily accented voice “I haff no idea of vat yoo speak, Tante Judith.”  She actually clasps her fingers together and twists back and forth like a little girl while looking up at the sky.

      Judith cackles with joy.  “I am happy for you, Becca.  When I last saw you, you had no suitors, and I swore you would end up an old maid.”

      Rebecca wraps an arm around her aunt and murmurs in her ear.  “Please don’t call me ‘Becca’ anymore, Tante Judith.  Papa called me that when he...you know.”

      Judith turns ferocious.  “I’m sorry.  I made him pay, Liebchen!  He paid dearly!”  The old woman calms herself.  “Do you go by ‘Reba’ now like your great-great- grandmother?”

      Rebecca shakes her head.  “Nope.  Just plain old ‘Rebecca.’”  She whispers scandalously as she leans her head in.  “In moments of passion my lover, Marissa, sometimes says it more like ‘Rrrrbecca,’ but all of my family know about Papa.  Will says that saying my name properly is no burden.”

      Judith steps forward and pulls my head down to her.  She whispers in my ear, “When you come into your power, you may try to bring him back.  You will fail.  I destroyed his soul.”  She steps back to a more ‘appropriate’ distance and nods seriously at me.  She adds.  “It didn’t matter that he was my baby brother.  That particular family tradition had to stop!”

      Rebecca asks, “Tante Judith, are there any other crafters here?”

      Judith shakes her head.  “None in any of the surrounding homes either.  I felt a great power a few weeks back moving around downtown - mostly centered over there.”  She points in the general direction of my apartment.  “Too bad you lost your powers, or you would have felt it too.  It was one of my craft.  It disappeared a couple weeks ago, showed up over there...” she points to the Prescott Station restaurant “... and then disappeared again.  I’ve not sensed it since.”

      Rebecca drops her hold on her power to let it radiate, and Judith gasps.  She whispers in awe, “You have your powers.”

      Rebecca nods, “Show her, William.”

      I cock an eyebrow, and Rebecca gives it right back to me.  I drop my hold and let my powers radiate.  Judith gasps again, “Lieber Gott!  It’s you!”

      I nod.  “Yes ma’am.”  Then I exert my control to ensure the power is no longer radiating from my well.  Judith is watching what I do.

      She exclaims, “Gott im Himmel!  How do you do that?  Who taught you?”

      I bow my head, “I’m self-taught, Ms. Neumann.  I only discovered I had this ability after I brought Rebecca back.”  I raise my gaze to Judith’s.  “I managed that through a happy accident.  Later Rebecca explained how she thought it worked.  When she was completely restored with her powers intact, she was able to use her sight to confirm her assumptions.  I used a different method to bring Josie back.  Rebecca, Josie, Audrey, Steven, and Bernadette have all been explaining and teaching me what they can.  Apparently I have some master-level skills without any of the knowledge or control associated with being a master.”  I shrug.

      Rebecca lays a hand gently on my shoulder and runs it up into my hair.  “Honestly William, you have more control than anyone I’ve ever heard of.   This whole idea of caching our power to keep it from radiating out - that is a new and novel concept as far as I know.”

      Judith nods, “I would like to know how you do that.  I manage to hide by keeping only enough power in me to keep me alive.  When I switched identities, I flooded myself with life energy for about six months to rejuvenate myself.  My legend at the time was one hundred twelve years old, so I disappeared, moved to Phoenix for a time to emerge as a thirty-five year old woman in 1968.”

      She leans forward with a conspiratorial smile.  “The whole free love movement never really took off in Phoenix, but there was an underground party and porn scene.  I was more on the ‘party side’ of things - hosting parties, traveling the scene so-to-speak.”  She has a sad smile.  Then she brightens, “However, I heard they found a film with me in it in Bob Crane’s collection when he died.”   She fans her face with her hand.  “Oh, he was such a fun man.”

      Rebecca says, “So you are officially eighty-six now?”  I’m still working on the math.

      Judith nods, “Yes.  I thought I would just ride this one out as long as I can, and then see what comes next.”  She looks at Rebecca.  “I may have to rethink that now.”

      Rebecca says, “I wish you would, liebe Tante!  I can’t believe my journey to get to you, but I want to spend many years enjoying your company.

      Judith cups Rebecca’s face as the two women shed happy tears.  Judith says, “I think you should call me ‘Aunt Judy’ or ‘Aunt Judith.’  Yiddish is rarely spoken here, and everyone will know we’re a couple of old biddies if we keep it up.”

      “Okay, Aunt Judith,” Rebecca giggles her agreement after using the English pronunciation.

      Judith gives me another lascivious grin.  “You may change your mind about my role in your family once I rejuvenate.  You know that sexual congress helps strengthen our connection to life.  It’s true for everyone, but especially those that practice our craft!”  She waggles her eyebrows at me.

      I laugh uproariously.  Once I catch my breath, I try to pull together a cogent response. “Well Ms. Neumann, I have four now, and at least one in the wings.”  Rebecca interrupts me.

      “Three, William.  Maybe as many as five or six.  We’ll talk,” she says before waving at me to continue.

      I try to do the math and fail, so I wipe the gobsmacked expression from my face.  “Regardless, Ms. Neumann…”  This time it’s Judith that interrupts me.

      “Either ‘Aunt,’ ‘Judy,’ or ‘Judith - or a combination thereof,” she instructs.

      I smile.  “Do you have a preference?”

      She shrugs, “I go by Judy now, but I think it may be time to return to Judith soon.  You may call me ‘Judith,’ Will.”  She smiles at me, and I start again.

      “Regardless, Judith.  I don’t believe I’m in the market, but then again...I wasn’t in the market when Rebecca and Josie came into my life.  Viktorija is likely going to show up despite my lack of shopping.”

      Judith looks around to see if anyone is listening before leaning in conspiratorially.  “With the size of your power endowment, you need to get a house about the size of this one.”  She points back at the huge building of the Pioneer Home.  She adds, “You don’t have to shop.  You will draw them to you.  With the short exception of the years of 1968-1985, I never actively pursued men to play with.  They were drawn to me.  You will have the same issue.  You may choose to love some and then send them on their way.  Others you will keep for years or for life.”

      Rebecca follows her aunt’s example to check who might be listening.  She leans in and murmurs, “Will is our only man, Judith.  His ladies make love to each other, too.  The energy when we’re together drives you to it.”

      Judith pats Rebecca’s shoulders.  “Don’t look scandalized, dear.  Sappho has been around for centuries.  I’ve experimented with it myself; although, I can’t say that I’m particularly wired that way.  I need a pair of strong male arms around me while my partner or partners drive me to ecstasy.  I’ve done as many as five at once; although, I find two is really perfect.  I’ve gotta be in the mood for where the third one would go.”

      Rebecca gasps.  “Right?  I haven’t worked up the courage to do that.  Marissa and Josie each gave that to Will.   I think Audrey, too…”  She looks at me, but I stand there stoically.  “...I just can’t get my head wrapped around it.”

      I quickly assure her, “You don’t have to, my love.”

      Judith says, “You should try it at least once in your life.  You can train yourself to make it less of an ordeal, depending on the size of your lover.”  She looks at me, apparently speculating what I might be packing.

      Rebecca says, “Marissa uses the term ‘horse.’  Josie is a big woman, and she says he stretches her enough to let her know that someone is there and serious about it.  Apparently her previous lover didn’t manage that.  Regardless, he’s the only man I’ve had, and I am ve-ery satisfied.

      “TMI, Rebecca,” I scold.

      Judith is looking at me like I’m a steak, and she hasn’t eaten in years.  Rebecca just cocks an eyebrow at me.  ‘Where did she learn that?  Oh right, from me!’

      I shake my head.  “Judith, if you would like to visit us, we could have you to my apartment - coffee, dinner, or whatever works for you.  It’s a tiny place to hold us over until we move into our new house.  You will have a room in the new house if you wish to overnight.”

      She assesses me for a bit before nodding.  “I would like to visit, Will, but I think I will stay here.  There are a couple of gentlemen that stop by to visit me when they visit their parents.  Don’t tell the staff.”

      Rebecca and I chuckle.  My lover asks, “Tomorrow night?  I’ll make a Boeuf Bourguignon.  Oh, by the way...I don’t eat kosher or practice any longer.”

      Judith says, “Oh, pooh!  I haven’t since I left my parents house in Connecticut in 1814.  The only reason I went to Synagogue here is I was schtupping the Rabbi.”  We all laugh at that.  As we sober, she decides to add a thought to that.

      “Practicing according to the strictures of an organized religion is not so important, Rebecca.  The important part of synagogue and the law is to build, support, and protect a community.  The important part of the religion is faith.  My craft taught me the world is not as the orthodox doctrine would have us believe.  Not going to synagogue doesn’t mean I gave up my belief or my relationship with God.  I hold my faith dear.  I still believe, and I work hard to build and support my community.  Faith, charitable works, family, community are all aspects of religion that we can hold onto whether we go to synagogue or not.”  She looks at me.  “Or ‘church’ if you’re a goyim.”

      I smirk.  “Yes, ma’am.”

      Judith pulls Rebecca to her and kisses her cheek.  “Thank you for finding me, Liebchen.  I am so blessed to once again have my family.”  She releases Rebecca and adds, “It’s about time for lunch.  The staff will fuss if I’m not there, and old Mr. Jackson likes to sit in my seat to chat up Hattie Steinfelder.  He causes a terrible scene when I drag him out of my chair.  The food here is not as good as your Mama’s cooking, but it does feed the body.  What time for dinner tomorrow?”

      “Six o’clock,” Rebecca answers.  “We have the meal patterns of farmers in general.”

      Judith nods, “Nothing wrong with that.”

      I step in to hug Judith.  Her surprise quickly fades, and she squeezes me tightly.  “Take care of my beloved niece, William.  She is precious to me beyond words.”

      “She is to me too, Judith.  Until tomorrow,” I tell her.  I kiss her dry, papery cheek.  As I pull back she comes in and kisses my lips chastely.

      “Until tomorrow,” she says.  There is a lover’s promise in her eyes, which strikes me as a little creepy considering her apparent age and her relationship with Rebecca.  She lets me go and waves us back inside.

      Judith escorts us back to the receptionist and tells the matron at the desk, “I will be joining my niece and her boyfriend for dinner tomorrow night.  Mr. James will call for me at five fifty to take me to their apartment at…” she looks at me.

      “918 South Cortez,” I respond.  “We should have her back by...ten p.m.?”

      Judith laughs, “That is well past my bedtime, but yes!”  She stage whispers into the receptionist's ear.  “Out partying with this virile young man into the wee hours of the morning!  Scandalous, don’t you think?”  We all laugh as Rebecca and I kiss Judith’s cheek again, wave, and walk back toward my car.

      Rebecca says, “We could have walked.”

      “Yes, but I wasn’t sure about the streets.  I’m still not sure if there is a direct path through.  Next time we come to visit, we can give it a try.  Maybe bring Marissa and Josie along,” I tell her.

      “That would be lovely,” Rebecca says with a bright smile.

      I finish working that afternoon at four-thirty.  I pack a small workout bag, and by the time I’m ready Rebecca has a small overnight bag, her favorite stewpot with the bread dough in it, and her favorite kitchen knife.  Josie has a small duffle.  We get to Dan and Maria’s house with just enough time left for me to pull on some work-out clothes.  Josie runs over to Marissa’s guesthouse while Rebecca pops the bread in the oven and leaves it under Maria’s watchful eye.  Rebecca grabs my hand, and we walk out to Dan’s dojo.

      Inside the dojo we see Marissa, Josie, and a handful of Dan’s senior students warming up on the mat.  Rebecca and I bow in and join the our ladies on the mat.  Marissa leaves to join the all-male group of senior students, and I review the last set of lessons that I gave to Josie and Rebecca.  At this point, they have the ‘five basics’ of Kenpo down, so I start to introduce them to some basics of Krav Maga.  I give them a couple of drills, but unlike Platoon Sergeant Hadad, I talk them through the idea first before I cut them loose to play with it for a bit.  I watch them work for a bit before I join Dan’s group.  He asks if I need to jump back out, and I confirm that I do.

      One of the group gives me shit about playing with the girls.  He’s about my height and twice my weight - most of it looks to be muscle.  He’s got teeth worthy of an Englishman, and a full black beard that reaches to mid-chest.  I just tilt my head and look at him.  I tell him, “Don’t worry, Cupcake.  I’ll save you some love.”  He growls in response.

      I work a couple of drills with Dan’s group, rotating my way through his students.  Cupcake tries to over-power both on the offense and defense roles.   He smacks me solidly in the chest, but I fortunately am able to ride it backwards until I’m out of reach.  I smile at him and tell him, “Patience, Cupcake.  You’ll get your turn.”  Dan calls ‘switch,’ so I step out since I’ve played with everyone else before I got to Cupcake.

      I give Josie and Rebecca a new exercise to work, and supervise for a few minutes.  When I’m satisfied they get it, I return to Dan’s group.  I ask Marissa to work with the ladies, and step into the circle as Dan calls out two guys to step into the middle.  They work back and forth until one of them gets a clear point.  By that time, I’m bored.  Dan waves them out, and I speak up.

      “Mr. Tomlinson, would you mind terribly if I smacked Cupcake Snaggletooth around for a bit - I mean take a couple of turns in the ring?”

      Cupcakes shouts, “I’m gonna fuck you up, boy.  I’m the real deal!”  He’s beating his chest and spitting as he yells.

      Dan shouts him down, “Daryl, shut the fuck up.  Get in the ring.”

      I skip out to the center like a young kid, grinning at Cupcake the whole time.  He growls, “I’m going to fuck you up, BOY!”

      I blow him a kiss, and anchor my weight.  Dan calls “Go,” and I’m moving before he’s finished the command, hammering Cupcake’s nose into mush, hammering the point of his jaw, and then shifting forward into a ‘bow stance’ with an upward elbow to the point of his chin.

      I step back as he slowly crawls to all fours, shaking his head to clear it.  I quietly tell him, “Come on, Daryl.  After all that bluster you must have more than that.”  Daryl tries about four more times before he crawls out of the circle.

      Dan calls out, “Bull in the ring!  Go!”  The rest of the advanced students attack singly, in twos, and in threes.  I get popped pretty good a couple of times, and get a great workout while managing not to damage anyone but Daryl.  He keeps trying, and he takes his beatings like a man before crawling out of the circle like a baby each time.  Fortunately, no one likes him very much, and it never occurs to him to coordinate his attacks with someone else.  That dude seriously wants to fuck me up, but he’s apparently not very smart.  Dan comes at me hard towards the end to see how I fare against him when I’m already tired.  He pops me a couple of times - once catching me out of position and kicking my calf with the blade of his shin.  I about fall from that strike but manage to get out of the way of most of his follow-up, which allows me to put an aiki lock on him and throw him backward as his whole body leaves the ground.  Dan does a dynamite break fall, kips up, and salutes.

      As he releases the salute, Dan laughs uproariously.  “Damn!  Now that was a workout!”  I laugh along as I bow out of the circle and turn to ladies.  All three of them are holding onto foam covered ‘jo’ staffs - about the same size as the twisted, oak walking sticks I bought them a few weeks ago.  They are holding the training weapons in a classic ready for the ‘jo’ staff.

      Marissa winks at me, and I see Dan nod off to the side.  Marissa quietly orders, “Now, ladies.”  Marissa leads them in a wedge among the five large male black belts.  Josie and Rebecca guard her flanks as the more advanced students try to circle her.  In less than thirty seconds, all five of the men are on the ground.  Despite my ladies being less experienced and not as strong, they are attuned to each other.  I’ve had them practicing working together as a unit since Labor Day.  If these had been homicidal maniacs, they would have taken some injuries.  If these guys had a bit more time to think about it, they would have gotten taken down.  This time, the boys were taken by surprise by my ladies.  The men were tired and only saw a brown belt and two newbies - they underestimated my ladies.  I grin with pleasure at their results.

      We all shake hands with everyone, even Daryl Cupcake.  Dan shoos them out the door before he, the ladies, and myself hurry to shower before dinner.  The ladies and I split up among the guest bath in the main house and Marissa’s in the guest house.  When we get to the table, Maria serves an enchilada casserole, lightly fried eggs on top of each portion, steamed spinach, and sautéed zucchini.  Dan shares his observations on the ladies attack, and we all share laughs from the whole session.  There’s no dessert - we’re all supporting Marissa’s attempt to keep the sugar out of her diet as we monitor the progress of her tumors.  We do each have a couple glasses of wine and a bunch of water.

      After dinner, we all hug before I walk the ladies out to Marissa’s guesthouse.  We take a while to have a cuddle and kiss session on Marissa’s big bed for about an hour as we share our day and plans for tomorrow.  About nine-thirty, we wrap it up with passionate kisses for Marissa and Rebecca from Josie and myself.  Josie comes back home with me.
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            Dinner with family

          

        

      

    

    
      Josie and I arrive back at the apartment.  I close the door and we drop our bags in place as we attack each other’s mouths.  I push her into the door and devour the flesh of her neck as I lock the door.  We make out against the door as I undress her and kick out of my clothes - my mouth leaving hers only long enough to suckle her neck or a breast.  I pick her up and fuck her against the door, and she screams out two orgasms.

      I set her back on the ground and push her over the back of the loveseat, before I plunder her swampy depths again.  She comes again as I shove my left thumb in her asshole.  I reach around her with my right and tickle her clit as I pick up the intensity.  I’m about there, and Josie is getting wilder with each thrust.  Finally, she clamps down on me again, and I blow my load of cum inside her.

      I lay on her back to catch my breath for a minute with my arms wrapped around my beautiful, big woman.  I finally feel like I’m back from wherever you go when you have mind-blowing orgasms.  I lift Josie up gently, spin her in place, and pick her up into a bridal carry.  I ease her through the bedroom door before I lay her on her back on the bed.

      I order, “Stay, strumpet!”

      She smiles at me dreamily.  “Yes, my Lord Husband and Master.”

      I go pick up her clothes up off the floor with a grin.  I continue to smile as I carefully fold her clothes before I do the same to mine.  I grab my pistol off my belt, stack the clothes in my arms, and carry them into the bedroom.  I put the clothes on the floor on the back wall and then tuck the pistol into the nightstand.  I hurry to the kitchen for a couple glasses of water.  They go on the nightstand, and I crawl into bed next to my lush lover.

      I cuddle her close.  “I love you, Josephine Carroll.”

      She looks at my face from inches away.  “I love you too, William James.  I never knew emotions like this existed in my previous life.  In this life you gave me, love is definitely the highlight.”

      We kiss and cuddle until Willy is poking her in the stomach.

      Josie looks down toward my crotch and wiggles an eyebrow.  Then she crawls on me and slides onto my hardness.  She starts riding me cowgirl style slowly.  We lock eyes as Josie moves deliberately up and down on my shaft.   I squeeze her generous ass cheeks and her full heavy breasts bounce delightfully as she bottoms out on each stroke.  I notice she is getting firmer.  The change of diet and workout schedule is making her leaner and fit.  She really is going to look like an Amazon in a few months.

      She murmurs, “Mark me as yours, William.”  I do.  Her breasts.  Her collarbones.  Her neck.  Then I roll her onto her back and lavish hickeys up and down both legs as far as I can reach without withdrawing from her wet heat.  The longer I suckle her flesh, the more animated she gets until we both start to move more urgently.  I lay on top of her and look in her beautiful blue eyes as I drive into her more forcefully until our bliss arrives.  I feel the tingling in my balls and cock just before Josie clamps down on me in her own orgasm.  We ride the waves of bliss together

      Later, lying in post-coital glow, I’m stroking Josie’s back as she fiddles with the small patch of hair between my pecs.  Josies asks me, “Will, what are some of the biggest problems you’re concerned about?

      Her question catches me off guard.  I ask, “Why do you ask, my love?”

      Josie says, “I’m thinking about my thaumaturgy masterwork.  If I can complete one, it will make me one of the few if not only the only master thaumaturge alive.  It’s supposedly like being a necromancer, once you do one, your ability to do increasingly complex and difficult works increases.  My Pa knew a fellow thaumaturge that was headed to California to work the mines out there.  This guy said it was silly to worry about masterworks since the work they do to clear mines is harder and more complex than most supposedly ‘master-level work.’  I’ve cleared more than a couple of collapses when my Pa was drunk, so I could probably claim it anyway.”

      She frowns.  “I want to do a true master work, Will.  I was going to bridge the Royal Gorge, but I died.  Plus, it’s been done already.  I need a new idea.”

      I kiss her ripe lips and think about it.

      “Josie, there’s really no question of the two biggest worries I have.  My primary worry is protecting you all.  Getting down to Phoenix quickly to protect Audrey, Viktorija, Bernadette and her people, and Audrey’s parents is a close second.”

      I pause and collect my thoughts.  “Honey, I’m happy to discuss the first one, but I think the transportation issue is the thing I think you might be able to help with.  It takes two hours to get to anywhere we need to go in Phoenix.  It would take nearly as long to get  to Audrey’s parents out on the west side.”

      Josie asks, “Are you thinking about a high speed transportation?”

      “Maybe,” I muse.  “Josie, thaumaturgy works based on relationships, right?”

      “Yes,” she confirms.  “The advanced crafters can use relationships that are pretty nebulous.”

      An idea slowly forms out of the post-coital fog in my brain.  “If you have a picture frame with nothing in it, you stick your hand in one side and it comes out the other side, right?”

      Josie looks puzzled.  “Yes…”

      “So what happens if you have a frame…” I draw a rectangle with my fingers.  “...a construct made as one solid frame - essentially it’s four pieces of wood screwed and glued to make a discrete object.”  I have a better idea about how to better communicate my idea.  “Stay here for a minute, Punkin.”

      I launch out of bed and hurry to the front door.  I take the picture frame down from the door with the apartment rules - fortunately it’s on Command Hook velcro-like hook and loop pads.  I open it up and remove the guts before I return to bed.

      “Like this,” I say.

      Josie nods, but she is still frowning.

      I demonstrate my hand passing through the frame.  “Now if we slice it like this into two frames half as thick as the original…” I mime cutting it with my hand.

      I see Josie’s mind click.  She picks up the narrative excitedly.  “...but keep the relationship of ‘one frame’ - you could theoretically put the two halves on opposite sides of the planet, it wouldn’t matter.  You could still reach through it to the other side.  If you make it big enough you could just step through to the other side.”

      I smile and nod, “Exactly what I was wondering.  If you needed to secure it to keep from being overrun, destroy the frame on your side.”

      Josie shrugs. “Or you could just turn it around to face the wall.  As long as it was secured flat to the wall no one could get through.”

      “I suppose you could also set it against another frame going someplace else.  Would that work?”

      Josie nods excitedly.  “This is huge.  I don’t think this has ever been done.”

      I tell her, “I remember reading a couple of fantasy books when I was in school where mirrors allowed you to travel through the looking glass.  I wonder.  Is it the looking glass, or the frame?”

      We celebrate Josie’s masterwork idea by making love slowly, tenderly, bathing in our shared joy at our idea and the joy provided by our love for each other.

      The next day starts with Josie and I making love, doing a yoga and taiji workout, before we shower together.  Josie makes toast and soft boiled eggs while I log into my computer.  I spend most of the day in project meetings while Josie studies and makes plans for her first prototype for her masterwork.  I break from work at four o’clock and run out quickly to make my appointment with Delores.  We discuss what we think is fair and end up writing an offer for $1.3 million rather than the $1.4 million asking price.  Delores does up the paperwork, and I sign it.  Afterward, I run back to the apartment quickly.

      As I’m getting out of the car, Maria drops off Rebecca with her pot of beef burgundy, boiled potatoes, bread, a complete salad in a plastic bowl with a lid, and her bag with clothes and books.  Maria hands me a couple of folding chairs and kisses my cheek before heading home.

      I help the ladies set the table and finish preparations for dinner.  Marissa shows up from a sales call as I’m heading out the door to pick up Judith.  We trade kisses as I head out to my car.

      When I get to the Pioneer Home, Judith is waiting for me at reception.  There’s a younger woman on duty this time, but Judith points out where everything is documented.  I help Judith into the car, and I lead her into the apartment.  I introduce her to Josie and Marissa while Rebecca finishes preparations.

      We share small talk about our individual days during the dinner.  After dinner we open another bottle of wine, and Judith shares her story of what happened after Rebecca died.

      She says, “Sara and Shimon Leuvenfeld were good friends, and they were in my circle of crafters.  I had learned their house caught fire, and no one had heard anything from them since.  I went calling to ask your family what happened.  Yacob answered the door, and I could smell death in the house.”

      She takes a sip of wine, “Yacob was nearly catatonic.  I asked him where you and Marta were.  He told me that you were out of town visiting relatives for a couple days.  I knew you had no relatives within a day’s journey.  I asked him what he knew about the Leuvenfeld’s fire, and he said, ‘I set it.’  He told me that he was upset about you leaving, so he went to the Leuvenfeld’s ostensibly to ask Sara why she sent you away.  I am certain he didn’t notice the dichotomy between this story and the ‘visiting relatives’ version.  He said he knocked on the door, and it swung open.  He went inside and found it in disarray.  The inside door to the cellar was open so he grabbed a candle and lit it.  He went down into the cellar and found six corpses on the floor.  He went back upstairs, lit the curtains, and fled.”

      She sips the wine again as she looks into the past.  “I could smell death in the air.  I asked Yacob why he was keeping dead bodies in the house.  He said, ‘You must be mistaken.  Becca and Marta are visiting relatives.  The Liebowicz family in Flagstaff.’  I knew Marta had no connection to the Liebowicz family.  She was a Kueshner, and they never got along with the Liebowicz family.  I beckoned Marta’s and Rebecca’s souls, but there was no response.”

      She reaches for Rebecca’s hand.  “I left and went to the Sheriff's office and reported that I could smell a dead body on the property.  The sheriff and a deputy accompanied me to your parent’s house.  It was on fire when we arrived, so the deputy ran for the fire brigade.  I led the Sheriff to the cellar door.  When we opened it, the stench of a putrid body rolled out the door and we heard gagging sounds.  I led the way down and found Yacob hanging from a cross beam, slowly choking to death.”

      Rebecca gets up to stand behind her chair and hug her.  Judith looks up at her and says, “Your body was lying at his feet, and there was a stool lying on its side next to you.  You were still alive, but there was barely a spark left in your body.  I couldn’t save you in that state, so I pulled Yacob's soul out of his struggling body and walked back up the stairs to get some fresh air.  I slowly pulled pieces out of Yacob's soul until it disintegrated.  When I was done destroying his soul, I prayed to God that he would take you quickly and take both you and your mother home to escape the endless cycle of rebirth.”

      Rebecca kisses Judith’s forehead.  “Maybe it worked for Mama.”

      Judith turns toward Rebecca.   “Can you ever forgive me, Liebchen?”

      Rebecca tells her, “There is nothing to forgive, my beloved aunt.  You dispensed justice upon my father, and you did the best you could for Mama and I.  You would have had to make me a zombie and then push my soul back into it.  Not very practical with the sheriff there.  I loved you then, and I love you still, Tante Judith.”

      Judith says, “I’m hoping knowing what happened will give you some peace.  What we call ‘closure’ in this day and age.”

      Rebecca pats her hand and returns to her seat.  “I left it all behind me.  The last thing I remember from being alive was hearing Gwen roar my name - the guardian angel Shimon summoned for me.  As a ghost, I only remember the fear and rejection from the people I met until I met William.  He accepted me and treated me like a person - like being dead was just an unfortunate condition.  Then he fixed my condition.”  She flashes me a brilliant smile.

      I add, “We actually met Gwen when I started renovating my house.  It was built upon the Leuvenfeld’s cellar.  We heard Gwen roar Rebecca’s name, so we went to investigate.  We freed Gwen and the four ghosts Lafayette used to bind it to this plane.  Josie is one of them.  We gave one to Gwen, and I still have two in containers that Josie made before being murdered herself.”

      I get up to refill wine glasses while I talk.  “Lafayette came around with some goons demanding ‘his property.’  I didn’t find any that might belong to him, but I offered to sell him the property in its existing state.  Once he agreed, I ran the price up.  I sold him the house shortly before Labor Day.”

      Judith says, “Julius Lafayette was my master and my lover.  I had been training with another master, Remy St. Jacques, but Remy disappeared.  Julius had always flirted with me, so he took me on.  Julius and I would go whoring in New Orleans.  I would frequently present myself as a whore and get men to come play with me.  Other times Julius and I would rent a girl or boy to play with.  My training was basically completed by Remy, so I only needed work with Julius to create my masterworks.  I created a couple of golems and raised a ghoul for my three masterworks.  I made one of each type of golem, and I bound the soul of one of Julius' enemies into the ghoul.  When I finished my masterworks, I made love to Julius and left for San Francisco.  I heard later that he took one of his favorite whores on as an apprentice.  Her name was … Babette.”

      I chuckle, “We all know her.  I suspect she’s different than when you knew her.  We’ll introduce you at some point.  Lafayette pulled her soul out, turned her to a zombie, and sold her to a whorehouse in Denver.  A sorcerer in the whorehouse brought over a succubus, and he put her in Babette.  She’s done well for herself since.”

      Judith warns, “You need to be careful with succubae.  They will keep your lust up and drive you to keep going until you’re dead.”  She frowns.  “I don’t know how that would work with us.  We are damned difficult to kill.  With planning, it’s impossible.”  She smiles at me.  “If you see Julius Lafayette again, let him know where to find me.  It would be nice to see him again.”

      I tell her, “I’m willing as long as you promise not to tell him about Babette.  She is a good friend.”

      Judith nods.  “Agreed.”

      After we clean the table, I show Judith how to hide her powers.  She practices until she thinks she has a grasp on the technique.

      Afterwards, Judith asks Rebecca to play piano, do she does until it’s time to take Judith back.  I call a Lyft, and we ride together to the Pioneer Home.  I tell the driver to hang out, and I’ll give them a return fare.  I escort Judith inside.  She hugs me tightly and tells me, “Thank you for finding me and bringing Rebecca back into my life.”

      I kiss her forehead and wish her goodnight.
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            The return of Julius Lafayette

          

        

      

    

    
      Friday morning Delores Aguilar calls to tell me the owner of the Prescott Hotel countered with full price.  I tell Delores to counter with $1.32 million.  She calls a couple of hours later to tell me they counter at $1.35 million.  I accept it.

      The following Wednesday my phone pings with a text message from Delores, ‘Please call.’

      I do.

      Delores says, “Mr. Lafayette would like to meet with you.”

      “When?” I ask.

      Delores says, “He requested ‘at your earliest convenience.’  He appeared to be more polite than normal.”

      “Okay,” I respond.  “Would you be willing to host?”

      “Sure, Will.”

      “Could you set up a meeting in your conference room?  Tomorrow?” I ask.

      “For a good client like you, Will?  Of course,” she chuckles in response.  We sign off.

      The next day, Thursday, I walk into the conference room ten minutes before the agreed time to meet.  Delores gets me set up with water bottles and a pad of paper.

      Shortly thereafter, Julius Lafayette enters the conference room followed by Lonnie.  I stand and offer to shake hands.

      Lafayette backs up and holds his hands back.

      I try not to chuckle.  “Truce, Mr. Lafayette.  You asked politely through an intermediary to meet on neutral ground.  I am here in good faith.  I trust you are too.  I will not attempt to harm you or Lonnie so long as you don’t try to hurt me or anyone else.”

      Lafayette is wary, but he slowly offers his right hand to shake.

      “Welcome to you both.  Please have a seat,” I indicate the empty chairs around the table.

      They sit.  I offer water bottles, which they accept.  Lonnie opens Lafayette’s for him.

      “How may I help you, Mr. Lafayette?”

      Lafayette grimaces.  “I need to sell you the property back.  I have run into unexpected cash flow issues.”

      I think about that for a moment.  The property does have value.  It’s location is prime.  “I’m willing to pay one million dollars for it,” I reply.

      He grimaces again.  “I need four million.”

      I shrug.  “I can't help you with that.  I’ve invested the bulk of your purchase into another couple of properties.  I can give you one million dollars, plus…”  I pull Charlene’s bolt out of my pocket and set it on the table.  “I will throw Charlene Tully into the pot.  Sidney is staying.  He’s afraid you would just kill him again.  Unfortunately, Mason went crazy - the angel took him.”

      Lafayette chews on my offer.  I suspect it's the bolts that he wants rather than the occupants.  I throw one more offer into the pot.  “I’ll also fix your hand.”

      He seems surprised, but doesn’t say anything.  I continue, “It doesn’t seem that you’ve made any headway on it.  I’ll just remove my effect and heal it.  After that you can make up the rest of the cash by using your craft.”

      Lafayette grimaces again.  It seems to be his favorite reaction today.  “How do you propose I do that, young man?”

      I shrug, “The easiest method is probably to find wealthy old people and reinvigorate them.  I recommend you don’t make them look younger by more than about five years - just repair their organs and remove diseased tissue.  You can charge them one million for each treatment.  From a marketing perspective, you should swear them to secrecy.  Most won’t keep their mouths shut, or they will contact you to help a friend.  You can double your investment in my property in no time.”

      He is surprised.  He looks at Lonnie, and then back to me.  “Are you doing this?”

      I shake my head.  “Not currently.  It’s something I was thinking about to generate cash flow.  I’m focusing more on cancer treatments at the moment.  Marissa has breast cancer.  The treatment I tried seems to do the job, but I’m still monitoring.  I may make that my niche.”

      I let him chew on that.  Then I have another thought, “Oh, if you want to keep the Church away from your home, only work out on the east coast.  Also, you are probably aware of this, but don't discuss details on the phone, either.”

      Lafayette strokes his beard as he ponders it.  “I think I can make that work for me.  I even know a few people on the east coast that would likely want to do it.”  He leans forward and offers his hand.  “Mr. James, you have a deal.”

      I set my defenses, and we shake on it.

      “Lonnie, would you ask Ms. Aquilar to join us?” I ask.

      I hold out my hand for Lafayette’s left hand.  He extends it to me across the table.  I remove the entropic glyph I tied into his arm before I pull all the entropic energy out of the limb.  Then I tell him to energize his hand.

      His hand becomes visibly healthier as we sit there.  Lonnie appears with Delores in tow.

      Lafayette looks at me shrewdly. He holds up his hand, and Lonnie blocks the door for a moment.  He murmurs, “You are more powerful than you appear, Mr. James.”

      I shrug.  “I don’t like to brag or advertise.”

      He looks at me with a penetrating stare.  “You remind me of an old nemesis, Remy St. Jacques.”

      I respond, “I heard he’s in Italy.  I heard of him recently from a retired Church sorcerer.”

      Lafayette fires back, “The Church doesn’t allow retirement.”

      I nod.  “I think that is generally the case.  I’ve only heard of two retirees from the Hunters.  One a hunter, one a sorcerer.  I’ve not heard of anyone retiring that practices our craft.  I suspect that they would just as soon lock us both up or kill us.”  I pause for a moment.  “Why don’t we ensure we both avoid that, hmm?”

      Lafayette smiles grimly, “I like that plan.  It seems we have another deal, Mr. James.  I will list the property with Delores.  She seems both nice and competent.  She got things turned around quickly last time.”

      “Why thank you, Mr. Lafayette.”  Delores slides past Lonnie.  “I would be happy to list for you.”

      I add, “Delores, I will be purchasing Mr. Lafayette’s property for one million dollars.”

      “Great news, Will.  I know you loved that property,” she says.

      I tell Lafayette, “I dropped a fairly large incentive on the title company to speed things along.  You may want to do that too.  Delores can guide you.”

      Lafayette goes back to grimacing.  “Okay.  I hope it doesn’t require much.  I’m really hurting for cash.”

      “Really?” I ask.  “I find that hard to believe.”

      Lafayette sighs.  “I am digging into my reserves.  I have a two hundred fifty thousand dollar bill coming due next week, and several larger ones coming due in the next six months.  The person I need to pay isn’t known for being patient.  He has resources at his disposal to make my life… uncomfortable.”

      William nods.  “I think I understand.”  I am struck by a promise I need to keep.  “One last thing, Mr. Lafayette.  I promised Judy Neumann that I would send her regards the next time I saw you.  You knew her as Judith Silberschmid.”

      Lafayette’s eyes bug.  “Judith’s alive.  Where?”

      “She’s in the Pioneer Home.  She’s pretty frail, but she’d love to see you.”  Lafayette looks stunned.  I ask, “Do you know where to go?”

      Lafayette nods.

      I tell him, “Best of luck.”   We shake hands.  I kiss Delores’ cheek as I pass and shake Lonnie’s hand before I head home.

      Just as I get back to the apartment, Josie texts me.  ‘Took the truck to buy some lumber.  At Maria’s house.’

      I text back. ‘You drove yourself?’  I get out of my CRV and unlock the apartment.

      My phone pings as I close the door. ‘Maria had to come find me.’

      I laugh as another ping sounds.  ‘I managed to avoid all 5 accidents.’

      I literally face palm before I hear another ping.  ‘JK...was only 2.’

      I sit on the loveseat and respond.  ‘OK.  Is Dan OK with you using his shop.’

      Ping. ‘Oops! 🤦‍♀️’

      Ping. ‘Maria says it's OK.’

      I send back.  ‘Ask Dan.’

      Ping. ‘Yes Master’

      I send ‘🤦’ back (Face Palm) followed immediately by ‘CU Soon.’

      Ping.  ‘WAIT!  Maria riding home with me to drop off the truck.  We need a ride back to her house.’

      I send an acknowledgement.
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            Josie’s Thaumaturge Meisterwerk

          

        

      

    

    
      I call Roger to get an update on Allison while I’m waiting on Josie.

      Roger reports that her energy is improving.  He asks, “Wanna talk to her?”

      “Sure,” I say.

      Allison comes on the line.  “Hello, Will.  I’ve been feeling so much better after your visit.  I’ve been catching up on sleep, but I’ve been out of bed for at least eight hours each day.  Had a nap today, but only for about an hour.  We just finished dinner, and we’re going to watch a movie.  I think I can make it through it!”

      I chuckle, “Good news, Sissi.  Just don’t overdo things.  Go slow.  If you get tired, watch the rest of the movie later.”

      “I know, Brubber.”  I’ve never really known what to think about that pet name.

      I tell her, “I’m pumped about your progress, Allie!  I’m so happy for you.  Have you seen any doctors since we talked last weekend?”

      “Not yet,” she says.  “I’m supposed to get a PET scan Thursday.  They called the bloodwork from during your visit ‘inconclusive.’  I think that means that it improved drastically, but they don’t believe it.  I get more labs this week.”

      I’m a little irked by the doctors’ response.  “That would fit the model.  I know the doctors try, but they are limited by their understanding of cancer and by the FDA approved treatments, which let’s face it - are all driven by the pharma companies pressuring them to only use their products.”

      Allison says, “Oh, Will!  They try hard.   They all make me feel like they care nearly as much as you do - some of the nurses, more so.”

      “I’m sure they care, Allie.  I just don’t think they are set up well to succeed,” I explain.  “Germany has clinics that are using treatments that are not allowed here, or only allowed with chemo, yet they are having success where US doctors have to put you in palliative care and wish you well.”

      She concedes, “I know.  It’s frustrating to think about that as you feel the chemo sucking the life out of you.”

      “Shall we come back in a couple of weeks, Allie?”

      “Oh that would be lovely, Will.  Is Rebecca coming along?”

      I answer, “Of course.  She may need to adjust your tonic depending on how you’re doing.  I may bring Josie along, too.  It depends on whether she is done with her project, or not.  She was a little hurt that she couldn’t come last time.”

      “Who is Josie?” Allison asks.

      I pause for a moment to think about how I answer.  With a mental shrug I answer.  “She is another of my girlfriends.”

      Allison responds, “Uh....‘one of your girlfriends?’  You have Rebecca and Josie.  How many more?”

      I chuckle, “Two.  I’ll explain my situation when we visit.  It’s complicated.”

      “Hmmm…,” she intones.  “I think I’m going to wish I could have a glass of wine for this conversation.”

      I laugh out loud.  “Why don’t we see how well you are progressing, and maybe you can have a single glass.  We’ll check with Rebecca, okay?”

      Allison chuckles.  “Okay, Will.  I really enjoyed the last visit.  I’m looking forward to your next one, regardless how many women you bring.  I am certain I’ll be able to be more active.”

      “Okay, Allie.  I love you.”

      She responds warmly, “I love you too, Will.”

      “Give my best to Roger.”

      “Of course.  Thanks for the call, Will.  Talk to you soon,” she says.

      “My pleasure, Allie.  Bye.”  I disconnect.

      I catch up on email while I wait for Josie and Maria.

      I read through a variety of emails on various issues on my project, a couple of HR announcements, and an updated expense transaction report from Finance.  I save that and spend a half-hour reconciling my project finance log.  After that, I call one of my suppliers to talk about bringing on a couple of extra test analysts.  I am shutting down all the documents on my computer when I see an email from Susan come in asking for a commitment to teach my Change Management workshop in Chicago.

      I had discussed the Chicago trip with my ladies the day Susan raised it.  We even called Audrey to see if she wanted to go.  She needed to check her school and volleyball schedules, but she hasn’t mentioned it since.  I haven’t followed up, either.  Our calls have all been taken up with her gushing about her senior project.  I’ll have to check with her tonight.  I drop a note to Susan to tell her I’ll do it, but that I’m not sure how big of an entourage I’ll be bringing.

      At that point, Josie walks in with Maria.

      I grab my phone, pistol, and a water bottle before loading the ladies into the CRV.  We head over to Maria’s house.  Once there, Maria makes us mugs of coffee and then sends us out to Dan’s shop.

      Josie shows me her purchases.  She has everything from the shopping list we agreed - a variety of lengths of one-by-fours, two-by-fours, twine, glue, and a Kreg kit complete with screws, jigs, and clamps.

      I show her how to do mitre joints with Dan’s old wooden mitre box.  We make an eight by ten inch frame from a length of pine two-by-four lumber, glue, and Kreg screws, leaving enough room between the two screws to bisect the frame.

      Josie wraps twine around the sides of the frame and coats the string with a quick-drying glue while pouring power into the construct.  She lets it dry while she bathes the frame with more magical energy.

      Other than power bathing the construct, I don’t see anything going on.

      The most interesting thing I see is that the energy isn’t black, blue, red, violet, green, or any other color.  It’s white - like when I merge the blue and black energies I manipulate.

      Josie stands and looks down at the frame.  She raises her eyes to me.

      I say, “I didn’t see anything special.  Should I?”

      Josie shakes her head.  “Nope.  You send the power forth with your intent.  I sent the intent ‘passage through.’  I’ll have to do it again to reinforce the relationships - built from the same length of board, bound with the same string, two halves of the same original whole.  I plan to start and finish with the thought ‘these halves cannot be separated.’  I’ll also reinforce the ‘passage through’ idea.  I find it is all about visualizing.”

      We draw guidelines for the saw to follow and clamp it into Dan’s bench vice.

      Josie draws a front-to-back line to ensure we hold them together correctly after the two halves have been separated.  Then we start to cut.

      We work our way around the frame, re-clamping it to cut through each side of the frame.  Josie has me cut while she pushes power into the entire construct to start reinforcing the relationships as the halves split.  I finish cutting the frame into two essentially identical frames.  I run a sanding block over all the sawn edges.

      Josie cautions me, “Don’t stick the sanding block through the center.”  I cock an eyebrow and make sure I’m careful to follow her instructions.

      Josie lines up the two halves using the front-to-back line and clamps them together.  She sets it on the bench and circles her right hand around the frame.  After three circuits she uses her left hand to flip it while she reverses the direction of her hand, moving counter-clockwise.    Apparently thaumaturgy requires decent dexterity.  After three circuits she reverses direction again but remains on the second half for another three circuits.  She then flips them again, reversing direction as her power bathes the first side again for three circuits.

      Josie repeats the whole process nine times.  Once she is done, she picks the assemblage up and carefully removes the clamps.  She makes a happy humming sound as she floods the frames in power again and pulls them apart carefully - ensuring her finger does not poke inside either frame any deeper than the particular half she is holding.   She gently extends half towards me.

      “Will, please grasp the frame by the outside.  Don’t let a finger get inside the frame.  We need to test with inanimate objects first.”

      I pinch the wooden frame in my fingers.  “Like this?”

      She nods.  I ask, “What happens if I get a finger inside?”

      Josie says, “That depends.  If you go in the side of the cut, the tip of your finger will be cut off.  See how the edge of the sandpaper has holes in it?  If you go in the non-cut side you will be able to pull it back out.”

      “Note to self.  Be careful,” I murmur.

      She says, “Walk to the other side of the bench and set it down on the base.”

      I do as asked, setting the bottom of the frame on the bench.  “Like this?”

      Josie nods.  “Yes, but turn it around so the cut age is facing me.”  She puts clamps on the bottom of her half, which essentially act as a support base.  She grabs two more clamps and walks to my half and does the same thing.  She kisses my cheek before walking back to her half.  “Stay there to stabilize it in case things go wonky.”

      “How wonky?” I ask.

      She smiles at me, “As in exactly the opposite of what I want - it creates a barrier rather than a portal.”

      “Not dangerous, then?” I ask.

      She shrugs and smiles prettily.  “No more so than any other attempt to manipulate time and space.”

      “Oh, jeez,” I mutter.

      Josie gets serious as she picks up a dowel rod that Dan had in stock and slowly starts to feed it into the frame with just a touch of power.    I see it start to poke out of my half of the frame as Josie’s face splits into a huge grin.

      She instructs me, “Pull it all the way through, Will.”

      I look through the side of the frame facing Josie.  The frame shows the space where I was standing, but looking through the other side I see Josie’s hand feeding the dowel through the frame.  I grasp the exposed six inches of the dowel and pull it through, grasping it with my other hand at the half-way point to keep it centered in the frame.  I extract the last of the dowel and hold it over my head as Josie slides up behind me to wrap her arms around my waist.

      “Great start,” she says as she squeezes me.  “Okay, let me have the dowel,” she says as she releases me.   “Go down to the other end to catch this coming out.”

      I sense her pushing power forward as she pushes the dowel through the frame.  It starts poking through on my end, so I repeat the ‘grab and pull procedure’ to extract it.  I hold it up in the air.  She smiles and does a bouncy little dance.   The effect on her breasts is hypnotic.

      Josie tells me, “Okay, Will.  Feed it back through.”

      “Do I need to push power into it?” I ask.

      Her hair bounces prettily as she shakes her head.  “It shouldn’t be necessary.  I did it the first time in each direction to reinforce the idea that since they are ‘one,’ objects can pass through from one direction.  Then I did the same from the other direction.”

      I pass the dowel through the frame as she wraps up her explanation.  She pulls it through quickly.  Then she picks up the frame and walks it down to me.  I notice she is still careful not to put her fingers through it.

      She places the second frame on the bench next to mine, facing me.  “Okay, Will.  Now we test what happens when they are not in line.”  She feeds the dowel through.  I pull it all the way through and then feed it back, so Josie can pull it through.

      “Grab another piece of wood we didn’t buy,” she tells me.  I walk over to Dan’s scrap bin and pull a three-foot length of one-by-two ash.

      I return to the bench to see Josie pushing the dowel through while running it around the inside circumference of the frame.  She does the same in the other direction.

      She inspects the dowel and nods to herself that it is still intact.  She tells me, “Perfect.  Push that though the upper left corner while I push this one through the lower right.”

      I do as asked, but see her dowel arriving on my lower left as mine appears in her upper right corner.  We pull each other’s piece through.  “Perfect,'' she mutters.

      I think through it for a moment before it clicks in my pea brain.  ‘It’s like we are facing each other on different sides of the frame.’   I tell her, “I gotta be careful, or this is going to twist my noodle.”

      Josie giggles.  “Right?  It would have been obvious if we arranged them like they were when they were cut and stood on opposite sides, but that really doesn’t test it.  Okay.  Both of us push in and pull back out.  I want to test reversals.  Insert on your right side.”

      We each push our test pieces through.   Hers comes out on my left but reverses before I grab it.  I follow her example, reversing direction.  Then we inspect pieces for obvious damage, and I flex mine to check for weakness.  We find no issues.

      Dan, Maria, Marissa, and Rebecca walk in.  Dan says, “I heard my shop had been taken over.”  Josie sets her dowel down and gives Dan a hug.  Marissa and Rebecca slide under my arms for hugs and kisses.

      She says as she squeezes him, “That’s right, Papa.  Thanks for letting me use it.”

      He chuckles and hugs her back.  “What are you working on, Josie?”

      She releases him and steps back to look him in the eye.  She looks at Marissa, who shrugs.  “I don’t know Josie.  I haven’t talked to them about your talents or crafts.  Will’s or Rebecca’s either.”

      Josie purses her lips as she surveys the faces in the room while trying to decide what to reveal.

      I say, “Dan.  Maria.  Josie, Rebecca, and myself are not completely ‘normal.’  We’re about to show you what that means.  I need you to swear to secrecy.  You cannot share this with anyone or talk about it in front of anyone.  Josie, Rebecca, and I would all be hunted down and either killed or enslaved if word gets out.”  Marissa grabs a length of pipe and walks out to take a circuit around the perimeter of the shop.  She returns as Dan and Maria nod to each other.

      Dan looks at me and says, “Okay.  I promise.”  I look at Maria.

      She nods.  “I promise, Will.”

      I look to Josie and nod.  She says, “It’s easier to explain if I just show it to you.”  She picks up the frame in front of her and walks to the other end of the bench.  She sets it up with the exit facing her.

      She looks up at me.  “Will, would you hand me that screwdriver please?”

      I reach to the pegboard over the bench to lift a heavy screwdriver and then pass it through the frame.  Josie pulls it through as it emerges and holds it up in the air.  I turn to look at Dan and Maria.  They’re gobsmacked.

      Rebecca is bouncing up and down with happiness.  “Josie!  It worked.”

      I wave Dan over to stand next to me.  I call out to my lover.  “Josie, dear.  Please give Dan his screwdriver back.”

      She answers.  “Sure, Will.”  She drops her hand and pokes the screwdriver back through her portal.

      I look at Marissa’s dad.  He slowly reaches out and grabs the tip and extracts the heavy screwdriver from the frame.   Maria steps up and looks through the frame, so Josie squats down to look back at her.

      Maria gasps, “You’re right there!”  She lifts her hand to stick it through.  I grab her wrist before her finger sticks through.”

      “Not yet, Maria!  I think we have a couple of more tests before we stick body parts through,” I tell her.

      Josie stands up with a startled look.  “Oh yes.  Please wait, Maria.  I want to make sure it’s safe before you try it.”

      Dan asks, “So this is like a teleporter?”

      “Star Trek much, Dad?” Marissa laughs.

      “That’s right,” he confirms.  “None of that Star Wars crap with fuzzy stuffed animals.”

      Josie says, “I don’t know anything about that, but I think of them as a ‘passageway.’  This is my first test.  Once I get the kinks worked out, then I will make a bigger version.”

      “Why?” Maria asks.  “How?”

      Josie looks to me before responding, “Maybe we can discuss over dinner?”  She carries the frame back and places it next to the one in front of me.

      She picks up a three-foot piece of two-by-four and sets it on edge.  Then she passes the dowel through the frame until both ends rest on the two-by-four.  Then she focuses her intent while holding a hand over each half of the frame.  I open my second sight and watch Josie pour energy into the frames.

      She murmurs, “I’m enforcing that the 'passage' is just a doorway.  The relationship needs to support not just passing through, but also stopping in the doorway.  In theory, it shouldn’t matter, but one of the lessons my Pa taught me was that you test every possible scenario you can.  I want to be certain because we can’t pass body parts all the way through on a small frame like this.  You enter, pause, and then retract.”

      Josie stops pushing energy into the frame.  She picks up the other stick, holds it, and finally withdraws it.  She has the cutest look of concentration as she pulls the length of one-by-two.  She presents one end to me.  I hold one to my end, and Josie sets her feet and pulls hard.

      I tell her, “I don’t feel any give, honey.”

      Josie nods her head.  “Me either.  Let’s try it with this one.”  She pulls out the dowel.  I grab the end, and Josie pulls on it.  She nods, sets her feet, and tries it again.  “I think we’re good.”

      Josie sets the dowel down and shoves her left hand into the frame.  It comes out the other.  I laugh and squeeze her hand before she withdraws it.

      She holds up her hand.  She commands, “Check it with your sight, Will.”

      I think to myself, ‘Oh shit!  I’m the fallback plan!’

      Josie’s left hand looks normal to my second sight.  “Hold up the right next to it, Josie.”

      I compare them.  “I can’t see any effect, Josie.  It looks the same as the right.”

      Josie jokes, “Oh no!  I have two right hands.”

      All six of us chuckle.  Josie cups her hand under the top of one frame, and her fingers poke out the top of the other one.  She lifts her frame, but the other stays in place.  It’s freaky to see her walk to the other end of the bench with her fingers curling around the frame sitting in front of me.

      She sets it down and removes her hand.  “Look through the frame now, Maria.”

      I step back, and Marissa’s mother squats in front of the frame on our end of the bench as Josie squats down in front of the frame on her end.  Suddenly Josie’s hand comes out of the frame to cup Maria’s face.  Maria smiles and pats Josie’s hand.

      Josie says, “Hold my hand, Maria.”  Maria does, and Josie guides her hand forward and through the frames past her elbow.  “Look over the frame, Maria.”

      Above the frame on the other side we see a hand resting on Josie’s hand.  Josie says, “Wave, Maria.”  We see the hand waving back and forth.

      “Oh my goodness!” Maria exclaims.

      Dan asks, “Is that your hand, love?”

      “Yes,” Maria confirms.  She withdraws her hand and stands.  “That is mind-bending.  Why are you doing this, Josie?”

      Josie looks at her solemnly.  “When we’re in the house, Maria.”

      “Fine,” Maria drawls.  “Dinner is ready.  Come eat.”

      Josie removes the clamps from the frames, places them back-to-back, and puts them in a plastic shopping bag.  She takes it with her into the house.
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      I notice that Maria’s dining room has a wall of windows.  I’ve never noticed before, but that makes it suboptimal for a ‘cone of silence.’  However, there are heavy curtains at each end that appear to cover the windows.

      Josie asks, “Can we close those, Maria?”

      Dan says, “Although heavy curtains can muffle laser microphones, I think it would be better if we discuss Josie’s project over drinks after dinner in my office.”

      “Okay,” Josie says.

      Maria serves a lovely, delicious pasta bolognese meal with ciabatta bread, caesar salad, and sauteed broccoli and cauliflower.

      Josie is fascinated with the napkin rolled around the flatware.

      We catch up on each other’s day as we eat the delicious meal.  Afterwards everyone helps clear up before we retire to Dan’s office.  Maria brings a tray of brandy snifters.  Dan throws a couple of switches on his desk.  Shutters close over the window looking out towards his dojo.  I hear a soft whine and a couple of low thuds.

      Dan nods and pulls a bottle off the sideboard.  “Brandy for everyone?”  He pours a small portion into the bottom of each snifter and passes them around.  Maria adjusts the chairs so everyone can face Josie before taking a seat in one of the easy chairs.  Marissa and Rebecca take seats in sturdy straight chairs from the work table.  Josie and I sit in the remaining table chairs.

      Josie holds my hand and looks at me.

      I tell Dan and Maria, “Josie, Rebecca, and I all have magical talents.  Our fourth lady, Audrey does too.  Rebecca…”  I hesitate.

      Rebecca takes over.   “I’m a witch.  I study the properties of plants and use them to help or harm.  My craft imbues the essences of plants with power to make them more effective.  If you are ill, I can craft a medicine.  If you have a vermin problem, I can craft a poison that will safely get rid of them.

      I reveal my own secret.  “I am a necromancer.  I’ve learned that isn’t anything like what you read in popular fiction.  It means I have the ability to manipulate life and death energies - or maybe more accurately growth and entropy energies.  I am currently using them to fix a health problem for Marissa and for my sister, Allison.”

      Marissa interjects, “Mom, I have breast cancer.  I had three nodules in my left breast and one in my right.  The two smallest are gone.  Will checked me last night and treated the two bigger ones again.  I’m hopeful they will be permanently gone soon.

      I tell her, “We’ll treat you as often as needed until they’re gone. I don’t currently see anything.  That one on your right will be the trickiest one, my love.  I may have to work on it for some time.”

      Rebecca says, “Your life force is stronger, beloved.  We will get you healed.”  She turns to Maria.  “Will’s sister has stage four lymphoma.  The chemo?...”  I nod.  “The chemo was killing her faster than the cancer.  Will and I treated her for a week, and when we left she was much healthier.”

      I add, “She’s doing much better now.  She has enough energy to walk around the house.  We’re going to go see her again in a couple of weeks for more treatment.”

      Marissa says excitedly, “Maybe we can go see her after the trip to Chicago for Thanksgiving, too.  We can cook for her.”

      Maria whines, “You won’t be here for Thanksgiving, Mija?”

      Josie smiles at Maria.  “That’s where my project comes in.  Like Will, I am a necromancer, but before I studied necromancy, my father taught me the craft of thaumaturgy.  A thaumaturge uses the relationships between things to craft an outcome.  Back in the 1800’s my father was working to clear mine collapses, which is how most thaumaturges made a living at the time.  I learned from him.

      Maria gasps as Dan just sits with narrowed eyes and takes it all in.  I can see the policeman in him.  Maria asks,  “The 1800’s?  How old are you?”

      Josie explains,  “Officially I’m 24, but I was born 152 years ago.  I was murdered in 1891 by the necromancer that was my master - my teacher if you prefer.”

      Rebecca adds, “I was murdered by my own father in 1891.  Will discovered he was a necromancer when he interacted with my ghost and fed energy into me to create a body that eventually became fully alive.”

      Josie nods.  “He did the same for me.

      Dan looks skeptical.  Maria’s eyes look like they are about to bug out of her head.

      “Thaumaturgy,” I prompt.

      “Right,” Josie acknowledges.  “I asked Will for ideas for a master work in thaumaturgy.  I want to create something that is a master work with no room for debate.”

      I expand a bit.  “Clearing mine collapses is master level work; although, apparently no one ever credited it as such.”

      Josie nods.  “Right.  So I want to do a master work, or Meisterwerk, to prove my mastery of thaumaturgy.  So I asked Will for ideas.”

      I tell them, “My two biggest concerns are how to protect my family and friends and how to quickly be able to get to them in case they need me.”

      Rebecca says, “The Catholic Church would try to take Josie and Will into slavery if they found out about them.  They would kill me outright.  They take that ‘suffer not a witch to live’ passage from Exodus very seriously.  Some of our friends would receive the same treatment I would get.”

      Marissa says, “Mom.  Dad.  This means you cannot share this with your confessor.  Sanctity of the confessional means nothing to the Church when it comes to necromancers and witches.”

      “Madre de Dios,” Maria gasps.  Maria normally doesn’t have an accent, so I’m guessing her emotions have her pretty shaken up to start speaking Spanish.  Even her English has a slight accent now.

      Josie continues, “Will and I were … brainstorming?...”  I nod.   “...talking about relationships.  Will had the idea of splitting a construct made like a picture frame.  Things pass through the cavity inside - in one side and out the other.  So we could bisect the construct and use my craft to keep the relationship.  The result would be a passage to pass items through regardless of where the halves sit.”

      She shrugs prettily, which causes her large breasts to slide provocatively under her loose shirt.  “Now that I’ve proven it can work, I’ll try to make a bigger one that will allow us to crawl or walk through.  Given Allie’s condition, it could be very helpful getting Will and Rebecca back to treat her when needed.”  She smiles at Maria.  “It could also allow us all to be together for Thanksgiving.”

      Maria smiles brilliantly at that.  Josie wraps up her talk. “The frame I showed you is my first test.”

      I say, “Josie, we also need to think about controlling who passes through.  I know we talked about it, but I need to have security in place before we start handing them out.”  My inner policeman is coming out.

      Josie says, “The rolled napkins at dinner made me think maybe I could make the walk-through version in a roll-up material instead of wood or metal.  Then we could only give out small frames and pass the rolled walk-through 'passage' through the frames when we want to let someone through.

      Marissa pitches in, “Or we could roll them up for storage, too.  We wouldn’t need to leave as many permanent ‘passages’ open in the house.”

      Rebecca says, “We’ll need to have a room to handle that.”

      Marissa says, “Maybe we could build a transporter room in the hotel?”

      Dan interjects, “Like Star Trek.”

      We all laugh as I address the ladies.  “That's a good idea.  We’ll need to think about that as we pull together designs.”

      Maria asks, “Are all four of you sleeping together?

      There is a pregnant pause in the conversation.  I look to Marissa as she is the only one the truth could hurt.  She nods at me minutely.  We all four say “Yes” in unison.

      Dan mutters, “I knew it.”  He points a finger at me and says, “You and I need to go have a talk in the dojo.”

      “Oh, jeez.  Really Dan?” I ask him with a cocked eyebrow as I sip my brandy and stare him down.

      He points at me again.  “That’s where she learned that cocked eyebrow thing!  She used that on me when I asked her which one of you she was in a relationship with.”

      “And what did I tell you, Dad?” Marissa asks.

      “All of them,” he mutters like a chastised child.

      “Plus Audrey,” Marissa rubs salt into the wound.

      “Love, there’s no need to keep rubbing it in.  I think his eyes are open,” I tell my hot warrior wife.  Her eyes flare angrily at me, but soften rapidly when she looks in my eyes.

      Maria says, “I had hoped that you would settle down with a nice boy and make me some grandbabies, Mija.  It sounds like I’m out of luck.”

      I shake my head as Marissa says, “I fully expect to give you several grandchildren, Mami.  Plus your new daughters all plan to give you some, too.  I know Audrey and Viktorija both plan to have at least one each.”

      Dan asks, “Who is Viktorija?”

      Now I’m cocking my eyebrow at Marissa.   Rebecca jumps in to take the heat.  She says, “She’s another lovely young woman that loves our William very much.  She and Audrey have other obligations at the moment, but will both join us.”  She looks at me.  “Audrey told me they may come up together to give her some quiet to work on her senior project.  Tori will be done by then and probably stay, but Audrey will have to go back to finish her last bit of school.”

      I nod as I marvel at Rebecca.  ‘That was a masterful obfuscation!’

      Dan asks “What are they studying?”

      Josie answers, “Audrey is studying bio-medical engineering at GCU.  Tori is studying fashion design at ASU, but she’s done with all her core work.  She only has two electives to finish.  She is already designing clothes for a wealthy client in Phoenix.”

      ‘Hmm!  Viktorija never told me she is already selling her designs.  I need to spend more time getting to know her.’  Rebecca and Marissa are both smirking at me.  I roll my eyes at them, which causes them to giggle in response.

      Maria asks, “So how many grandbabies should I expect, William?”

      Rebecca says, “Hundreds.”

      Maria and Marissa both gasp, “No!”   Josie gets out of her chair to sit in my lap.

      Rebecca is serious.  “Maybe.  My Aunt Judith is a master at William’s craft.  She said that necromancer’s don’t have to look for partners.  Partners will be drawn to them by their powers. My aunt indicated she has had several - including her own harem of men.  She told us that as much power as William has, he should build a house the size of the Pioneer Home for all his ladies and children.”

      Maria says, “Wait a minute, didn’t you say that you died in 1891?  How old is your aunt?”

      Rebecca shrugs.  “I really don’t know, Mama.  She told me earlier this week that she left home in Connecticut in 1814.  My father was her baby brother, and he was born in 1838.  He married my mother, and moved out here with his best friend to start a jewelry shop.”  She gets a distant look.  “When Papa tried to rape me, Mama claimed she actually had me off his best friend.  I think she lied to shock Papa, so we could escape.  It only enraged him.  Aunt Judith said that he actually murdered Mama before I died.  I was incoherent, locked in the cellar at the time, so I didn’t know.  Aunt Judith destroyed him for what he did to us.”  Tears streak down her face, which triggers Josie, Marissa, and myself to launch towards her to wrap her in love.

      All three of us hold Rebecca - stroking her hair, kissing her cheeks, holding her hands.  Even Maria and Dan are standing close by; Maria is stroking her hair.  Rebecca looks at her adopted parents.  She says, “Do you understand, Maria?  Dan?  We are a family.  We love each other without reservation.  Josie isn’t really into girls, but she will strip and crawl into bed to hold me or Marissa if she thinks we need comfort - without a moment’s thought, without reservation.  Will literally brought Josie and I back from the dead.  As ghosts, we were both hurting.  He brought us back to life and healed us with his love.  Audrey comes from a good home, but has a brokenness that requires a special kind of love.  William gives that to her, and then turns around and gives her the romantic love she doesn’t think she deserves.  Tori has been through horrors that make my life look like Easy Street.  William loves her without condition, with no sexual contact, just unambiguous, endless love.  She wants to be his wife, and all four of Will’s ladies welcome her.”

      Josie takes over the narrative as we comfort Rebecca.  “Will explained to me that necromancer translates directly to ‘death magician,’ but that’s not really accurate.  It’s almost more like life magic.  He can talk to ghosts because they are still living souls or remnants of living souls.  He can animate dead bodies, not by filling them with death energy, but by filling them with life.  He can animate the earth itself into something that looks exactly like a person, by filling it with life energy.  He is healing Marissa, and his sister Allison, by manipulating the life and death energies to kill the tumors and energize their bodies.  I saw him do something recently that makes me pretty certain he can do other magics too, but we have centuries to figure that out because essentially the power of a necromancer makes them nearly immortal.  By extension, the partners in their lives - Marissa, Rebecca, Audrey, myself, and eventually Tori - we will have extended lives as well.  That is how Rebecca’s Aunt Judith is still alive.  She’s a necromancer.  I am too, in addition to being a thaumaturge.”

      I look at Dan and Maria.  Their expressions show how overwhelmed they are.

      I chuckle darkly.  “Not your average light, after-dinner conversation, is it.”

      Dan wraps Maria in a hug.  “No, it really isn’t.”  He looks down at his wife, and she looks up at him with adoration.  Dan asks, “Are you okay, my heart?”

      “Yes, Corazon,” she answers.  You can hear the adoration in her voice as she looks up at her husband.  Dan guides her back to his easy chair, sits, and pulls her into his lap.  Maria cuddles into him as she looks at us.

      Josie brings a chair close and pulls Marissa into her lap.  I lift Rebecca up into mine.  Marissa gets up and retrieves our drinks before returning to Josie’s lap.

      Dan says, “So...uh...thaumaturgy, necromancy, witchery.  What else?  You mentioned Audrey has magic too.”

      I smirk.  You really can’t get anything past him.  I look to Rebecca.  She resumes the lesson, “There are two other crafts.  Theocromancy is the craft of blessing or cursing an individual by strengthening or weakening a soul - the spiritual element of life.  That craft was rare outside of the Roman Catholic church when I was learning; although, other faiths had them.  My rabbi was one.    Rightfully, practitioners are called ‘theomancers,’ or more properly ‘theocromancers;’  however, theomancers are generally referred to as ‘priests.’  Not all priests are theomancers, but all theomancers are priests.  Their power comes from their belief.”

      She smiles and says, “Excuse me.”  Then she kisses me - hot, wet passion pouring from her to me via our mouths.  She releases me.  “Thanks, William I needed that.”

      Rebecca looks around the room.  “Where was I...Oh!  Yes!  The remaining craft is sorcery, the craft of summoning demons and spirits to perform tasks.”

      “Demons?” Maria gasps.

      “Okay,” I interject.  “I think of ‘demon’ as a contraction for ‘dimension travellers.’  I think there are very few here.  I’m sure there are some that are right shits, as you might expect.  I also know some that are sweet and more genuinely nice than most humans.  I have a very good friend in Phoenix that is a demon.”

      Rebecca hugs me and continues.  “Sorcery is a bit strange in that very little actual power is required for it.  It’s a craft of willpower and knowledge.  That’s why there are so many stories of people accidentally summoning a demon and being eaten or enthralled.  It’s largely procedural.  Sorcerers with power can control demons better once summoned, and they are much less likely to make a procedural error because - well, people with powers tend to have better memories on average than your normal person without powers.”  She pauses.  “Audrey is a sorcerer.  She has significant power, too.  Her father is also a powerful sorcerer.  Powers tend to run in families.”

      Dan asks.  “Will, who had powers in your family?”

      I frown.  “I don’t really know.  I’m pretty sure Grandma Connors did.  The thing is, that I am a descendant of a very powerful necromancer, and he’s a descendant on both sides of my family.  I think I’m a fluke - a relatively recessive gene is present in both sides of my genetic material.  So now I’m a necromancer.”
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      Dan says, “I suppose that makes as much sense as any other explanation.”

      After a pregnant pause, Maria speaks.  “Will, can you check out Dan to make his health better?  There won’t be enough time in this life to spend with him, but I’d like to maximize our opportunity.”

      I look at her to assess her words as Dan pins her with his eyes.  “If I get that treatment, then you need it too.  I do not want to be here mourning you!”

      “Mom.  Dad.”  They turn to me - surprised at how I addressed them.  “I will certainly do that for you.  I want you to be around to spoil all the grandchildren into adulthood.”  I indicate all three of my ladies present.  They grin at my comments as do our hosts.

      I reach down and squeeze Rebecca’s ass.  I love that it’s filling in nicely.  “Up, baby.”

      She pops up and looks at me.  “Now?”

      “No time like the present,” I tell her.  I grab two of the chairs from the table and set them about six feet apart.

      “Each of you take a chair please,” I tell them.  Maria gets off Dan’s lap and takes a chair.  Dan follows her example as I start to look at Maria with my second sight.  I see the entropy working on her joints, and there is a little shadow in her brain and heart.

      I start drawing the shadow of entropy out of her brain and into my well as I pull growth energy out of my well and push it in to replace the shadow.  When I no longer sense any shadow of entropy, I move my focus to her heart and repeat.

      At that point I tell her, “I suspect you were having some memory problems, Maria.  I found a general cloud of death energy in your brain.  I drew it out and pushed in life energy to replace it.  That should keep it at bay for a while and maybe reverse it until aging exerts itself again.  I’m now looking at your heart.  The whole organ has a dark cloud around it.  I suspect heart disease.  I’m focusing on the heart for now.  I don’t see anything in your neck, but I’m going to wash your carotid arteries in life energy regardless.  I’m going to stop there for you now and look at Dan.  We’ll deal with your arthritis next time.  You should have more endurance after this.”

      Rebecca speaks as I finish working on Maria’s heart and neck.  “I’ll also make you a tonic that will help your overall health, circulation, and immune system.  It’s similar to what I’m making for Marissa, but will include some ingredients to help with arthritis.”

      I stop and drop my second sight.  “Well Maria, how does that feel?”

      She considers for a moment.  “It’s hard to describe.  I felt things changing, especially in my thought processes.  I feel more mentally agile.  Less tired, too.”  She clasps my face in her hands.  “I can’t believe you did that for me,” she murmurs.

      “You’re family, Maria.  Of course I would take care of you,” I tell her.  “What I do is more like emergency surgery or emergency symptom relief.  I’m reinvigorating your cells and removing the impacts of aging.  What Rebecca does will keep you strong over time.”

      She nods and releases me to look at her husband.  Opening my second-sight again, I’m suddenly aghast.  There is a very dark spot in his neck, and another in the left lobe of his brain.  I mutter, “Holy shit.”  I also see a dark spot in his abdomen - I think it’s his liver.   His knees are completely black.

      “Dan, do you get headaches on the left side of your head?  Maybe get faint?” I ask.

      He says, “Yesterday.  It’s mostly gone now.”

      “It’s not gone, Dad.  It’s trying to kill you.”  I need to figure out what’s going on.  If he has narrowing of his carotid to the point it’s affecting brain function, the blockage has to go.  “I need to talk this through.  Rebecca and Marissa please consult.”

      Marissa says, “Will, I’m not a doctor.  I just sell them stuff.”

      I sigh.  “And you have to know the right thing to sell them.  Just let me know if anything I say triggers a thought, honey.  Okay?”

      “Yes, beloved.”

      I start sharing what I observe.  “It looks like we have a damaged portion of the carotid artery, probably a severe narrowing or blockage, and another downstream from it in the left half of the brain.  I’m going to start by flooding the artery with growth energy to reduce the inflation and follow that with targeted entropy to dissolve the plaque.  I read somewhere that inflammation in the vessels is what causes the plaque to collect there.  So I want to heal the vessel first.”

      Dan starts to take a sip of his drink.  I tell him, “No alcohol until I get you fixed up, Dan.  It looks like your liver is having an issue, too.”

      I finish pouring growth into the black spot on his neck, and the darkness fades ever so slowly.  I manipulate the entropy to focus on the plaque rather than the artery.  The darkness starts to fade just a little faster, but still slowly.  I report, “Okay.  I think we have the artery moving in the right direction.  It’s not an immediate effect, but things appear to be improving.”

      Josie comments, “I don’t know what you did, Will.  It does look like it is slowly improving.”

      I tell her, “Thanks, honey.”

      I shift my attention to the dark spot on his brain.  Here I follow the same procedure as I did on Maria’s brain, but in a smaller concentrated area.  It looks like the damage is done, so the entropy pulls away fairly easily as I push the growth into it.  “I think you had a minor stroke, Dan.  It seems to be clearing up, so we’ll check it again shortly.  I’ll want to check your entire neck to ensure you don’t have other blockages that can cause TIAs, or ‘mini strokes.’  My grandfather Connor had those, and they didn’t look like any fun.”  I actually finish here more quickly than I expected.

      I now focus my attention on his liver.  I learned to strike the liver as a martial artist.  This problem looks to be down at the bottom of the liver.  “You know, this may be something else.  Marissa, can you pull up a picture of the liver and organs in its vicinity.  This is either the bottom of the liver I’m seeing or something else.”  I look up to Dan’s face.  “Unfortunately, I don’t see the organs, only the energies.  Speaking of which, your knees must hurt like hell.”

      Dan chuckles, “I’ve gotten so used to it that I don’t remember what it feels like to not have them in pain.”

      “Here, Will.”  Marissa holds her phone in front of my face, so I drop my second sight for a minute.  “Hmm.  Not pancreas.  Hey, Dan.  Stand up and turn around, please.”  He does.  “Do you get cramps or shooting pain in your stomach?”  I look at his back with my sight and see the darkness just below where I think the liver is, just to the right of where I think the stomach is.

      Dan says, “Yeah.  The last couple of months.  I saw a doctor about it, and he gave me some GERD meds.”

      Marissa says, “Stop taking those, Dad.  The side-effects of those are crazy.”

      I nod.  “I think your gallbladder is the problem.  I’m gonna wash it in growth energy.”  I look to my witchy lover.  “Rebecca, do you have a tonic for a gallbladder cleanse?”  She joins me standing in front of our patient.

      “I have a couple, but I have never used them before,” she says as I start to withdraw the entropy and push in the growth energy.

      Marissa says, “I know a gastroenterologist who uses a cleanse routine to clear the ducts in the gallbladder.  I’ll email him and tell him my dad has gallstones.”  She starts tapping into her phone.

      Rebecca looks into Dan’s eyes.  She frowns.  “Breathe normally, she instructs.”  She breathes in Dan’s breath.  She steps back.  “Dad, what color is your urine in the morning?  Pale yellow, bright yellow, or kind of brown?”

      He shrugs, “Don’t really know.  I usually go in the dark.”

      “Okay,” she tells him.  “I’m assuming it’s very dark.  Check tomorrow and tell me.  No sugar.  No alcohol.  No coffee.  No dairy.  At least one gallon of water every day. Lots of green vegetables, beans, plain rice, no meat, and plain oatmeal until you’ve been symptom free for two weeks.  Plant oils like olive or sunflower instead of butter.”

      Marissa says, “Oh shit!  He was online.  I’ve got the formula.  I’m sending it to you, baby.”

      “Thanks, love,” Rebecca calls.  She nabs Dan’s snifter and hands it to Maria.  “I’ll read it while I get Dad a glass of water.”   She opens the door of Dan’s office and hustles to the kitchen reading her phone.

      I tell Dan, “You look better in there, but it will require a bit of experimentation to ensure we have it taken care of.  I don’t know anywhere close to enough about the internal organs to know for sure what is going on.  If we’re right, you have blocked ducts in your gallbladder.   If you’re up for it, I’m not tired yet.  I’ll work on your knees.”

      “Okay,” he says grumpily.  “You want me to sit?”

      “Yeah, Dan.  That would be great.  I know the news is upsetting, but keeping a good attitude is important to healing.  You know that from being a Kenpo martial artist.  Don’t you teach that fifty percent of every fight is determined by attitude?”  I ask him.

      He sits and chuckles at the irony.  “You have no idea how many times I’ve told people that.  Thanks for the reminder, son.”  He grins at me.

      I respond with a grin of my own, “You bet, Dad.”  I am enjoying having a ‘mom and dad’ again.  I’ve missed my parents since they died.  I chuckle as I open my second sight and suck the entropy from his left knee and push growth into it.  When I am satisfied that I have improved it, I switch to the right.  Rebecca walks in with two glasses of water.

      She tells Marissa, “Most of that was placebo.  It’s no wonder he added the caveat that it only works about twenty-five percent of the time.  The lemon juice was the part most likely to help.  I whipped up a recipe from Mom’s kitchen.”  I turn my second sight to her as she holds out a glass.  Green light is visible with in her eyes and hand.  “Drink this down quickly, Dad.  Then follow it with this glass of water.”

      Dan downs the tonic like he’s chugging a beer.  He sighs after finishing.  “That wasn’t so bad,” he says.

      “Now this one,” Rebecca says.  “Drink one of these every hour.”

      Dan drinks the water down the same way.  He gasps out, “Yes, dear.”

      Maria smacks him on the arm with the back of her hand.  “Don’t you go getting snippy, Daniel Seamus Tomlinson.”

      He stands at attention.  “Yes, ma’am.”

      Maria wraps him in a tight hug.  “Silly man.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Marissa got Dan an appointment with Marissa’s gastro doctor-client first thing on Monday and a neurologist on Friday.  Sadly Friday wasn’t available since the gastro doctor headed out of town for the weekend already.  Dan took it easy while Rebecca, Josie, and I monitored his health.   Dan saw the neurologist, and they did a CT scan of his brain.  The images showed no apparent issue.  Dan apparently passed gallstones Saturday morning - he had some painful spasms in his abdomen, and two hours later there was no indication of any entropic energy in his abdomen.  He saw the doctor on Monday.  He did an ultrasound in the office and declared the issue was apparently blocked bile ducts.  However, the doc found no current indication of a problem in the ultrasound and gave Dan a clean bill of health.  By Tuesday morning he was joining us on the mat.

      Our routine changed in a variety of ways for the next two weeks.  As the cat was out of the bag, I spent every evening with all three of the ladies at Marissa’s guesthouse.  There were usually a couple of hours of loud orgasmic activity every night.  We would all get up early for a workout in the dojo.  Once Dan was cleared by the doctor, he joined us on the mat to beat on me - primarily for giving his three little girls screaming orgasms when he was trying to sleep.  Not that we didn’t hear Maria on more than a couple of occasions, too.

      After a morning workout, I would hurry back to the apartment to work.  Rebecca would go with me to study and prepare breakfast and lunch for us.  Josie would alternate days between working on her master work in Dan’s shop and studying for the GED with Rebecca at the apartment.  By the second week, Josie was driving the truck on her own, and was getting very comfortable navigating around town.  Marissa would usually work from the guest house at her parents when she had no site visits scheduled.

      Evenings after I finished work, we would generally all meet up at the gym.  Monday, Wednesday, and Friday we would do the ‘18-minute Workout’ to warm up, and then Marissa would work with us on power lifting technique.   Tuesday and Thursday, we would all warm up with yoga or light cardio together.  The ladies would take a cardio dance class together, and I would go to the pool for laps.  I frequently ran into Gerry, and I introduced him to my ladies.  I think he went through two complete cycles from torture to ‘dynamite make-up sex’ with Diane in the two weeks.

      For dinner, Maria would usually cook, but Rebecca and I took turns spelling her with help from Marissa and Josie.  Rinse.  Repeat.

      We broke the routine a few times by taking Judith out for dinner - once to eat at Dan and Maria’s with them.  I met with Zach and his company’s engineer.  We agreed to restart the Cortez house renovation on October 14th, and I only had to pay about twelve thousand in penalties for the delay of the  project.  We also made some tentative plans for the hotel.  Zach joked that maybe we should link into the tunnels.  I reminded him that Sharlot Hall museum said the tunnels were an urban myth.  We had a good laugh, but I think he’s counting on finding the mythical Prescott Tunnels.  We were invited to Bernadette’s for a dinner party on the evening of October 11th.  The hotel contract closed on October 9th, the day before I closed on the Cortez house.

      We didn’t hear from Carla the entire time.

      Josie prepared a short crawl-through portal cut from a single length of heavy canvas folded over, and then stretched on a PVC frame.  She’s not satisfied with the materials, but we passed all of her painstaking tests.  We all took turns crawling through it with no ill effects before she had me practice tearing it down and setting it back up multiple times during the two weeks.

      I finished work early on Friday afternoon, October 11th.  Rebecca and I finished packing our bags, including an eight-by-ten portal frame in amongst my clothes.  I strapped my weapons onto my person, and Rebecca ensured her Taser flashlight and her knife were easily accessible in her clutch.  We jumped into the shower and managed to get clean without more than three orgasms between the two of us.

      I dressed in my ‘business casual’ outfit of grey slacks, striped oxford, and blazer.  Rebecca put on short shorts and one of my flannel shirts.   I loaded all the bags into my CRV as Rebecca followed with a suit bag, a dress bag, and her clutch.  I took a tour of the apartment and grabbed a couple of water bottles before I locked up.  Rebecca removed her shorts as I started the vehicle.  By the time we were in the country past Mayer, she had also opened her top, too.  Once we were on the highway, she lay across the console with her head on my lap, and I caressed her soft skin when I didn’t need both hands to deal with the road.
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            Tori makes magic happen

          

        

      

    

    
      Rebecca and I get to Bernadette’s about seven in the evening.  Rebecca closes the lower buttons on the shirt and stuffs her pants into my pocket before we get out of the CRV.

      Luis greets us as I open Rebecca’s door.  I grab the bags from the back and give him the keys.

      I carry the bags in to find Audrey and Viktorija in evening gowns inside the entry rotunda.  Audrey is wearing a midnight blue toga-top sheath with silver filigree.  Her hair is freshly cut to chin length, and she has an engraved silver hair band to hold it in place.  Viktoria is in a pale mint green, classic 40’s cut gown with her blond hair in an intricate updo.

      Audrey said, “I thought Marissa and Josie were coming, too.  They are on the seating chart, and…”

      “Patience, Kitten.  They will be here,” I tell her.

      We collect kisses, being careful not to muss the ladies’ makeup.  Luis arrives, so we follow him through the entry, the salon, the foyer, and up the stairs to the same room we were in before.

      I ask, “Luis, would you ask the Mistress to join us?”  He nods and bows out of the suite.

      Audrey sits on the edge of the bed as Rebecca strips off the shirt.  She opens her bag and dons a lacy panty and matching strapless bra in rich red.  She adds silver stay-up stockings.  Once she is done, Viktorija leads her to the closet.

      I drop my blazer on the bed.  I open my bag and pull a production version of Josie’s ‘passage’ frame from my bag.

      I attach Command Hook velcro patches on the four corners of the back and attach it to the wall as a knock sounds at the door.  Audrey opens it, and Bernadette walks in wearing a forest green velvet gown.

      “You look gorgeous, Bernadette.”  I wrap her up and kiss her warmly.

      She lets me go and says, “I am rather partial to these Victorian gown designs.  The 1920s through the 1940s also produced some interesting pieces.”

      I tell her, “I want to show you something, Bernadette.  I promise I won’t keep you long.”

      “Keep me as long as you need, William Darling.”

      I smirk and pull my phone.  I call Josie’s number and tell her, “Ready.”

      A canvas bag comes through the portal.  I pull it into the suite, pull out the contents, and unroll it.  I assemble the frame as Josie taught me with the loops on top corners.  I mount a Command Hook for each upper corner and hang the loops from the frame over the command hooks.  It even looks like I got the hooks relatively level.

      I kneel on one knee and stick my right hand into it.  When I feel a hand grasp mine, I gently pull the hand forward.  Josie's hand emerges followed by her head.  She releases my hand and crawls out the frame.  She is wearing a sports bra and a pair of the micro boy shorts that the girls like to wear for working out.

      Josie kisses me quickly before reaching back through the frame.  Bernadette hovers behind me.  Josie pulls a roller bag through the frame and sets it aside.  Finally she pulls a second bag out and takes them both back to the closet.

      Marissa emerges through the frame.  She is wearing a nude colored lace panty and bra set with straps that cross between their shoulder blades.  Her face is made up, but it may be from work - she did have a client visit this afternoon.  I collect a kiss from Marissa, before she kisses Audrey and Bernadette.

      Bernadette asks, “What is this?”

      Josie explains as she returns from the closet.  “It is an early prototype of what I call a ‘passageway.’  What do you think?

      Bernadette says, “It’s a dimensional portal.  It is overcoming the constraints of time and space by means of your construct.  Travelers do it differently, but essentially it’s the same idea.  Arguably, it’s mostly focused on the dimension of space, but you are overcoming the dimension of time as a by-product.”

      I ask, “Bernadette, if all the traveler races are dimension travelers, why do you require sorcerers to get here?”

      Bernadette pauses.  “All of the traveler races are in a specific galaxy in a specific universe.  There is debate if the dimensions are many universes, or if the dimensions are just different regions or galaxies in a single universe, or if the dimensions are different phases of a single universe.  Regardless, our dimension is close to yours, but we can’t travel to your dimension on our own, only along the dimensions of time and space within our own locale.  There are only two known exceptions.”  She takes a breath.  “We can discuss more later.”

      Bernadette is fairly short with us this evening.  I wonder what’s going on.

      Josie says, “Well, I call them passageways.”

      Bernadette hugs her.  “That’s fine, darling.  The elves do something similar with technomancy.  I’ve heard of rigid portals as well as cloth-like material.”

      I tell her, “We plan to leave you a fully tested small passage.”

      Josie hands her a small package.  “I can train some of your folks on how to set these up, Bernadette.  It’s not difficult.  I will eventually have one that looks like a six-foot or seven-foot tall mirror or a door, so you don’t have to crawl through.”

      I break down the cloth portal and roll it up while Josie explains.  I stuff it back into its bag and carry it to the closet.

      I hear Josie enthuse, “I am still experimenting with other materials.  Cotton canvas and wood are safe and easy to use.  Since they are normally used for creating buildings, furniture, clothes, tents, etcetera, I can be confident they will create relationships easily.  They are relatively easy to manipulate through thaumaturgy.  Honestly, that’s true of most natural substances.”

      I return to see Bernadette hug Josie and kiss her warmly.  “I find it very interesting, darling.  Please do keep me posted.”

      I tell Bernadette,  “Security is my biggest concern.  With rollups like this it’s easy to just take them down.  For small frames, we don’t have an answer yet, and it’s a valid concern because once they are open, size is the only limit to what can pass through.”

      Josie says, “I’m thinking we make a pretty frame that holds it on the wall.  Just turn it around in the frame to block it.  You can put a pretty canvas on the wall behind it to make it look like it’s just a painting.”

      Bernadette looks to Viktorija, who is just emerging from the ensuite.

      Viktorija shrugs. ”That should work just fine, Mistress.  Simple solutions are generally best.  Plus, having immediate support could be useful in case anyone else in my family finds me.”

      Bernadette nods thoughtfully.  “Yes, Precious.  Mine, too.”

      I mention, “Breaking the frame also works, but then it can never be used again.”

      Bernadette looks at my shirt.  “William Darling, you are underdressed.  We need to move.  Dinner will be served shortly, I need to attend to my other guests.  Please arrive in time to mingle over at least one drink.”

      I respond as Bernadette hooks my arm and drags me towards the door.  She murmurs to me.  “William, pay particular attention to the three couples seated across from Jack and your family.  We’ll discuss them after they are gone.”

      Bernadette reaches for the door, so I grab it and hold it open.  She kisses my cheek, but pauses to take a look at Rebecca’s outfit as she returns from the ensuite.  Bernadette nods her approval and glides out the door.  I close the door with a soft click.

      Rebecca is wearing a pink strapless sheath accented with silver filigree and mother-of-pearl beadwork.  The dress color contrasts nicely with her slightly swarthy skin tone.  She has mother-of-pearl clasp on each side of her short hair to keep it from her face.

      Viktorija checks the fit, pulling on the back while whispering to Rebecca.  Rebecca nods in response.

      I strip out of my clothes and hang up my shirt, slacks, and blazer.  I pull on  a white t-shirt, a pleated tux shirt, tux pants, braces.  I put on a tie in an early 1900’s cravat style, waist coat, and tux coat.

      I walk out to the main room of the suite to find Rebecca tying the top of Marissa’s dress behind her neck.

      Marissa is wearing a mustard colored halter neck dress that drapes her tight figure with the neckline plunging between her plump breasts.

      Marissa is fastening the two buttons at the back of Josie’s dress.  Josie is wearing a shimmering mid-grey evening dress.  Rather than sleeves, there is a tiny halter that forms armholes and clasps behind Josie’s neck.  Otherwise, the back of the dress is non-existent between the buttons until just above Josie’s strong, round ass.

      She turns to reveal the front of the dress.  I would describe it as an oversized sleeveless cowl neck that clings into the cleft of her breasts.  Those generous breasts are obviously unbound, but gravity has no hold on them.  The bodice hugs her torso and drapes down loosely over her generous hips and firm round ass - draping slightly into the crack of her ass.  Knowing she doesn’t like thongs, that means my amazon beauty is commando.

      I sneak up on her and squeeze her ass.  “Oo!  William!”

      I tell her, “You look beautiful, Josie.”

      Viktorija cups and heft’s Josie’s generous breasts and let’s them drop.  Nods with a “Perfect.”

      Josie looks at me with glistening eyes.  I tell her, “Josie, I have to agree with Viktorija.  You look perfect.”

      Audrey joins our little cluster to kiss Josie’s cheek.  “You look fabulous, wife.”

      Josie replies shyly, “Thank you, wife.”  I hand her a handkerchief, and she carefully dabs her eyes.

      Rebecca tells her, “You’re learning, Josie”  She grins at our amazon.

      Josie sighs and tries not to let the tears fall.  “I never learned anything about being a lady growing up.  I learned how to survive in the rough, and that’s about it.”

      Viktorija steps around and looks at the fit of Marissa’s dress.  She shakes her head.  “Bra needs to go, Marissa.”

      Marissa reaches behind her neck to untie the halter and let’s it drop.  Viktorija catches it at Marissa’s hips and holds it while Marissa unbuckles the front latch of the bra.  Her plump breasts bounce into the open air as I sit on the bed and pull on my oxfords.

      Viktorija pulls the garment up and steps behind Marissa to retie the halter.  Once the dress is secured Marissa puts her hands on her head.  Viktorija slides her hands along Marissa’s torso inside her dress.  She adjusts Marissa’s breasts in the dress and then pulls her hands out to walk around to inspect the drape.  She nods.  “Lovely.”

      I agree.  “Very!”  Marissa blushes slightly.

      Viktorija snags Marissa’s hand and drags her to a dressing table in the ensuite.  She orders me, “Go comb your hair, William.  You look like a ruffian.”

      I smirk.  “Not a loveable rogue?” I quip as I follow.

      Viktorija doesn’t even look up as she responds.  “I didn’t say you weren’t loveable, William.  Just unkempt.”  Her face is painted with a grin, but she keeps focused on her work.

      Audrey says, “I’m glad we got ready this afternoon, but I love watching you work, Tori.”

      Viktorija smiles as she combs and twists Marissa’s shoulder-length dirty blond locks into an up-do with artfully arranged tendrils framing her face.

      Rebecca stands in front of the mirror next to Viktorija with a slight frown.  “These clasps don’t work, Tori.  My hair is too short.”

      Viktorija pauses and considers for a moment.  She nods.   “We’ll adorn your hair when it’s longer.”  She pauses.  “Unless you would do a tiara.  As ‘mother’ of the family?”

      Rebecca shakes head.  “I don’t think so.  We’ll just go unbound tonight.  Let me get my shoes on.”

      Viktorija returns to doing Marissa’s hair.  “Sorry about the brassiere, Rebecca.  I didn’t get the fit quite right.  I planned for a B cup, but I didn’t take the circumference of your ribcage into account.  A 32B is really a standard cup A.  However, the brassiere isn’t breaking the line of the garment, and a little peak of red over the top of your dress will draw attention to your décolletage.”

      Rebecca slides her feet into silver open-toe sandals.  She responds, “Such as it is.”

      Viktorija assures her, “You are beautiful, Rebecca.  Regardless, I’m just saying any peak of red will accentuate rather than detract.  I need to keep that in mind for future designs.”

      Rebecca stands and dons a pink silk shawl over her shoulders.  I wrap her in a hug and kiss my beautiful, slender witch.

      Rebecca slides under my right arm.  I tell her, “There is absolutely nothing wrong with your décolletage, baby.”  She grins at me.

      Josie steps into silver shoes and dons a silver loose-knit shawl.

      Viktorija looks at Marissa critically.  “Your makeup looks nearly perfect, Marissa.  Not too much, just a touch.  I think a hint of russet on your lips and that’s it.”

      Viktorija opens a drawer and hands a tube to Marissa.  Marissa applies the color, and I have to admit she looks perfect.

      Viktorija steps back, and Marissa stands to slide her feet into russet open toe heels that nearly match her lips.

      Viktorija grabs two more tubes and applies a deep red to Rebecca’s lips that matches her bra.

      Marissa hugs me close.  “I want you to kiss me, but it will ruin my lipstick.  This slinky fabric just slides over my skin constantly.  Makeup is a waste.  We’re all going to be flushed with arousal.”

      Since I can’t kiss her, I suckle her neck under her ear.  She moans enough that everyone stops to look.  “Oh!  Yes, Will!”

      Viktorija smacks my ass.  “Don’t make a mess, William!  And did I tell you about your hair?”

      “Yes, dear,” I quip.  I grab the brush off the dressing table and run it through my hair as Viktorija turns back to Rebecca to check out her charge.  She nods and moves on to Josie.

      Josie gets a large bib around her neck.  Viktorija tells her, “Hold it to protect your dress, sweetie.”

      Viktorija gives Josie a light dusting of powder under her eyes and a lighter brush over the rest of her face.  She lightly brushes just a hint of rouge on Josie’s cheekbones.  The result is that Josie looks like she has perfect skin and a slight flush.

      Viktorija gives her a brush of brilliant harlot red lipstick.

      Viktorija whips off the bib and commands, “Last check, ladies!”

      Audrey lines up with Marissa, Rebecca, and Josie.  Viktorija nods her approval.

      Rebecca asks, “Tori, may I?”  She reaches for Viktoria’s chest and hesitates.  Viktorija looks down and frowns.  She folds up the towel and starts to brush her dress off, then she stops.  She hands it to Rebecca with a smile.  “Please, Rebecca.”

      Rebecca brushes away the slight dust of makeup on Viktorija’s bodice and checks from different perspectives to ensure the available light catches any lingering traces.

      “I think we’re good,” Rebecca declares.

      Viktorija kisses her cheek.  “Thanks, Mom.”

      I stand there drinking in the beauty of the five women.  I exclaim, “Damn!  How did I ever get so lucky?”  Despite all the estrogen in the room, I definitely feel like the ‘Big Man on Campus.’  I have a beautiful, strong warrior businesswoman, a beautiful towering amazon thaumaturge-necromancer, an athletic Asian sorceress beauty, and a slender beautiful semitic witch all on my arm.  Plus there is a talented, blond Latvian beauty standing in the wings thinking about joining us.  I don’t know what I did right since Melanie kicked me to the curb, but I damn well better keep doing it.

      I open the door and usher the ladies out.  Audrey and Viktorija lead the way.  Josie is on my left arm, Rebecca is on my right with Marissa holding her right arm.

      I think to myself, ‘Watch out world, here we come!’
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            Dinner party at the Den of Iniquity

          

        

      

    

    
      We head down the stairs and back to the salon, where Luis and Chantelle are tending bar while Cindy, Rosalie, and Rachel take turns around the floor with trays of champagne and small hors d’oevres.

      Bernadette is laughing with an older gentleman and his much younger escort.  Her smile doesn’t reach her eyes, she looks almost predatory.  I’ve seen the guy on television.  I think he’s the county attorney or Phoenix city attorney.

      I also see the well-known female Chief Meterologist from one of the local television stations talking to a local radio personality.  The anchor from another network with his trademark cheesy moustache is also in attendance.

      There is a knot of six individuals chatting quietly, ignoring everyone else.  There are three males and three females.  They all have very sharp facial features, slender figures, and superior attitudes.  All have silvery or ash blond hair.  The males hair ranges in length from touching the collar to shoulder length.  They are all wearing tailored tuxedos, which display their v-shaped torsos and narrow hips.  The pants are all English cut - very narrow legs.  The tallest is maybe 5’ 2” tall, the ladies are all under 5’.

      The ladies all have hair past their shoulders - one all the way down to her ass.  All of them are wearing fitted, silken, beaded gowns with spaghetti straps. One is wearing golden fabric, one is in a midnight blue gown, and the last is in silver - the hair-to-the-ass one.  It looks like she has a tiara, too.  Their arms and shoulders are sculpted, but the curves of their asses and hips are rather conservative.

      I also see the Hunter from our adventure with Shryl.  He is wearing a classic cut tux, standing with his lady in the corner.  Darcie is wearing a slinky, maxi dress in a lightweight navy silk with silver filigree.  It’s interesting because it has a long sleeve on one side and a bare arm on the other.  The hem on the long sleeve side is split nearly to her hip.  She makes it look good.  Jack’s head swivels in my direction like a large reptile searching for prey.

      I wave to him as I usher my ladies to the bar.

      I see a local music producer who thinks he’s the shit.  I met him years ago, and I think he is ‘a shit,’ just not ‘the shit.’  I haven’t changed my mind based on anything I’ve seen or heard since.

      I guide my ladies toward the bar, but Viktoria stops me with a hand against my chest.  She beckons Rosalie who brings a tray of champagne flutes.  I’m handing a flute to Rebecca when I sense someone approaching quickly just before a firm grasp clamps onto my forearm.

      A silken tenor voice says, “My lady requires that tray.”  The pressure increases on my forearm quickly.  The dude has one hell of a grip!

      I step back with my left side, keeping my left arm at my side.  As my weight settles, I hammer the palm of my hand into his wrist.  That forces his hand off my forearm, but just barely.  This skinny little fucker is stronger than he appears.  My hand slides around his wrist to get a lock on his wrist, but his arm retracts quickly!  He steps back; he is FAST!  I do a quick inventory; I only have a pocket knife and one collapsible baton.  I bring my hands up to shoulder height, palms out.

      I ask, “Is there a problem, sir?”

      He looks at me with a blank expression.  “No problem.  My lady requires a new flute.”

      Rosalie purrs, “Not to worry, sir.  I have plenty.  I’ll follow you over.”

      A flute appears before my face.  I hear Viktorija’s voice.  “Here you go, sir.”

      I grasp the flute gently from her grasp.  “Thank you, Viktorija.”  I salute my antagonist with the flute.  “Good evening, sir.”

      He sniffs and leads Rosalie over to his little cluster.  Audrey slides under my left arm, and Marissa hooks her left arm in the crook of my right arm.  Josie drapes over my left shoulder, and Rebecca steps in front of me and brushes her lips lightly across mine.  “Saving my lipstick,” she murmurs to me with a wink.

      I kiss the cheek of Marissa, Josie, and Audrey.  “I don’t deserve you, ladies.”

      Marissa says, “I don’t know, Will.  We all have our foibles and strengths.  I think we’re a perfect match for each other.”

      The ladies all nod, and Viktorija smiles behind her flute as she sips her drink.

      Rosalie and her guide arrive at their destination, and everyone swaps their empty flutes for full ones.  Then my new friend makes an emphatic motion with his right hand and hooks a thumb back in my direction.  Everyone in the knot turns to look at me as Rosalie turns to move on.

      The lady in silver with the tiara looks at me and cocks an eyebrow at me.  She says a word, and Rosalie aborts her attempt to leave.  The ‘princess’ tilts her head back and pours the champagne into her mouth without touching her lips.  She locks eyes with me and swallows.  The insinuation is clear.  She swaps out her newly empty flute with the remaining full one before sauntering over.

      Her voice chimes like bells and laughter.  Her eyes are dancing, “You, sir.  You upset Reddy rather thoroughly.”

      “If that was the gentleman that decided to manhandle me, he seemed to be quite fine when he left,” I respond.  “He did seem rather shocked I didn’t just acquiesce to his whims.  Since there was no shortage of refills for your party, I think a little courtesy and patience would have served him better.”

      She tilts her head to sniff the bouquet of the champagne before looking up under her eyelashes.  It’s reminiscent of how Marissa looks at me when my cock is in her mouth.  I cock an eyebrow at her and smirk.

      She murmurs, “Are you thinking about an upgrade about now?”

      I scoff, “Not possible, gentle lady.  The most amazing women on the planet have agreed to be my lovers.  I have no desire to do anything that might make them think I don’t realize how good I have it.”

      She doesn’t look impressed as she takes in my beautiful ladies.  “Hm!” she exclaims with a cute little frown before spinning and sashaying away.

      I correct my earlier assessment - there is a round little tushy in there.  She stops and looks over her shoulder.  I think, ‘Can you hear me, little lady?’  She winks at me and sashays back to the center of her group.

      I turn to Audrey.  “Shall we go visit your Uncle Jack, Kitten?”

      She murmurs, “Yes, Master.  Please.”

      Viktorija says, “I need to check on some things, Mr. James.”  She slides between Rebecca and Marissa to press a kiss on my cheek.  “I’ll return to your party shortly, sir.”  She winks at me and saunters off.

      “Not soon enough,” Rebecca says as she watches the talented beauty saunter away.  “I like her, Will.  Not only is she gorgeous, but she is so talented and confident.”

      I nod as we start moving our own little knot across the salon.  The music producer looks at me before getting distracted by the ladies surrounding me.  I ignore him.  The news anchor looks up as we pass - I nod, and he smiles and salutes with his glass.   An earnest, middle-aged Hispanic man steps back into our path as he passionately holds forth about immigration reform to the three folks in his little clique.

      I speak up before he decks one of us with one of his animated gesticulating hands.  “Excuse me, sir.”

      He turns to look at me with surprise.  “Oh!  I’m sorry.  Pardon me.”  He leans in a bit.  “I think the champagne is loosening my inhabitions a little more than I would like.”  He looks at me and then begins to ogle my ladies.  Marissa walks around behind me and hooks Josie’s arm on one side and Audrey’s on the other.

      Before he can do something unfortunate, I pat him on the shoulder.  “Understood, sir.  Enjoy your evening.”

      Rebecca follows the other three ladies for about three steps before stopping to wait for me.  I join her, and she slides her arm through my left arm as we follow the rest of our family.

      The meteorologist steps up to us.  I raise my flute to her and smile.  “Good evening.  I must say that I never feel like I know what to expect from the weather unless I hear it from you.”

      The attractive MILF throws her head back and laughs.  She places her hand on my arm.  “Why thank you, sir.  I love to meet fans.”  She slides a little closer and murmurs.  “Do you know where I might find Viktorija?  I saw her talking to you just before she disappeared.”

      I shake my head slightly.  “No, ma’am.  She just said she had to check on some things, but she said she would return before too long to escort our party.”

      She frowns at that.  I’m guessing she’s a fan of Viktorija.  She replies, “Thank you.  Please tell her I’m sorry I missed her.”

      “We will let her know,”  Rebecca assures her as the local celebrity waves at us and turns back to her companion.

      Audrey is just releasing Jack from a hug as Marissa releases Darcie and turns her over to Josie.

      Marissa gives Jack a hug.  He looks a little uncomfortable, but returns the hug.  Audrey swaps with Josie, who takes over with Jack.  It’s funny to watch him.  Rebecca kisses my cheek and then steps in to hug Darcie as I step in to shake Jack’s hand.

      “Hello, Jack.”

      “Hello, Will.”  He waves me to Darcie as Rebecca steps in to give him a hug.

      I gently hug the sexy auburn-haired woman to me.  She actually squeezes harder than I anticipated.

      I step back and look at her.  “Darcie, that is an awesome dress.  Both classic and chic.”  That’s when I notice the small clutch in her hand.

      Marissa grabs my arm and caresses Darcie’s bare shoulder.  “Is that another Viktorija original?”

      Darcie gushes.  “It is!”  She steps a little closer.  “Master had Bernadette select my wardrobe.   We did a little fashion show, and Viktorija rolled out a bunch of her creations and selected other garments.  Master spoiled me terribly.”

      “Isn’t it lovely to have a man love you like that?”  Marissa is glowing at me when she says it, so I don’t think she catches Darcie biting her lip at Marissa’s use of the ‘L - word.’

      Jack says, “I haven’t heard anything about this next project.  Have you?”

      I shake my head gently.  “No, Jack.  I haven’t.  I’m going to spend tomorrow in town before flying out.  Maybe I’ll be able to track down some details.  I’d like that taken care of before too long.”

      He points at his chin at the group of short, skinny folks.  “Yeah.  I’m guessing they are up to something.  Finishing our other project sooner rather than later might be a good idea.”   He looks at me, and I cock an eyebrow at him.  I turn to look at the group in question.  “Try to blank your mind at the dinner table.  If that doesn’t work, think about sex.”

      At that point, Manuel enters the room and approaches Bernadette.  She nods and caresses his shoulder lightly with a genuine smile.  Manuel stands at the exit that leads back to the stairs.

      I give Jack an inquisitive look.  “The tiara is an artifact.  She can read your mind.”

      Bernadette taps a ring against the crystal of her flute.  “Excuse me everyone.  Excuse me.”  Everyone turns their attention to our hostess.  “Dinner is ready.   Please follow Manuel to the dining room.  Hostesses will meet you there to escort you to your seats.”

      Viktoria meets us at the foot of the stairs.  She steps down to join our group and Chantelle takes her place.  Viktorija leads us past the stairs to a large dining room.  The table is set for twenty-five.  Cindy seats Jack at Bernadette’s left hand.  Darcie sits next to him.  Audrey sits between Darcie and myself.

      Tanu leads the tiny tiara woman to Bernadette’s right and the gentleman with the hair to his shoulders.  He seats the ‘Princess’ before pulling a tie off his wrist and binding his hair back.  The rude fellow sits next to him, then the other male, then gold dress, and midnight blue dress.

      Once everyone else is seated, Bernadette stands at the head of the table and introduces everyone.  I forget most of their names immediately, but the two seated across from Jack and Darcie are named Lorn and Valya Valeran.  Liveried servers appear just as Bernadette finishes.  They place a new plate for each dish on the trencher at each place.  The courses follow in order

      
        	Butternut squash soup

        	Bone in beef short rib with Barolo wine demi-glace on barley with roasted asparagus.

        	Salade verte with blue cheese

        	Affogato for dessert

      

      Half-way into the soup, the manners of the two across from Audrey and me make an impression.  Their slurping is loud and obnoxious.  In the second course, they spit the bones of the short rib onto the plate.  They also scoop the food into their mouths like machines with much slurping and smacking.  Eventually they pick the bone back up to suck the marrow noisily.  The two thin young ladies lower down the table to me are better, but not much.

      The last one, the one wearing the midnight blue gown, rubs her cheek as if it itches, which reveals a red geometric tattoo on her left cheek.

      The Valerans themselves are very reserved and have proper table manners.  They do suck the marrow too, but they are almost delicate about it.

      Valya tries to engage Jack and myself in conversation all night.  She keeps the topics light, and I answer in the same vein all the while imagining stuffing my cock in her tiny little mouth, squeezing her tiny little ass while I fuck her into the wall, fucking Bernadette while Audrey sits on her face, and variations on that theme.  I throw Rebecca into my mental rotation periodically as she is sitting to my left.

      As she is sucking the marrow of the bone, Valya pauses and says, “You should try it, Mr. James.”  I demur while imagining her sucking my cock.  She grins wickedly around the bone.

      The Hispanic politician is sitting across from Josie.  He tries to engage her in conversation, but I don’t think his eyes ever leave her impressive breasts.  After the main course the skinny tattooed young woman drops her hand below the table.  The politician stutters and starts moaning softly in a way that indicates she is handling his johnson.  Josie converses with Marissa and the husband of the meteorologist for the remainder of the meal.

      Finally, the strange dinner finishes, and the servers clear the affogato vessels.

      As coffee is served, Manuel pulls out Bernadette’s chair.  Bernadette stands and says “As you are aware, we serve light meals here to make the evening’s pleasures more enjoyable.”

      She has painted a smile on her face that doesn’t reach her raptor eyes.  She saunters to the hallway exit and turns to address her guests.

      “As the servers pick up the trenchers you will find tickets to our little theatre for a show this evening.  The performers are a master and senior students from a Shibari club in Fresno, California.  There will be sex on the stage.  I will be waiting at the exit in case some of you would like to skip the show.  Please proceed to the theatre when you are ready.”

      Manuel and Clarice flank her as she turns and walks briskly toward the entryway.

      I hear Lorn murmur.  “I wonder how much it will cost to deflower the cambion.”

      Valya murmurs.  “Just demand her as tribute.”  I picture the dessert I just had longingly.   She continues, “It won’t be too long now.”

      “I really don’t want to wait.  Look at that juicy little figure,” he says.  “Lean in all the right places and plump in all the right places.”

      Jack speaks up, “She’s underage, your boor.”

      The guys across from Audrey and me stiffen, but the elder gent just laughs.  He says, “Why do you think I care about your petty laws, Hunter?  Besides, aren’t you retired.  What do you care what I do?”

      Jack leans forward and murmurs at a level that is just barely audible.  “Because she is my friend.  Plus, if you keep fucking up, they will call me out of retirement again to kill your pompous ass.  I rather like being retired.”

      Lorn smiles coldly.  “That might be quite fun, Hunter.  Maybe I’ll have to stir up some noteworthy trouble.”

      Jack gives his own reptilian smile in return.  “Your three cousins thought the same thing, Duke Valeran.   Yet, their corpses aren’t laughing.”

      Lorn, Duke Valeran I guess, bolts to his feet and has a dagger in his hand.  Jack is only a second behind him with a taser in his left hand and a five-inch folding tanto in the right.  Audrey pulls Darcie behind her, but Darcie pulls a pistol out of her clutch, jacks a round into the chamber, and points it center of mass of my earlier antagonist.

      I slowly stand.  I say quietly, “Audrey, get Darcie and the family out of here.”

      “I’m staying,” Darcie growls between clenched teeth.

      The other guests are all frozen in place watching the tableau.  Eventually, Valya says, “Lorn, this is neither the time nor the place.  You’re being very dramatic for someone trying to keep a low profile.”

      Lorn spins away from the table, knocking his chair back.  He is walking, but he is at the door as quickly as an olympic sprinter.

      I reiterate.  “Kitten!  Now!”  That gets Audrey’s attention as Jack puts away his weapons.   Marissa takes the lead, and my ladies fall into a diamond formation as they reach the hallway.

      Jack looks at the two ...bodyguards?  “So fella, you gonna behave or do I add you to my bodycount?”

      I start pushing the other guests toward the door.  They slowly start to shuffle out.  I help the anchorman out of his chair, and the elder gent sitting next to him.  Then I assist their ladies because neither of them pays them any mind.

      Jack picks up his and Darcie’s tickets and hands them to her.  Jack barks, “Pet!”  Darcie jumps.  In a calmer voice he says, “Put the pistol away, Pet.  Take our tickets and find our seats.  You know what I would like to drink.  Go on, Pet.  I will be there shortly.”

      She growls, “Master, I don’t trust that one to exercise good judgement.  He needs to go.”

      Jack smiles his big reptilian smile at the bodyguard.  “All in good time, my precious Pet.  All in good time.”  Darcie clears her pistol, picks up the expended shell, inserts it into the magazine, releases the slide forward, reseats the magazine, and puts her pistol back into her clutch.

      Valya turns to the bodyguards.  “Yoren.  Reddy.  Take the ladies to our seats and get settled.  I’ll be along shortly.  I’m very interested in this presentation.”

      I watch them as they start to move.   I speak to Jack as I keep an eye on the two guards.   “If you have this, Jack, I’ll go check on my family.”

      Valya cocks her head, “Which one is that, William?  The little red-head one belongs to Jack, but it looked like the four next ones are used to working together.  Are they all yours?”

      I think of loud white noise and Valya flinches as I form my response.  I do a quick check with second sight and don’t like what I see.  I return to normal sight and drop the mental noise and say,  “What makes you think I’m not theirs, Your Grace?  That is the correct form of address, right?”

      She smirks at me.  “Touché, William.  You’re very astute, Mr. James.

      I shake my head and push my chair back into the table and drop my napkin.  I tell her as I pick up my ticket,  “Not nearly astute enough, Your Grace.  Not even close.”  I catch Jack’s look.  I nod and pick up the subtext.  I think of Bernadette’s body to keep myself from verbalizing what I understood.
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      I walk down the hallway wishing I had kept my pistol with me.  Viktorija walks up carrying a tote bag.

      She says, “Mr. James, would you please accompany me?”

      “Certainly, Viktorija.”  I offer her my arm, and she gives me a slight smile as she leads me down the hall, through the salon, and into the parlor.  She releases my arm and closes the French doors.

      She sets the tote on the ground and throws her arms around my neck, burying her face in my neck and pressing her breasts into my chest.  Lifting her head, she brushes a kiss across my lips before she steps back.

      “I’m sorry, William.” She murmurs so low I can barely hear it.  “The Valerans are pains in the ass,” she says.  “I just want to go get on my computer and empty their bank accounts, plant evidence, and just generally fuck with them.”  Despite the low volume of her voice, it is full of venom.

      I look at her with my hands on her shoulders as another piece clicks into place.  “You’re Bernadette’s hacker,” I murmur quietly.

      Her eyes open wide.  “Shit, shit, shit, shit, shit,” she mutters.  “I wasn’t supposed to tell you that.  Ever.”

      “And you are preparing to graduate from art school.  I’m guessing you are her forger as well,” I opine quietly.

      She gets a frustrated frown on her face as she looks deeper into the room.  She turns back to me and gives me a tiny nod.

      “It doesn’t matter, Viktorija.  I care for you deeply, and I will always protect you.”  I kiss her forehead gently.  I tell her, “I haven’t told you today, but that gown looks beautiful on you.  Is it one of yours?”

      She looks up at me with a glittering smile.  “You’re too good to me, William.”

      “Never, Viktorija.”  I smile back.  “I’m assuming you didn’t drag me in here to vent or have me pump you up.  How may I help you, sweetie?”

      She grins, “Actually...I brought you here to help you.  She pulls out my holster.  I clear the magazine from the Sig P365 and walk to a side table.  I quickly field strip the weapon and check the barrel.  I quickly reassemble it, function check and load it.  Finally, I rack a round into the chamber before I holster it.  I clip the holster to my waistband.

      Viktorija reaches into the tote and pulls a flashlight and my second collapsible baton.  The flashlight is one of the Taser contact weapons.  I put that in my right jacket pocket.  I clip the other baton behind the pistol.

      Viktoria says, “I got the girls’ clutches to them, too.  Marissa has a pistol and her taser.  Josie and Rebecca have tasers and knives.”

      I clasp her to me.  “Thank you, sweetie.  I fear we’re going to need it before this evening is over.  Something is seriously wrong with the Valeran party.”

      “I have a .25 caliber pistol and a Taser flashlight.  Let’s get you to your ladies, William.  I have your back,” she says.

      I cup her chin.  “Be careful, darling.  They are travellers, they are fast, and they are strong.  If shit goes down, hide if you can.  I’ll find you afterward.”

      “Back at you, Will.  Use those mad skills of yours if you have to.  We’ll figure out how to clean up the mess afterward,” she says seriously.  I think, ‘I forgot she knows about that.’

      “Yes, ma’am.”  I kiss her quickly but she nabs my neck and pulls me in.  We share our first lovers’ kiss.

      We slowly release each other’s mouths.  I look into her eyes.  “Are you free yet, Viktoria?”

      “When I finish school, Will.  Mid-December,” she tells me.

      “I made you a promise.  I will wait until then, sweetheart.”

      She nods, “Of course, Will.  I just felt the need to connect with you.”

      I tell her, “We are connected, Viktorija.  I think in the end you will stay with Bernadette, but it doesn’t matter.  You will have my love and support either way, and you and she will always have a home with us regardless.”

      She caresses my cheek.  “We’ll see, Will.  Let’s get through this evening’s adventure first, shall we.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”  I kiss her wrist and open doors.  I walk out of the parlor, and Viktorija grabs my arm to escort me down the corridor to the auditorium.  She has a clutch in her left hand.

      Viktoria leads me into the auditorium and across the front of the seating.  Rather than standard, or even plush, cinema chairs, the seating in this theater has a variety of seating you might find in a very swanky living room.  Most of the seating is loveseats.  There are a few easy chairs, and a handful of sofas.  Many are antiques or reproductions.  My ladies are seated in an antique, four seat sofa with a tall wooden back, cushioned with navy chintz upholstery - swatches of gold and red spread throughout.

      The demonic Valeran party is set up in the center of the theatre, four rows back in three consecutive loveseats.  I switch to second-sight and my vision is awash in red.  I switch back to normal sight.  I don’t know nearly enough about travelers to guess which variety, but something tells me they have a nefarious purpose in mind.  They aren’t looking in my direction, so I turn back to my ladies.   They are waving me over with relieved smiles.  Darcie is sitting with them.  I kiss my ladies and hug Darcie.

      I  tell her, “Jack asked me to watch over you for him.  Would you like to stay with us until Jack arrives?”  She nods gently.   We stand around making small talk about the dinner until Jack comes up behind me and claps a hand on my shoulder.  ‘Shit!  I didn’t hear him at all!’  I abort my maneuver before I make an ass of myself.

      Jack murmurs, “Thanks, Will.  I owe you one.”

      I murmur in response, “Something tells me we’re going to be trading debts back and forth regularly.”  I nod to Valya sashaying to her seat.

      He frowns as he looks where I pointed.  “Yeah.  Afraid so.”  He turns to Darcie.  “Are you ready, Pet?”

      Darcie gives him a brilliant smile.  “Always for you, Master.”

      Jack smiles minutely, and I can see real joy in his eyes.  I think that’s a first.  He looks up to catch me watching him.  He says, “We’re in the back, stage right corner.”

      “Okay,” I answer.  “Enjoy the show.”  I nod to Jack and Darcie as they make their way to their seats.

      Cindy enters the auditorium and follows Jack and Darcie up and hands them each a flute of bubbly.

      My ladies all take their seats.  I sit in the middle between Josie and Marissa.  Rebecca and Audrey pull my knees apart and each perches on a thigh, leaning back on my shoulders while the larger women lean in and wrap their arms around us all.  I can just see the pedestal on the stage where the subject will rest while the master works.

      I learned Shibari from a master out of one of the Los Angeles clubs.  He had a private salon in his house and held seminars there.  I went to his club a couple of times before I met Audrey to find playmates to practice on.  As a result, I have a certain flavor to my Shibari practice.  I’m interested to see what these folks do.

      Bernadette introduces the show in a forest green cloak.  I see a black thigh-high boot, net stockings, and a leather panty and corset peek out through the open cloak.  Luis pushes a portable bar inside the entrance across the theatre from us.

      Bernadette’s sultry voice is clear across the theatre - even without amplification.  “Tonight is not exactly the show we had planned.  First off will be a set of three vignettes from the Fresno BDSM Club.  Six of their number will demonstrate binding and dominance as erotic art.  After that, rather than the planned strip tease show, Lorn Valeran has asked to put on a special show for us.  I’m afraid there will be no mixer afterward, but we are providing an open bar here in the theatre instead.  Additionally, I have matters I must attend to, so Clarice will be the Mistress of Ceremonies.  Clarice…”

      Rebecca kisses me quickly.  “I’ll let you enjoy the show, my love.”  She pops up and gives Josie and Audrey a quick kiss before she steps around Audrey to sit behind Marissa.

      Audrey leans over Josie to grab an oversize throw pillow.  She drops it on the floor at my feet and sits on it with an arm around each calf and her head on my thigh.  Thankfully the stage is low because I can tell she’s interested in the show.   As the house lights dim, Viktorija grabs the pillow from behind Rebecca and sits on it between my left leg and Josie’s.  Josie reaches down to tickle her neck.  Viktorija spins and points at Josie with pursed lips before breaking into a huge grin.  Both ladies giggle as Viktorija turns to watch the show.  Josie curls her legs into the seat and drapes herself on me with her left hand resting on Viktorija’s left collarbone.

      Clarice walks out in a Grecian gown in a glittering gold fabric.  Her hair is in a variant on its typical up-do.  She says, “Hello everyone, I am Clarice, your emcee for the evening.  I think we have probably talked enough.  So here is...:” insert dramatic pause “...the Fresno Club’s Mistress Corrina and Johnathan.”  I see Viktorija nodding happily to something that Audrey asked her.

      The show starts with a forty-ish woman in black leather dominatrix drag, complete with a top hat, a strapped basque with rhinestones that shows lots of flesh peeking through, and a g-string.  The garters of the basque hold up net stockings, and she is wearing six-inch stiletto FMPs, or ‘Fuck Me Pumps.’  She is very pale with black hair, and she accentuates her pallor with huge black false eyelashes and harlot red lipstick.  She has over-the-elbow gloves, but the fingers are cut to allow her to work the ropes.  She’s not in great shape, but I’m certain she appeals to many.  She struts around the stage flexing a black riding crop.

      Her subject is a tall, muscular man.  I’m guessing he’s 6’4” based on how much he towers over his mistress.  His hair is crew-cut light brown, he has a strong jaw, and a thick neck.  He is sporting a leather studded collar, a ball-gag, a black G-string, black leather manacles, and a velvet blue robe is draped over his powerful shoulders.  His eyes are wide open, and I definitely get the impression he doesn’t want to be here.

      The mistress is a completely different story.  She is deep in a show-business mentality.  She whips the robe off the guy to reveal a physique reminiscent of a barbarian in an 80s sword and sorcery movie.   The dude is massive.  She smacks his ass with the crop to make him do a model turn before unfastening the manacles.   Then she snaps the G-string off him to reveal a semi-erect porn-worthy member, throwing the tiny garment into the center of the auditorium.  The young escort of the old guy squeals as she catches it with clapped hands.  He must be pretty important as he is seated right in front of the Valeran group.  It’s a toss-up which is considered the prime seat.

      The dominatrix has her subject kneel on the pedestal and ties his hands in three coils in a standard wrist tie behind his back before taking a turn around the pedestal like a circus performer.  Then she runs the ropes up and makes a turn around his thick neck with each before dropping them back down his back.  She puts a quick release on one rope of each ankle then takes another turn around the pedestal to light applause.  She’s starting to look a little flushed, but she keeps her stoic dominatrix expression on her face the whole time.

      She smacks the guy’s ass with the crop, and he rolls onto his side.  She gives him quiet commands as she smacks his ankles, abs, and cock with the crop, leaving the guy in a bridge position with his growing monster pointing to the ceiling.  She pulls the quick releases and pulls the ropes tight up his back and then loops each once around his entire package before spiraling a rope down each thigh and then down to wrap each ankle with six coils before tying them into a quick release knot between his feet.   Again she takes a quick turn around the stage to louder applause.

      She turns the pedestal so the subject’s feet point toward the center of the room and gives his now red balls and cock light spanks with the riding crop.   She then steps up on the pedestal straddling the guy’s torso.  She leans over and licks the tip of his cock gently before holding her tongue out to the room to show her treasure of pre-cum.  I’m not sure anyone past the front row can see it.  Regardless, she swallows it and snaps her own G-string off and flings it into the air.  Lifting her left leg, she posts the head of his giant cock in her slot and slowly slides about half-way onto him with a guttural moan.  She pumps up and down on him twice, smacking his balls on each upstroke.  Then she dismounts for a turn around the pedestal.  Her neck is definitely flushed pink, and you can see her juices running down her thighs as she struts around her subject.

      The mistress turns the pedestal and it’s easy to see that the ropes around his neck were cutting in a bit as she rode him.  I’m guessing when she smacked his balls to make him surge upward the ropes tightened.  She removes his ball-gag and sets it aside.  He moans, “Please, Mistress.”

      She turns the pedestal to give the crowd a profile view before she straddles his face.  He goes to work on his mistress’ treat with his mouth.  Meanwhile, she smacks his nipples with the crop a couple of times before leaning a hand onto his chest.  Her breathing is getting ragged.  She smack’s the guy’s cock hard a couple of times and then starts to pepper it with a series of rapid strokes that is double-time to the thrusting rhythm of her thighs on his face.  Shortly thereafter, she releases a guttural moan and falls forward as her subject ejaculates strings of semen into the air.  The strings drop onto her back and hat as she braces him to keep him in the bridge position - one hand on the pedestal and the other around the small of his back.  I think he would get a horrible rope burn if his ass dropped.  She turns her face towards back-stage, and I see his lips move.

      She slowly dismounts the pedestal, and a pretty young woman in only a latex corset and a leather collar matching the subject’s walks out.  She hands the mistress a pair of heavy duty shears and disappears backstage.   The dominatrix pulls the quick release between his feet and then snips the ropes along his back.  His member quickly deflates at that point, and the poor man sags to the pedestal.  She takes a quick turn around the stage to enthusiastic applause.

      The Valeran bodyguards are hooting like chimpanzees.  I really don’t like them.  I look back to look at them.  Lorn and the boys are on their feet clapping and shouting enthusiastic applause.  Valya is sitting demurely showing her appreciation with little tennis claps.  Her ladies clap a little more energetically, but not much.  Valya looks at me, tilts her head toward the raucous crew, and rolls her eyes.  My estimation of her rises a little bit.

      As the applause dies down, the dominatrix starts smacking her subject with the crop to get him off stage.  He picks up his ball-gag, the shears, and the trailing ends of the rope as he trots off stage with her motivating him by smacking his ass and legs.

      Clarice walks out on the stage to address the crowd.  She lets the applause die down before saying, “Hello everyone.  Let’s have another round of applause for Mistress Corrina and Jonathan.”  The crowd dutifully provides the requested applause with more crazy antics from the Valerans.  As things calm down a bit Clarice adds, “Just a short moment for hygiene please.   Refresh your drinks as needed.”

      That’s the cue for Tanu and Rosalie to arrive in indecently short little French maid outfits.  They stand arm in arm in front of the pedestal, curtsy, and turn towards the pedestal.  They spray the carpet pedestal with a cleanser before they spread their legs a bit and bend over to wipe the pedestal down with towels.  Neither are wearing undergarments.  When they finish, they execute a revised curtsy, lifting the short skirts from the front rather than the side.  They get light applause as they disappear backstage.

      Clarice returns after a few minutes to say,  “I’m going to introduce the next act while you finish retrieving refreshments.  Please welcome from the Fresno club, Master Malcolm and Cynthia.”

      Malcolm and Cynthia turn out to be a disappointment.  He does a basic ‘net dress’ construct on her, but it’s designed to bind and pinch rather than immobilize and stimulate.  If done properly, a net dress will have a similar effect as what I did to Susan, Josie, and Audrey - stimulate the subject within seconds and drive her completely wild within a couple of minutes.   He leaves off the knots that would give her pleasure - no ‘Happy knot’ at all.  She honestly looks bored until he stuffs a vibrator inside of her.  That does get her to flush rapidly as he takes a turn around the pedestal to mild applause.  After that, he turns the pedestal sideways, opens his trousers, and shoves a smaller-than-average cock into the poor girl’s mouth.  Apparently the vibrator is doing its job, because she gets enthusiastic quickly.  He eventually pulls out and gives her a facial before taking a quick turn around the pedestal.  The applause is lukewarm except the Valeran ruffians.

      I turn to see Valya walking down to the bar, ignoring the whole room.  She orders, and Luis picks up a small radio and talks into it.  She points in my direction, and then points back up to her group as she speaks to him.  Luis bows his head, and she saunters over to stand before us as the performers leave the stage.  Clarice appears to prompt the crowd for more applause for Master Malcolm and Cynthia.  Tanu and Rosalie do their cleaning duties again to light applause and hooting from the Valerans.

      Valya appears in front of me and asks, “William, what did you think of that performance?”  She cocks an eyebrow while awaiting my response.

      I look at her frankly.  “Honestly Valya, I thought it was poorly done and tawdry.”

      “I suppose you could do better,” she comments.  She cocks an eyebrow at me in challenge.

      Audrey calls up from the floor as all my ladies nod vigorously.  “Valya, I can assure you based on first hand experience that he can.  When William puts a net dress on you, you will be having orgasms within a minute.  No need for theatrics or toys.  Your body will just explode.”

      The graceful little demon’s eyebrows ascend.  “Really?”  She turns from Audrey to me.  She says imperiously, “I might need proof, Mr. James.”

      I imagine my cock in her mouth, and she immediately barks.  “Stop that!”

      I respond, “Set it on the ground, Valya.”  She looks puzzled.  “The artifact,” I clarify.

      Valya stares at me for a moment before I send her a mental image of me standing, ripping her dress off, and bending her over to fuck her in front of the whole room.  She shudders.

      “Stop it, William!” she pleads.  “Please!”  I send her one of my more dreadful memories of fighting in the desert - explosions, gunshots, friends dying.  She nearly collapses from the emotion in that one.  Then I send an image of a brick wall.

      I tell her, “Valya, either set it on the ground or walk away.  Honestly, I have no preference.”

      She turns and walks slowly back to her seat.  She looks over her shoulder at me with a blank look about halfway to her seat but studiously ignoring me as she sits.

      Cindy and Michelle deliver a chiller with a bottle of champagne to Valya’s group as Josie says, “She wants you, Will.”

      Audrey and Viktorija both nod their faces against my legs.  Marissa says, “Her body language screams it.”  I see the immigrant rights politician stiffly slip into the theatre to sit with his colleagues.  He looks very relaxed.  Michelle pops the cork on Valya’s champagne before the two ladies curtsy and depart.

      I kiss Josie and Marissa.  “I’ll tell you all what I‘ve learned when we’re home.”  I picture my old house in Phoenix in case Valya is ‘listening’ in.

      Clarice announces, “Okay, ladies and gentlemen.  It’s time for our third act.  Please welcome from the Fresno Club, Master Richard and Alouette.”

      Audrey gasps and looks up at me.  “That’s what you call me on stage.”

      I nod and murmur a response.  “Apparently it’s a custom.  Alouette means ‘Lark,’ so he’s essentially calling her his little bird.”  I catch the anchorman in my periphery hurriedly slipping out of the auditorium.

      Master Richard binds his subject into a variant of the yoga ‘child’s pose.’  She starts on her back with her knees wide, and he binds her legs into that position leaving a long tail from each knee.  Then he rolls her onto her knees and maneuvers her until her feet are hanging off the edge of the podium to flash her vulva to the crowd.  He murmurs to her, and she sits up straight on her knees.  Richard then turns the pedestal to show her profile before doing a breast binding that is nearly identical to what I did on Susan, and he loops the ropes over her shoulders to drop between her legs.  He turns the pedestal to face her forward.  Alouette moans as he ties a knot that rests at the bottom of her clitoris before spiraling each rope around a thigh cinching her thighs to her calves.  She is moaning constantly at this point and her hips are making tiny grinding motions.  He turns the pedestal again so she is facing backstage.  Richard then ties each of the tails from the ankles to her hands - a quick release going into each.  And then he lowers her shoulders carefully until her head is resting on the pedestal.  Masterfully done.  He takes a circuit around the pedestal and turns her to a profile view again.

      He loosens his pants and starts fucking her.  If the point is a demonstration or performance, that’s probably not necessary, but it’s not my show.  He gets to his release rapidly and unloads into his subject.  Alouette moans and shakes.  Richard tucks himself away and turns the pedestal so the audience can see her vulva again.   She is wide open, and a thin trickle of semen leaks from her.  At that point he completes the transition from classy back through tawdry to trashy - he invites all takers to come up and unload their seed into Alouette.

      The old guy in the middle is the first on his feet and wobbles his corpulent butt to the stairs in front of our seats.  He is weaving mightily up the steps as he unbuckles his trousers.  Richard turns the pedestal and turns his subject’s face towards the audience.  Lorn leads the Valerians up after the old guy.  The music exec, the meteorologist’s date, and the rest of the politicians follow.  The radio personality, the newly returned politician, Jack, and myself are the only men that don’t get in line.

      I shake my head in disgust and ask the ladies if they would like something to drink.  Viktorija stands rapidly.  She says, “Allow me, sir.  I really don’t want to watch this.”

      I look her in the eyes.  “I’m with you on that, Viktorija.  They did a good demonstration until he mounted her.  Sparkling water for me, please.”

      Viktorija nods, and takes the orders from the rest.  Luis addresses her immediately and sets a tray on the bar.  He tops it with our drinks, and Viktorija returns to us.  Audrey releases my leg, and we all stand.  Jack and Darcie arrive as Viktorija hands them out.  Jack, Darcie, and I stand in front of the sofa so my ladies don’t have to watch if they don’t wish to.  They seem completely uninterested.

      We chit chat as the guys quickly work their way through the queue.  Valya again gives me an appraising look as she talks to her gold-clad attendant, directing her attention in my direction.

      We hear Clarice announce, “A round of applause for Master Richard and Alouette.”  The men in the room are fairly enthusiastic, but the women don’t seem to appreciate watching the young woman being used as a cum sump.  Jack and Darcie return to their seats while Viktoria sits on the arm of the sofa.  Tanu and Rosalie perform their duties again, but without showing their goodies pointed at the audience.  Apparently they weren’t impressed either.

      That’s when Clarice announces, “The final performance will be introduced by Lorn Valeran.”
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      Lorn appears from backstage carrying what I assume is a borrowed riding crop.

      “Wasn’t that a lovely warm-up?  Now it is time for some real entertainment.” His smug voice puts me on edge, engendering a sense of foreboding.  “Yoren, please bring Feliz to the stage.”

      The Valeran attendant in the midnight blue moans, “No!  Please, Your Grace!”   We all turn to see the two bodyguards dragging her to the stage despite her vigorous struggles.  They deposit her on the performance platform.

      Lorn says, “She is such an actress.  Feliz has been anticipating this since dinner.  A round of applause for Feliz.”  There is unenthusiastic applause from across the room.

      I murmur to my ladies.  “Weapons.  Deadly force is okay.  Be ready.  Does anyone want my pistol?”

      Marissa says, “I’m good.”

      Audrey says, “I could use one if you have a spare, but not your primary.”

      Viktorija places her clutch into Audrey’s hand.  “I need to practice.  It’s a twenty-five caliber automatic.  Seven shot magazine.  One in the chamber,” she mutters out the side of her mouth.

      The bodyguard Valya called ‘Reddy’ runs in back and quickly returns with a four-foot length of rope.  He gracefully jumps up onto the platform in front of Feliz.  Yoren holds her hands up by the elbows, and Reddy ties her hands together.  I can see the rope digging into her flesh from here.  Reddy raises her hands over her head, lifting her off her knees as she squirms.  Yoren grasps her dress and rips it open at the back zip all the way past her ass.  He drops the garment to let it pool around her knees.  Her figure is a tiny, perfect hourglass shape.  Apparently the dress is designed to hide the figure rather than accentuate her figure.  Her lean back is crisscrossed with scars old and new.  She has been whipped regularly for a long time.

      Yoren walks up to Lorn and genuflects.  The Duke of Valeran holds the crop out in both hands.  He intones, “Yoren of House Valeran.  I charge you with dispensing justice.  My slave, Feliz, has pleasured another man without my permission.”

      Feliz cries, “Your Grace!  I took no pleasure myself!  I only gave it, Your Grace!”

      Reddy slaps her HARD!  Her head rebounds off the limit of its free range of motion in each direction until it hangs slack from her long neck, spittle and blood dripping from her mouth.

      Lorn looks at her with disdain.  “Yoren, I charge you to dispense justice and uphold the honor of House Valeran.”

      Yoren takes the riding crop from his master’s hands and stands quickly.  He slowly saunters behind Feliz, flexing the crop and making test swings with it.  As fast as he is, he’s going to generate an unbelievable amount of force.

      He casually lays the crop on the pedestal and shrugs out of his jacket, which he lays near the crop.  Then he removes his shirt to reveal a lean muscular torso.  Except for the metallic choker around his throat, looking at him reminds me of Bruce Lee.  Yoren picks up both garments and hangs them off the handrail for the two steps leading down from the stage.  He looks at me and grins.  I flip him the bird in response.  He sniffs with disdain and returns to his duty.

      Reddy reaches down with one hand and twists Feliz’s nipple brutally.  My cock crawls inside my body from just the thought of it.  She screams in pain, suddenly awake.

      Yoren bounces back and forth as the room waits in breathless anticipation.  He stands at the far ‘stage left’ side of the stage - right in front of my ladies and me.  The crop dangles loosely from his hand as he stands at rest.  He explodes into motion.  In less than a second he is at the podium and finishing his bloody downstroke with the crop.  Blood splatters everywhere.  Before the blood hits the ground, Yoren is back in front of us at his starting point.  Feliz flesh is open like a book, and I swear I see exposed bone.  Yoren saunters up to inspect his work and tease the wound with the crop.

      I murmur, “He means to kill her.”  I look to Josie and back.  I murmur, “Is there anything wrong with Mason’s bolt?”

      She shakes her head.  “No.  He just couldn’t handle the confinement that long.”

      I reach into my left pants pocket and pull out a bolt and hand it to her as I look forward.  “Just in case.”

      Audrey murmurs, “Elves.  They gotta be elves.  Imps would be all over the place torturing people randomly.”  Yoren returns to his start point and launches again as Audrey continues.  “The thing is, elves aren’t that fast.  They’re faster and stronger than humans, but not as much as I’m seeing.  They are more like elite athletes.  I can barely track him when he’s moving.  He’s got something helping him.”

      I open my second sight and look at him as he arrives back at his start point.  The choker around his neck is covered in red glyphs and glowing brighter than his aura.  He shakes the crop in my direction and we’re all spattered with Feliz’s blood.  I flip him the bird again.  He laughs and launches again to split Feliz’s flesh a third time and return in the blink of an eye.

      Marissa says, “He stops in exactly the same place every time.”

      A plan clicks in my brain.  I mutter to my ladies, “As soon as he launches unload your clip in his start point.  Be careful of anyone backstage.”  I stand slowly.  All my ladies all stand up too.  I call out.  “Stop!”

      Interestingly, Yoren does.  I look at the audience.  “This isn’t a show.  It’s a murder.  Look at her.  You can see her bones in her parted flesh.  She’s dying.”  I hear clutches open.  I look to Valya to see her flushed.  She’s getting off on this!  I turn to Lorn.  I wave a hand in Yoren’s direction. “Stop this farce where it stands, Lorn.  Let us save her.”  I hear two slides move as I talk.

      He sneers, “You can’t save her, human.  She is mine to dispose of how I please.”   He nods to Yoren, and he explodes into motion, followed immediately by gunshots from behind me.  I pull mine and put a bullet in the center of Reddy’s chest.  I hear a shot from across the room and Lorn’s forehead blossoms in red as two slides lock back behind me.  I hand Marissa my pistol as I launch towards the stage and up on the podium.  I lean over Feliz as I’m hit by a truck.  I land about ten feet away and roll up to my feet, hands up.

      Yoren steps off the platform.  I start walking toward him.  I see six bullet holes.  That’s a good start.  He’s too fast for me to pull a weapon.  ‘I guess we’ll go with Plan B.’

      The elven guard sneers.  “Your bullets aren’t enough to stop me.”

      I channel my inner warrior.  “I don’t need them to kill you.  Just slow you down a little bit.  You ready to die, boy?”

      Yoren cants his head to the side in confusion as I get within six feet of him.  Then he smiles and launches toward me.  I do the last thing he expects.

      Yoren arrives and throws a mighty punch, but I dropped as soon as he moved.  He still manages to catch the top of my shoulder, but I manage to achieve my goal - I wrap my arms around his waist.

      I launch forward, picking the elven man up and rush headlong to the pillar at the front of the stage in front of my ladies.  Not wanting to mess this up, I wait for parts two and three until…

      ...THUD!  I slam Yoren into the pillar.  As his head droops, I head butt his nose, breaking it.   As he gasps his surprise, I grasp his throat in one hand and the metal collar in the other before unleashing my powers.  I try to pull his soul out, but it fights me like it’s chained to his body.  I call an audible and flood the collar with entropy energy while sucking the life energy out of the elf.  I see one glyph pop, then another, and a third before the collar comes off in my hand.  I keep sucking the life out of Yoren.  He has more than the zombie did in Walgreens, but it’s coming out easily enough.  It won’t hurt his soul, but I can address that.  I am just about to try again to pull his soul out when I am slammed in the back by another truck.

      I fall to the ground and Yoren starts to fall over me, which is a happy thing.  Yoren’s head takes the magically powered punch aimed at my face from Reddy.  The sound of Yoren's skull rupturing is nauseating.  Doesn’t matter because I have bigger problems.  Reddy has my bullet in the center of his chest, but the fucker still just kicked my ass.

      Reddy stands over me with tears, snot, and blood dripping down on me.  He looks like he’s about to tear me into pieces.  Suddenly five shots explode, and his chest erupts.  He falls on me.  He’s down, but not out.  I wrap my legs around him in a guard position and circle my arms around his back to reach inside the back of his jacket to grasp his metal collar.  I release the entropy energy into the collar and start sucking the life out of this one too.  The collar comes off in my hand, and I pull his soul out and hold it.

      I gasp, “Josie.”  She bounds up the steps with her Taser flashlight in one hand and the bolt in the other.  She catches his soul and pushes it into the bolt.

      I point at Yoren with my chin as I push Reddy off of me and start crawling towards Feliz.  “Him too.  Put ‘em both in there together.”

      She answers, “They will be damaged before very long.”

      “Don’t care,” I respond.

      I look at Valya and her servant sitting in their chairs.  The slave looks shocked.  Valya looks -  joyous.  That doesn’t make sense!

      I crawl to my feet and stumble to Feliz’s side.

      She mutters, “No more.  Please.  No more.”

      I tell her, “Never again, Feliz.”  I start pumping growth energy into her.  I turn to Valya and beckon her up.  Jack meets her at the end of her aisle and escorts her to me.  Darcie goes to stand with Marissa.  She gently takes my pistol from Marissa, and wraps her arms around her as Marissa’s sisters wrap them both in a group hug.

      I turn back to the small, destroyed woman on the pedestal.  She is bleeding profusely - I’m sitting in a puddle of it.  Her features look more delicate now, and her ears have pointed tops.  Her hair is no longer blond, but rather a walnut brown.  I look at the tattoo on her face with my second site, and see it’s actually a glyph.  I feed the carved glyph entropy energy, and it slowly fades.  Then I do the same with the ink in her skin.  Finally, I heal the flesh on her face.

      I gently reach up and fold the torn flesh back into place and keep pushing healing energy into her.  Her eyes search for mine.  She sighs, “What are you doing?”

      “Trying to save you, little one.”

      She is puzzled.  “Why?  Our house has always been an enemy of humans.  You’ve been foiling our ambitions for millennia.”

      I smile and stroke her cheek.  “Regardless.  No one deserves to be treated as you were.  I have removed your brand.  Does that mean you are free?”

      She closes her eyes and smiles.  I see a gentle nod.  She opens her eyes again, “Until I am enslaved again.”  She swallows hard as I continue to pump life back into her.  I don’t feel like I’m making any progress.

      I feel a small hand on my left shoulder and a larger one on my right.  I hear Jack behind me.  “Elves are notoriously hard to kill and harder to heal, Will.”

      “Gotta try,” I tell him as I focus on the little person prone beside me.

      “Why?” Valya asks.

      I turn to look in her eyes.  “Because you wouldn’t.”  She flinches from the accusation.  I look back to Feliz.  “She did not deserve to be beaten to death.  She did not deserve to be humiliated in front of your ancient enemies.  She did not deserve to be a slave.”

      Valya spits out, “Hypocrite!  Your women are your property.”

      I shake my head.  “No, Your Grace.  I keep releasing them, and they keep coming back.  I’m as much their property as they are mine.”  I watch the life force of Feliz fade despite my efforts.  It’s almost like my growth energy is passing through her without stopping.

      My mind races for something else I can try.  Josie and Rebecca stand across the pedestal from me.  Rebecca murmurs, “There’s almost nothing left, William.”

      I lean down and murmur into Feliz’s ear.  “I only have one more trick to try, Feliz.  In case it fails, and you leave before I finish, I want to wish you ‘good journey’ into the afterlife.”  I kiss her temple.

      I stand up on my knees and create an eight-inch ball of each kind of energy.  I focus my will, and slowly push the two balls together.  I hear Valya gasp and step back.

      I think to myself, ‘Gently now, William.  She can’t take the blast of the first one.  Life and death are the same - different sides of the same coin.  Entropy and growth are both required for life.  So let’s gently push them together.  Gently!  Now!’

      The two balls slowly meld into one glowing ball of white energy.  The air chills like every time I have tried this, but it’s colder due to having larger balls of energy involved.  I gently start pushing the energy into the small elven woman.  She gasps.  Her body readily absorbs the energy.

      Rebecca says, “Her aura brightened, Will.  But it only held for an instant and then faded.”

      “I don’t know what I’m doing!” I growl.  “I’m improvising!”  I pull up another couple of energy balls and do it again.

      Josie says, “Will, I don’t think anyone has ever done anything close to what you’re doing.”  Her breath frosts.

      I hear a familiar voice say, “Not as far as I know.”  I look up to see Bernadette standing next to Josie in full dominatrix regalia.  She looks sweaty and tired.  I look down stage and see everyone standing next to the stage looking on.

      Bernadette says, “Valya, you need to do some counseling of these people.  Follow Clarice.  She will get you set up.”

      Valya walks off behind me.  I look down at Feliz.  She smiles up at me.  “That felt nice.  Like that warm feeling you get after making love.  Not the one after fucking.  The one after making love.  I had that once.”

      I can see that she is nearly gone.  She says, “I don’t hate humans.  I got in trouble for trying to comfort that lonely man sitting beside me.  I rather like you.”

      I smile down.  “Thank you, Feliz.  I wish I had known you better.  I think I would have liked you, too.”  I pause for a moment.  “Would you like me to capture your soul and put you in a human body?  Maybe build you a new body?”

      She shakes her head minutely.  “I’ve been alive for the equivalent of three hundred and twenty-three of your years.  They have been filled with pain, fear, loneliness, and betrayal.  I think I would rather go to the Summerlands.  I will supposedly know only joy and love there.”

      I bend down and kiss her lips gently.  “Then safe journey, Feliz of House Valeran.  May you find the joy you seek.”

      I hold her hand as she closes her eyes.  I hear Luis instruct everyone to grab their belongings.  He tells them they will be questioned by a police officer on the way out the door.

      I stay there holding Feliz’s hand for some time.  Josie and Rebecca wrap their arms around me.  Jack rests his hand on the back of my head like my dad used to do.  Slowly, Feliz stops breathing.  Just before she releases her last breath, her lips turn up into a happy smile.  I kiss her hand and temple again before I slowly stand.

      ‘Damn!  I’m going to hurt for a while.’

      Rebecca tells me, “You’re healing rapidly, beloved.  Your organs appear to have knit themselves together, but I’m sure they are still bruised.  You are going to hurt for a couple of days.”

      Josie gently turns her head toward Rebecca and then back to me.  I look into her eyes as she smiles.  “Unless you decide to heal yourself, or let me heal you.”

      I pull them both into a hug as I breathe deeply, circulating growth energy through my body.  I pull entropic energy out of my body, and into my well.

      Josie murmurs.  “That’s it, Will.  Just like that.  Good job, husband.”

      I look over to Marissa, Audrey, Viktorija, and Darcie.  I murmur, “Let’s go check on Marissa.  She looks like she is in shock.  Audrey could probably use some hugs, too.”

      We walk towards the stairs, and I slowly pick up speed.  I gingerly make my way down the two shallow steps, and Marissa meets me at the bottom.

      I draw her to me and kiss her gently.  She releases my mouth and pulls me tight.  I manage not to groan from the pressure on my tender, abused body.

      Marissa looks up at me with glistening eyes.  “I was so worried I lost you when he slammed into your back and then punched at you.  Then he just stood there.  I let him have all my fear and anger.”

      “And five bullets,” Audrey adds.  “Tight shot group, too.”

      I smile at Audrey as I kiss Marissa’s hairline.  I agree with Audrey, “It was a tight shot group.  From my side it looked like his chest just exploded outward from one spot.”

      Marissa looks up at me with tears in her eyes.  “I wanted to kill him, Will.  Now I feel bad about taking his life.”

      I shake my head gently.  “You didn’t, Marissa.  You slowed him down enough that I could.  I killed him, and Josie bottled his soul.  Yoren’s too.”  I look over my shoulder at Josie, and she nods in response.  I see Bernadette in the background.  Vanessa, Serena, Cindy, Candice, and Michelle are all attending her as she peels out of her outfit.  They gather her garments, wash her down with sponges and towels, and help her into a clean robe.  She looks over at me watching and gives me a tired smile.  I blow her a kiss and turn back to my ladies.

      Jack jumps off the stage to wrap Darcie in a tight hug, murmuring quietly in her ear.   Darcie wraps her arms around him as she nods and burrows into his embrace.

      Audrey holds out my pistol to me.  The slide is locked back, and the magazine is in her other hand.

      I accept the weapon from her.  A quick look in the chamber confirms it’s clear, so I release the slide and dry fire it.  I accept the magazine and give it a quick look.  Yep.  Four rounds remaining.  I seat the magazine and holster the weapon.

      I tell my ladies, “Excuse me a moment, my lovelies.”

      I walk towards Jack and Darcie.  She is looking up at him with rapt eyes.  “Sorry to interrupt, folks.  I just wanted to thank you both for your help.  Jack with the fight, and Darcie with helping Marissa afterward.”

      Jack takes my offered hand and pulls me into a classic ‘man hug,’ complete with slaps on the back.  He lets me go and tells me, “I’ll go into battle with you anytime, Will.  That was ballsy as hell.”

      I chuckle sadly, “Not as impressive as I hoped.  I think those collars had healing powers in addition to speed and strength enhancements.  I wasn’t expecting to get hit by a truck in the back after I already put one through where his aorta should have been.”

      “Yeah.  Part of the Church’s training includes elven anatomy.  Based on where you shot him, your bullet probably went between two arteries, but I’m surprised it didn’t damage his spine more.”

      I shrug.  “Thus my comment on healing powers.”  Darcie slides in for a delightfully tight hug.  I tell them, “We’re headed to bed.  I wish you both a great night.  Maybe we can catch up tomorrow after breakfast.”

      Jack nods as Darcie releases me and hugs Jack again.  He says, “Sounds good, Will.  We have to leave in the afternoon.  We have a thing with the neighbors in Peoria tomorrow afternoon.   We’ll probably head back to Prescott after a late brunch on Sunday.  You?”

      “Here in the morning, Master Hiromatsu’s in the afternoon, then I’m flying out of town Sunday,”  I explain.  “Goodnight!”

      I wave and walk back to my ladies.  I tell them, “Let’s go to our room and get you out of those beautiful dresses, so we can do a little life affirmation.”

      I get a more energetic response than I anticipated after all the drama tonight.  It’s got to be close to midnight, too.

      Viktorija instructs, “Take the backstage route, Will.”  She slides past me on the steps, pausing long enough to brush a kiss on my cheek.  “Follow me, sir.”  She casts her eyes down as we all follow.  It’s probably my imagination, but it looks like she’s putting a little ‘sumpin’-sumpin’’ in her hips as she walks away.  Rebecca follows her.  Viktorija looks demurely over her shoulder to ensure we’re following.

      After Viktorija turns back to the front Rebecca stops and squats with her hands to her breasts.  She mouths “Oh my God!”  before she resumes following Viktorija, and we all chuckle.  Marissa is under one arm, and Audrey is under the other.  Josie takes the trail position.

      Marissa says, “Right?  Girlfriend has it going on!”  She leans around my chest to address Audrey.  “You tapping that?”

      Audrey frowns prettily.  “Sadly, no.  I’m following Will’s model.  Love her unconditionally and let her decide once she has fulfilled her obligations.”  We pass Bernadette’s party as she finishes a quick brush of her hair.

      We call, “Good night, Bernadette.”

      She responds warmly, “Goodnight, darlings!”

      Audrey picks up the previous conversation.  “Fortunately, Erica is very good about distracting me from my disappointment.”

      “I bet,” Marissa agrees.  “I had a zombie girlfriend.  If I hadn’t been looking for love, I would probably still be on that.  She was very skilled.”

      “Doesn’t hurt that she looks like a fashion model and is wickedly smart,” I comment.

      “You’d do her,” I hear Josie comment from behind me.

      I call back over my shoulder, “If my Amazon, my Warrior, my Kitten, and my Jewish Princess didn’t keep me worn out.”

      Josie snorts.  “As if.”  They all laugh.

      I think we’re more than a little punch-drunk.
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      Despite our best intentions, we strip, hit the showers, crawl into bed naked, and promptly pass out.  Adrenaline crashes are a no-kidding powerful force, and we were all spiking on adrenaline from the time Yoren first struck Feliz until the death of Reddy the bodyguard.

      I’m first in the shower because I just rolled my tux into a ball thinking I’ll get it cleaned when I’m back in Prescott.  The ladies all hang their beautiful garments before joining me.  As a result, I’m the first in the bed.  I ‘rest my eyes’ as I wait for my ladies to join me.  I wake up covered in women as the sun peeks in through the small gaps in the curtains.

      Surprisingly, neither of the ones lying on my shoulders are part of my family.  To my right, I see the lovely Bernadette.  She is sleeping soundly tucked up tight to my chest with a little trail of drool dripping from the corner of her mouth onto my shoulder, and her hair is unbound in a cascade of loose chocolate brown curls.  To my left I see Viktorija’s wave of blond hair mostly hiding her pretty face.  Audrey is draped across me and Viktorija.  Rebecca is laying between my legs with her head resting on the right half of my abdomen holding one of Bernadette’s legs.  I can’t see Marissa or Josie.  I hate to move for fear of waking any of the sleeping beauties.

      I hear a little slurp followed by a quiet, “Go ahead, darling.  Just come back.  We need you.”

      I kiss her forehead.  “Of course, dear-heart,” I murmur softly.  “I’ll not leave you, Bernadette.  As long you need me, I’m here.”

      Her eyes slowly open to look at me.  “You be careful, William James.  You say that to an old woman like me, I’ll count on it.”   She’s not smiling.  She’s very serious - slightly melancholy, too.  She looks emotionally drained.

      I respond just as seriously.  “You can, Bernadette.  Always.  I think I can safely speak for all of my family.  There are five of us that will always be there for you.”  I nod to my left, “This one, too.”  I give her a gentle smile.  “I suspect there are many more, Darling.  You need never be alone or stand alone, dear-heart.”

      She whispers, “I’m a whore, William.”

      “I don’t care, Bernadette.”  I frown at her.  “Honestly, how many times have you taken a client in the last five years.”

      She narrows her eyes, but her frown is fighting hard not to twist into a smile.  “Two last night.”

      I cock an eyebrow at her.  “Really?  Did you fuck them, or just beat the shit out of them?”  I give her a little smirk.

      She sighs, “Doesn’t matter.  I’m still catering to their sexual needs for money.”

      “Do you need the money, Bernadette?” I ask.

      She shakes her head gently.  “I never need to work a day again for the rest of eternity.  However, I have to do something with my life.  I grew up in a whorehouse, and I’ve been a whore most of my adult life.  There are not a lot of other options open once you are on that path.”

      “Didn’t you say you were a lawyer with your own practice?  Besides, you’re more madame than whore, sweetheart.”  I tell her, “Honestly, you’re more of a charity worker than anything else.  You take them in.  You help them with their troubles.  You offer them a variety of methods to pay you back.  The most lucrative just happens to be entertaining your party guests who pay the bills.”  Bernadette doesn’t look impressed.

      I hear a murmur to my left.  “Not true.  I earned more on the side than I do in the bed chamber.”

      Bernadette reaches across my chest and lays a gentle hand on Viktorija’s head.  “We’re not supposed to discuss those side jobs, Precious.”

      Viktorija nuzzles Bernadette’s hand drowsily.  She mutters, “Yes, Your Grace.”

      Bernadette’s eyes go soft as Viktorija goes still.  I just watch Bernadette and caress her back for a moment.  She eventually redirects her attention away from her lover to look at me.

      “I’m not a charity, William darling.  I would have to beat the shit out a lot more masochists to be able to treat this as a charity.  And before you say it, yes - lawyering is just another type of whoring,” she says.

      She looks tired and sad.  “I first started doing the dominatrix gig in the late 50s as the post-war standard of living started to become competitive - ‘keeping up with the Jones’ became a stressor.  During that time, one of my ladies came to me in the middle of a tryst to tell me her client wanted her to beat him with a belt.  She couldn’t do it, so I did.  I learned more about the BDSM culture after that.  That one client spread the word, and I rapidly became a professional Domme.  I worked to get into the character for it, and it didn’t bother me for quite a while.  It was something new after nearly one hundred fifty years in the business.”

      She wipes the drool from her chin.  “In the 80’s there was an uptick in clients wanting to be dominated as  ‘high-powered business executive’ became a thing.  Most of my subs were senior business execs - many worked for, or were competing with, strong women.  I was so busy as a dominatrix that I barely had time to care for my people.  I got tired of it.  I suppose between two consenting, committed adults, it could be something different, but as a rental - it’s just so tawdry.”  She smiles at me gently.  “Viktorija told me how you said that to Valya.  I thought it was perfect.”  She pauses for a moment and the smile disappears.  “My nature is to swim in lust; it’s food for my soul.  Sensual pleasures make me feel alive...complete.  The Domme gigs just leave me worn...exhausted.”

      “I know that you’re probably not looking for me to solve this for you.  Honestly, you don’t need my help, but maybe you don’t recognize the obvious answer.”

      She closes her eyes, “Quit.”

      I smirk.  “I told you - you don’t need me to solve this.”

      Bernadette smacks my chest lightly.  She rolls her head up to rest her chin on my shoulder, her eyes inches from mine.  “William, if things were different…”  She shakes her head.

      My voice drops low.  “What would change if things were different, Bernadette?”

      She just stares at me for a moment.  Finally, she lays her head back down on my shoulder and closes her eyes.  Her hand cups my neck and squeezes me as she releases a heavy sigh.  Eventually she releases my neck and opens her eyes.  “I need to check on my people.  It was a tough night for all of us.”

      I kiss her gently.  “Get a hot shower first, sweetheart.  It will help you relax.”

      She grins.  “I wouldn’t come cuddle you with all the sweat and muck from Domme sessions, sugar.”

      I grin back.  “Sugar, huh?”

      Her smile brightens.  “You’re that sweet, William darling.”  She brushes her lips over mine.  “I have to go, lover.  We’ll talk after breakfast about our little project.”  She starts to shimmy out from under Rebecca’s leg.  I see a hand slide back off Bernadette’s hip as she props herself up on her arm.

      I nod gently.  “Of course, love.”  She freezes and looks at me with pancake-sized eyes.  “Don’t freak out, Bernadette.  We’ve been lovers off-and-on for three years.  Of all the ladies here, you were the first.  At this point, you are my longest relationship and dearest friend.  I would kill for you - repeatedly.  I will comfort you when you are down.  I’m here for you.  Always.”

      She smacks my chest.  “Stop it, Will.  If you make me cry, I swear I’ll wear clothes for the rest of your visit.”

      I paste a scared look on my face.  “No!  Not that!”

      She smacks my chest again.  “Enough, William.  I must go.  After breakfast, darling.”  With that, Bernadette rolls to her feet and jumps over Josie to land lightly on the floor.  There’s not even a tremor in her ass, and I notice her hands are holding her ‘girls’ as she lands like a cat.  She looks over her shoulder at me and winks.  She pulls a floral print robe on as she walks out the door.

      Rebecca raises her head and mutters.  “Sleep, William.”

      “Where is Marissa?” I ask.

      Rebecca’s hand rises and points to the other side of Audrey.  I feel silky hair glide along my left thigh, and then Marissa appears rubbing the sleep from her eyes.  I crook a finger at her and point to the spot Bernadette just left.  She smiles gently and squirms around to stand on the mattress and jumps off the end of the bed.  Another firm-fleshed landing.  She picks up a comforter and covers Rebecca, Audrey, and Viktorija before dragging the covers up Josie’s hip.

      Viktorija sits up and slides out from under Audrey, so Marissa slides into her spot rather than trying to crawl over her larger wife without jostling her.

      She tells me, “Scoot over, Will.  I think Tori is coming back.”  I blanch as I try to figure out how to do this without kicking all my ladies.  I look at the chaise-lounge along the far wall.   I turn back to Marissa and point at it.  She nods, so I try to mimic the athletic feats of Bernadette and Marissa without falling on my face.  I definitely land with a thud.

      Marissa slides under my left arm as we walk over to the chaise or ‘fainting couch’.  I sit in the corner, and Marissa crawls onto my lap.  I wrap my right arm around her back and curl my left around her waist as I hear the toilet flush.

      “Beloved, you don’t look like you got much sleep,” I observe.

      She cuddles into my chest.  “Did okay.  Laying on your leg was more comfortable than I expected.  Rebecca and Audrey were covering me.  I think I’m the only one that had covers all night long.  It’s just that I had nightmares towards morning.”

      I nod, “That’s not unusual after combat.  I had a couple of replays myself last night.  That’s the only blessing of an adrenaline crash - it makes you sleep.”  She cuddles closer.  Viktorija emerges from the loo and looks at the empty spots on the bed.  Marissa catches her arrival in peripheral vision.  She turns to watch Viktorija.  Marissa and I chuckle when Viktoria gives a cute little pout and looks around to find us.  When she does, she smiles sleepily and starts marching towards us, snagging her robe on the way.

      Viktoria wraps her robe around Marissa’s shoulders.  Then she grabs the throw at the foot of the lounge and crawls up next to me.  She tosses the throw over her legs and lays over into Marissa’s lap, wrapping her arms around my beautiful lover’s waist.  Marissa strokes her hair, and Viktorija apparently drops off to sleep immediately.  Marissa seems to draw comfort from caressing her.

      “She’s so beautiful,” my hard-body lover observes.

      I respond immediately, “So are you, Marissa.”

      She smiles mildly.  “I wanted to be held by you last night.  I was upset about shooting those bastards, but the more upsetting part, the part that kept visiting my dreams, was the sight of you getting hit and flying across the room.  Twice.  I was so scared you wouldn’t get up - especially the second time when that guy tackled you into the wall and then punched you.”

      I nod with my face in Marissa’s silky hair.  “I got very lucky.  The other bastard was nearly dead, and I had a firm grip on his neck.  When Reddy ran into me, my hand curled around Yoren’s neck.  When he pulled me back off the wall, that minimal grasp of Yoren pulled him with me.   Reddy didn’t even stop to look; he just punched toward my head.  Fortunately, Yoren’s head intercepted the fist.  Then my beautiful wife pumped five rounds into his chest.  That let me beat him.  I actually had Josie bottle his soul.  I was too woozy.”

      Marissa snuggles a little.  “I keep seeing it in slow motion.  Jack shot Lorn and ran up to the stage as you shot Thug Two - I like that better than acknowledging he had a name.”

      “Thug Two it is,” I agree.

      Marissa says, “Jack kept looking for a shot at Yoren...er Thug One, but he was on you too fast.  I couldn’t believe you just picked him up and ran him into the wall.”

      “Still hurt like hell,” I interject.

      Marissa says, “Jack lowered his pistol and looked to Darcie.  He jumped off the stage, and Thug Two popped up before he hit the floor.  He already punched at you before Jack started raising his weapon.  I just remembered your last instruction.  You were out of the way, so I kept shooting him until he fell.  I couldn’t believe it when you put him in a guard.”

      “I had to keep him close, so I could get the choker off him.  I didn’t have enough left to get up and repeat the body-slam thing.”

      Marissa says, “I think Jack got another round off.  I remember seeing a flash of red off the back of his skull - like a graze maybe?  As he was falling.”

      I nod.  “That wouldn’t surprise me.  Jack’s a scary dude.  The shot that killed Lorn was an amazing shot.  That's a long distance for a standard pistol.  I would have aimed at center of mass rather than the center of the forehead.”

      Marissa murmurs, “I wanted to help you fight.  I started to move toward the stairs.  Audrey came with me, but Rebecca grabbed us both.  She said, ‘Don’t you dare go up there.  He’ll be worried about you and make a mistake.’  Josie said, ‘Do what he told you.  Shoot from here.’  So that’s what I did.”

      “Rebecca was right,” I confirm.  “I’m grateful for the help you did give me.”  I nuzzle her hair as I caress her hip with my right hand.  My left arm lies across Viktorija’s shoulders.  I look into the distance.  “I just keep thinking of Feliz.  From what she told me, she had been alive for three hundred and twenty-three years filled with pain and humiliation.  She also said she made love once - only once in hundreds of years.  Centuries of pain and only one experience of love.  I can’t even imagine that.”

      “Me either,” Marissa replies.  “Even when I was struggling with Carla, I didn’t feel unloved.  Apparently I was, but she made it feel like there was something there.  The lack of empathy and a feeling like I was her lowest priority were what caused me to break up with her.”    She sits upright in my lap.  “Will, I miss her.”   I nod.  “Does that upset you?”

      “No, beloved.  It does not.  You were with her for two years.  I would be more worried if you didn’t.”  I grin at my lover.  “Besides, who are you with?”

      Marissa kisses me passionately.  When she releases my mouth she looks deep into my eyes.  “You, William James.  Always you.  I’m counting on the exact opposite of Feliz’s life.  Centuries swimming in the love of my man and our ladies.”

      “Sounds fabulous, doesn’t it?” I say with a nod.

      A little hum escapes Viktorija’s lips as she nods slightly.  Marissa and I both chuckle.

      There is a knock on the door.  Clarice walks in, but keeps a hand on the door.  She’s wearing cream colored silk pyjamas in a Chinese style, and her hair is down on her shoulders.  She surveys the bed and then scans the room until she finds me.  She walks over and kneels with a hand on my knee and Viktorija’s back.

      She murmurs, “Please pardon the intrusion, Lord.  The Mistress needs you.”

      Viktorija sits up with a ‘hmm’ sound.  Marissa hops off my lap as I ask, “Is there time to dress?”

      Clarice says, “Yes, Lord.  It’s not an emergency.   She did bid me tell you ‘you’re clean enough.’  Although…” Clarice gives me an impish grin.  “I wouldn’t mind if you wanted to get dirty.”

      I tousle her hair and she squeals.  “Child, you’re going to get some poor unwary man into trouble.”

      She follows Marissa and I to the closet.  Clarice says, “Not for much longer, Lord.  If I can just hang on until my birthday, I’ll be legal.  Then watch out!”

      I tell Marissa, “Go back to bed, my love.  I’ll be back shortly”  Viktorija hugs her quickly and retrieves her robe from Marissa’s shoulders.

      I pull on jeans, a t-shirt and boots.  I reload my pistol and strap on weapons before I pull on my blazer.

      Viktorija and I follow Clarice to Bernadette’s office.

      I’m surprised to see the surviving elven maid tied in a classic ‘shrimp’ Shibari construct at the base of Beradette’s Desk.  Rather than the gold dress she was wearing last night, she appears to be in a cotton shift.  The ropes dig deeply into her flesh.

      Serena is attending Bernadette in a fluffy pink fuzzy robe.  I tell her, “Hello Serena.  I haven’t seen you since we helped Vanessa. How have you been?”

      Serena smiles wryly.  “I’ve been pouting since I was supplanted as the mistress’ favorite playtoy.”

      Viktorija pleads, “Please don’t be like that, Serena.”

      Serena hugs her.  “I’m not bitter anymore.  I can see how much you love each other.  I suspect she may not even argue the point.”

      Bernadette says, “I don’t, Serena.  That doesn’t mean I don’t still care about you, too.”

      Serena says, “I know, Mistress.  I’m just a jealous bitch at heart.”

      Bernadette kisses the brunette passionately.  When she releases Serena, she pulls me into a hug and kisses me.  She says, “All this raw emotion is making me hungry.”

      I hold her under against me as I point to the elf.  “What does this signify?”

      Bernadette says, “She is supposed to be a present from Valya to make up for the mess they caused last night.”

      “Is that normal?” I ask.  “Why would she do that?  She seemed attached to this one more than Feliz.”

      Bernadette is looking at the girl like a raptor about to lunch.  Bernadette says, “I have my suspicions.”  She shrugs and then smiles at me.  “Let’s discuss what happened last night at breakfast.  Candice is working to get breakfast ready in the dining room.   For now, what shall we do with her?”  She points at the elf.  “I don’t want to question her until we can get her out of that predicament.”

      I look at her with second sight.  “I don’t see any glyphs - just the standard red demon aura,” I comment as I roll her hover.  Her branded cheek doesn’t look right.  It’s distorted.

      I tell the elf, “Drop your glamour, miss.”

      She yells something into her gag.

      I pull my clip knife and reach for the gag.  She flinches as I cut the cloth gag from her mouth.

      “Stay away, human filth!” she exclaims.  “I’m not a human lover like Feliz!”

      I shake my head and touch her cheek where it doesn’t look right, which causes her scream.
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      I implore the elf.  “Please let me see what the problem is so we can relieve your pain.”

      She sniffs as the glamour drops to reveal a being more beautiful than Feliz or Valya.  She has the same svelte figure, longer ears, rich long chestnut hair, and luminous skin.

      The flesh has been carved from her face where the tattoo was.  “Holy shit,” I mutter.  “Let me heal that.”

      The petite girl sobs.  “You can’t.  I have the same glyph Feliz had.  It absorbs healing energy and channels it to my mistress.”

      Bernadette scolds her.  “I’m your mistress now.”  In a gentler tone she adds, “I assume you mean Duchess Valeran.”

      The elf nods.

      I ask, “Where is the glyph?  I don’t see anything.”

      The elf answers.  “It’s right above my clit.  My mistr...Duchess Valeran likes to put them in the hairy parts of the body and the bottoms of your feet where people are less likely to find them.”

      “Jeez,” I exclaim.  “There is no limit to the depravity of these people!  What’s your name, miss?”

      She says, “Ilara’en.”

      There is something strange about the way she puts the syllables together.  I struggle to repeat it. “Ila-ra En?”

      Bernadette corrects me gently, “It’s all one word, Will.  ‘Ilara’en.’  Think of it as having two primary emphasized syllables.”

      “Ilara’un”

      Bernadette spells it.  “I-l-a-r-a apostrophe e-n.  ‘En’ like ‘Lauren,’ Lord.”

      “Ilara’en,” I say.  Ilara’en nods to confirm I have it approximately right.

      “Ilara’en, I’m going to cut your bonds.  Once that is done, you will strip and sit on the sofa.  Clarice will give you a cloth to cover modesty.  Once we’ve done that I will remove the glyph that prevents healing if I can.  If it works, I’ll heal your face.”

      Bernadette adds, “After that, Lord William will bind you to me.”

      Ilara’en answers, “Yes, Mistress.”  She looks at me as I cut the ropes.  She says, “Lord, I have no modesty.  I have been used by every male in house Valeran and its staff repeatedly.   It will make this go faster if we skip worrying about my modesty.”

      I massage Ilara’en’s joints to help get circulation back into them.  She was bound dangerously tight.  Once I’m satisfied that I’ve done what I can do, I help her to her feet.  She is a little unsteady on her feet as she shrugs out of her shift.

      Bernadette tells Clarice, “Please burn that or put it in the rag bag, darling.  Even if we have her doing domestic work, she should have nice clothes.  Tori, please whip something up for her quickly.”

      Both ladies bow to their mistress.

      I take Ilara’en by the hand and lead her to the fainting couch that I remember so fondly.  She seems flustered more by my kindness than by her nudity.  I lift each of her legs and check the bottoms of her feet with my second sight.

      I instruct her, “Lay down please, Ilara’en.”   She does, which allows me to run my fingers through her sparse muff.  There is definitely a glyph in there.  I use entropic energy to turn the hairs to powder.  Once I’ve done that, I push entropic energy into the glyph.  It slowly fades and disappears.

      “Great,” I comment.  “Now let’s try to heal the wound on your face.”

      I look for remnants of a glyph, or one that is embedded in the muscle of her face.  Nothing is apparent.  So I push growth energy in the exposed muscles of her face.  Once they are looking healthy, I focus on the skin.  I push energy into it and it slowly begins to grow back together.  As the gaps in the skin close, I use my fingers to align the edges of the flesh and try to gently grow them together.  There will be scarring, but I’m trying to minimize it.  When I’m done, there is a small knot of scar tissue about the size of a peppercorn and faint lines running into it.

      “Ilara’en, that’s as good as I can do I’m afraid.  I’m pretty new to all of this,” I tell my patient.  I look at Bernadette.  “Jack wasn’t kidding about how difficult it is to heal elves.  I pushed about three-quarters of the energy I harvested last night into her.”

      Bernadette nods.  “I never had the opportunity to try, but Julius said as much.  Even so, you might have been able to save Feliz if not for Valya’s glyph.”

      I frown.  “I suppose I’ll never know.  I’m glad I was able to help you, Ilara’en.”  I stand and offer her my hand.  The elven woman rises to her feet.  I have my boots on, so the crown of her head is still significantly below my collarbone.

      Bernadette says, “Now the ownership glyph, darling.”

      I squint at Bernadette.  “I thought I couldn’t do that to a being with a soul.”

      Bernadette shakes her head.  “Elves are different from humans.  Their innate toughness allows them to take glyphs in their flesh without harming their souls.  Most humans would die from what Ilara'en has experienced, and she is far from the most-marked elf I’ve ever seen.  Use your pure energy and your glyph.”  She communicates with her eyes.

      I raise the elf’s silky hair off her neck and inscribe my glyph into the base of her skull.  When I finish, she gasps.

      “What are your orders, Master?” she asks.

      I cup her newly healed cheek.  “I want you to serve Bernadette - accept her as your mistress.  I want you to support her and strive to find happiness doing it.  No matter the duties you are assigned, I think you will find service to Bernadette is vastly superior to serving Valya.  I will check on you frequently, Ilara’en.”

      The elven woman curtsies gracefully.  Clarice and Viktorija lead Ilara’en out of the office to get her settled.

      Bernadette wraps me a hug.  She tells me, “Ilara’en is not a gift.  She’s here for a purpose.  I just don’t know what she is here to do.”  She squeezes me.  “I don’t need this distraction right now.  I don’t know Valya well, but she is now the sole head of an elven house.  I wouldn’t put it past her to have pushed Lorn to pull his stunt last night in the hopes we would eliminate him for her.”

      “What does that mean?” I ask.

      “Well,” Bernadette says.  “Lorn was born to house Valeran.  Based on what I know of elven society, that means there were no female heirs to the house when the previous Duchess died.  With his marriage to Valya, Valya became the heir to the duchy.  Now she doesn’t share the throne; she is the throne.  And she’s establishing a presence on this planet.”

      “What do you know about her?” I ask.

      “Not enough,” Bernadette says.  She squeezes me tightly and looks up at me. “The timing is suspect.  And elves don’t normally run around in the wild.  They take a host and then go home when they are done.  Sometimes they will contract as individuals to stay in person for a limited time, but only in ones and twos.  It’s unsettling that they are here openly.”

      “She mentioned to Lorn that he should just demand Clarice as tribute,” I tell her.

      “She what?”  Bernadette asks.  Her eyes blaze.  “It’s a good thing Jack killed him, because I would kill him for that.  If the opportunity presents itself, Valya is dead.”  She buries her face in my chest.  “She’s like a daughter to me, Will.”  She looks up at me.  “She used to call me ‘Mummy’ when she was little.  I love her so much.”

      I assure her, “We’ll protect her, Bernadette.  Don’t worry, Love.”

      She smiles up at me, “You better be careful throwing that pet name around, William Darling.  I may start to take it to heart.”

      “Any time, Bernadette.”  I kiss her gently, and she quickly escalates.

      She eventually releases my mouth and tells me.  “Let’s go feed you, Darling.”

      Bernadette grabs my arm and escorts me to the dining room.

      Jack and Darcie come down the stairs as we walk past on our way to the dining room.  My ladies are already at the table along with Serena, Rosalie, and Michelle.  Candice, Chantelle, and Tanu serve breakfast of fresh fruit, yogurt, waffles, back bacon, and scrambled eggs.

      We all load up on the deliciousness on the table served by the delicious ladies.

      Darcie asks, “So what happened last night?

      Audrey says, “It’s unusual for elves to be here running around outside a host.”

      Bernadettes says, “House Valeran, one of the royal houses on the elven home planet, is establishing a presence locally.  They are the worst of the worst.  They consider themselves warriors, and they don’t give a shit about what anyone else thinks.  Other houses consider them rabble and thugs.  They have a rather small continent on their home planet that is severely overcrowded.

      As a result, they are constantly fighting to gain more territory.  Other houses on their planet band together to keep them on their ‘little rock,’ which is about the size of Australia.”

      Marissa does a quick Google search.  “Australia has about thirty-three people per square kilometer.  It says that translates to about twenty-six million people spread over roughly eight hundred thousand square kilometers.”

      Bernadette says, “House Valeran’s continent has a density closer to twenty-five thousand people per square kilometer - they have twenty billion people on roughly the same land mass.  They have very little farm land to feed themselves.”

      Marissa says, “Damn!  We only have a little less than eight billion people on our whole planet.”

      Bernadette says, “Their culture doesn’t really promote arts and intellectual pursuits like most of the other houses - fighting, fucking, and farming are what they do.  Controlling urges and restraint are essentially inconceivable to them - especially the royals.  With a roughly five hundred year life span and no thought towards birth control, there’s no mystery how their planet is so overpopulated.  It would be worse, but they lose a lot of people to war and famine.  They also sell their people into slavery to other houses to keep the rate of increase on their lands from rising too fast.”

      Ilara’en walks in wearing a forest green silk kimono.  Viktorija and Clarice follow her in.

      Ilara’en adds, “We also cull ten-to-fifteen percent of our population every year.  Birth defects and chronic illness are death sentences.”

      “Jeez!” I proclaim.

      Ilara’en says, “Duchess Valya is from House Serenissima.  Magic is their strength.  She was a minor royal in House Serenissima, so becoming Duchess of House Valeran was a big leap for her.  House Valeran attacks House Serenissima frequently due their proximity, and she brokered a deal to provide food to House Valeran for five years if the Duke would marry her and turn their attentions elsewhere.  He did.  She makes the collars for the guards.  She hands them out only to her chosen favorites.  She put the glyphs on me.  She personally tied me up, cut the glyph off my face, and told the janitor to take out the trash and drop it off here.  The card was an afterthought,” she tells Bernadette.

      Ilara’en wipes her eyes.  “Valya may act appalled at how House Valoren behaves, but she loves inflicting pain and was happy about you killing off Lorn.  Less so about her pets, the guards.  Sometimes I think she is part imp.”

      I ask, “What was the point of last night?”

      Jack answers, “Making contacts.  I don’t think it worked out like they planned.”

      Ilara’en says, “They knew that powerful and famous people attend Bernadette's parties.  I don’t think killing off Lorn was in the plan, but I am certain she took it as a boon.  She is now the sole ruler of House Valeran.  This world should tremble.”

      Bernadette says, “Thank you for sharing that, Ilara’en.  Clarice, please take Ilara’en to the kitchen for something to eat.”

      Those that remain at the table continue eating.  When Ilara’en is gone we discuss the plan for ‘he who shall not be named.’

      Bernadette says, “My foundation spun up quickly and has identified three candidates.  We should have one here by the time you get back from North Carolina.”

      Audrey says, “I will summon a lesser imp next weekend for Will to practice his craft.”

      I mentioned, “Despite how much I want to do that, what’s the likely benefit?”

      Bernadette shrugs, “Negligible.  It would be better to summon the same species and kill them for practice.  I’m not willing to intentionally bring one of them here.”

      Audey agrees, “No way.”

      Jack nods.  “I agree.”

      Bernadette says, “I’m thinking we do it in four weeks.  Does the 9th of November work for everyone?”

      We all agree that it does work.  So we finish breakfast with lighter conversation.
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      After breakfast, we slowly get ready for Master Hiromatsu’s class.

      All four ladies come along to train together while I train with the advanced class.  Master Hiromatsu works with them on jo staff techniques and tactics, and he teaches them basic sword strikes with bokken.  Master Nakamura runs the advanced class.

      Master Nakamura drills us on long, short and combined sword tactics.  After about an hour, he switches to open-hand and short stick and knife attacks rotating through opponents several times before switching to a Bull-in-the-Ring scenario.

      I’m very focused after last night, and my performance reflects it.  I actually hold my own against all five of the other senior students, and I excel in multiple attacker scenarios.  Master Nakamura nods respectfully at the end of the exercise.

      We take a break after that, and Master Hiromatsu pulls me aside while the ladies keep practicing.

      Master Hiromatsu says, “Your ladies are very focused.  You appear more focused, too.”

      “Yes sir,” I agree.  “We were attacked last night.  People died.  I probably should have died.  I was attacked by two opponents that were stronger and faster than me.  They were intent on killing me.”

      He asks, “Why are you still alive?”

      I think about it for a moment.  “I refused to be a victim.  I worked with the advantages I had.  Used my strengths to find ways around theirs.  Honestly, Marissa saved me in the end.”

      Master Hiromatsu nods.  “The fierce one.  She is formidable.  The Korean is also formidable.”

      “Yes sir,” I agree.  “They both trained from the time they were young.  Their fathers are teachers.”

      The Master says, “That helps with effectiveness.  However, their devotion to you and each other is what makes them fierce and formidable.”  He looks at the floor for a moment before locking on my face.  “I would like to test them.”

      “What do you propose, sir?”

      The Master says, “I would like for each of them to face off against a senior student.  Then two against one senior student.  Then all four against two senior students.  Attackers will have shock knives.”

      “May I coach them, sir?” I ask.

      He nods, “I think that would be best.”  He turns to Nakamura-sensei.  “Shiro, I will be working with William and the ladies.  I would like to use your students as attackers in about five minutes.”

      Master Nakamura bows.  “Yes, Master.”

      I have the ladies demonstrate what they have learned.  I point out a few things to be careful of, but I am careful to be encouraging and not overwhelm them by teaching them new ideas.  I ask for questions, and there are a couple.  Once they are done talking, I tell them what we are going to do.

      Marissa asks, “Rebecca?  Josie?  Are you two okay with this?

      Josie looks fierce as she grunts, “Yep.”

      Rebecca grimaces.   “I have to be ready to fight for my family.  I can’t do that by being coddled.  I’ve been dead once.  I don’t intend to do it again.”

      “Damned right,” Josie agrees.

      Marissa and Audrey nod to each other.  She says, “Okay.  Let’s do this!”

      I tell Master Hiromatsu, “We’re as ready as we can be today, sir.”

      The Master says, “Alright then.  Ladies, prepare to defend yourselves.  If you do not, you will feel the sting of the blade - it is a shock blade like an animal prod.  Injury is a possibility.  The men you will face are adept and dangerous when provoked.  I understand you were attacked last night.  Remember what that was like.  Remember your fear and your anger.  Don’t let those emotions control you, but use them to establish a fierce mindset.”

      The ladies nod and sound off.  “Yes, sir!”

      Master Hiromatsu tells them, “First you will face one on one attacks.”  Shiro walks up with his students.  Master Hiromatsu tells the attackers, “Do not take it easy on them.  As the slight one said, they won’t learn if we coddle them.”

      Marissa steps forward with her bokken at the ready.  No bow.  No preliminaries.  The attacker just attacks her quickly with the shock knife.

      Marissa shuffles forward, dropping the point of her bokken.  As the attacker stabs forward toward her core, Marissa slides off the line to the left and whips the bokken in an upward cut, but then drives the hilt of the weapon into his face, steps up the circle, and whips the blade down into the back of the man’s neck.”

      Like all of Shiro’s advanced students, the attacker is well trained and steps off the line of attack, but Marissa still manages to catch the side of his neck with the blade.  He stumbles, and the Master calls a halt.

      Master Hiromatsu addresses the attackers.  “This one is the strongest.  The Korean is also trained - not new to the sword like the rest.  The other two are novices.  Next.”

      Rebecca steps up with a bokken at the middle ready stance - a Chudan no Kamae.

      The attacker holds his knife in front of his right shoulder, similar to the Hasso no Kamae - the over the shoulder ready position.  He launches forward and knocks Rebecca’s bokken out of the way.

      Rebecca steps up the circle and squats below her grip as the momentum of attacker’s strike takes his blade past her.  She keeps her bokken over her shoulder as she rises before cutting downward across his knife arm, but he reverses his cut to deflect her blade.

      Rebecca slides closer, dropping the tip of her blade to her right.  However, her attacker drags the shocking blade across her side, causing her to fold forward.  In the process she clips his throat with her blade.

      The Master calls, “Yame.  Stop!  That was nearly ‘aiuchi,’ a simultaneous kill.  You stopped your opponent, but you won’t be there to protect your family against the next.”  Rebecca nods.

      The attacker bows deeply, and she returns it.  The attacker concedes, “Good first time.”

      Josie steps up and takes a classic overhead Jodan no Kamae position.   Her attacker tries to circle her, but she remembers the early footwork lessons and applies them well.  Her maneuvers are not perfect, but they are good enough to keep her attacker from cross footing her.

      The attacker reverses direction, and Josie drops back to change her lead.  He reverses again, and she drags her lead back to switch her lead before she launches toward him.  The attacker's eyes open wide, and he launches back a step.

      Josie maintains her momentum, and he acts disgusted like he’s going to quit, and then launches straight forward.

      Josie drops back her trail leg to create distance and slams the heavy stick into his forearm.  The attacker drops the blade in pain, but keeps moving around Josie to deliver a finger strike with his left hand to Josie’s left carotid.  She folds to the floor.

      The Master calls, “Yame.  Halt!”  He waves me forward to check Josie while Shiro checks the attacker.  I massage Josie’s neck, and she starts coming around.

      The attacker offers Josie a hand up, so I back out of the way.  She takes it, and he pulls her up.

      He bows deeply.  “That was a good strike.”

      Master Hiromatsu explains to Josie, “It was not a killing strike, so he continued to attack.  If you had a blade he might well have bled out.  Regardless, he took you out of the fight and had the ability to get to your family.  You have to finish your opponent Josie-san.”  The Master lets that sink in.  Josie doesn’t drop her eyes, but rather she nods in acceptance.  The Master smiles at her.  “Regardless, it was a good first time.”

      Josie says, “Thank you, sir.”  She bows to the teacher, then again to her opponent.  The guy grins at her and nods.

      Audrey steps up and takes the middle stance, the Chudan no Kamae, but with her right leg forward.  It’s something I would have expected from Marissa, as Kenpo practitioners like to put the dominant hand and foot forward more than other arts.  I wasn’t aware that any Korean arts did that.

      The attacker is a large, older black guy.  I knew him in the desert.  He was an Operations Sergeant-Major for First Infantry Division.  He used to teach this one kid from the Division Band when we were in the sandbox.   He’s always kind of gruff, but I’ve always liked him.  We like to push each other hard on the mat and joke around when we are off.

      He says to Audrey, “Your dad is Steven Cheung.”

      She nods.  “Yes, Mr. Montgomery.  I…” he attacks, and she pokes him hard in the ribs.  “...remember you from tournaments when I…” he bats her blade away with his and charges.  Audrey slides across his line of attack, striking the top of his thighs hard enough to elicit a wheeze.  “...was a kid.”  She reverses the blade and strikes his leg in the back of the knee.  He stumbles.  “You always were…”  She brings her blade up over her shoulder as she continues to maneuver around the back of him.  “...tricky.”  She brings the blade down into his trapezius in a diagonal cut.

      He shouts, “Damn!” as the wooden blade hits him hard enough to leave a large bruise.  He falls to the floor, and Audrey maneuvers to stand between Sergeant Major Montgomery and her family with her sword at the ready.

      Master Hiromatsu looks at Audrey.  “You are more skilled with a sword than I thought.”   Her attacker gets to his feet and stands at attention

      Audrey bows her head slightly.  “You are too kind, sir.”  Then she bows deeply to her opponent and backs away.

      I pull all the girls back, and we share observations and learnings.  I emphasize that the attitude of a sword or a stick is offensive.  Taking the offense is completely appropriate.

      They take another turn each.  As expected, the attackers are less forgiving this time.   They face their opponents again - Josie, Rebecca, Audrey, Marissa.  Three of them get cut this time.  Audrey loses the use of an arm and has to finish one-handed.  That allows her attacker to get around her, and he cuts her throat with the shock blade.   Rebecca also gets circled and gets her throat cut.  Marissa gets her sword tied up.  She punches her opponent, but he still opens her stomach.  Josie survives, but she lets her attacker turn her.  He turns to attack us.  Audrey, Rebecca, and Marissa all three jump on him and smack the crap out of him, but Josie still lost.

      We circle as the attackers get themselves organized again.  I ask, “What did you learn?”

      Rebecca says, “Offense doesn’t mean headlong attack.”

      Josie answers, “Position is important.”

      Marissa chips in, “Just because I have a bigger weapon doesn’t mean I have the advantage.  Also, don’t forget your other weapons.”

      I tell them, “Good.  You learned good lessons.  Now, don’t let it get you down.  Keep your battle focus, ladies.  You are protecting your family.  Remember how you felt while I was in battle yesterday and nearly died.  You are fighting to save me and your sisters.”

      I can see the fire light up again in their eyes.

      The third round goes better for all four of them; although, Josie and Rebecca were defeated.

      After a quick break, I tell them, “Now you’re going to work in teams of two against an opponent with a sword.”  They nod.

      They pair off.  Marissa and Rebecca step up first.  Their training at working together in Prescott shows dividends.  Rebecca covers Marissa’s left flank.  They end up holding off for nearly a full minute before the attacker scores a mortal blow on Marissa.  Rebecca chops his sword arm and right leg, and ends up surviving.

      Josie and Audrey struggle more, but they make up for it by talking to each other.  Josie’s size is an advantage - she is as tall as their opponent.  The attacker uses similar tactics as the previous guy did to Rebecca and Marissa, but Josie counterstrikes his downward blow at Audrey.  Audrey steps up the circle and eviscerates him as he looks at Josie’s blade in surprise.  Audrey takes the opening to deliver a finishing blow to the back of his head.  Both ladies take up ready stances until the Master calls a halt.  They bow to their opponent.

      Then all four ladies face two attackers.  All four ladies are taken out at the end of it, but only Ken Watanabe is still standing at the end - with only one functioning hand.

      I ask the ladies, “Whaddya think about a real challenge?”

      Marissa’s eyes light with fire.  “Battle,” she whispers fiercely.

      I address the Master, “Sir, I would like to join in.  Might we have more attackers?”

      He nods and points to Master Nakamura and Gus ‘Monty’ Montgomery.

      I huddle the ladies.  “We can’t match up to them one on one, so maneuver to stay in support of each other.  Master Nakamura is masterful with a sword.  Monty is proficient, but Audrey’s better.  I’ve never beaten the other two one-on-one.  This will be tough.  But we’re all together fighting to protect each other.  Take a moment to find your inner warrior, and bring her out.  People will be hurt this time.  Playtime is over.”

      They all nod, and we take a seat to do deep breathing.

      I find my center and stand.  Audrey and Marissa follow shortly after me; Rebecca is only a moment behind them.  Josie takes her time.  We have it to take, so I let her.  Just as I’m about to call her she opens her eyes with a fierce look of determination and stands.

      I tell the Master, “We are ready, sir.”

      Master Nakamura stays back and lets the other three attack.  He directs them and assesses where he can do the most good.  Gus Montgomery lines up in the center with Ken Watanabe and Cory Ito taking his flanks.   The battle is brutal.  Ken takes out Rebecca, but Marissa gets him as I dispatch Gus.  Master Nakamura cuts Marissa across her torso and backs out again.  Cory guts me, but Josie and Audrey double-team him.  Cory manages to knick Josie’s throat with his bokken as she guts him, leaving Audrey and Shiro Nakamura.  Audrey changes her tactics to deal with the situation, relying on the low postures of Kuk Sul Won to cut Master Nakamura’s legs from under him.

      At the end, only my Kitten is standing.

      Marissa stands and exclaims, “Damn!  Now that was as a workout!”

      I tell her, “You sound like your dad.”  She grins before we trade bows with our opponents.

      After whispering my plan to Josie, I invite everyone to sit in a circle.  Josie sits across from me.  We all sit in a loose half-lotus posture, holding our hands out to our neighbor - left palm-up, right palm-down.

      I direct everyone to inhale deeply for a four count, then exhale for four.  Master Hiromatsu sits in the center with beads in his hand and hums a slow steady cadence.  Josie and I send growth energy to our right - pushing the energy around the circle.

      After one hundred circles, I nod to Master Hiromatsu.   He stops humming and claps his hands before barking, “Seiza!”  We all move to the Japanese seated posture.  Rebecca and Josie follow the example of those around them.

      The Master commands, “Re-e!”  We all bow to the ground.

      Master Hiromatsu sits up, and we all return to seiza.  He addresses the class.  “Good training session today.  I think we all learned and challenged ourselves.  Mr. Montgomery, your sword work was better today than I have ever seen from you.  Keep working with Master Nakamura.  His tutelage is paying off.”

      He turns to George Kim.  “Mr. Kim, you seem to have recovered from your injury.  You were nearly back to your normal high standard.  Good work today.”

      Akio McCormick is next.  “Mr. McCormick, your acting skills need work; however, your creative problem solving when attacking the young ladies was entertaining regardless.  I don’t recommend you try that again with one of these ladies.  You either, Mr. Montgomery.”

      The Master turns to Cory.  “Mr. Ito, you are still telegraphing your attacks with a weapon.  Even Mr. James picked up on it.  He’s never defeated you before, so either he is getting better or you are telegraphing more.  Probably both.  I recommend slow practice.”

      Ken is next.  “Mr. Watanabe, you seemed distracted all day today until ‘bull in the ring.’  I’m glad you found training cathartic, but please do not bring your troubles from outside into the dojo.  It distracts from your learning, but it also means you don’t challenge your fellow students as much as you can.  That distracts from their learning, too.”  Ken bows to our teacher.

      Then it’s my turn.  “Mr. James, we do not see you often enough.  Please continue to train as much as you can while you are out of town.  Whatever you are doing is causing you to improve.  Your lady friends are welcome to return whenever they like.”

      Audrey asks, “Master Hiromatsu, may I bring my roommate to regular classes?  She has no training, but perhaps we could join your new student class?”

      The Master says, “You won’t be in the same group as your friend, Ms. Cheung.  However you are both welcome to join us here on Tuesdays and Thursdays at seven in the evening.”

      We all bow again before Master Hiromatsu says “Class dismissed.”
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      We put away training weapons and visit.  The ladies all introduce themselves to the seniors with a bow, a smile, and a handshake.

      I pull Cory Ito aside, and discuss taiji training with him. He’s reluctant to try another art, but I try to sell him on it.  “It will help staying relaxed and moving with intention.  There are sword forms there, too.  You might find it helpful.  Master Hiromatsu got me into it to help me relax as I move.”

      Cory says, “I’ll consider it.  Thanks, Will.”

      Ken Watanabe pulls me aside.  He’s Chief Financial Officer at one of the IT consulting firms in town.  He asks about me doing a side job writing some test automation.  He says it may require a couple of days in the office to get oriented, but then could be done as available remotely.  I give him a card with my personal contact info, and I tell him I would be thrilled for the opportunity.

      Gus Montgomery comes over and stares down his nose at me.  The guy is noticeably taller than me, and I know he’s a bad-ass - Ranger, Special Forces, Combat Infantry, former drill sergeant, and retired Sergeant-Major.  He's at least ten years older than me, but looks like he could gear up and go kick ass in the sandbox at a moment’s notice.   He is good at looking intimidating.  I just grin at him.

      I ask him, “What’s on your mind, Sergeant-Major?”

      He looks around as he ushers me off the mat before standing in front of me to stare me down.  Finally he says, “How did a puny little punk like you manage to get all that fine pussy following you around?”

      I’m dumbstruck.  I don’t know whether to kill him or laugh.  Before I can respond, my ladies drape arms over his shoulders.  Audrey hooks one elbow while Marissa does the same.

      Marissa says, “He has a horse dick and knows how to use it,”

      Audrey says, “He ties me up and sticks that big cock into all my holes to make me squirt.”

      Rebecca adds, “Squirt across the room.”

      Josie grins.  “Screaming loud enough to wake the dead.”

      Rebecca whispers, “All.  Night.  Long.”

      Marissa murmurs, “With all of us.”

      Rebecca wraps up.  “At the same time.”

      Needless to say it, but he’s gobsmacked.

      I ask, “Any more questions, Monty?”

      He scratches his scalp, “Uh...nope.  I think that about covers it.”

      I start to turn away when he adds, “Well maybe one more question, Studley Doright.”  I cock eyebrow.  “What’s the threat?” he asks.

      I get serious and shake my head.  “Sadly, I don’t know yet.  We were attacked last night, and I’m lucky to be alive, let alone functional.   I have at least two other groups I’m worried about.”

      Gus asks, “Have you trained them on firearms?”

      I shake my head again.  “Not much.  Marissa’s dad is a retired cop and security consultant in Prescott.  He got us some range time once.  I showed Rebecca and Josie the basics with a pistol.  At close range aiming center of mass, they hit the target most of the time.  Audrey’s dad taught her.  I’d like to get them all trained on pistols, shotguns, and maybe rifles eventually.”

      Gus gets a faraway look.  “I remember you on the range in Kitzingen and Grafenwöhr.  You were a good instructor, but it’s been a long time since then.”  He looks me in the eye.  “I teach gun safety and marksmanship for a couple of the gun clubs in the valley in addition to doing some security work.  I’m free tomorrow morning.  I could meet you and your ladies at Ben Avery range - for just the cost of ammo.”  He grins.  “At least this first time.”

      I chuckle. “Sadly, I fly out tomorrow morning for a week.  Raincheck, Monty?”

      He nods, “Sure.  I’ve got enough weapons.  Just let me know.  When are you thinking?”

      “How does next Sunday sound?”  I ask.  “I’ll fly back into town on Saturday afternoon.”

      Monty say, “Works for me.  The range opens at seven.  We can spend a couple of hours.  You’ll be done early enough to beat the brunch crowd.”

      I check with the wives.  “Early on next Sunday ladies.  All good?”

      They all agree.  I shake Monty’s hand, and the ladies all give him hugs before we head over to our gear.  The ladies and I strip out of our soaked gear and pull on sweats.  The male students try not to ogle them, but I don’t blame them for staring - the scenery is very eye-catching!

      We hurry back to Bernadette’s for showers.  We are very actively involved in cleaning each other, but Marissa ends up getting the bonus plan - pressed up against the wall of the shower while I make love to her gently.  Our intensity builds, and the force and speed I employ slowly increases.  Her ridged inner muscles let me know she’s missed me, and she orgasms while I’m still at a medium tempo.  I kick it up into overdrive as she moans intensify.   She hits a second orgasm, and I join her.  At that point Audrey, Josie, and Rebecca all pile on and everyone gets caresses, hugs, kisses, and licks.

      Once we are all satisfied that we have taken enough of the edge off, we dress.  I’m in jeans and a polo with my blazer.  The ladies all dress in lightweight knit dresses that drape their figures enticingly.

      I thought about ordering in for dinner, but Clarice threw a fit when I asked about which door I should have the delivery sent.  She had Bernadette scold us, so we are now having a delightful Mediterranean dinner in the big dining room.  I saw Bernadette entertaining guests in the salon with various members of the staff as we came down the stairs, but the Mistress of the house joins us at the table as Ilara’en is clearing it.

      Bernadette asks her to bring more wine.

      I ask Bernadette, “What can you share about life in the other dimensions?  What you told us about Ilara’en’s people this morning was fascinating.”

      Bernadette taps her lips.  “Well, there are a handful of planets in my home dimension that are populated with humans, human-like beings, and humanoid people.  They are generally feeding grounds for the traveler races.  In many cases we feed off the energies of each other.  There is a lot of competition and politics surrounding access to those feeding grounds.  Getting summoned here by a sorcerer is a privilege - there is so little competition for feeding.”

      Audrey, “I knew some of that because it’s part of the base curriculum, but someone had to be first.  Any idea who that was.”

      Bernadette says, “It was the Angels.  They have supposedly been here since before humans became sentient.  They may actually be the reason humans became sentient.  Humans on some planets never evolve much past their animal origins.  Honestly, I see a lot of evidence of human animal behavior here,” she says with a smirk.

      “True,” I agree.

      The ladies share their experiences this afternoon with Bernadette as we finish the wine bottles.  We all thank Ilara’en and Candice for taking care of us - handing out hugs and kisses.

      Bernadette acts like she doesn’t want to let me go, but she does eventually release my mouth.

      I ask, “Do you want to come with us, lover?”

      Bernadette says, “I do.  Sadly I have commitments.  Think of me, my darling,” she demands as she looks deep into my eyes.  She turns to the ladies, “All of you, my darlings.  Think of me.  I would rather spend the evening loving all of you.”

      Bernadette returns to her guests, and we retire to the bedroom.

      Once the door of the suite is closed, I pull Rebecca into a kiss.  I make love to each of the ladies individually.  I start with Rebecca; our coupling is gentle yet passionate.  After she erupts in climax, I join her.

      Marissa walks to the bathroom as I tie Audrey’s hands together to the spindle in the middle of the headboard and fuck her brutally.  She starts to orgasm almost immediately as I suckle her breast and mark her flesh with my mouth - all while pummeling her tight, hot, pussy.  Audrey never stops climaxing, she just keeps spiraling higher and higher.  She progresses from quiet mewling with the beginnings of her climax, through yowling moans in the middle, until she is screaming repeatedly.  After a couple of screams, I join her in a climax of my own as she squirts around me.

      I lay Josie back on the bed and kiss my way from her luscious lips, down her neck, all over her big breasts, down her abdomen, through the beginning of stubble of her muff, until I am suckling her petals.  I lave and suck on every individual part of her pussy as my left hand pulls and twists her nipples.  I keep at it until she has her first orgasm.

      I pull her towards me until her ass hangs off the edge.  I line up my cock to the opening of her channel and push inside her.  She is still tight from her orgasm, so I only make it about half-way in.  Josie raises her knees.  I grab her heels and straighten her legs - pushing right up to the end of her easy motion barrier.  I squeeze her legs together with my left arm and stroke my cock in and out of her wet pussy.  I reach my right hand forward to pinch and twist her nipples.  She starts bucking heavily.

      I pull out and roll Josie over onto her face as she gasps.  I lift her hips and fight my way back into her tight, spasming channel.  Josie’s spasms quicken as I ram my painfully hard cock into her gasping channel.  Thankfully, she is sopping wet, but it feels like her pussy is sucking me like her mouth does.  Josie arches her back, allowing me to grasp a handful of her hair.  I ride her hard until she gasps her release.  The sensations of her milking me are too much, so I join her.  She clamps down on me harder as I shoot my seed deep inside her.  I collapse forward onto her back, which nearly causes me to pop out of her.

      I notice Audrey, Marissa, and Rebecca writhing on the bed as I help Josie up.  We sit next to them and cuddle while enjoying the show.  Audrey is laying on her back with her hands still tied to the bedpost.  She has her ‘anatomically correct’ double dildo strapped in, and Marissa is impaling herself on the other shaft.  Rebecca is seated on Audrey’s mouth, leaning forward to use her mouth on Marissa’s neck and her hands on her breasts.

      Josie cuddles up into my lap.  I caress her flesh as I kiss her gently and make her feel loved in addition to being desired.  Marissa spasms, followed shortly by Rebecca, who wraps her arms around Marissa to just hold on through the ride of her bliss wave.  Audrey joins them shortly thereafter.

      After they all catch their breath, Audrey and Marissa resume grinding into each other.  Marissa looks at me with her eyes at half-mast.  She says, “William, I have an orifice that isn’t busy, and it is all prepared for you.

      Josie mutters, “Jeez!  His cock sprang to attention after you said that, slut.”

      Marissa says, “Rebecca could probably handle a little teasing of her rosebud, Josie.  I don’t think she is all in for penetration, but you could help.”

      Josie says, “I have a better idea.”  She rolls forward onto her knees and waddles over Audrey’s head, pushing Rebecca forward.  “Move closer to the slut, Strumpet.”

      Audrey’s muffled voice rises between Josie and Rebecca.  “Get up here, Josie.  I want to eat Master’s seed from your sloppy wet pussy.”  I reach up and pull the quick release on her wrists to free her arms.

      Josie maneuvers into place and wraps her arms around Rebecca, pillowing the lithe witch on her massive mammaries.

      Marissa calls, “Fuck my ass, William!  Please!”  I launch to my knees and maneuver behind Marissa.  I see her ass is glistening in the crack and up onto her beautiful, full butt cheeks.  I poke the head of my cock into her rosebud and press.  Slowly her sphincter succumbs to the relentless pressure until the head of my cock pops inside Marissa.  She starts shuddering.

      Rebecca leans over her shoulder for a kiss as I let Marissa get accustomed to the intrusion.  She breaks away suddenly and gasps.  “Oh my God, Josie.  What are you doing?”

      Josie’s breath is a little raspy.  “I double-penetrating you, Baby.  Grind against the palm of my hand while I tease your little asshole with the o-o-o-ther.  DAMN AUDREY!  That’s right, Kitten.  EAT MY PUSSY!”

      Rebecca gasps as she is invaded by Josie.  I tell her, “Rebecca, mark Marissa as yours.  Leave a big mark on her neck, but look at me while you do it.”

      I start moving slowly in and out of Marissa’s tight dark passage.  I move gently at first, and eventually Marissa figures out how to time a short stroke on Audrey in between my thrusts.  Rebecca’s eyes never leave mine.  I suspect Marissa’s neck will be black by the time she is done.  I change my hands every stroke to rotate between caressing Josie, Rebecca, Audrey and Marissa.  As my pace picks up speed and intensity, my right hand lingers on Audrey’s abdomen so I can alternate between stroking her clit and Marissa’s.

      Audrey goes first, but Marissa kicks off right behind her.  I think Rebecca doesn’t know what to do with all the sensations, but she eventually releases Marissa’s neck and jerks like an epileptic as Josie pleasures her front and back.  She eventually stops as Josie freezes.  Josie moans, “Yes, Kitten!  Just like that.  Keep it coming.  Make me cum, Audrey.  Makemecum, makemecum, makemeeeeeee - YES!”

      All the while Marissa is in the throes of a chain of orgasms.  Her ass spasms around me and her abs spasm beneath my hand.  I’m so overstimulated that my limbs are shaking, and that telltale tingling in my balls and at the base of my spine.  Marissa reaches back to grab my head to pull me forward into a kiss as my pummeling of her ass gets frantic.  She breaks the kiss only long enough to moan, “Fill me, husband.”

      That was the last straw.  I start pumping my seed into her tight asshole and pulling on her nipples.  She keens, “GHEEEEEEEEEEEEE-Aah!”

      We all fall forward into a pile.  I’m thinking we’re read for sleep, but the ladies get it into their heads to prove the story they told Monty.  So, we really do go at it.  All. Night. Long.  There is a little rosiness of dawn showing in the windows when we lay down about five-thirty and pass out.

      There is a knock on the door about a half-hour later.  Rebecca and Josie groan.

      Clarice walks in and points to a spot on the floor, which enables Luis and Manuel to properly place a table.  Ilara’en, Michelle, and Viktorija bring trays of boiled eggs, crusty rolls, cold cuts, cheeses, orange juice, and coffee.  Luis and Manuel bring in chairs, and then everyone but Viktorija leaves.  She sets out six place settings, pours coffee and sits on the edge of the bed.  All of us start to sniff toward the caffeinated goodness.  Viktorija sips her coffee and murmurs, “Mmmm.”

      Eventually we all get up. Viktorija moves to the table to wait while we all rotate through the loo, brushing of teeth, and getting dressed.  Marissa, Josie, and Audrey pull on casual clothes to travel home, and we all pack up bags.

      We breakfast quickly.  As we are chomping down on a quick breakfast, Viktorija says, “The Weather Girl came back with her husband last night.  I’m not completely out of character yet, so please excuse me if I simper or act like a bubblehead.”   Everyone gets up and hugs her or kisses her cheek.

      After we all have a little breakfast and coffee.  We ensure Audrey has a small passage frame to take with her.  Once we are all set, Audrey, Rebecca, Viktorija, and I all collect kisses from Josie and Marissa before they leave for Prescott through the passage, dragging their bags and my weapons with them.

      Rebecca and I hurriedly finish preparing for travel.  I roll up the crawl-through portal, bag and stuff it through the smaller frame.  I remove the smaller frame, put new patches on it and pack it in my bag.

      I tell Viktorija, “Luis has my car keys, and it’s parked in Bernadette’s garage.  Feel free to use it, darling.”

      She smirks.  “Have you figured out that you are part of our household, Lord?”

      I laugh, “Well if anyone should live in the Den of Iniquity, it’s me.”

      Viktorija laughs, “Den of Iniquity?  Where did that come from?”

      Rebecca raises her hand.  “I’m afraid I gave the house that name before I knew you all, Tori.”

      Viktorija hugs her.  “It is rather apt as far as nicknames go, Mom.”

      Rebecca tells her, “You only get to call me Mom if you’re part of the family.”

      Viktorija squeezes her, “I think it’s safe to say we are family, Rebecca.”  She kisses Rebecca’s lips chastely.  I pick up all the bags, and we all traipse downstairs.

      Our Uber arrives for the airport ride at nine o’clock.  Bernadette and her staff meet us at the door.  Rebecca and I each give Bernadette a bedroom-worthy kiss.  Viktorija, Clarice, and Candice all get fairly chaste kisses.  Everyone else comes out for hugs - even Ilara’en and the normally reserved Luis.

      We arrive at the airport and get through the Clear line quickly.  We get a coffee, and arrive at the gate just as the boarding announcement for Gold members is called.  We have an uneventful flight, and we get to the Banks house in Raleigh at 6:30 that evening.

      Allison greets us at the door.  She is an almost completely different person from the last visit.  She is smiling, her eyes are no longer sunken, her skin is no longer grey, and she is standing like she has energy to burn.

      Allison launches out of the door and wraps me in a hug.  “Good to see you.”  She kisses my cheek and releases me, so I can carry the bags inside.  I collect a hug from Roger after dropping the bags inside the door, while Allison accosts Rebecca.  I pick up the bags, and Roger leads me to the guest room to drop them.

      We all sit and catch up with each other in the family room.  We have Indian food delivered, and I do an examination afterward.  I do a treatment of pulling the entropy away to reveal the hot spots.  There appear to be fewer of them, and they appear smaller than before.  I try pushing the combined energy into the tumors, but they grow like crazy.  I pull it all back out immediately and return to sucking the life out of the hot spots.  Once the brightness is dimmed, I push a small bit of entropy back into the nearly destroyed tumors.

      We get back to a routine of three daily treatments, short walks, and three tonics every day.

      We get up early each morning, have a light workout, and Allie’s first treatment of the day.  Roger and I work through the morning while Rebecca studies for her GED and driving exam.  She prepares a hearty lunch with a little assistance from Allie.  We eat lunch and work some more, breaking in the mid-afternoon for Allie’s second treatment.  After work, Rebecca and I train on combat tactics.  We have a light dinner while we visit with Allison and Roger.  We give Allie another treatment about eight o’clock, and then we all go to bed.  Rebecca and I call the wives.  After our visit we meditate for 30 minutes prior to bed working on getting to know our energy better.  Following our meditations, Rebecca and I make love.

      Throughout the week, I experimented with the various energies at my disposal to better understand what I can do with it.  I tried repeatedly to combine the growth and entropy in my hands and push into my well.  It always fought back.  After a couple of days, I decided to try to merge them inside my well.  That worked!  The downside was, I could feel it sucking heat from my body, so I could only do a little bit at a time.  I continued to do a little bit at a time, and over time I felt all three types of energy in my well - growth, entropy, and the combined version.

      I tried pulling some of the ‘combined’ energy out of my well, just not all of it.  That worked, too.  I tried to push it back in.  It resisted some, but it does seem to be drawn to the combined energy in my well.  Eventually, I stopped pushing and tried to ‘invite’ it in.  It just slurped in.

      Weird, right?
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        * * *

      

      Today is Friday.  We have been planning a combined family dinner with Josie, Marissa, and Audrey.  Audrey drove to Prescott Thursday night after her volleyball match.  Allison and Roger are convinced the ladies are flying in via airplane.  At about five o’clock in the evening, I call Josie before pulling out a small-frame passage.

      I tack it on the wall with the Command Hook pads.  Josie passes a bag containing the crawl-through passage.  I attach the Command Hooks and hang the passage from them.  Josie, Audrey, and Marissa each crawl through the passage.  We have a lovely dinner together.  We explain more about our unusual family, magic, and how Josie devised the passages.  Roger and Allie share a large number of ‘oos’ and ‘ahs’, and Roger asks incessant questions trying to understand the mechanics of how magic works - especially thaumaturgy.  Allie walks the razor’s edge by having a small glass of wine.  We finish the evening with another treatment for Allison.  The ladies pile onto the queen-sized bed.  We keep our playing relatively quiet, mostly focused on cuddling, kisses, and caresses.
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            Shooting with Monty

          

        

      

    

    
      It’s seven in the morning on Saturday, and the alarm just went off.  We’re in a pile on top of the queen bed, and I’m on the bottom.  Fortunately, one of the ladies shuts off my alarm.

      We all get moving with an enduring post-coital glow from last night.  We quickly get dressed, plus Rebecca and I pack up our bags.  We arrive in the kitchen to find Allison directing Audrey, Josie, and Marissa on where to find things.  We have a light breakfast before Marissa, Audrey, and Josie collect hugs and kisses before crawling back to Arizona via the passage.  Rebecca rolls it up and passes it through the small frame.  Once she’s done I take down the small frame and gift it to Allie and Roger.  We finish collecting hugs just as the car arrives to take us to the airport.  Rebecca and I fly back to Phoenix, arriving at two-thirty.  It’s three-thirty by the time we get to Bernadette’s house, and it is four o’clock by the time Marissa, Josie, and Audrey join us in the parlor after coming through the crawl-through passage to our standard suite at Bernadette’s.

      From the amount of groping that goes on when they arrive, you would think we haven’t seen each other for days rather than hours.  I credit that to the ambiance created by Bernadette and Viktorija’s ‘bordello style’ design of the suite.  Eventually we give it a rest.  Clarice knocks on the door about five-thirty to have the boys bring in a table and chairs again.  She tells us Bernadette has another dinner party and a show tonight as Ilara’en and Rosa each wheel in a cart.  One is topped by a big ice bucket with beer, wine, and water bottles and glassware underneath.  On the bottom is a stack of tableware.  The other cart has three covered platters, a bread basket, and a soup tureen.

      Rosa and the boys leave, while Clarice supervises Ilara’en’s efforts to set the table.  I serve all my lady-wives wine or beer while they work.  I discover that Clarice is staying for dinner and that Ilara’en will be standing by for service.  I know that Bernadette let’s Clarice drink in the house, so I offer each of them a drink, too.  I move a chair to the table for Ilara’en.  She’s a little reticent, but Clarice nods her permission.  We visit and relax.

      Marissa has a potentially profitable sale coming up with Wickenburg’s community hospital, and a tricky customer service issue at the North Country Healthcare Clinic in Ash Fork.  Josie says she has been focusing on her GED - not discussing the passages in front of Ilara’en.  Audrey is getting her senior project ready; she needs to have it approved by the end of this term.  Essentially it’s a robotic prosthesis prototype.  Ilara’en is getting settled.  She says it’s different than anything she’s experienced before.  She says she feels more like a servant than ever before, but she is also getting better treatment than she has ever received before.  Clarice shares that she will have completed all of the credits she needs to graduate high school by December.  She doesn’t have a plan for what comes next, but will probably go to a community college to work on compulsory classes until she decides.

      We have dinner, and Ilara’en wheels the carts into the corridor.  We hug the two girls and thank them profusely for spoiling us.  We go to bed early to have a little loving before going to sleep early.

      The next morning we wake at five-thirty.  Someone turns off the alarm, and I slowly sit up to find Bernadette reclining on the fainting couch, or chaise, across the room.  Her forest green robe is open and Viktorija is sprawled across her lap with a throw covering her from the middle of her back to her feet.

      Bernadette blows me a kiss.  I do the whole catch, press to your heart, and blow one back thing.  Yeah, it’s cheesy, but it felt right.

      We slowly slide out of the bed and rotate to the loo.  We do our morning hygiene and dress in jeans, long sleeved t-shirts, and light jackets.  The ladies pack their bags, and I ensure we have our passage frames packed.

      Bernadette slides out from under Viktorija at some point.  I close my bag and look around to find her standing in front of me.  She opens her arms toward my neck, so I step into her and wrap her in a tight hug.  She must have had a tough night because she doesn’t even kiss me.  She just holds on as I pull her close to me, her weight pretty much hanging from my shoulders.  I kiss her forehead and scalp gently while I caress her back.  Eventually she stands up.

      She murmurs, “Thank you, Love.  I really needed that.  I’m well fed, but just feel emotionally barren.  Tori wasn’t able to pull me from my funk, so she suggested we join you and your ladies.  She referred to you all as ‘our other family.’  It sounded like a good idea.”

      “I’m glad you did,” I tell her as Rebecca slides up behind Bernadette to hug her.

      Rebecca tells us, “Bernadette, you are family.  We are here for you, sweetheart.”  She kisses Bernadette’s cheek.

      Each of my ladies rotates in to reassure Bernadette with hugs and chaste kisses.

      I tell her, “You’re welcome to come with us, Bernadette.  It won’t be restful, but we will spend some quality time together shooting holes in poor innocent targets.”

      Marissa holds onto Bernadette and says, “It can be quite cathartic, love.”

      Bernadette kisses her lips chastely.  “Not this time, my loves.  I do spend some time at the range periodically just to keep my skills serviceable.  All of my staff do.  Maybe we can make it a dual-family event at some point in the future.”

      Marissa giggles, “It will be like the Brady Bunch.”  Bernadette smirks in response.

      I kiss Bernadette one last time to the succubus standard of chaste and caress her cheek as I step away to grab my bags.  Bernadette leads us down the stairs, buttoning a couple of buttons as she glides down the stairs.

      Clarice and Ilara’en meet us at the door with to-go cups, two thermoses of coffee, and ham, egg, and cheese breakfast sandwiches in wax paper for each of us - plus a spare for Monty.

      Chantelle is apparently on valet duty because she is standing next to the door of my vehicle.  She opens the hatch for our bags and kisses me warmly.  She whispers in my ear, “Thank you for caring for our Mistress.  She is so good to us, but sometimes we can’t ease her pain.  Thank you.”  I hug her again and close the doors of the CRV for my ladies before mounting up.  I see Chantelle and Clarice hugging Bernadette in the doorway as I pull out.  I wave out the window and point the vehicle towards the range.

      We arrive at the Ben Avery range off Carefree highway and meet Monty at the entrance.  He has a cart beside him that is loaded with a variety of weapons and ammo cases.

      We eat breakfast quickly as Monty gives us an orientation to the range’s facilities.  We are going to start at the ‘rifle silhouette range,’ then we will progress to the main shooting facility to work with pistols and shotguns.

      After we finish eating, Monty walks us through a detailed safety briefing before orienting us to the weapons.  He keeps everyone around one lane, and hands out hearing protection and safety glasses to each of us.

      We start with the heavier 7.62mm rifles in the prone position.  Monty teaches how to use the sight on each weapon before he has the ladies rotate through them shooting at the 100m targets.  Rebecca asked to try a longer range target, so Monty coaches her on how to adjust the sight picture.  She puts three rounds into the 200m.

      Rebecca asks, “Farther?”   Monty again coaches her on changing the aim point for the new range.  Rachel puts two out of three rounds in the center of the forehead at 300m.

      I try each of the 7.62mm rifles prone shooting at 100m, 200m, 300m, and 400m before I try them standing.   I only hit two at 300m and one at 400m.  Monty says they are both good weapons, and I like them both.  Adjustable sights might help accuracy, especially over 200m, but I think either would work for our needs.  Josie tries the semi-automatic model standing at 100m and hits two of three.  Rebecca tries it standing, but loses control of it; her rounds spray around the target.   I think it’s a strength issue.

      I encourage her, “We’ll get you there, Baby.”

      She clears and cases the weapon before she smiles at me.

      After finishing with the heavier rifles, we move over to the ‘main range’ facility.  Monty networks with the Range Safety Officer for a moment, and the elderly gent escorts us to our lanes.  We have two that are adjacent to one another.

      We lay out the shotguns, AR-15s, and pistols on the benches.  I bench my pistol as well, then we start with the shotguns.  I haven’t fired a shotgun since Military Police school ages ago.  Monty recommends the .12-guage with double-aught buckshot for defense, so I try it  and manage to hit center of mass.  However, the recoil is heavy.  I shake my head.  I tell the ladies to skip it for now.

      Monty hands me a Mossberg Maverick 88 pump .20-guage.  I shoot the weapon and find it much easier to handle, and shred the head of my previous target.  I ask him, “What ammo is this?”

      “Number 4 buckshot,” Monty replies.  “The weapon is lighter.  The charge is smaller at this guage, but for up to twenty meters it works well.  If your target is further out, shoot ‘em again.”  He shrugs, “Honestly, the .410 bore can work, too.  You’ll only get eight or nine pellets per shell versus the .20 gauge’s twenty-four, but a .410 is really easy to control.”

      I clear the .20 gauge and set it on the bench.  The ladies each try it.  Monty coaches them to hold it tight to the shoulder.  Josie does okay, chewing a hole out of the target’s side. Marissa hits center-of-mass.  Audrey fails to hold it tight, and she nearly drops the weapon.  Rebecca does  better that way, but she still staggers from the recoil.  Both Audrey and Rebecca try it again, leaning into the weapon.  Audrey hits the target center-of-mass.  Rebecca chews a corner off the upper left shoulder.

      All four of them are good with the .410.  Each one of them hits close to center-of-mass.

      Monty is rubbing his chin.  “You know, Will.  I have seen some wicked shotgun weapons with drum magazines or assault rifle variants.  Inside ten meters, a .410 is sufficient.  A bullpup with a drum magazine might be interesting.  I’ll do some research.  I also know of a couple of decent magazine-fed .410s.  One is similar to an AR-15 carbine.  We can try them to see what you like best.”

      “Okay,” I agree.  “What’s next?”

      Monty orients the ladies to the AR-15s.  All of them do well prone, and decent standing.  Rebecca still has control issues standing, but she does better than with the heavier rifle.  She is the best of all the ladies prone.

      We try a variety of pistols next.  Audrey, Josie, and Marissa all do well with the .22, .38, and 9mm weapons.  Their shot groups with the larger calibers had wider shot-groups, but not terrible.  Rebecca struggles controlling the pistols in general.  I can tell she’s getting frustrated.

      I wrap her in a hug.  “It’s okay, honey.  You will get better with practice.  And...you are deadly with a rifle.  You can defend us just fine, Baby.”  She frowns at me for a moment before breaking into a beautiful smile.

      Monty says, “I think a shotgun is the answer for you, Rebecca - at least to start.  I’ll check with my buddy to get those .410’s and bring back a semi-auto if I can get a .20 gauge.”

      Rebecca says, “I need to be able to handle a pistol.  What if that is the only weapon available when I need one?”

      I agree.  “You’re right.  However, training the small muscles that allow you to control the weapon and working on technique will get you there.  Be patient, my love.”

      Audrey tells her, “My dad took me to the range for a year before I could consistently hit my chosen target, Rebecca.  We can get you there, love.  Just be patient and have faith in yourself.”

      “Well said,” Marissa adds.

      Josie tells Rebecca, “I need a lot of work too, Rebecca.  We’ll train regularly, and we’ll get there.  I feel best about the shotgun and rifles right now, but I need to get good with pistols, too.”

      I tell Monty, “We’ll talk it over, and I’ll email you an order.  I expect that we’ll get matching nine-mils.  I’m fond of the Sigs, and the ones you had here worked pretty well for them.”

      He nods as we help him get all the weapons loaded into his Escalade.  I send him a Zelle for the ammo, and our business is complete for the day.  We shake hands, and the ladies all give him hugs.  He is flustered as he gets into his truck, but he waves as he drives away.

      We pile into the CRV and drive east to First Watch at I-17 for brunch before heading back to Prescott.  We have an early dinner with Dan and Maria before Audrey drives back to Phoenix in her own car.
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      This week has been all about getting ready to move into the new house this weekend.  Monday, we packed up clothes and housewares from our various temporary lodgings.  I plan to leave my desk, TV, some basic kitchen utensils, and linens at the apartment and use it as an office for the time being.  I figure it will take a while to get settled and get an office space in the new house, while the lease on the apartment still has a month on it.  Josie installed a crawl-through passage in the bedroom closet of the apartment yesterday.   All the funding went through for the house on Mount Vernon, and I got the keys Tuesday.

      Today is Wednesday, and the painters attacked the house first thing this morning.  Marissa and I decided to splurge and put two crews on the job to finish quickly.  They are starting the job with one group inside and one outside.  It will still be tight having it ready to move in by this weekend.

      I am wrapping up my notes from the last meeting when Marissa calls me.

      Marissa sounds frantic. “Will, Carla called, and she needs help.  I’m in Cottonwood.  Can you help her?”

      “Sure, honey.”  I lock my computer and pull on my boots.  “What’s going on?”

      “I don’t know,” she moans.  “I was in the middle of a client conversation, so I let it go to voicemail.  I realized she never calls me, so I listened to the voicemail.  She said she is in danger.  Since I can’t get there quickly, I thought I’d see if you could help her.”

      “Of course,” I reply.  I clip my pistol onto my belt and grab a light jacket.  “Send me her phone and address.  I’m heading out the door now.”   I check for my knife and that I have a baton with me.

      I exit the apartment as she answers, “I emailed it to you just before I called.  I’ll text her that you are coming.”

      My CRV beeps as I key the remote.  “Okay, Honey.  I’ll update you when I know something.”

      “Okay.  Be careful, Will.  I love you,” she says by way of sign off.

      “I love you too, Marissa.”  I disconnect and start the car.  I pull up Carla’s address and key it into Google maps, then I dial her phone number.

      She answers as I turn right on Aubrey.  “Hello Carla, Will James here.  I’m on my way.  I’ll be at your condo in about 10 minutes.  Tell me what’s going on.”

      She responds, “It’s a townhome.”  I shrug as she continues.  “There is a guy standing in front of my house yelling and waving a gun.  He was disciplined at work for negligence, and I was involved.  Another miner was injured because this neanderthal didn’t follow safety protocols.  He has been written up three times for the same thing.  His manager put him on LWOP, er...leave without pay, for two weeks.  I was there to ensure they stayed legal.  He’s decided it’s my fault he’s not getting a paycheck.”

      “Any word on ETA for police?” I ask.

      She answers, “They had a multi-vehicle, multi-fatality wreck at Costco, so most of them are down there.  It’s going to be a bit before they get here.  The sheriff might get someone here sooner, but it’s the jurisdiction of the Prescott Police Department, so I’m kinda out of luck at the moment.”

      “Okay, Carla.  I’m on my way.  Keep the door locked and get behind heavy furniture.  I should be there in a little over five minutes from now,” I tell her.

      Six minutes later, I pull into the same slot I used to move Marissa out of Carla’s townhome.

      I get out and walk to the door.  There is a burly guy in the yard holding a gun behind his back like I wouldn’t see it.  He looks strong, but he also looks like he drinks his weight in beer every week.

      I knock on the door.  “Carla, it’s Will.”

      There is a long pause, while I keep an eye on the goober in the front yard.  Carla finally lets me in and closes the door.   I look out the window to see the goober start to prowl on the sidewalk.

      I look at Carla.  “You want him dead?”

      She responds, “I wouldn’t be legal until he actually attacks on my property.  Plus I would have to do it.”

      I shrug.  “I don’t care.  He’s a danger to you.  You’re the victim here.  No matter what happens to him, he is not the victim.”

      Apparently he has worked up some more courage because I hear him yell.  “You want to fire me, bitch?  Let’s hear you say it to my face.”

      I look at her.  She shrugs.  “I did.  I was in the room when the manager brought him in for discipline.  He asked what the maximum penalty was.  I told him firing the guy would be warranted given the three previous write-ups.  The manager decided on two weeks LWOP since the other guy wasn’t severely injured.   The miner that got injured will be back to work in two days with an armful of stitches, bandages, and pain meds that won’t let him operate machinery.  It’s a loss for the company and a poor precedent.  I think the manager goes drinking with this cretin.  He should have fired him, and I told him that in the room.”  Her whole narrative is delivered like she is reading from a script - absolutely no emotion.  It’s disconcerting on such a beautiful woman.

      I ask her, “Do you have a weapon?”  Shakes her head.  “Do you know how to use one?”

      She nods. “Yes, but I haven’t practiced recently.  I used to go shooting in Phoenix with a guy from work.”

      I nod and pull my pistol.  I rack a round and hand it to her.  “There’s no safety, no hammer, and no decocking lever.  Just aim and squeeze the trigger.  Clear?”

      She looks at me.  “What are you going to do?”

      “I’m going to go talk him down.  Or kill him.  His choice,” I reply nonchalantly.

      “You’re going to trust me with a gun?” she asks.

      “Is there any reason I shouldn’t?”  I can see her thinking about her answer.

      I tell her, “You’ve had more than enough opportunity to kill me if you were going to do it.”  I hold out the grip of the weapon.  “Keep your finger on the guard, not the trigger.  If you need to use the weapon, line up the dots of the site on your target, gently lay the tip of your finger on the trigger and squeeze it slowly and gently.  When you need to hurry, take your time.”

      Her smokey grey eyes stare into mine.  She nods slowly.  I place the weapon into her open palm.  “Okay,” she says.

      I ask, “What’s his name?”

      “Cyrus Masterson,” she responds.

      “Lock the door after I leave, Carla.”  She nods.

      I slowly open the door.  “Coming out,” I announce in my best drill sergeant voice.

      I hold my hands up and walk slowly out the door towards the idiot standing in the grass.  I hear the door lock behind me.

      I call to the goober, “Hello, I’m Will.  Are you Cyrus?”

      Looks at me suspiciously, a Colt 1911 style pistol hanging loosely next to his right leg.  “Yeah?  Whaddya want?”

      I tell him, “I want you to leave before the police get here.  You’re scaring my friend.”

      He scoffs.  “Bitch deserves to be scared.  She said I should be fired.”

      I play nice for the moment.  “Oh?  Why?”

      He says, “She never liked me.”

      “How often have you spoken to her?” I ask.

      “Yesterday and today,” is his well considered response.

      “So Cyrus, help me be clear here.  You are saying she’s always disliked you despite having never met you until yesterday.”

      “Yeah,” the idiot responds like a sulking child.  “And she said I should be fired.”

      “Other than her dislike for you, what did you do to meet her?”

      He waves his hand dismissively.  “Some jackass at work hurt himself.  He claimed it’s because I didn’t follow safety procedures, but everybody knows those are bullshit.”

      “So you don’t care enough to follow the rules, and now everyone is picking on you.  Is that about right?” I ask.

      I’m only about six feet away from him.  He sneers, “That’s right, motherfucker.”  His gun starts to rise in my direction.

      I pull his soul out of him, and he collapses.  Unfortunately his gun goes off, and the bullet creases my left calf - barely missing the shin bone.  I hold onto his soul as I roll on the ground cursing and spitting.

      I breathe deeply and try to push the pain aside.  Lifting the pant leg to reveal the wound, I learn it is bleeding but not badly.  It’s just going to burn like a sonofabitch for a while.  Sadly, I need to leave it until paramedics look at it - no ‘necromancer heal thyself’ business.  I get up, and Cyrus’ soul yells and screams at me.  The volume decreases rapidly as I draw about half the energy from his soul.   I keep a light hold on the ghost and then ignore him for the moment..

      I roll the corpse away from the gun.  I scribe my glyph on the base of his skull and energize the body.  I exert my will to make Cyrus’ zombie my bitch.

      “Get up, Cyrus.”  The zombie slowly rises.

      I give him directions.  “Cyrus, the police are on their way.  Pick up the gun, decock it, and engage the safety.”  He does.

      “How much life insurance do you have?”  I ask.

      “Five hundred thousand.  It goes to my bitch wife and brat,” he answers dispassionately.

      “Are your payments up-to-date, Cyrus?”

      He shrugs. “I think so.  The wife pays the bills.”

      I continue my interrogation, “Why do you think your wife is a bitch?”

      “She is always nagging me to not go out drinking after work.  She wants me to come home and spend time with her and the kid.  She doesn’t know what it’s like to work.  She’s a housekeeper at the Pioneer Home.  Inside, air conditioned, just has to do housework and pick up after the old people.  A man needs to unwind before going home to the bitch and the brat.”

      I make my decision.  I wish it was a tough one, but honestly his attitude towards his family and women in general is pissing me off.  Plus the worthless fuck shot me!  I call for an Angélus Mórtis to take the remnants of his soul away and release my hold on it.

      “Watch me as I back into the house, and then watch the door until the police arrive.  When they talk to you, turn around and look at them.  Then shoot their car.  Don’t shoot them, or you’ll be dead,” I tell him.

      I raise my hands and back toward the house.   I hear the door.  I call over my shoulder, “Coming in, Carla.”

      “Door is open, Will.  Careful of the step.”

      I look over my shoulder and step up.  When I am through the door, Carla closes and locks it.

      She acts concerned as she asks, “Did you get shot?”

      “Yeah the dumbshit was ready to shoot.  When he dropped, the gun went off.  Maybe he spasmed when he died.  The bullet grazed my calf.  It’s bleeding, but not too bad.  It is going to make a mess on your floor regardless.”

      “Come back behind the island.  I have a first aid kit under the sink.”

      That sounds like a good idea.  I’m dripping enough to sell the ‘I got shot’ idea.  I nod and limp over to where she is leading.

      Carla asks, “Why did he fall?”

      I slide down next to the stove with the island at my feet.  Look at her eyes.  “If asked, just relate what you saw.  He fell down, shot me, and then I helped him up.”

      She pulls a first aid kit out from under the sink and pushes my jeans up.  She looks up at me.  “Okay.  What really happened?”

      I look at her for a moment before answering.  “I pulled his soul out of his body and called a Death Angel to take it home.  I made him a zombie.”

      “So he’s just going to stand there?” she asks.

      “He’s going to wait for the police,” I clarify.  She nods and looks at my injured leg.

      Carla cleans and dresses my wound.  She wraps gauze around it to hold the bandage in place then gets a kitchen towel over the wound and a couple of throw pillows.  She tapes those in place with a handy roll of duct tape from the kitchen drawer.  Then she has me roll slightly to my right and puts her weight on the bandage.

      Things played out about how I expected.  The police arrived and got out of their cars.  They saw Cyrus with his gun, so they drew their weapons and told him to drop the gun.  He followed my directions and shot up their car, so of course the police shot him repeatedly.  I feel my connection to him fade.  Not wanting to waste the energy, I pull his remaining life and death energies to me.

      Now the police are knocking on the door.  Carla lets them in and leads to where I’m sitting on the floor.  It turns out the officers are my two old friends Officers Johnson and Bird.

      Officer Bird calls for paramedics before starting to question me where I sit on the floor.  Officer Johnson takes Carla to the living room.

      I give a concise summary of what happened and answer her questions.  Officer Bird finishes asking questions as the Paramedics come in the door.   She actually chuckles when I tell her how I got shot and then smiles for the rest of the questioning.  She’s cute when she smiles.

      The paramedics remove Carla’s construction, and clean the wound again.  The blood leakage has slowed to a miniscule trickle.  They consult with the ER and give me an antibiotic shot.  They finally leave me to my own devices and depart.

      When they leave, Carla sits next to me.  “I find it comforting to sit beside you.”

      “No problem, Carla.”  I wrap my left arm around her shoulder as I call Marissa to report.  She’s worried about the bullet wound, but I reassure her that I’ll be fine.

      Marissa says, “I’ll have Mom bring Josie over.  She can take you home in your car and let Rebecca know what happened.”

      Carla leans on me for a few more minutes before she gets up.

      I tell Carla, “We are moving into a new house this weekend.  Come by to meet Audrey.  She’s the only one you haven’t met, yet.  You can meet Sidney too, if you like.”

      She nods.  “I’ve been thinking about our conversation quite a bit.  I’ll drop by sometime during the weekend.”

      “Okay.  I’ll text you the address.”

      There is a knock at the door.  Carla opens the door and invites Josie in.  “Hello, Josie.  He’s behind the island.  Josie rushes to me and hugs me.  She checks me over to ensure I’m okay.

      I tell her, “I’m fine, Punkin.  We’ll heal this up tonight, and I’ll be just fine tomorrow.”

      Josie is fuming, “I still don't like you getting shot, Will.  Nothing against Carla, but she’s not family.  Why were you here?”

      “Marissa asked me to.”  I look at Carla.  “Despite being on a service call in Cottonwood, she decided to check the voicemail Carla left.   Apparently Carla calling is unusual enough to trigger alarms in her head.  Since she couldn’t come, she asked me to.”  I look back to Josie.

      Josie says, “I still don’t like it.”

      I grab her face with both hands.  “Josie, I get that you’re scared, but we don’t ignore people in need just because they are not family.  If Marissa had asked you, what would you have done?”

      She grins ruefully.  “I probably would have driven over here and run over the stupid fucker with the truck for threatening our friend.”

      Carla’s head whips to look at Josie intently at the use of the word ‘friend.’

      Josie kisses me and stands.  She grabs my hand, “Come on Studley Doright.  Let’s get you back to the apartment.”

      “Studley Doright?” I ask incredulously.  “Where did you get that?”

      “From Monty.  I think it fits,” she says.

      Carla smirks, “I like it.  I agree, Josie.  It fits.”

      I beckon Carla to me.  I give her a hug.  “You have my number.  Call or text if you need anything.”

      She squeezes me briefly and steps back as she nods.  “Okay.  Send me the address.”

      “I will,” I assure her.  “Take care, Carla.”

      Josie drives me back to the apartment in the CRV.  I call Susan to take two sick days for being shot.  I end up spending about thirty minutes explaining what happened and catching her up on where I am on my projects.  She wishes me a quick recovery and good luck with the move before we sign off.
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            Sidney’s story

          

        

      

    

    
      Audrey shows up at the apartment Friday afternoon with a huge suitcase.  She plans to stay with us for the entire following week to help get settled into the new house starting tomorrow.  She had a volleyball match the previous night, but her volleyball coach let her have a ‘vacation’ due to the next week being mid-term break.  Since we have almost everything packed, we go out to dinner at John’s Chophouse to celebrate.

      In the morning, we start moving into the new house at 236 S. Mount Vernon.  Marissa arranged to have a small local moving company bring all her stuff and mine from storage.  I stick to the plan to leave my desk setup and the full bed at the apartment, but we do pull the extra twin out of the bedroom for one of the rooms downstairs.  Josie puts the mate to the apartment’s crawl-through 'passage' in the closet of her room at the house.  We spend the day cleaning and unpacking.

      Carla comes by Saturday evening with a stack of pizzas and some quality beer and wine.  I tell her, “Carla, this could be the beginning of a beautiful friendship.”

      “Casablanca.  Unoriginal, Will.  You need to do better.” She displays a slight, smug smile.

      The ladies love that.  I stick out my tongue and cross my eyes as I relieve her of the pizzas while managing not to knock the wine and beer from her minimal grasp.

      I tease her, “A joke, Carla?  Wow!”

      She repeats my crossed eyes and tongue sticking trick.  Apparently she learns to mimic ‘normal’ behaviors quickly.  I brush a quick kiss on her cheek and take the pizzas to the dinette tables.  The kiss flusters her a bit.  Then she gets hugs from all the ladies - Marissa going last and lingering.  Carla snags her hand as Marissa pulls away.  Marissa drags her to the dining tables.  Audrey and Josie bring wine glasses, chilled pilsner glasses, plates, and flatware.

      Marissa and I both have dinette tables, which isn’t going to work well for us.  Getting a big dining table and a big custom bed are the priorities for furnishing the house.  We use the dinette tables for a pizza buffet.

      We have a nice meal sitting on the floor around a coffee table in the living room.  After we’re done, Rebecca and Marissa consolidate the leftovers into two boxes while I go pull Sidney’s bolt out of my safe.

      I call from the top of the stairs, “Ladies, bring your pillows and drinks.   We’re going down to the party room.”

      We all gather in the sub-basement and sit in a circle.  Rebecca and Audrey on either side of me.  Josie, Carla, and Marissa finish out the circle.

      I remove the nut from the bolt and call out, “Hey Sidney, come out please.  There is someone I want you to meet.”

      Sidney appears and I push just barely enough energy into him to make him visible.  Once I see Carla react, I stop.

      Sidney whines, “Damn, William!  You sure took your time.”

      I laugh.  “I didn’t see any reason to disturb your rest until I had a prospect for you, Sidney.  Let me introduce you to the ladies.  You may recall Rebecca, Josie, and Marissa.  The blond directly across from me is Carla.  To my right is Audrey.”

      Sidney preens a little bit.  “Oooo!  Do I get to choose from all these lovely ladies?  How do I choose?”  My ladies chuckle.

      I correct him, “No, Sidney.  Carla is the potential candidate.”  I indicate Carla with my beer bottle.  “Carla, tell us about yourself.”

      Carla says, “Well, I grew up in a farming community of La Cienega, near Santa Fe, New Mexico.  I grew up riding, herding cattle, fixing fence, and all the chores involved in running a farm.  I couldn’t wait to escape.  My family got me into parochial school in Santa Fe.  My grades were good, I played violin, was active in theatre and debate, and I managed to get accepted to a couple of Ivy League universities.  I went to Barnard in New York for my undergraduate degree and Columbia for law school.  I clerked for a year at a mid-sized law firm in Manhattan while I studied and passed the bar.  I continued there as an associate specializing in human resource law.  After working there five years, I won a case against Phelps Dodge mining company.  They were impressed enough to hire me away to work with their general counsel.  I’ve stayed with them through all the mergers and buy-outs over the years.  After a couple of years in New York, they sent me to the Phoenix office.  I spent so much time traveling to this area for cases, that I relocated to Prescott three years ago.  I met Marissa a little over two years ago, and we became a couple quickly.  I’ve since learned that our break up a couple of months ago relates to my difficulty empathizing.  Will told me a couple of weeks ago that I have no soul.  He also told me that he might be able to give me a soul, but that it would change me.  I’ve been thinking about it ever since.”

      Marissa hugs her as I say, “Thanks, Carla.  Sidney, your turn.”  I point at him with my nearly empty beer bottle.

      Sidney sighs dramatically before starting.  “I grew up in an itinerant thespian troupe.  No one in the troupe were my parents.  I never knew my parents, and no one ever told me anything about them.  As a young boy, I always played the young girls in the plays.  I got to wear pretty dresses.  I would wear them even when I wasn’t on stage because I loved looking pretty.  As I got older, I played roles that had me kissing the men in the plays.  Eventually they were kissing me backstage, too.  The one woman in the troupe got jealous of the attention they were giving me.  Regardless, the leader of the troupe took me as his lover when I was fourteen.  He would have me dress as a pretty girl, and then make love to me.   The woman in the troupe apparently had some arcane power.  She tried to convince me I should go somewhere to develop my talent for craft.  I think she was just trying to convince me to go away.  Eventually she got so jealous of me that she sold me to Mr. Clement as an apprentice.  He told me that he paid her twenty dollars.   I was sixteen at the time.”

      Sidney looks off into the distance.  “Mr. Clement, Laurence, said that I had significant power, and that if I had the will to go with it, he would make me a powerful sorcerer.  He didn’t know I liked to wear dresses, but he took me as his bed toy regardless.  He trained me in sorcery, and we made a good living summoning succubae to the brothels in Denver to entertain wealthy clients.”

      Sidney holds up a finger dramatically.  “One time Laurence had the use of a female whore, who he brought back to the hotel where we were staying.  He got really mad at her; Charlene had that effect on men.  Clement threw her out in the street naked, so I picked up her dress.  I heard she later died in a lover’s quarrel.  I went to a theatre supply store in Denver and found makeup and props to allow me to effectively dress as a modestly endowed woman.   I would sneak out at night and walk around town as a woman.  One night Laurence caught me at it.  He dragged me into an alley, raised my skirt, pulled down my pantaloons, and fucked me right there in the alley.  After that I would generally show up in his bed as a woman - more rarely as a man.  He bought me the nicest suits a dandy could ask for and the nicest dresses a woman could ask for.”

      Sidney frowns as we are enthralled by his story.  “Laurence’s necromancer acquaintance, a Mr. Lafayette, asked Laurence to join him in Prescott.  I naturally came along with Mr. Clement and his new apprentice, Mason.  I was reunited with Charlene when she came to pay Mr. Clement with her body.  Charlene and I shared him for several days.  We met with Mr. Lafayette a couple of days before we invaded the Leuvenfeld family home, which is where I first met Josie.   On the day of the deed, Alfonse, Lafayette’s devourer, broke in the front door.  Lafayette led us downstairs, and murdered the Leuvenfelds.  Then he murdered all four apprentices and used our souls to power some kind of binding he and Laurence devised to hold an angel.  Mr. James came along some one hundred twenty years later and pulled me from captivity.  He has been trying to find a host for me that I might enjoy living in ever since.”

      Josie shares an observation.  “Vanessa had a very meek personality until she was hosting someone.  Carla doesn’t strike me that way.  I think her will is stronger.  Sidney, I think you’ll find that you will become Carla as much as she will become you.  It’s typical for a tenant soul to have access to the zombie host's memories and be the predominant personality.  I don’t think that will be the outcome of you merging with Carla.”

      I shrug.  “Vanessa manifested both her own and Shryl’s personalities.  She is still whole even after taking Shryl out,” I explain.

      “Erica almost acts like a person with a soul,” Audrey says.  “I don’t think a tenant could take her over.  Carla is quieter, but every bit as strong - maybe stronger personality-wise.  Having a strong will is pretty key to being a lawyer, isn’t it?”

      Carla and Sidney both nod.  Sidney says, “True.  With our combined wills, we would be a formidable sorcerer.”

      Carla says, “Sidney, I wouldn’t normally consider it.  I am a fully functional, intelligent person.  The only thing missing in my life is the sense of connection to those around me.  I have to be very careful not to think of other people as being the same as animals, plants, or furniture - obstacles to work around.”  She looks at me.  “I think that these people here would be my friends regardless, but I really want to know what it is like to feel that connection.  I’m wary of it, because I have seen how Marissa’s connection to me has caused her pain.   However, I don’t think I can be more than an acquaintance in her life if I don’t take on a soul.”

      She looks at me for a moment, and then turns back to Sidney.  “Sidney, I’m not ready to make a decision yet.  I would like to come visit and get to know you better.  Will you permit that?”

      Sidney nods enthusiastically.  “Yes.  I think I would love to be paired with you, but it is wise to be cautious, Carla.  Apparently Mr. James is trying to find a perfect host for me.  If he is willing to invest the time, then I can afford to be patient.”

      Sidney hangs out with us as we visit, sharing small talk and planning out our day for tomorrow.   Eventually the yawns start to outnumber the comments.  Carla grabs a Lyft home, and we make our way to shower, and then into bed.

      Sunday starts with a light workout of yoga, calisthenics, and light-contact martial arts.  After breakfast of pizza reheated in the oven topped with bacon and scrambled eggs, we resume putting stuff away and getting comfortable in the house.

      I have been proposing that each lady should have her own room, but Rebecca insists on two per room, so no one ever has to sleep alone.   All of the rooms will fit queen or king beds with a desk or two and a large chest of drawers.  The closets are pretty roomy even with a passage or two installed inside them.  We compromise so that each gets their own room until we need to double up.

      Audrey stays for the week.  She accompanies me to the apartment, and summons lesser imps for me to work with during lunch time and for about thirty minutes after work.  We also manage to exercise the bed periodically.

      Oh yeah, imps.  They are interesting little creatures.  They are about two feet tall, muscled, and sporting short horns on their foreheads, a short tail, and claws on their hands and feet.

      The critters Audrey summoned are named Hermes, Xerxes, and Argo.  When I summon some of the white ‘combined’ energy they cringe.  That’s how I discover it is harmful to them - being near it makes them nauseous.  They claim touching it would result in permanent death - they wouldn’t return to their home plane.  I’m skeptical because I can’t imagine that something that resembles soul energy could be fatal, but I shoot them with blobs of entropy rather than white energy for practice just in case.  Growth and entropy energies work on imps much like they do on humans.

      In my training, I learn that imps are really fast, they have a great sense of smell, they really like peanut butter, and they really dislike ‘greater imps.’  They call them ‘bigs.’  They are really excited about the mission to hunt one.  Apparently they don’t like elves much either, unless they are eating them.  That is promising.

      The next week progresses in a relatively normal manner.

      Zach called to report on the renovation of the Cortez house the following Monday evening.  Plumbing had been laid and the foundations have been poured.  He expects to start framing next Monday.

      Dan and Maria joined us Monday evening for dinner.  Carla showed up, too.  I didn’t invite her, but someone did.  She brought a nice bottle of wine.

      Jack and Darcie joined us for dinner on Tuesday evening.  They brought a lovely potted ficus tree.  Carla showed up again with a potted lavender.  Someone is definitely including her on our social calendar.  We talked about the Prescott hotel project over dinner.  Plans are finalized, and we’re just waiting on permits.  Jack is excited about the hotel.  He is apparently a regular client of Bernadette’s stable.  I would think Darcie would be enough, but I’m in no position to say anything with my own little hareem.

      Tonight, we are getting back to martial arts training.  Jack and Darcie join us.  Josie and Rebecca make good sparring partners for Darcie.  Jack just started training her in June.  Audrey and Marissa push each other hard.  Jack and I work with each other in between lessons for the ladies.  His style is interesting.  It’s mostly American Kenpo with liberal bits of taiji throughout - plus bits and bobs from various other combat styles.  I think we’re pretty equally matched until I push him really hard, then he let’s go and smacks me around liberally.

      I have to laugh after taking my beating from him.  “Damn!  I fell right into your trap, Jack!”

      An evil chuckle escapes his chest.  “Maybe.  Honestly, that’s the hardest I’ve been pressed in training in years.  I’ve been pushed harder in combat, but not often in training.  I started to go into the ‘Red’ zone.”

      After we finish training, Jack drags Darcie over to me as we’re all chatting, toweling off, and rehydrating.

      “Will, would you please take Darcie on as a student?” he asks.

      “Why, Jack?  You can wipe the floor with me whenever you choose,” I tell him.

      He grins.  “Maybe.  I suspect it would be harder if I was a danger to your ladies.  The thing is, I’m not a teacher.  You are, and you’re good at it.  Darcie needs that.  I think she can trust you enough to learn a lot from you.  I’m trying, but she will tell you that I am far from patient.”

      I look seriously at the little red-head.  “What do you want, Darcie?”

      She responds earnestly, “My Master wants the best for me, and I trust his judgement.  If he says to learn from you, then that’s what I will do.”

      I purse my lips.  “I can only teach you if you want it, Darcie.  My ladies are all concerned about being able to protect each other.  They want to learn.”

      I see that fierce look she demonstrated towards the elves when she had them at gunpoint.  “Nothing is more important to me than my Master’s safety.  It is the only thing I value more than pleasing him.  I need to be able to protect him regardless of whether I have a weapon or not.”  Her expression softens.  “Please teach me.”

      I nod my head.  “Okay.  Next week we start Tuesdays and Thursdays after I get off work - usually starting at 5:30pm.  We had to do Wednesday this week because of the expected distractions tomorrow night.  We will train most Saturday mornings, too.  I’ll call you in advance if I need to cancel, but Marissa or Audrey will usually take over for me if I’m not here.  Those will be very infrequent.  Please let me know in advance if you will not be able to attend.”

      She responds, “Yes, sir.”

      I look to Jack.  “Okay.  I’ll take her on as a student.  I’m going to take her back to Kenpo basics.  They apply anywhere, and I like the way they teach it.  Once I think she has that down, then we will start in on Krav Maga.  I learned it from an IDF Platoon Sergeant, so it’s pretty brutal.”

      Jack nods,  “I noticed.  Even Rebecca was ruthless in her tactics.”

      I smile.  “Rebecca is the mama bear of the group.  She’s all ‘sugar and spice’ until someone messes with her family.”  I indicate the rest of the ladies.

      We all break for showers after I walk Jack and Darcie to the back door.  As I head up to the master suite for a shower, I see Carla in the kitchen.

      I think, ‘Oka-a-ay.  I need to ask the ladies what’s going on here.’  I shrug and call, “You want a sweaty hug, Carla?”

      She looks at me with a pronounced frown.  “No!” she barks.  “Go shower, William!”

      I chuckle as I wander off to do just that.  When I’m done showering, I pull on flannel pyjama pants and a light sweatshirt.  They ladies are all wearing matching floral silk robes from Viktorija.

      I walk past the kitchen and Carla looks at me while she stirs something.  She says, “Much better, William.  You may hug me now.”

      I smirk at her.  “Maybe the urge has passed, Carla.”

      Rebecca spanks my butt as she walks past.  “Don’t be an ass, William.”

      I jump and hurry into the kitchen.  Carla is still wearing a wool, above-the-knee skirt and a black turtleneck from work.  Her feet are still in stockings inside a pair of pumps.  I cuddle up behind her and wrap my arms around her waist.  I give her a gentle squeeze.   She stops moving before slowly pressing back her whole body into me and leaning her head into mine.

      “Tough day, dear?” I ask softly.

      She nods, “Cyrus’ widow was in the office today.  I didn’t know what to do.  Fortunately, the HR staff took care of it, but she wanted to talk to me.  She apologized for Cyrus’ behavior.  She seems like a really nice lady who’s had a hard life.”

      I ask, “Did he have insurance?”

      She nods.  “Five hundred thousand dollars.  It won’t carry her and the son for life, but it will give her a nice cushion over her job.  Payment was due on his policy.  If he had died three days later, they wouldn’t have paid.  It seems they are going to behave.  I told her to call me if they give her any trouble.”

      I kiss her cheek gently.  “Carla, that was a genuinely nice thing to do.”

      “Thank you, Will.”  Then she shimmies in my hug.  “Now go away.  This is getting to the delicate part.”

      I go to hang with Audrey, Marissa, and Josie in the living room.  Josie is tinkering on the piano.  Marissa hands me a full glass of water.  A couple of minutes later, Carla and Rebecca serve a lovely dinner of linguine carbonara, caesar salad with hand-made caesar dressing, and bread Rebecca baked in the afternoon.

      Carla talks to Sidney for a while after dinner.   She comes back up after about forty minutes and hands me the bolt.  I can feel Sidney is there.

      I ask, “Carla, are you joining us for training on Saturday.  We’ll do dinner that night at John’s Chop House.  Shall I reserve a seat for you?”  She nods.  “Please.”  She collects hugs and kisses from all the ladies, and gives me a tentative hug as Marissa and I walk her to the door.

      Thursday, I quit work at four o’clock and head back to the house via the passage.  We do some quick Halloween decorations.  Marissa arrives carrying five, count ‘em, five grocery bags of candy and a huge wicker basket.  Carla comes with her carrying three more bags of candy.   Carla is wearing a slinky black witch costume complete with cinnamon broom and pointy hat.  Marrisa hands me her candy haul and runs downstairs.  Carla leaves her broom and hat on the coffee table and sashays towards the stairs.  Her runner’s physique is mesmerizing as it sways nonchalantly to the staircase in the slinky costume.  She looks at me with a smirk and a wink as she turns to take the stairs.  I shake my head as I fill the basket and set it by the door on a mysteriously convenient small table.

      All of the ladies are dressed as sexy witches, except the sexy witch.  She is dressed as a necromancer adorned with skulls and black eye makeup and a bright scarlet wig.  The ladies have a blast making me up to look like Frankenstein‘s monster - the movie version, not the P.S. Power version.  I bring Sidney out and explain what we are doing.  I offer to power him up so he can camp around as a ‘ghost.’  He thinks it will be fun, so I do.

      Starting at six o’clock, we have baskets of candy, popcorn balls, and bags of mixed nuts stationed on the porch.  We have an apple bobbing station, and a choice of candied or caramelized apples on trays.  We have cups of wine and beer for parents.  We have a variety of ‘scary’ film music themes and campy pop halloween songs playing off speakers in the windows.  About every twenty minutes the Monster Mash plays, and we all get out and dance in the yard.  Trick-or-treaters are a little sparse until about seven, but things get quite brisk from then until about a quarter before nine.  A lot of the neighbors stop by multiple times for adult beverages and dancing on the lawn, bobbing apples, etcetera.  Sidney has a lot of fun ‘playing a ghost,’ but I do catch him admiring the ladies’ costumes a couple of times, too.  I can tell he is pining to transition.

      Jack and Darcie show up about nine-fifteen in costumes as Mortimer, AKA ‘Squint’ or ‘Grandpa’ and Letitia Addams.  They look great.  We’re all well on our way to inebriation by the time they arrive.

      Dan and Maria show up about nine-thirty via the passage to Dan’s shop.  Dan is dressed as a zombie cop.  Maria is dressed in a white garbage bag.  She laughs, “I’m white trash!”  Apparently she is well lubricated, too!

      We all have a great laugh and get a couple of more Monster Mash dances in prior to shutting down a few minutes before ten.  We turn off the music and thank all the neighbors for joining us.

      I’m picking up the apple bobbing station when Officers Bird and Johnson drive up with flashing lights.  They leave them on while the officers get out of the car and puff up their chests.  Officer Johnson tells us, “Ten o’clock folks.  Time to shut it down.”

      I notice that Officer Bird doesn’t have her vest on under her uniform.  I’m also pretty sure that the three buttons unfastened on her shirt make her ‘out of uniform.’

      I wink at her before I ask Officer Johnson, “Does that mean you don’t want a caramel apple?”

      He grins like a kid.  “I thought you’d never ask.”   He hurries over to grab one off the tray while Officer Bird shuts off the lights on the car with a chuckle.  Dan engages Officer Johnson in conversation, while Officer Bird walks up and pulls her shoulders back to display her modest cleavage.  I see red lace peaking out of her open shirt.  She sways back and forth like an ingenue on the beach.  “How is your leg, Mister James?”

      I chuckle, “Healing nicely, Officer Bird.  I like the Prescott PD’s Halloween uniform.  You look good in it,” I tease her in return.

      She grins at me.  “I’m glad you noticed.”  She winks and fastens two buttons before sauntering over to get a hug from Rebecca and a sticky treat from Audrey before joining Johnson and Dan.

      After we have everything cleaned up outside, all of our guests leave.  The family, including Carla, move inside.  We strip, remove makeup, and shower.  I put Sidney back in his bolt, but he is gushing about the time he had.  Marissa takes Carla downstairs to stay the night.  Marissa apparently stays with her, because I don’t see her again until morning.
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      Friday, my work runs late.  We are staging our code for deployment, and the automation to deploy to the staging area fails at three-thirty in the afternoon.  It takes us two hours-and-a-half to get it fixed.  By the time we do a review of final deployment, I don’t wrap up and get home until six-thirty.  The ladies shower me with affection and ply me with a lovely meatloaf meal.  We do dishes and crawl into bed.

      I get back up at midnight, pull on pyjama pants and a sweatshirt, and crawl through the portal into the apartment to start the call for the deployment.  Thankfully, it goes off without a hitch.  I finish and crawl back through the 'passage' to the house at two-thirty in the morning.  After a glass of water and a piss, I crawl back into bed at a quarter ‘til 3:00am.

      Saturday, I wake up to the smell of bacon at just before 8:00am.  I get up, pee, and pull on workout clothes.  I stumble into the kitchen, and Rebecca gives me a wet kiss and a bacon, egg, and cheese taco.  I wolf it down with a cup of coffee while leaning against the counter.  Carla arrives for training at 8:30.  The plan is martial arts in the morning and firearms in the afternoon.  Jack and Darcie join us at 8:45 for the morning session, and they meet us at the range with their pistols for the range.

      Monty and his girlfriend, Monique, join us at the range too.  Monty brought another load of weapons, including four brand new Sig P365 pistols for the ladies with clip-on holsters, two Aero Sig Sauer M400 rifles with 30-round magazines, and cleaning kits.  He talks us through cleaning the new weapons, and then we fire them.  Once again the pump .20-gauge Maverick 88 turns out to be the shotgun of choice for most of the ladies.  Even Rebecca and Darcie do well with it.  Rebecca, Darcie, and Carla are more partial to the XT3 Tactical semi-auto .410, but we ended up going with five of the Sig rifles, and a couple of the Maverick 88 .20-guage shotguns so we could standardize on ammunition.  Carla orders a 9mm and an XT3 .410 from Monty.  I send him the money via Zelle, and Carla does the same for her weapons.  We fill out a bunch of paperwork on the hood of Monty’s Escalade then head home.

      We send Audrey home on Sunday with a rolled up portal and her pistol.  She installs it inside her closet.  She plans to set a framed canvas of Paris in front of it.  Our side is set up inside the closet in Audrey’s room in the upper basement - there’s already a canvas of Amsterdam in front of it and clothes in front of that.

      Audrey pops in after volleyball practice on Wednesday for dinner and some loving, but goes home first thing in the morning.  She plays volleyball Thursday night, and comes home again Friday night for the weekend.

      Carla is in New York on business for the entire week, but she joins us for training again on Saturday.  She is quickly getting a handle on the martial arts basics.  We practice hard on weapons and open hand tactics on Saturday morning in the playroom.  We go to the range after lunch.   Upon returning to the house we hear someone walking around.  Two pistols, three tasers, and a jo staff appear quickly when we hear the noise.

      Rebecca and Carla cover the stairs from the living room.  Audrey, Josie, Marissa and I walk around back and start clearing the basements.  Josie and Audrey take the top.  Marissa and I take the bottom.

      As Marissa and I head up the front stairs I hear Audrey yell,  “Dammit, Erica!  I just about killed you, you silly bitch!  What are you doing here, slut?”

      I call up the stairs, “Coming up!”

      Audrey calls out, “All clear!  It’s just my nosey roommate!”

      We walk up in time to hear Erica.  “I missed you!  I was worried.”  I see Audrey dragging Erica by the ear towards the stairs to the top floor.

      We catch them in the corridor heading to the front room.  Audrey says, “You don’t ‘miss’ people, Erica.  You don’t ‘worry,’ either.  You and I both know that, so just stop putting on the act.  Why are you here?”

      Audrey releases her ear and points to a chair.  Erica flops down into a chair with pursed lips.

      She says, “I saw your car in the lot yesterday afternoon, but you weren’t around.  You weren’t there this morning.  I was concerned something might have happened to you, and I was more than a little curious.  I thought maybe you were hurt in your room.”

      Audrey sighs.  “So you decided to root through my closet?  I left you a note saying I would be back Monday.  Wait a minute...I locked my bedroom door, too.  How’d you get past that?”

      Erica looks at her like she’s stupid. “Seriously?  That little key thing on top of the door frames opens it right up.”

      Audrey shakes her head.  “I didn’t even consider that.  I should have put a deadbolt on it.”

      Erica says, “You locked yourself in your room Wednesday afternoon, too.  Did you come here then, too?”

      Audrey asks, “Why does it matter Erica?”

      Erica stands angrily.  “Look, Audrey.  Just because I don’t have a full range of emotions doesn’t mean I don’t care.  I’m not just a fuck doll for you.  Stop being such a cunt!”

      Audrey is rocked back.  I walk over to stand in front of Erica.  She looks at me funnily for a moment until I open my arms.  She has the whole scared rabbit thing going on like Carla does when first faced with me, but she slowly wraps her arms around me.

      I hug her firmly, but gently.  “Erica, we didn’t expect anyone, and we have had some weird shit in our lives recently.  I’m glad we didn’t harm you inadvertently.  Welcome to our home.”

      She looks up at me.  “That isn't what I expected from you.”

      I give one more squeeze and release her.  “Does that mean you’re joining us for dinner?”

      She gives me a smile.  It doesn’t come anywhere close to her eyes, but she’s learned to fake it better than Carla.  “Please?”

      “Of course,” I tell her and release her.  She slowly sits back in her chair, and I give her some space.

      Carla says, “You’re like me.  Missing a part.”  Her stare is fixed on Erica.

      Erica asks, “You mean a soul?  Yeah, I’m missing that.  Supposedly I have the seed that was supposed to bloom into one when you’re born, but it never did.”

      I look at Audrey.  She grimaces and says, “I told her.”

      Josie says, “You are even more unique than Carla, and she’s damn unique as such things go.”

      Rebecca asks, “Are all zombie women beautiful?  The one male I’ve met was handsome.  The three females have been very pretty.”

      Josie says, “I don’t think so, but I’ve not met enough to know.”

      “Cyrus wasn’t.  He was ugly through and through,” I say as I pull out my phone.

      Carla says, “Yes, but he was that way before you pulled his soul out.”

      I shrug, “Hard to argue with that.  Excuse me just a moment.  I need to add Erica to our reservations.”  Carla fidgets until I tell her, “You’re already counted, Carla.”  She nods slightly and relaxes.

      I call El Gato Azul to change our dinner reservation from nine to ten people.   I follow that by calling Prescott Station to update our Sunday brunch reservation from eleven people to twelve.

      Dinner at El Gato at seven is a celebration of Rebecca’s ‘official’ birthday.  Dan, Maria, and Judith join us.  Jack and Darcie had a commitment, but they plan to join us tomorrow for brunch.  We drink too much, eat too much, talk too loud, and have a great time laughing with each other.  We send Judith home in an Uber, and we sober up a bit by the time we finish the uphill trek back to the house.  Dan and Maria walk back with us because they came via passage, but they head home directly once we get to the house.  Maria is frisky enough that I think Dan’s getting lucky tonight.

      We play music in the living room afterward.  I put my guitar down after a while to listen to Rebecca play classical piano.

      As Rebecca lets a final note ring, Erica asks, “Can you fix me?”

      I tell her, “There’s nothing wrong with you, Erica.”

      “Yeah, there is.  I can feel it,” she says.  “Can you make the seed grow?  Audrey said your magic is all about souls, life, and death.”

      I shake my head gently and her expression falls.  “I don’t know, Erica.  I’m learning as I go.  I think I can make the right kind of energy, but I just don’t know what will happen when I try to push it into the soul seed.”

      She grabs my hands.  “Please try.  I can’t keep living like this.”  Her eyes are leaking tears.  For being emotionally broken, she is doing a great impersonation of sorrow.  Maybe it has something to do with the seed.

      I look at Audrey.  She nods at me.

      Josie shrugs at me when I look at her.  She says, “I have never heard of anything like that, Will.  Then again, I’m not an expert.”

      I look at Rebecca.  “Anything, Baby?”

      She grimaces, “I read a recipe one time for something called ‘sickness of the soul,’ but I think it is what you call ‘clinical depression’ these days.  It couldn’t hurt to give it to her after you treat her.  There’s nothing potentially harmful in it; it’s all common therapeutic herbs.”

      I look at Carla.  She is watching me carefully, but completely without emotion.

      Apparently Erica has lost her fear of me; she’s got my hands in a death grip.  I tell her, “You’ll need to stay with us for a while, Erica.  We’ll need to keep an eye on you after I try it.”

      Audrey says, “You can stay in my room, Erica.

      Carla asks, “Can you put Sidney into me tonight, too?”

      I look at her expressionless stare.  I nod, “Yes, Carla.  I can.  I think that is fairly straightforward by comparison.”

      Carla says, “I had been planning to ask you to do it this weekend, so I already put in to take next week off to adjust.  I was planning to wait until tomorrow since today is Rebecca’s birthday.

      Rebecca hugs her, “What better present could I get for my birthday than for my friend to be happy.”

      I tell everyone, “Downstairs in the playroom, everyone.  Let’s take care of our friends.”

      I go to the safe in the bedroom closet and retrieve the bolt with Sidney in it.  Josie comes along.  I ask her, “Is there anything special I need to do?”

      Josie says, “If you had marked one of them, you might want to remove it.  I’ve never heard of it interfering, but I wasn’t taught how to do it.  I can teach you how to create golems, though.”

      I ask her, “Do you want to do this?”

      Josie says, “Carla wants you to do it.  We talked about it.”

      “How about Erica?” I ask.

      Josie says, “I don’t know if I have enough energy.”

      I tell her, “I’m going to use the same white energy you use for thaumaturgy.  I bet you could do it.”

      Josie shrugs.  “Maybe.  I’ll back you up regardless.”

      We meet everyone downstairs.  I tell Carla to sit on a cushion half-lotus, but she goes full-lotus.

      I joke, “Well I know who the new family yoga instructor is.”  She gives me the cross-eyed tongue expression before closing her eyes and immediately takes up a relaxed, meditative breathing routine.

      I stand behind her and open the bolt for Sidney and pull him gently out.

      “Sidney, these are your last moments as a male.  Are you sure you want to do this?”

      He responds very seriously.  “Yes, Mr. James.  I feel like we are about to correct a great wrong.  I’ve waited for this as nearly long as I can remember.”

      “Carla, these are your last moments as a ‘soul-less’ person.  Are you certain you want to do this?”

      Carla nods and whispers, “As certain as anyone can be at the end of one life and the beginning of another.  Please proceed, Will.”

      I tell her, “Carla, when I lock Sidney into you, I will scribe a glyph at the attachment point.  This glyph will lock Sidney inside you, but also it will mark you as mine forevermore.  It is the only way I know to do this.”

      I hear her murmur, “Good.”

      I cock an eyebrow at her response but let it go.  “Sidney Aloicious Beauchamps, Carla Sydney Jackson, begin your new life together as a new person,”  I say with just a touch of drama.

      I touch the point of connection with a smidgen of entropy and then I push Sidney’s soul into that spot at the base of Carla’s skull.  There is just a little hesitancy, and then Sidney slides into Carla.  She gasps as Sidney takes up residence.  I withdraw the entropy energy and flood the area with growth energy.  Then I summon the pure energy and inscribe the glyph that marks Carla Jackson as my property and locks Sidney Beauchamps’ soul inside her.

      I kneel behind her and wrap my arms around her.  “It is done, Carla.”

      She slowly begins to sob.  Marissa and Rebecca are kneeling in front of her immediately.

      Marissa cups her cheek.  “What’s the matter, honey?”

      Rebecca hugs her shoulders, leaning in to comfort the crying woman.

      Carla hiccups and gasps before answering.  “I’m overwhelmingly happy at finally being a woman.  At the same time I’m very sad over how I hurt you - for missing that wonderful life you pictured for the two of us together.  I’m remembering all the times I was callous when you needed me, and I hate that I did that.  I’ve hurt a lot of other people and never cared.  Now I’m sorry for much of the pain I created.”

      Rebecca asks, “Not all of it?”

      Carla shakes her head.  “No.  Some of them deserved worse than I dished out.  I regret not doing more in a couple of cases.  There was just no value to me in hurting them more.  It would have helped others avoid pain - sexual harassment and assault cases that I defended the company against.  It was my job, but there are two bastards I saved that should be in jail.  There are tons of minor hurts that I inflicted on classmates and colleagues over the years.  It was like they were no more significant than furniture.”

      I lean forward and kiss the crown of her head.  “Carla, some wrongs can be righted.  Others you can’t.  Really what you can do is ensure that you do better every day.”  She nods, and Rebecca kisses my cheek and nods her agreement.

      “Marissa?  Rebecca?  Will you two stay here and comfort Carla?”  I ask.

      I hear an immediate “Of course” from Rebecca with a simultaneous “Yes” from Marissa.

      I get up and give each of my lovers a warm kiss.  “Thank you, my precious loves.”

      I look at the remaining zombie in the room.  She is sitting on a cushion in a half-lotus with her hands on her knees.  Audrey whispers to her and walks up to me.  She wraps her arms around my neck to kiss me.

      “Husband, I have had her meditating since you told Carla to start,” Audrey informs me.  I look at Josie.  She nods to me, and I beckon her over.

      I open one arm, and Josie slides in to collect a kiss.  She murmurs into my ear.  “That was so hot to watch.  It’s supposed to be difficult.  You made it look easy.”

      “We can talk through what I did later.  Maybe we can discuss it with Babette,” I say.

      Josie giggles, “Don’t tell Bernadette.  She’ll be brokenhearted that you want her for her memories.”

      Audrey chimes in.  “Right?  You’ll have to fuck her multiple times to make it up to her.  Maybe all of us together.”  She gives me a lascivious grin.

      I ask Josie, “Do you want to open Erica up?  I can feed you power if you run low.”

      “Yes, William.  I would like that,” Josie answers.  Erica’s eyes fly open, but Josie doesn’t notice.  “Bernadette said it had never been done.  It would be cool if I could be the first to ever do it.”

      I kiss her gently as I watch Erica’s reaction.  “Put just a little touch of entropy on it for just a minute.  That may be enough to make it open on its own.  If not, then we pulse pure energy into it.  If you get concerned, just raise your hand.  I’ll take over at that point.”

      Erica starts to get up.  I scold her, “Sit your ass down, young lady.”  She looks at me like I hit her.  “Sit down.  Go back to your breathing exercises.”

      She pouts, “But, Will!  I want you to do it.  Audrey says you are hugely powerful.  That's what I need, isn’t it?”

      I shake my head and kiss my two lovers.  I release Audrey and Josie, and take up a kneeling seiza posture in front of Erica.  I tell her, “Think about that for a minute, Erica.  If it required all that power, would babies be able to do that?  I think not.”  I give her a moment to contemplate my words.  “Josie is a fully trained and qualified necromancer.  We can’t call her a ‘master’ simply because she hasn’t completed a master-level work.  This should qualify.   On the other hand, I have completed at least three master-level works, but have no training at all.  My lovers and friends are educating me on the job.  Theoretically, Josie is more likely to do this easily.”

      Rebecca surprises me by kneeling in front of Erica next to me.  She says, “Erica, if you are planning to be a part of our family, you need to learn to get along.  William generally has a very good reason for doing what he does.  Each of us has strengths.  Mine is witchery, and I am very good at it.   Josie is a strong, talented, multi-faceted crafter.   Marissa is our fitness expert and the most fierce warrior of our group - maybe more so than William.  Audrey is a talented sorceress and warrior.   William’s gift is power, intuition, and a healthy mixture of wisdom, knowledge, and skill.  He’s the glue that pulls us all together and makes us stronger as a family.  If you become a force that tears us apart, you will never be more in this family than an acquaintance.  Do I make myself clear?”

      Erica bows her head, appropriately chastised.  “Yes, ma’am.”

      Rebecca says to me,  “This one needs a firm hand.  We all like it, but she needs it.  Don’t slack up on her.”  Erica gasps at Rebecca’s comment.  Rebecca gives me a wet kiss.  It almost seems like she’s excited by the prospect.  She looks me in the eye.  “Fuck me hard tonight, husband.  I’m getting quite wet watching you work.”  She gives me another quick smooch.  “I’m going to go back to sit with Carla and Marissa.  I love you, William.”

      “I love you too, Rebecca.”  I look at Erica.  “Back to meditation breathing, Erica.  The more relaxed you are, the easier this should be for you.”

      I reposition myself behind Erica.  Josie joins me while Audrey takes my place in front of her roommate.  I place my hands on Erica’s shoulders.  She doesn’t flinch, but I find her fairly tense.  I rub my palms together to generate warmth and lay them on her shoulders again.  Slowly that helps her relax.

      I encourage her, “Deep breaths, Erica.  Four count in.  Four count out.”  I warm my palms again as she does what I ask.  After applying them to her shoulders again, I sense they continue to relax.  I squeeze her trapezius muscles gently before doing the palm heating again.

      I nod to Josie and open my second sight.  Josie holds her hand over the small kernel of the soul seed.

      She says, “Just a little entropy.”  I see the dark energy passing from her hand into the little kernel and then stop.

      I tell her, “A little more, beloved.”

      Josie gives about half-again as much to the small kernel, and I nod.  We watch the kernel for about a minute, but nothing changes.  “Okay, give it about the same amount of pure energy,” I instruct.  Josie follows that instruction.  It reminds me of a clam just starting to open - a miniscule loosening of the four petals of the seed.

      Josie says, “I think about twice that much again.”

      I say, “You may be right, but I think the less we do the stronger it will be.”

      “Okay,” Josie acknowledges.  She gives it a small pulse.

      No change.  She pulses it again.

      It opens a little more.  She pulses it again, and it cracks open to reveal the tiniest pulse of light.  I didn’t know what to expect, but this isn’t it.

      I say, “It’s like the angels drained too much out of it.”

      I hear Rebecca call out, “Angélus Gwenéfron, please attend me.”  I prod the small soul seedling with my senses.  It feels very weak - not like something that is about to burst forth.
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      Gwen shows up in all its glory.  The seven foot tall, muscular, androgynous beauty has plenty of clearance under the ten foot ceiling.  Gwen looks down on Rebecca as she slides in for a hug.

      Rebecca looks up at the angel’s face.  “Gwen, would you take a look at what Will and Josie found?”

      Gwen steps around Erica and kneels behind us with its head poking between our heads and peers down at Erica’s neck.  Its huge breasts press into my back.

      “This is a soul-less?” the large angel asks in a rich contralto voice.

      I nod, “Yes.  She has a soulseed, so we thought we might open it up to see if her soul would grow.  There was apparently no energy in it.  That’s roughly the amount of energy we pushed into it.  If I saw a plant seed that looked like that, I would say it’s sick.”

      I massage Erica’s shoulders to try to keep her relaxed as we discuss her condition.

      I look at Gwen, and it purses its lips in thought.  I can almost hear the gears grinding.  Then Gwen murmurs, “Angélus Micháelis, attend me.”

      An even larger angel appears in front of us.  This one has four wings.  It is just as androgynous as Gwen, but has smaller breasts and bigger pecs.  A deep basso voice says, “How may I help, Gwen?”

      Gwen points to Erica’s soulseed.  “Would you look at this, please?  I think I know what this is, but I’ve never seen anything like it.  I need your expertise, Mick.”

      The giant angel walks around and looks over our shoulders.  I feel its hot breath on my neck as it bends over.  I explain,  “We pushed a touch of entropy energy into it to soften it, and then gave it little pulses of pure energy.”  I light a little ball of it in my finger tip.

      Mick comments, “That’s probably the only reason it sprouted at all.  In case you’re wondering, the entropy didn’t hurt it.  It’s a common theorem among our kind that simply weakening the hull of the soulseed would cause it to sprout.  In this case, there was nothing inside to sprout.  Your pushing energy into the seed caused the remaining nub at the bottom to start to grow again.  Essentially, you created a new soul.   It is slowly getting stronger, but I don’t think it will last without further intervention.”  It looks down at me.  “Don’t use life energy.  Use the soul energy like you just did.”

      I turn to Josie and she nods.  She reaches up and pushes three small pulses into it.  It looks like it helps.  Mick points at the small ball of energy I’ve been holding in reserve in my left hand.   I hand it to Josie, she absorbs it and pulls up a new ball of energy roughly the same size.  I can see she wants this to be her accomplishment.  I encourage her.  “Go ahead, Josie.”

      Josie pushes the energy into Erica’s nascent soul sprout.  It absorbs it, dims, and then shines stronger.  I tell her, “The same amount again.  Apply, observe, then repeat if you think it’s needed.  You have this, love.”  Jose smiles shyly at me and pulls up another ball of energy.  She pushes it into the new soul - another dimming and then obvious physical growth.

      I encourage her, “One more time?  Whaddya think, my love?”

      Josie grins and nods at me.  She pulls up a ball of the same size and slowly pushes it into the nascent soul.  It dims again and then it flares and disappears.  Erica gasps.  At first, I’m concerned.  I reach into Erica and give a gentle tug.  She gasps again.  Slowly the corona of a soul becomes apparent.

      I hug Erica’s shoulders.  “Congratulations, Erica.  You have a brand new, never used, soul.  Nurture it with care.”  She sobs and leans forward to wrap her arms around Audrey.

      Audrey looks over the shoulder of the weeping young woman.  “Thank you.  Josie, that was awesome.  I saw her soul take root and then flare into a corona.”

      Rebecca, Marissa, and Carla all come over to congratulate Erica.  They all hug Audrey and Erica first, then Josie, and finally me.  Gwen and Mick each get a hug while they are still kneeling; it’s easier for all of us to reach them at that height.  I get up and offer Josie a hand.  The two angels stand too as I pull her into a loving hug and passionate kiss.

      I tell her, “Josie, I am going to thoroughly reward you for that awesome performance.”  She attacks my mouth to give me a hint at what she would like for a reward.

      I look up at the two towering angels.  ‘Damn!’  Mick is at least a full foot taller than Gwen.

      “Okay, my friends.  You want to clue in the floundering necromancer in the room?”  I ask.

      Gwen looks up at Mick.  He nods, and Gwen turns to Josie and I.  “Her soul was eaten by a devourer.  It’s unusual that they leave the seed.  There is a greater imp lord that calls devourers to whatever plane he’s infesting at the time.  He instructs them to eat them like this, to create more soul-less children.  These empty seeds are attracted to fetuses just like a full soul seed, but they won’t sprout.  The result is more soul-less children.  Soul-less children cause their parents exponentially more chaos in households than normal children.  It’s not as if the percentage of soul-less are not increasing exponentially here due to population growth.  Regardless, the imp lord feasts on the results.  He’s been here.”

      “Hmmm...it wouldn’t be Xranalazny, would it?” I ask.

      Mick says, “Ye-e-essssss!  It is a plague upon living peoples everywhere.”

      I explain, “I think it is back on its home plane, but trying to get back here.  It has cut some kind of deal with a succubaen royal to get back here.  Their agent here notified me, so we have built a team to summon it next weekend.”  I draw my finger across my throat.

      “What’s your plan?” Mick asks.

      I look around.  “Not even here, Mick.  Apparently it has agents everywhere.”

      The huge angel grabs me by the shoulders, and we suddenly blink somewhere else.  We’re standing on a high mountaintop.  The sun is up, but the sky is still purple.   There is a small circle to the side of where we arrived that is reminiscent of the summoning circles Audrey draws.  The huge angel sets me in the circle, and then Mick and Gwen join me.  Mick mutters a cantrip and there is a whirling of darkness and light around the circle.

      Mick says, “Sorry, human.”

      “William,” I extend a hand.

      He shakes, “Micháelis.  Please call me ‘Mick.’”

      Gwen says, “This is essentially like your faraday cage, but for sound and thought waves.  Nothing can get out.  No one can hear in.  What is your plan?”

      I frown for a minute.  “We have an elderly man with dementia.  I’m going to pull out his soul and hold it to the side.  I’ll resurrect him when we’re done.  Once we have the guy in the circle, we’ll summon our target into a circle within a circle, bind him to the old man, and wrap him in pure energy - I understand they don’t like that.  Then the Hunter on our team will shoot him in the head while I press his soul up into the head.  I have three lesser imps to hunt down any split-offs he casts out.  I am wary of trying to suck the energy out its soul.  I got the impression that can be tricky with greater imps.”

      Mick frowns and says, “It is tricky, but your choice of host is good.  Also, sending lesser imps after split-offs is a good tactic.  They can eat them, and split-offs won’t survive.”

      Mick sighs heavily.  “If it were almost any other greater imp, your plan would work.  Wrapping them in soul energy would kill them.  The soul energy of greater imps, and the lesser imps, is out of phase with most beings.  If you try to absorb it, it will likely destroy your ability to hold energy.”   It pauses a moment.  “Xranalazny is a special case.  It set itself the task to travel to every known world and sow its own special brand of chaos on each.  Its minions must harvest a minimum of one million souls on a world before it will consider moving on.  Once that is done, he brings over millions of a predatory race.  It has done this to and with vampires and shifters.  It has attacked elven and succubus worlds.  It takes a special delight in turning devourers loose on a population.”

      Gwen says.  “Xranalazny is able to feed off the fear of its attackers to give it strength in battle.  It can sprout its claws and barbed tail once it has completely moved into a host unless it is bound in soul energy.  It is able to move its soul anywhere in a host’s body, so the normal destroying the head tactic won’t work.  Pushing it into the head before shooting it is a good idea, but it will likely worm some break-aways past your screen.  Its consciousness will go in each one.  Plus, Xranalzny has been shot in the soul and survived to return home.”

      “In other words, Xranalazny is the trickiest of all known bastards,” I say.

      Mick shakes its head absently, “No.  Luke has that honor.”

      I cock an eyebrow.  “Luke,” I repeat as Mick is lost in thought.  “As in Loki?  As in Lucifer?”

      Mick nods as it wargames in its head.  “Sadly, it’s not available to help.  It is playing the role of evil incarnate in a different dimension.  It’s rather a full-time job.”

      “Hm!  I thought it was playing that role in my world,” I observe.

      Mick looks at me for a moment.  “No.  Luke just got things started there.  Your race is quite good at creating its own Hell.  Luke was done after Dante’s Inferno.  You all took over from there.  Luke rather holds Dante in awe.”

      Mick continues, “My agents have gotten wind that Xranalazny's next act is to be the coup de gras - something new and even more vile than what it has done to date to wrap up its reign of terror.  Then it will make a play to become the Supreme Lord on its planet - what you might call a Planetary Emperor.  My sources say that is the first step, before taking over the sector of space that is home for all beings that travel to your world.  Apparently your world will become the ‘royal hunting reserve’ for Xranalazny’s minions.”

      “Holy shit!” I murmur.

      Mick responds immediately, “I’ve always thought that was a strange statement, but I agree with the sentiment.”

      I shake my head and turn my mind back to the problem at hand.  “How about if I wrap the whole host in a deep layer of pure energy and then burn it?”

      Gwen pitches in.  “Same problem, Will.  You aren’t experienced enough to ensure there are no holes in coverage.  You’re powerful enough, just not skilled enough.”

      Mick snorts, “With that power reservoir?  Really!”

      Gwen says quietly, “I’ve seen what he’s hiding, Mick.”  Gwen looks at me.  “Show him, Will”

      “Holy shit,” Mick exclaims as I release control on my power well.

      “I’ve been working on pushing everything into pure energy in my well.   I keep very little free entropy and growth energy.  I can usually grab some from around me if I need it, so I just keep a little bit for emergencies,” I explain.

      Gwen says, “Yes.  You no longer look like a necromancer.  Your dan t’ien appears to be full of pure soul energy, or qi as you call it on your planet.  It looks like that you are pulling that in from around you, too.  Soul energy is the source of real magic.  Where did you learn that?”

      I shrug, “Experimentation.  Josie’s power is like this naturally.  I had to cultivate it.”

      Mick tilts its head.  “Well, William.  You definitely have enough power to do the job.  It’s experience and skill you lack.  You need one of the immortals.”

      Gwen asks, “Are they still around?  I thought they all would have ascended by now.”

      Mick shakes its head.  “No.  Wodan is still around.  Magnus is still trying to clean things up down there.  Zeus ascended, but Apollo is still around - you’d think he was Dionysis the way he acts now.  Baal surfaces periodically.  I think there are some others running around there.  They mostly just blend in as wealthy norms.  For instance, Apollo is now a Greek shipping magnate.”

      “Wait a minute,” I interrupt.  “You mean all of the gods of myth and legend exist or did exist?”

      Mick shakes its head, and Gwen explains. “Not all.  For instance, Wodan exists, but his sons Thor, Heimdal, etcetera were just long-lived mortals, demigods if you prefer.  Loki, well that was Luke multitasking at the time.  Lucifer was the job, and Loki was its hobby.  All the ‘tricksters’ really.  Neptune was a complete fabrication; although, there was an Atlantean king by that name.”

      “Jeez,” I exclaim.  “Atlantis existed, too.  And, I suppose I could walk over to God’s house while we’re here.”

      Mick shakes its head absently.  “No.  The ‘Most High’ lives elsewhere.”  The huge angel looks at me intensely.  “You must get the Magnus to help you.”

      “The greatest?” I translate.  “Really.  I suppose he’s very humble, too.”

      Mick tilts its head and looks at me seriously.  “Actually, yes.  He didn’t come up with the title.  It was given to him in the Dark Ages - originally it was ‘Magus Magnus.’  He has the ability and strength to handle this.”

      “Great,” I huff.  “How can I find this guy?  I’ve got just under a week.  I understand Xranalazny has been notified.”

      Mick gives me a frustrated look.  “Aren’t you connected to the magical community?”

      “No,” I admit.  “I am self-taught, and I’ve barely been at this for three months.”

      “Oh goodness!” Mick exclaims.

      “Exactly,” I say.  “Anything else?”

      Mick nods, “Make sure your Hunter has those blessed disrupting bullets.  Those won’t kill Xranalazny, but they will definitely get its attention and keep it in place.”

      “Okay.  Jack needs kryptonite bullets.”  I look at the two angels.  “What if I can’t find this Magnus fella?  I don’t have much time.  Can I call on you two?”

      Mick says, “That would need to be your last option.  My people have not had very good luck with Xranalazny.  It has killed some of my agents, and managed to escape every squad I’ve sent after him.  Magnus has a relatively unique skill set.  He’s the best possible option for this.”

      “Well if you get the chance to contact him, please send him my way,”  I sigh heavily.  “I guess you better send me home.  It’s Rebecca’s birthday today, so we are supposed to celebrate tonight.”

      Suddenly I’m standing back in our basement in the exact spot I was in before Mick plucked me out of my reality to that mountaintop cone-of-silence thing.  All of my ladies are inhaling deeply with fear etched on their faces.   They all stop, and look confused.

      “How long was I gone?” I ask.

      Rebecca answers as Josie and Audrey wrap me in a hug.  “Just long enough for us to register that you were gone.  The angels disappeared, and you were gone with them.”  Erica struggles to her feet as Rebecca, Marissa, and interestingly enough Carla, all pile onto Audrey and Josie’s group hug.

      Josie adds, “I had just long enough to inhale to scream your name before you returned.  Thank all that is holy.”

      I mutter, “Apparently thanking the ‘Most High’ is an acceptable method of thanking God.”

      I give each of my ladies a life-affirming kiss.  Carla cuddles up close and burrows into my chest.  I’m still not sure what is going on there, but I wrap my arms around her and give her a gentle squeeze.   She releases me and steps back.   Rebecca and Marissa each hold one of Carla’s arms.
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            Happy Birthday, Rebecca

          

        

      

    

    
      I look at Audrey.  “Kitten, get Erica settled please.  Then come join us for Rebecca’s present.”

      She kisses me deeply before murmuring into my neck.  “Yes, Master.”

      I turn to Marissa.  “Honey, can you get Carla settled for the night before you come to bed?”  She releases Carla’s arm and climbs up my body.  She drives her tongue into my mouth as she wraps her legs around my waist.  I slide my hand under her bum and squeeze her hard ass.  She moans into my mouth as we play tongue tag.  Finally she comes up for air.  “I can’t wait for my birthday.  It’s three days after yours.”

      “June fourth,” I confirm.

      She nods and slides her firm body down my torso.  Marissa skips back to Carla, who is staring at her like an alien.  Marissa says, “Come along, Carla.  Let’s get you a glass of water, and we’ll get you tucked in.”

      She doesn’t move for a moment before following Marissa upstairs.  I hear her sob quietly.  “Marissa, will you ever kiss me like that again?”

      Marissa turns on the step to hug the taller woman.  She kisses Carla’s forehead.  “I don’t know Carla.   You hurt me very badly.   If I hadn’t loved you so much, you couldn’t have hurt me like that.”  She tips Carla’s chin up to look her in the eye.  “The love never left.  My willingness to be hurt did.  Be patient.  The future isn’t written.   Okay?”

      Carla hiccups, “O-kay.”  Marissa turns and continues up the stairs.

      Josie, Rebecca, and I head up to get water for the night.  Carla gives me another hug as we follow into the kitchen.  She kisses my cheek.  “Thank you, William.  This is different for both sides of my personality, but we are both certain we made a good match.  Thank you for doing this.  Sidney’s knowledge was eye-opening to my Carla side.  You weren’t kidding that you could suck the life right out of me.”

      “No.  I’m glad it didn’t come to that.  Your intelligence and wit touched me when I met you.  I am happy we’ve become friends,” I tell her.

      She gives me that same serious look she always gives me.  Slowly, she leans in and kisses my cheek.  “Me, too.”  I have to admit, she smells fantastic.

      Josie and I escort Rebecca to the bedroom.  We kiss her all over as we strip her out of her dress.

      Audrey runs in and strips out of her dress before she tackles Rebecca into the bed.  I hang my chino’s and slide out of my boxers.   Josie crawls into bed on the other side of Rebecca.  Each of the women kisses and fondles her.

      I whisper urgently, “Now, ladies.”  Each grabs a wrist and an ankle and pulls Rebecca spread eagle.  She squeals in surprise.

      She looks up, “Oh!  My goodness!   William, what are you up to?”

      I look down at my hardening member before I look up at her.  “About nine inches.  Happy Birthday, beloved.   My gift to you is that I’m going to abuse you mercilessly.”

      Rebecca moans as she looks at me with lust in her eyes.

      Marissa runs in, “You didn’t start without me, did you baby?”  She strips out of her dress and tosses it on the chair in the corner.  She crawls between Rebecca’s splayed thighs.

      Marissa tells her, “Happy birthday, Rebecca.  I love you.”  She continues to crawl up to kiss Rebecca passionately before she kisses her way down Rebecca’s torso.  Stops at Rebecca’s recently waxed mons.

      I lean in to kiss Rebecca passionately and then get out of Audrey’s way.  Audrey sits on Rebecca’s face while Josie and I fondle and suckle her breasts.  Marissa gives Rebecca her birthday present - orgasms.  Lots of orgasms.

      When Marissa is done worshipping Rebecca’s treasures, we all rotate around the birthday girl.  Marissa takes my place on her left to suckle her breast.  I feed my cock into Rebecca’s mouth. Audrey collapses on Rebecca’s right side to pin her right arm and suckle her right breast. Josie crawls into place to scissor Rebecca, holding her right leg tight between her bountiful breasts.

      Rebecca gets used mercilessly by all four of us and loves it.  I deliver a load of cum down her throat and another in her pussy.  Each of the ladies gives her own present and takes a ride on her face.  By the end of the circuit, Rebecca is lying there completely limp with a huge smile on her face.

      “That.  Was.  Awesome!” she gasps.  She looks at Josie as she catches her breath.

      Josie says, “What?”

      Rebecca says, “William?  Darling, Lord Husband?  Did you not say that Josie is to get a reward for her fine work creating a brand new soul for Erica?”

      I nod sagely as I sit in my heels with my half-hard cock still inside my sexy little witch.  “I did say that,” I agree.

      Rebecca says, “I highly recommend this treatment as a reward.”

      “Do you now?” I ask.  Rebecca nods expansively.  “Well then.” I pause for effect, but Audrey and Marissa grab Josie quickly as Rebecca squirms off my hardening cock to vacate the center of the bed.  “Josie, assume Rebecca’s position,” I command.

      Josie gets her reward.  She doesn’t seem to mind where her sisters sit, and they applaud her lingual efforts.

      I fall asleep with Audrey under my left pit, Marissa behind her, Josie under my right, and Rebecca on top of me.

      I wake Sunday morning with Carla on my right shoulder, Marissa behind her, Audrey and Josie on the other side, and Rebecca lying on top of me.

      Carla’s eyes open, and she watches me quietly

      I kiss her forehead.  “Good morning, Carla.  I feel delightful, naked flesh pressed to my right side and a silky leg over mine.  I recall you not being here when I went to sleep.  When did you join us?”

      She answers, “Apparently you fell asleep before the ladies were done last night.  With you not getting much sleep the other night, the ladies decided to move to the living room.  I couldn’t sleep and heard them giggling and gasping.  So I snuck up the stairs and had a glass of wine with them.  My clothes got lost somewhere.”  She smirks with that comment.  “Marissa and I mended some fences.  Then I gave Rebecca a birthday present.  Then Audrey and Josie looked so left out.  I might have had sex with all your wives.”  She smirks.

      I gasp.  “What a strumpet you are, Carla!”  She flashes an ornery smile that actually reaches her eyes.  “You actually look happy, Carla.”

      “I am,” she says.  “I feel like I belong for the first time in my life.  I will revel in it as long as you let me.”

      “I will try not to threaten your happiness, Carla.  I suspect it’s been a rare experience,” I murmur to her.

      The smile leaves her eyes as she nods against my chest, but it slowly returns.  “I need to go for a run.  I gotta keep my girlish figure or else these young ladies will kick me to the curb.”

      I smile at her.  “As if.  They have been maneuvering you into the family ever since Cyrus showed up at your house.”  She actually grins.  I tell her, “Go on.  Go run.  Don’t be late for brunch.”

      I see the ornery twinkle return in her eye.  “You could come with me.”

      “I rarely run due to the impact on my knees.  I might know how to manage that now, but I haven’t gotten my head wrapped around it yet.  Rebecca and I ran a little in North Carolina, but generally I swim sprints instead.”

      “Okay,” she murmurs.  “Let me know when you’re up to try it.  Now that I understand more about your craft, I think it should allow you to manage it better.”  She quickly brushes her lips over mine, winks at me, and slides out of bed.

      Later that morning, we have brunch with the Tomlinsons, the Jeromes, and Aunt Judith at the Prescott Station.  We have a lovely patio table, and as is usually the case when my family gets together, we have a wonderful time visiting and laughing.  I check Dan and Maria with my second sight during the meal, and they are looking healthy and fit.  I need to be careful I don’t go crazy and visibly roll the clock back on them.

      After brunch, I pull Jack aside.  I ask him, “Do you have holy bullets?”

      He looks around to ensure no one is paying too much attention outside our group.  “I only have four left.  I think I can get some more.  You think I need them for next weekend?”

      I nod, “That’s what I’ve been told.”

      Jack nods, “Okay.  I’ll see how many I can get my hands on.”

      “What makes them special?”  I ask him

      He looks around again.  “If one creates a mortal wound, they destroy the soul.  ‘Holy bullets’ is the exact opposite of what they really are.  How did you hear about them?”

      I copy his anti-surveillance scan before answering.  “A four-winged angel named Micháelis.”

      Jack yelps, “Holy shit!”  He catches himself.  He murmurs, “How did you manage an audience with the archangel Michael?”

      “A friend arranged the meeting,” I tell him.  “Do you know someone named Magnus?” I ask.

      Jack shakes his head.  “He’s a myth.  I’ve heard legends and rumors.  I don’t think he is real.  If he exists, Bernadette may know him.  She knows a lot of people.”

      Judith hooks her hand into the crook of my arm.  She leans in conspiratorially.  Murmurs, “Did I hear you mention Magnus?”

      I nod.

      Judith says, “I met him in the 70’s at a party.  He’s a very nice man.  He came to visit me again right after I moved into Pioneer Home about sixteen years ago.  He said he was nearby and decided to drop in.  I have no idea how he knew where to find me, but he gave me a card with a website on it.  If you put in your name, it gives you a code and a phone number.  Text the code, when to meet, and where.  Supposedly he shows up.”

      “Would you send me the link, Judith?

      “Of course, dear.”  She pats my hand like a kindly grandma.  “I am going to catch an Uber home.  Thanks for the invite.  I had a lovely time.”  She pulls me down and kisses my lips gently, winks and walks off.

      Jack asks me, “Is it my imagination, or is she really working her hips for you?”

      I chuckle, “I’m afraid it’s not your imagination.”  I almost tell him I fully expect to wake up one morning with a rejuvenated Judith looking somewhere between twenty to fifty riding my cock, but I go for discretion.   Besides, I don’t think he knows Judith’s craft, and it’s not my secret to share.

      Judith collects hugs from all my ladies, Carla, Erica, the Tomlinsons, Jack, and Darcie.  We wait until her car shows up, and then we walk home.  We drop Jack and Darcie off at their place.  It turns out they live about three blocks from our house.

      In the afternoon, I practice with the imps.

      Rather than doing the summoning herself, Audrey has Carla summon them under her supervision to exercise her new abilities from Sidney’s soul.  However, before she cuts Carla loose, she walks Carla through a very thorough review.

      Audrey apparently learned a very strict school of sorcery compared to Sidney’s experience.  Given Steven Cheung’s former employer, I’m not surprised.  I join the ladies in the ‘playroom,’ bringing along three jars of peanut butter for my training partners.

      After some rigorous instruction and redrawing the circle twice, Carla summons Xerxes.  She contracts with him to train with me for a jar of peanut butter.  Once done, she does the same for Hermes and Argos.

      We train by having the critters toss balls of chaos at me from multiple directions, and I work at dodging, blocking, and sweeping them out of the way.  The couple of times they have hit me with chaos balls in the past resulted in vertigo, confusion, and fear.  The little demons lapped it up like candy.  After my talk with Mick, I’m guessing the ‘chaos balls’ are impish soul energy.  I use my ‘pure’ energy for the shields, but toss balls of entropy back at the little critters.

      Today, I’m doing well.  So of course they stop, and chatter quietly.  I can’t understand what they’re saying.  The language is different from anything else I’ve heard - a melange of chirps, barks, grunts, growls, and whistles.  They stop talking and all come together to combine their chaos balls into a bigger one.  I almost bat it away with a ball of energy around my hand, but change my mind to dodge out of the way.  It breaks apart into three balls on impact and swirls around me.

      They just stand there laughing at me.  When I disperse all three balls, Hermes says, “That’s secret, Master.”

      Argos says, “We use this tactic against bigger opponents.”

      Xerxes says, “But same problem with the bigs.  They will feed off it.”

      I have a thought.  “How do elves deal with that?”

      Argos answers, “They go crazy.”  Evil little grins on their faces.  “You need elves dead?”

      “Not at the moment, but it’s recently become a possibility,” I answer honestly.

      “I like killing elves,” Xerxes says with a bloodthirsty look in his eye.

      Argos grins, “I would do it for no peanut butter.”

      Hermes demurs, “Ah, I dunno ‘bout that.  Maybe for just a big spoonful.”

      Argos nods crazily, “Yeah, yeah, yeah, yeah!”

      Xerxes says, “Any elf.  Any time.  No charge.”  The little critter really hates elves.  Good to know.  I’ll keep it in mind.

      Carla pays them in peanut butter and then dismisses them to return to their home dimension.

      I retrieve my iPad later in the afternoon.  Audrey and Erica are out shopping for something.  Rebecca and Josie are settling in to study together at the dining tables.  They were out letting Rebecca practice driving while I was playing with the imps.  Marissa and Carla are on the couch in the living room.  They are talking quietly while leaning against opposite arms of the couch with feet in laps.  The play of emotions across their faces indicates we need to give them room, so I sit down next to Josie across from Rebecca.
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            Cramming for the test

          

        

      

    

    
      Rebecca says, “Aunt Judith is going to start her rejuvenation soon.  She needs a legend.  She says it’s not as easy as it was in the 1960s.  Can we ask Bernadette for help?”

      I shrug, “Of course.  We will need a current photo.”  I open my email on my iPad looking for a message from Judith.  There is nothing yet.

      Rebecca answers, “She said she’ll send her most youthful one from the sixties.”  That’s when I notice Josie and Rebecca are both dressed in an unusual fashion.  They both are wearing sweaters, shirts, sweats, skirts, Rebecca has on foot warmers, and Josie has on boots.

      I ask, “Um...are you cold?  We could turn up the heat.”

      Their expressions tell me I caught them in something else.

      Josie answers, “Um.  We’re studying for the GED.”

      “Okay-ay-ay,” I drawl.

      Rebecca says, “We’re testing each other.”

      Josie slides a piece of paper to me.  “Here are the rules,” she says.

      This is definitely a serious contest.  They have a stack of index cards with questions.  It looks like a four inch stack of cards.  They will rotate asking questions while the other answers.  Neither looks at the answer on the card.  The questioning person can challenge the answer before looking at the answer.  A wrong answer from either party removes an article of clothing.  A challenge winner can put on a previously removed article of clothing.  The last one wearing an article of clothing wins.

      Josie says, “It's a variant of the strip poker game Marissa taught us.”

      I wonder when she taught them that.  I almost hate to ask.  “What’s the prize?”

      They bite their lips and look at each other.

      Rebecca says, “The loser gives the winner an orgasm using her mouth.  The loser has to forego orgasms until daylight tomorrow morning.”

      I’m surprised.  Those are very high stakes indeed considering how reticent Josie is about muff munching.

      Josie says, “Maybe we should change the prize.”  She bites her lip again.

      Rebecca says, “How so?  I’m gonna win, and you will FINALLY use that talented tongue on me again.  You relied on your fingers more than your mouth last night.”

      Josie’s face hardens.  “As if!  And I did nothing but tongue on you.  My arms were pinned.  You are going down, slut.”  She takes a breath.  She says dreamily, “I was just thinking I would like to have Will alone in bed for a couple of hours as my prize.”  She’s back to combat mode after that.  “You will have to watch, be quiet, and not touch yourself while our big man drives me, and me alone, absolutely wild.”  She is leaning into Rebecca’s face.

      Rebecca’s face takes on an ‘a-ha’ expression.  I know she relished our alone time in North Carolina.  She leans toward Josie and stares in her eyes like a prizefighter.  She kisses her quickly and says, “You’re on.  You are going DOWN, strumpet.”

      I am in the unenviable position of being the judge on a couple of essay question answers, but both young ladies are doing very well on getting their answers correct.  I’m proud of them both.

      You would think a four-inch stack of cards would take forever to work through, but my ladies fly through it.

      They both do well in math, basic science, early American history and literature.  Rebecca does better on reading comprehension - she learns early to ask to see the question.  They struggle with contemporary history.  Rebecca has an advantage in biology, whereas Josie seems to intuitively understand geometry and physics at the high school level.

      One hour later, the ladies have cycled through all of the cards.  Both are wearing only t-shirts over bras, no skirts, no shoes.  Rebecca shed her sweat pants in favor of keeping the footwarmers, one of which she won back in a challenge.  Despite Josie’s claim to not be a good student, it looks to me like she is up by two articles of clothing.  Rebecca has no socks.  Josie has both socks and her sweatpants.

      I shuffle the deck as Marissa and Carla join us.  Marissa crawls on my lap, and Carla stands behind me and wraps her arms around us both.  I explain the game and where we are in it.

      We change the game, so that Marissa and Carla read the questions.  They still don’t look at the answers before asking for a challenge.   Then they read the answer, and I judge.

      Every time Carla reads, Marissa holds the card up, and Carla bends over to put her face next to mine.  There is something about her scent that is alluring.  Marissa tries to look innocent each time, but I can tell she is working to build my desire for Carla.

      Apparently having different readers makes a difference.  It may be that having a bigger audience induces nerves, too.  Either way Josie rapidly loses both socks and her sweatpants.  Rebecca doesn’t do much better - she’s sitting in her bra, panties, and footwarmers having lost her shorts and t-shirt.

      Rebecca gets a trigonometry question, that I would have failed.  She does too, but Josie challenges and gets a sock back.  Rebecca whips her bra off.

      Josie murmurs, “Slut.”

      Rebecca responds, “Bring it, strumpet.”

      The game continues.

      In the end, it’s an upset win by Rebecca coming from behind by two articles of clothing.  She is wearing only one foot warmer at the end.

      Rebecca giggles, “I knew you would get distracted looking at my little titties.”  She gets up and dances around, mesmerizing us all with the aforementioned ‘little titties.’  She looks svelte, sexy, and healthy - so much better than the malnourished spectre I met three months ago.

      We all stand up and cheer the combatants as Audrey and Erica walk in the door with toys.

      Josie grins, “You cheated.  I wouldn’t have that kind of distraction in the test.”  She gently slaps one bobbing nipple.  Rebecca squeals and skips away before Josie turns to me.  “Can I take the test?  I know I officially took it before, but I would like to take it for real.  I want to know that I can do this.”

      “Sure,” I tell her.  “I’m fairly sure the state of Arizona won’t mind you taking it.  It was in New Mexico before.”

      Rebecca pulls on her other foot warmer, stands, and extends her hand.  “I’m ready for my prize, husband.”

      Audrey calls out, “Wait, wait, wait!  Come look what we bought!”  She’s giddy.   She and Erica brought back an electronic drum kit, a Squire short scale bass, and a small Gallien-Krueger kicked-back bass amp.  Audrey says, “I learned cello, but I have played bass before.  Erica has a kit in Phoenix, so we got some inexpensive instruments.  We can be a family band!”  We’re all a little stunned.  Audrey bites her lip before asking tentatively, “Is that okay?”

      Rebecca, holding my hand, says, “Sure.  Sounds fun.”  She raises a finger into the air.  “Now, I get alone time with William.  Josie has to watch and not touch herself.  You should all watch to ensure she doesn’t.  We can talk later.”  She starts dragging me toward the bedroom.  “Let’s go, husband.”

      I scoop her up and carry her off to the bedroom, and she squeals in pleasure.  We have a trail of stragglers following as we go.

      Erica and Carla plan to stay with us for the week.  Monday morning, Carla leads us through a yoga routine.  I shower and go to work through the 'passage' in Josie’s closet to work.

      I find the email from Judith.  She copied Rebecca.  There is a link for me and a photo for Rebecca.

      I pull up the link and get the code, but instructions are that I need to text the location with latitude and longitude.  I look up Bernadette’s address and put the text together.  After reviewing the location, date and time in Greenwich Mean Time, and the code, I send it off.

      Next, I get on a call with my team, and we do an after action review for the Friday night deployment.  I write up my notes, finishing up just before a one-on-one call with my boss, Susan Rey.  I’m still surprised when she gets on video, but she’s been doing a lot more of that since our little interlude at the hotel.  Her blouse is unbuttoned to the point where I can see the white lace peeking out of the gap.  She gives me a wicked grin before she buttons two buttons.  At that point, we get to business.  We talk through the release and what the next major release looks like.  I only have two more releases left on this project, and we should wrap up mid-December.  Susan has three options for my next big software project, and wants me to take on a small business process project, too.  I agree, and we schedule some meetings for the week I’m in Chicago to meet with business stakeholders.

      Rebecca brings lunch.  She tells me that despite being on vacation for the week, Carla got a call for an issue this morning right before lunch.  She had been hanging out with Rebecca, Josie, Audrey, and Erica at the house helping Rebecca and Josie study for their test.  I have to ask if there was another contest.  Rebecca tries to look innocent, but she eventually says, “I will unfortunately be sleeping downstairs this evening.”

      We chuckle over that.  Rebecca adds, “Carla took lunch home and is working from there.”

      Rebecca and I have a quickie for lunch, and I swear a solemn oath I won’t tell Josie she cheated.  I eat at my desk afterward.  Rebecca goes home to study for her test tomorrow.

      I finish at 4:30, and hurry home.  We all get into gym togs and go to the gym.  Carla meets us there.  Audrey is at volleyball practice in Phoenix, but the rest of us warm up on cardio machines, and then Marissa takes us through a powerlifting workout.  The goon squad hanging out at the free weights grouses a bit at five  of us working out together, but we only tie up two stations.  Eventually they figure out that we are moving rapidly through our workout and bugger off.

      We finish in time for the ladies to join the dance class they wanted to take.  I take a couple of rounds on the heavy bag, then hit the pool for laps.  I do 200m for warm up, do twenty sprints, and finish with a 400m relaxed swim.  I pop out to find a very crowded hot tub.  The ladies are all there in very skimpy bikinis, and they have attracted a fair number of boys.

      I laugh and wave as I run to empty my bladder.  I tuck myself away with a sigh and wash up before heading back out.  I grab my towel and water bottle from the bench by my lane, and join my ladies at the hot tub.

      One of the big lunks swarming around Carla stands up and barks.  “Hey dad, there’s no more room here, so fuck off.”

      I chuckle.  “Boy, I’m not nearly tired enough for you to keep me from my lady.”

      He laughs, “What?  You’re dating one of these hot little things?”   He turns to look at them and back to me.  “Really?” he asks incredulously.  “Which one?”

      Five female voices respond.  “Me!”

      All the males are shocked.  The bully looks around and repeats himself,  “Which one?”

      All five raise a hand.

      Marissa stands up and launches herself up onto the deck.  She punches the guy in his impressive right pec.  She says, “And I’m last in the rotation tonight, so you damn well better not make him expend energy kicking your ass.  If he does, then I’m going to kick it again when he’s done.”

      She wraps her arms around my neck and presses her firm, bikini clad body against mine before devouring my mouth.

      I look into her eyes.  “You know Marissa.  If I don’t loosen up in the hot tub for a few minutes, I’ll probably lock up in the middle of…”  I look over her shoulder to the other ladies of our house.  “...I’m sorry, loves.  I forget who number four is tonight.”

      Josie and Erica both raise their hands.  Josie says, “No, Erica. You’re number three.  I was number five last night.”

      Carla says matter-of-factly, “All I know is that I’m first tonight.”   Her expression is the perfectly deadpan zombie look she’s had all her life.  She crooks a finger at me.  “William darling, come hold me.  I’m getting a chill from all these cool guys hanging about turning the water tepid.”

      The other ladies all call out variants of “No, William.  It’s colder here.”

      The guys start getting fed up and get out of the water and trail away in disgust.  The bully watches unbelievingly as I step down into the pool to kiss my way around the circle of beauties.

      He finally gets disgusted and stomps off as I collect a kiss from Rebecca.

      Carla murmurs, “Don’t miss any.  We must keep up appearances.  I chuckle as I pull Erica into a passionate kiss.  She’s either a great actress or open to the idea.

      Josie is next.  She works to ensure she outdoes Erica’s performance.  Her generous breasts are barely contained by the skimpy bikini top.

      After Josie, I hook Carla’s chin and devour her mouth.  She wraps one hand around my neck and cups my package with the other.

      Rebecca laughs and says, “I guess I better tell Tori she’s going to miss out on number five.

      Carla tugs me to sit next to her, and Marissa sits on my other side.  Carla says, “No hurry.  I can wait my turn.  It’s all very new to me, but I find myself rather swamped by the emotions you all elicit in me.”

      I nod.  “Carla, I think we need to give you some time to get used to all that.  I do appreciate your affection, and I think highly of you.  We have all the time in the world to get to know each other and have fun.”

      I look across to Erica.  “That applies to you even more, Erica.  Carla is an old soul.  You’re not.  We can talk more at home about it.”

      She nods quickly, “That makes sense.  I gotta tell you, though...that was a nice kiss.”  She smiles brightly at me.

      “So, I don’t frighten you any longer?”  She shakes her head, maintaining that bright smile.

      At that point I do stretch in the warm water before sitting back to cuddle with Carla and Marissa.  After a while, I move to the other side of Carla and continue to rotate until the spa’s timer runs out.  We all get out and head to the locker room.  I shower quickly and meet the ladies at the front lounge area.

      Lunk is talking and gesticulating next to a Jeep CJ parked in the middle of the center lane of the parking lot.  He calls out, “You don’t deserve them, old man.”

      I detour and walk over to him and his two buddies.  I smile and tell him, “You’re right.  I don’t deserve one of them, let alone all of them.  I suspect they’ll get tired of my suboptimal self over time, but I’m not dumb enough to chase them off before then.  Would you?”  I waggle my eyebrows and walk away.  They all chuckle and shrug at my logic.

      Carla, Marissa, and Josie all brought vehicles.  The ladies split up, and we drive home.  Rebecca sits next to me, grinning.  I tell her, “You looked very enticing in that bikini, baby.”

      Her grin gets bigger.  “I wanted to be naked with you, but that was the closest I thought I could do without getting arrested for indecency.”

      I shake my head.  “Definitely not indecent.  Hot?  You bet!  Not indecent at all, baby.”

      The rest of the week goes quickly.  I have a fairly normal work week with just the normal ‘oh shits’ associated with IT projects.  Carla goes to Phoenix Tuesday through Thursday to meet with executives about a combined Equal Opportunity and Sexual Harassment complaint about one of her company’s executives.  She gets back Thursday night late, but only grabs some clothes at her condo before coming over to stay the night and taking Friday off.  She thinks she will have to go to New York next week with the CEO, COO, and Head of HR - the executive in question is out of that office.

      Audrey and Erica study during the day.  Audrey gets back from Volleyball practice around 6:00 each night.  She and Erica go back Phoenix Tuesday and Thursday for Master Hiromatsu’s class, so they miss our family training sessions with the Jeromes.  Audrey and Erica get back by 9:45 after their classes.

      Wednesday, Josie and Rebecca pass their GEDs.  I take the five ladies to the gym.  They go to their dance class, and I swim.  No lunks bother us.  Audrey joins us for dinner at Farm Provisions afterward to celebrate Rebecca’s and Josie's achievements.

      We usually play music in the evening.  I’m supposed to play a solo show at Lonesome Valley Brewery on November 23rd.  Audrey has a volleyball tournament that weekend, but the ladies are planning to sit in the next time I play after Audrey’s season is done.  Audrey will be on bass, Erica on drums, Josie on mandolin, and Rebecca on piano.  Marissa and Carla plan to sing along.  Carla says she isn’t ready to play violin in public yet.  She does promise to bring it over and play with us at the house.  Regardless, we have a great time playing at home.  It will be fun to get them up in front of a crowd.
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      Friday I wrap up about four o’clock, grab my laptop bag, and head home through the 'passage.'

      Rebecca has a bag laid out on the bed with her wardrobe recommendations for the trip.  I root through the bag and nod.  I give her a kiss of thanks, and Rebecca giggles before running off to drag her bag to the door.  I grab my shaving kit and toss it in before I zip it closed.  We all meet in the living room, and review the plan for tonight and tomorrow.

      Once I’m sure everyone is clear, Marissa, Rebecca, Carla, and I kiss Josie and Erica goodbye before they crawl through the 'passage' to Audrey and Erica’s apartment.  Audrey is at volleyball practice, but will meet them at the apartment afterward.

      We pile everything into my CRV, and Rebecca drives us to Bernadette’s house.  Marissa and Carla sit in the back.  Rebecca does a great job driving despite stressing a bit once we hit Phoenix traffic.  I navigate, so she doesn’t have to worry about how to get there.  We get there quickly and safely.

      Luis rushes out to meet us as Rebecca shuts off the vehicle.  He seems a little stressed.  “Sorry, Lord.  I was just parking Ms. Cheung’s vehicle when you pulled in.”

      I pull him into a hug and tell him, “Relax, Luis.  You don’t need to spoil us.”  He man-hugs me nervously and lets me go.

      He murmurs, “Mistress is nervous.  The house is closed.  Any staff with a place to go, are gone.  Serena, Michelle, and Cindy are each staying at a patron’s house.  Chantelle and Rosalie are hosting a party in a hotel suite at Biltmore for the weekend.  Tanu is visiting family in San Francisco.  I tried to get Manny to leave, but he wouldn’t leave me here alone.  Jack’s coming early tomorrow morning to help with security.”

      I can tell the normally confident, stoic man is very upset.

      “We’ll watch out for each other, Luis.  We’ll get through it just fine.”  He nods, putting his stoic facade back in place.

      Manuel comes out the door to help the ladies with their bags, but they all beg off.  Luis takes the keys from Rebecca and moves the car into the back of the house.

      Viktorija flies out the door, and she launches into my arms and hugs me tight.

      “Hey, Precious!  Are you okay?” I ask, borrowing her Mistress’ pet name for her.

      She whispers into my neck.  “Just glad to see you, Will.”  She releases me and steps back, clasping her hands in front of her waist.  “Let me show you to your room.  Audrey and Josie are already there.  Dinner will be served at seven in the main dining room this evening.  Come as you are; don’t bother dressing for dinner.”

      She walks up to Carla and extends her hand.  “You must be Carla.  Audrey told me to expect you.”

      Carla smiles gently as she shakes Viktorija’s hand.  “Hopefully I’m not too big of a disappointment.”

      Viktorija caresses her cheek.  “If you’re hanging with this bunch, I’m sure you’re a delight.  I look forward to getting to know you.”  She hugs Carla quickly before collecting a hug and a quick kiss from Marissa and Rebecca, too.  “Please.  Come inside.”

      We unpack quickly.  Given how tightly wound the staff seems to be, we opt for a few minutes of seated meditation.  We sit in a circle, left hand facing up, right hand facing down, clasping the hands of our neighbors on either side.  Josie and I sit across from each other again.  We both channel growth energy gently through the circle as we count each inhale for four counts and exhale for four counts.  After fifteen minutes, we’re all relaxed, focused, and energized.

      “My dears, the house is in an uproar,” I tell them.  “We need to be the rock in this storm.  We know the plan for the weekend.  We will review it after dinner if my guess is correct.”  I look around the circle.  “Is everyone okay?”

      There are nods all around the circle.  “So no one needs a hug and a kiss before we go down to dinner?” I ask.

      All the ladies indicate enthusiastically with raised hands, nods, and a variety of “me,” “yes, please,” and “I do” responses that they do indeed need a hug and kiss.  I chuckle as I release Audrey and Rebecca’s hands and roll backwards to reverse somersault to my feet.

      I stand by the door and give each a warm hug and a relatively chaste kiss as we file out the door.  Carla is last, and she waits to take my arm after I pull the door closed.

      Jack and Darcie arrive just as we reach the bottom of the stairs.  Bernadette meets us at the entry to the dining room in a silken print … robe?  It looks like a kaftan that has been split from throat to hem, but it manages to stay closed from just below her breasts to just below her vulva.  I hug her and exchange our customary wet kiss.

      As I release her she murmurs, “Velcro, darling.  A wonder of the modern age.”  I laugh as I release her to hug the rest of my family.  Of course, she would know what I’m thinking.  She gushes over Carla and congratulates her on her newly acquired skill.  Carla is quick enough to figure out that she means having a soul.  Carla looks at me, but I have to shrug.  I’m not sure how she knows, but apparently she does.

      We all take our seats, and Clarice and Candice serve dinner family style before joining us at the table.  Manuel, Luis, Vanessa, and Rachel join us.   The ladies are in loose casual trousers and sweaters.  Luis is in his standard ‘winter attire’ - wearing a standard ‘Blues Brothers’ suit rather than looking like Crockett off Miami Vice.  Manuel is in jeans and an oxford.  Interestingly, Ilara’en does not join us.

      We keep the conversation to small talk and routine catching up.  Jack just finished an engagement for a client.  I forget that he does similar work to me.  Darcie reports she did well in her half-semester class at Yavapai County Community College.  Rebecca and Josie share their passing of the GED.  I add that they are planning to start at YCCC in January.

      Marissa closed on the sale that she’s been working with the Bagdad Community Health Center.

      I talk about the software project wrapping up.  Carla shares what she can about her HR case.

      Bernadette says she spent about twenty hours in her law office...which stops the conversation cold.

      She laughs, “I think you all know that I’m a lawyer.  I think I even mentioned that I still practice.  Idle hands and all that.  I’m working on a case against one of the local utilities and the corporation commission for unfair billing practices - mostly strategizing with my lead litigator.  I also have a sexual harassment suit against an investment banker I’m leading and a breach of contract suit that I need to consult on.  Plus I’m working on a little side project for William.”  She smiles brightly at me.

      I must look confused, so her face takes on a school marm expression as she taps her left ring finger and looks at each of my ladies.

      “Oh!  Right.  That’s great news, Bernadette.”

      Bernadette “Carla, too?”

      “Too early to say,” I say.

      Carla squints at me for a moment before addressing our hostess, “Of course, Bernadette.”  She looks at me.  “Men really are clueless.”

      I shrug, “We’re not there, Carla.”

      She says, “We’re both running that direction about as fast as our feet can carry us.  Don’t act surprised when you realize we’ve been there for some time.”

      Audrey says, “I’m in, Carla.  Come sleep in my bed whenever you wish.”

      Carla grins happily.  “I enjoyed your visit for lunch.”

      Bernadette regales us with tales of some of her past legal conquests, including an interesting cooperative contract she wrote for a group in Ash Fork - west of Flagstaff and north of Prescott.  She looks at me pointedly.

      After dinner we adjourn to the parlor to discuss the plan for tomorrow.

      Manuel stands outside the door, and Luis retires to the small cubicle off the entryway that houses a compact security workstation.  I never knew that was there before, but it explains how one of the staff is always there to greet us when we arrive.

      Viktorija and Clarice each pull a device out of their pockets while Candice uses a tablet to lower the ‘cone of silence.’

      Bernadette engages everyone in a discussion about the meal we just had and discusses options for tomorrow’s menus with Candice.  She waves everyone to participate.

      Meanwhile, the devices that Viktorija and Clarice are employing light up.  Clarice waves me over as she points in a potted plant.  She raises a finger to shush me, then points to a small figurine near the edge of the pot.  She points to my eyes with two fingers and then at the figurine.

      I eventually pull my head out of my ass and look at the figurine with my second sight.  There is a red glow like the ‘demon’ glyphs I found on Gwen’s bonds - traveler magic.

      I give Clarice a questioning look.  She pulls the chopsticks from her hair, and it falls in a golden cascade about her shoulders.  She uses them to pick up the figurine.  She carries it to a small plastic pail that had been hidden behind the door when I walked in.

      Clarice waves at me to accompany Viktorija.  She is focused on a Hummel figurine.  I look at the figurine with my second site, but I find no glow.  I scan the vicinity - still nothing.  I shake my head.  Viktorija pushes me gently back, and then walks around the table looking at the figurine.  She points at the figurine.

      Viktorija picks it up and turns it over.  There’s nothing inside it either.  I get down on my knees and look under the table.  Second sight reveals nothing, but I see a small brown blemish in the bottom of the tabletop.  I wave Viktorija to look at it.  She squats down and points her device at the ‘blemish,’ and it lights up.  She pulls a large tweezer from her pocket and plucks the little thing off the table.   She walks over and drops it into the bucket.

      Clarice waves me over to Bernadette’s desk.   There’s a small cup-like vessel holding four pens, two automatic pencils, a six-inch ruler, and a small scissor.   Clarice’s device is pointing at the cup and flashing two different colors.  I turn my second sight on the cup, and I immediately see one of the pens is glowing bright red.  I pick up the two mechanical pencils and use them as chopsticks to pick up the glowing pen.  Bernadette stutters for a moment before continuing the inane conversation.

      Clarice runs to the door and returns with the bucket.  I see it’s got about six inches of water in the bottom.  I drop the pen in it.  It doesn’t stop glowing immediately, but fades gradually.  The figurine that Clarice dropped in first is barely glowing at all.  I point at the cup again, so Clarice points the device at the cup again.  It lights up again.  I pull all the implements out of the cup and look inside.  I see a small microphone with a short tail in the bottom.  I show it to Clarice.  She frowns and points at the bucket, so I dump the device into the water.

      Viktorija clears her throat.  We turn and she’s pointing at the ceiling lamp.  The ceiling in the parlor is roughly fourteen feet high.  The lamp is about nine or ten feet up.  My second sight doesn’t reveal anything showing traveler magic.

      I look at it trying to figure out what to do.   I pull out my phone, open a text, and type ‘ladder?’  I show it to Viktorija.  She shakes her head, puts her device in her pocket, and takes my phone.  She types in ‘cheerleader.’

      I have no clue what she means.   She points at Audrey.  I turn toward Audrey with a puzzled look.  Viktorija waves her over.  She shows Audrey the ‘cheerleader’ text.  Audrey snorts while trying to stifle a laugh and waggles her hand in a ‘kinda’ gesture.

      Viktorija points at my shoulders.  Audrey looks confused, so Viktorija leans in and whispers in her ear.  Audrey’s eyes flash wide open.

      Audrey turns and waves my ladies over and leads them to the door.   She whispers to them before they return to stand around me.  She positions me under the edge of the lamp.  Carla kicks off her shoes.  Marissa, Audrey, Josie, and Viktorija follow her lead.

      Audrey pulls me down and whispers into my ear.  “I’m gonna pyramid on your shoulders.  I may need you to press me up.  You up for this?”

      I think about it.  Pressing her up while balancing on my hands might be a challenge, but I think her height from my shoulders should be high enough to look inside.

      I walk around the perimeter of the lamp shade.  I think I see something facing toward Bernadette’s desk.  I point up at it and set my feet in a wide, left-lead stance under it.  Audrey faces me, standing next to my left knee.

      I squat and extend my left hand to her and hold my right flat above my right shoulder.  She grabs my left hand, steps on my left knee with her left foot and launches up into the air.  Once she has enough lift, she reaches across her right and grabs mine as she spins around to my back.  I’m assuming she’s piking as I feel her weight push heavily into my hands.  Regardless, I launch up into a standing posture.  Her right foot slides onto my right shoulder.  I lock my posture to steady myself.  Audrey slides her left foot onto my left shoulder.

      We wobble a bit until Marissa and Josie walk up on either side with Carla and Viktorija sitting on their shoulders.  I’m curious how they did that, but I need to focus on maintaining Audrey’s base.

      I feel Audrey’s feet press into my shoulders.   Slowly she releases my hands, so I reach up to grasp her thighs to stabilize her.  Carla and Viktorija hold her waist while Clarice stands in front of Josie holding the bucket.  Audrey wobbles a bit and then exhales.  Clarice nods and catches something dropping from the lamp in the bucket.  She points her device at the lamp again and gets no more lights.

      Clarice nods up at Audrey right before I feel Audrey's hands clasp mine.  She murmurs, “Front.”  I clasp her hands and post.  Audrey presses her weight down onto my hands and her feet slide forward off my shoulders.  I catch her around the waist as Carla and Viktorija jump down.

      Clarice and Viktorija take another tour around the room before Viktorija declares, “All clear, Mistress.”

      Bernadette says, “Now we can talk through the plan.

      Jack starts off.  “Tonight we collar Candice, and she goes home with Darcie and I tonight.  They will stay at my house here in town.”

      Audrey says, “Carla is going to stay in the suite to summon the critters.”

      Carla says, “Josie and Marissa will guard Rebecca, Vanessa, and myself.”

      Josie demonstrates a new weaponized nail construct she devised.  She has three packages of 8d finish nails.  The nails from a single package are a weapon.  She is able to use one as a wand to direct the others to a target at high speed.  It’s quieter than a gun and less likely to injure anyone Josie doesn’t want hurt.

      Rebecca has ten small paper pouches full of powders.   She has cayenne pepper and nettle in eight of them.  The other two hold dried spores of the fungus that causes Valley Fever.  She plans to power them as she throws them into the face of an aggressor.  The fungus will definitely be fatal.  The irritants might be depending on the victim’s health and how much they inhale.

      Jack says, “I’ll arrive at 8:30 in the morning to guard.  I’m bringing silenced pistols for your ladies, Will.  They are a different model - Sig P320 compacts.  They are similar in size to what the ladies are accustomed to with a ten round magazine.  The nose is a little heavier from the silencer, and you’ll lose some muzzle velocity from it too.”

      The ladies all nod.  Audrey says, “I will summon our target.  Father will set a containment circle outside mine to hold any travelers inside it.”

      I say, “Magnus should be here at 9:00.  I expect to take 30 minutes for introductions, agree to the plan, and get oriented.  We’ll start at 9:30.”

      “Good,” Bernadette says.  “I told them 11:00, so hopefully we catch him unaware.  The dementia patient is in a guest room across from your suite, Darling.”

      I nod, “I will pull his soul out tonight and have him ready for tomorrow.”

      I ask, “Where’s Ilara’en?”

      Bernadette says, “I think she’s the one that planted the bugs.  No proof, but I think she’s reporting back to Valya.  I told the customer service staff to always act as though there are strangers in the house - no honorifics, no mention of where I’m from or Vanessa’s friend.  Despite that, I am pretty certain Valya knows my station if not my identity.”

      She frowns cutely.  “I assigned Ilara’en to housekeeping staff, but that gives her a lot of access.  I always check my office for bugs, and we started finding them within a day of her arrival.  Viktorija found two in my suite.  We left them there, your suite, and this room until now.”

      “I don’t understand,” I say.  “Why do that?”

      Bernadette says, “Elven society is very political and prone to grand schemes.  Many of the commoners are decent people - essentially like American humans from the northeast or California.  You don’t care for the way they live, but you find yourself enjoying their company regardless.  The royal houses are the worst.  House Valeran is worse than most royal houses - their insistence on acting like boors is a badge of honor among them.”

      Audrey says, “They are the ‘Jersey Shore’ of elves - thoroughly despicable beings.”

      Bernadette nods.  “Judging from the few things I know about them, that sounds about right.”

      “Well, I need to create a zombie before bed.  What’s his name?” I ask.

      Viktorija says, “Jonathan Copeland.  He’s eighty-two.  He is physically healthy enough other than his brain.  The poor man is confused as hell.  Housekeeping is very busy with the rate he soils himself and the suite.  He just doesn’t recognize he needs to go until it’s done.  He usually doesn’t notice that he’s done it.   Ilara’en is about to kill him.”

      I muse, “I wonder, Bernadette. If I pull his soul tonight and don’t reanimate him until tomorrow.  Would that result in a ghoul?”

      Bernadette says, “Not normally.  The corpse needs to ripen for a few days.  I learned a week is required.  The one time I did it, the guy had been dead for a month.  As confused as Mr. Copeland is, it may not matter.  We ensured that vascular dementia is his primary problem to ensure that any traveler would have problems once in his body.  He’s been off the meds for two weeks.  I recommend you just make him a zombie.  That is what I was told to provide.”

      I nod. “I guess I better go do that.”

      Bernadette warns me, “Ilara’en should be with him.”

      Jack pulls out a black braided leather collar with a medallion on it.  The medallion is similar to the one on Darcie’s pendant.  Candice kneels before him and bows her head.  Jack wraps the collar around her neck, Darcie lifts Candice’s hair, and Jack buckles the collar onto the diminutive escort.  He says, “Say your goodbyes my pets.”

      Candice gasps with lust.  “Yes master.”

      We all stand and pass hugs around.  Darcie and Candice leave immediately after hugging us all.

      I pull Bernadette into a passionate kiss.  She wraps her arms around me and leans into my neck.  “Thank you, Will.”

      “Of course, darling.  We’ll get this resolved tomorrow, so you don’t have to spend a minute worrying about this again.”

      Bernadette caresses my face as she looks into my eyes.  “Thank you is not nearly enough to express my gratitude,” she says softly.

      I murmur.  “It is, love.  I admire your courage in setting this up.  It can’t be easy given what you’ve told me.”

      She kisses me again.  “Get out of here before I get all maudlin.”

      I tell her, “Sleep well, love.”

      As Jack walks up, I pat his shoulder, “See you tomorrow, Jack.”  I follow my ladies out, leaving only Jack and Bernadette in the Parlor.
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            John Copeland becomes a zombie

          

        

      

    

    
      Bernadette pastes a smile on her face.  Jack approaches and grasps her shoulders.  “You’re in love with him.”

      Bernadette looks away as she answers. “As if, Jack.  You know what I am.”

      Jack says, “You gave him the same look you give Viktorija.  Are you going to deny you love her, too?”

      Bernadette says, “You’re imagining things.”

      Jack says, “Don’t lie to me, Bernadette.”  He kisses her cheek.  “I won’t be coming to your bed again.”

      Bernadette gives him a somber look.

      Jack adds, “I didn’t know you want that.  I won’t compete for you, but you will always be my friend, Bernadette.”

      Bernadette moans, “I don’t want to love anyone, Jack.  I am a whore who feeds on lust.”

      Jack responds, “And yet….”

      Bernadette looks in the direction Will left.  Slowly she begins to nod.  “And yet…”

      She shakes herself and kisses Jack’s cheek.  “Goodnight, Jack.  Take care of your ladies.”
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        * * *

      

      I knock on Jonathan Copeland’s door and open it.  Josie stands in the doorway behind me.  Inside Ilara’en is rolling soiled sheets into a ball on the king-sized bed.  She is wearing a simple housekeeping uniform on her tiny frame, and her glamour makes her look like a small, mildly attractive human with chestnut hair.

      There is an old man in the doorway.  He would be fairly tall if he wasn’t stooped over.  He’s not wearing a stitch, and I can see feces staining the inside of his left leg.  By the way the skin on his neck, chest, and limbs hang, I’m guessing he was a strong imposing man before the ravages of aging and dementia took hold of him.  He sees the door open and makes a dash for it.

      As he approaches me, I snag his throat in my left hand and pull his soul out.  His body collapses, but it’s so light that I hold it up easily with one hand as I address his soul.

      I tell the soul, “Hello John.  I’m William.  You can call me Will.  Please take a minute to orient yourself.  I’ve pulled you out of your body.”

      John says, “Thank you.  That was a prison.  You can call me ‘JC,’ Will.”

      Rather than the decrepit old body, his ghost is a still robust sixty-year-old man.  He is tall and still has some muscle definition.  He’s also wearing pale blue pyjamas.

      I turn the corpse in my hand and scribe my binding glyph into the base of the brain.  Once I’m satisfied with the glyph, I push just enough life into it to reanimate it, then I fill it with life.

      I order the zombie, “You will answer to the name John from this point forward.”

      The zombie mutters, “John.  Yes.  I am John.”

      “John, I am your master.”

      The zombie replies immediately.  “Yes, master.”

      I tell him, “John go into the shower and turn on warm water.  Wash all the filth from your body with soap.  Don’t stop scrubbing until there is no more shit or dirt on your body or in your hair.  Then rinse until there is no more soap on your body.”  I doubt that this zombie will be able to hold a fourth command.  “Call me when you are done with that.”

      I address the old man’s soul, “JC, my friend Bernadette arranged for your family to receive some money to take care of all your medical bills and hopefully have some left over.  I asked her to do that because I need you for an experiment.  Currently you are dead.  If everything goes well, tomorrow you will be alive, but not in that body.  My goal is to put you in a body that is more like your younger self.  You will look like you did in your mid-sixties, and your organs will hopefully be as they were when you were about fifty.  Your brain will be healthy and fully functional.  You will then be sent back to your family.  They will be told that you underwent an experimental treatment, and then you will go on to live your life.”

      JC asks, “What if it doesn’t work?”

      I shrug, “Then you’re still free of that prison, and you move into the afterlife.”

      JC shrugs and gives a considering frown like my grandfather used to do.  “Okay.  Being dead is better than being stuck in that.”  He points to the corpse bathing in the bathroom.

      I tell them, “I’m going to put you in a repository for safekeeping.  I would like you to try to get caught up on your sleep.  I know when my grandfather suffered from Alzheimers, he didn’t sleep well at all until he was ready to die.  Your soul could probably use some solid rest.  I’ll come get you in about twenty hours.  Try to rest the whole time.”

      JC asks, “I won’t go into the light, or whatever comes next?”

      I shake my head.  “That’s part of why I want to tuck you away - so an angel of death doesn’t come to cart you off if I get distracted.  This way, I can carry you around with me to keep you safe until it’s time to wake you up.”  I reach into my left pocket and pull out Sidney’s bolt.

      Josie says, “Hello, JC.  My name is Josie, and I’m Will’s assistant.  Once Will has secured you, you will find a nice full-size bed in the room.  Crawl in and enjoy.”

      I remove the nut from the bolt.  “Goodnight, JC.  We’ll see you soon.”  At that point I push him into the bolt with my will and put the nut onto it.  I return it to my pocket.  I look at Josie.  “You have the other two nearby?”

      She nods.  “Yes, Will.”

      I direct my attention to the housekeeper.  “Hello Ilara’en.  How are you doing?”  She is putting a fresh moisture barrier pad on the mattress.   Josie pushes past me to give her a hand.

      Ilara’en looks up at Josie for a moment.  “Thank you.”   When they’re done, she stands and addresses my question.  “I used to be a body maid for the Duchess of House Valeran.  Now I’m constantly cleaning up shit and piss from a brain-dead, old human,” she sobs.  “My life sucks.”

      “Oh, really?” I ask.  “Has anyone beat you, cut you, or raped you?”

      “No, sir,” she pouts.

      “Do you get fed enough?” I ask.

      “Yes, sir,” she whispers.

      “Is it good, healthy food?” I ask.

      She whispers, “Yes, sir.”

      “Do you have your own room and a nice bed?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Do you have enough clothes that you don’t have to wear soiled ones?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Do you get time to yourself to relax?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Is anyone mean to you?”

      “No, sir.”  Her response is quieter.

      “Has anyone even looked at you harshly?”

      “No, sir.”

      I smile gently. “It sounds like you’re doing pretty well, Ilara’en.  How is your wound?”

      “All healed, sir.  It hasn’t even ached since about a day after you treated me.”

      “I bet you’re still absolutely beautiful under that glamour, aren’t you?”  I wink at her.

      She drops her head with a shy smile. “Maybe, sir.  Opinions vary.”

      I call over my shoulder as I turn to the bathroom.  “I may ask you to show me one day, Ilara’en.”

      I walk into the bathroom to check on John the zombie.  As I walk into the bathroom, John calls out.  “I’m done, master.”

      I grab a clean towel and hand it to him.  “Turn off the water and dry yourself with this towel, John.”  He takes it and gets right to it.  Apparently I forgot to tell him to put the bath mat down and close the glass door before turning on the shower.  I grab a second towel and wipe up the little bit of water on the floor before throwing the bath mat down.

      “John, stand on the bathmat to dry your legs and feet.”  He comes out of the shower, and it looks like he did a good job getting clean.   I tell him, “Come out to the bedroom when your whole body is dry.  Your hair will still be damp.”

      I walk out to the bedroom.  Josie is helping Ilara’en put the sheets on the bed.

      “Hey, Ilara’en?  Do you have a clean pair of pyjama’s for Mr. Copeland?” I ask.

      She looks up.  “Yes, sir.  I just put three pair in the bureau.  Top drawer.”

      I go pull a pair of plaid pyjamas out of the top of the drawer, and take them in the bedroom to John.

      I tell him, “Get dressed in these, John.  Then go to bed.  Do not pee or poop until I tell you it is okay.”

      John the zombie says, “Yes, master.”

      I walk back out in time to see Ilara’en stuff the soiled laundry into a garbage bag and walk out the door.  Josie calls, “Goodnight, Ilara’en.”

      I hear the little elf call back, “Thanks again, Josie.  Goodnight.  And goodnight, sir!”

      I step out the door into the hallway.  “Goodnight, Ilara’en.  Sleep well.”

      She turns around and grins.  “You too, sir.  Don’t stay up too late with all those pretty ladies in your bed.”

      Josie pulls the door closed as she responds, “No promises, Ilara’en.”

      Josie and I enter our suite to find four naked ladies cuddling each other.  I’m surprised they are not more actively loving each other.  I lock the door and pull off my weapons.

      “What’s going on, my lovelies?  I thought we’d find you well underway,” I tell them.

      Rebecca, sandwiched between Audrey and Marissa, answers.  “We tried, but we just couldn’t get into it with all the drama.”

      I hold up a finger in the air and then cup a hand around my ear.  “I know what you mean, baby.”  I answer while waving my hand around the room.  They all nod.  “Let me wash up, and I’ll join you.”

      Josie says, “Me too.  Those sheets were nasty.”   She walks toward the bathroom, and comments, “I can’t believe he shits and pisses his bed.  I thought only children do that.”

      “That’s just one more aspect of the horror of dementia and Alzheimer’s.  My grandfather went through that when he was in the nursing home.”  Josie turns in the doorway of the bathroom as I plug in my phone to charge and set the alarm for seven in the morning.  “I remember him soiling himself like that once when we brought him home for a family gathering.  I had to clean him up.”  Josie turns toward the shower with a thoughtful look, and I strip down and toss my clothes into a laundry bag.

      Josie is already in the shower before I get there.  She smiles as I step into the shower.  Josie has always had a nice body, but the last few months of regular workouts and a healthy diet have made her leaner and more toned.  Her large breasts defy gravity.  She looks hot, and I can’t believe how lucky I am she loves me.

      We soap each other up with lots of lingering caresses and wet kisses.  Once we’re done rinsing off, I push her against the tiled back wall and devour her mouth.  She wraps her leg around my waist and guides me in.  I press into her channel, and we moan in each other’s mouths as I drive in until I’m hilted.  I grab the leg around my waist and cup her plump, heavy breast.  I set a slow, steady pace of long strokes.

      Josie moans, “Just like that, Will.”  I suckle her neck as she moans.  “Oh!  Yes!  More, Will!  Harder!  Fuck me harder, my love!  Use me hard, William.  Please!”  I pick up my pace, slamming into my big girl.

      Afterward, I dry Josie off and then myself.  I go to the loo, wash my hands, and then we join the ladies in bed.  Audrey drawls, “Somebody got fucked.”

      I confirm, “Yes I did.”

      Josie say, “Yep.  Make some room bitches.  My pussy is full of William juice.  Anyone want a snack?”

      Four hands go up with a chorus of “Me” responses.

      I walk to the foot of the bed and crawl up to lie in the middle between Rebecca and Marissa.  Rebecca crawls up on top of me, and Josie takes her place laying on my left shoulder.  Audrey crawls between Josie’s legs.  Carla hands my pistol to me.  I stuff it under my pillow and then grab Marissa and Carla with my right.

      I fall asleep as the ladies rotate through getting a treat from Josie.
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        * * *

      

      My alarm goes off at seven o’clock.  I find Rebecca on my left with Josie tucked up behind.  Carla is tucked up tight on my right with Marissa behind her.  Carla’s hand is lightly holding Rebecca’s on my chest.  Audrey is lying on my abdomen.  I shimmy my hips and Audrey lifts her head to smile at me groggily.

      Audrey slides under the duvet, and I follow to slide slowly toward the foot of the bed.  Carla fusses, but I think she goes back to sleep.  Audrey and I pull the duvet up over our sleeping lovers.

      Audrey dashes to beat me to the loo, but I just use one of the other commodes.

      I wash my hands and face and Audrey uses the next vanity.  Suddenly I see Carla’s reflection trotting into the bathroom right before she wraps her arms around my waist.  She squeezes me tight and murmurs, “Please don’t leave me, William.”

      I dry my hands and turn to hold the nude, slender, firm loveliness that is Carla Jackson.  I kiss her forehead.  “What’s the matter, Carla?” I ask.

      Audrey kisses Carla’s cheek and mine before walking back to the bedroom.

      Carla murmurs into my chest.  “I dreamt that you all kicked me out of the club, and I was all alone again.”

      “Are you in the club, Carla?  I kind of got the impression you’re just hanging out with the members to have fun.”

      She looks up at me suddenly.  “No, Will.”  She cups my face and pulls me into a desperate kiss.

      “I have been alone for so long, Will.  Before Marissa there was no one of consequence.  Occasional sex to get something I wanted, even a two month time period once where I put out constantly to this rich guy to get enough money to pay off my school loans.  Then Marissa showed up, moved in, and took over my life.  I struggled with that mightily, but I found comfort in no longer being alone.  Then she left.”

      Carla wraps her arms around my shoulders and squeezes her delightful body to mine.  I squeeze her back.  She says, “I had no frame of reference for what was going on, and I didn’t have the emotional framework to deal with it.  I couldn’t cry.  I couldn’t grieve.  Life seemed wrong because she wasn’t there, and the only thing I could think to do was beg her to come back.  But she wouldn’t come back, and she stopped taking my calls.  I got angry.  I screamed and broke things in frustration.”  She rubs her face against my chest and continues to squeeze me tightly.

      “I would go where I knew I could find her and beg her to come back.  That’s how I met you.  I wanted to run away from you, but you took me in and explained things to me.  You were kind, even knowing I wanted to kill you or flee.”

      I kiss her forehead.  She adds, “When Cyrus showed up at my house, I didn’t know what to do when the police said they couldn’t be there quickly.  Marissa and I had been talking on the phone for a little over a week at that point and even met for coffee once.  She was the only person I felt I could trust.  She sent you to me, and you showed me that the scary power emanating from you could be used to help people.  You helped me, and honestly you saved Cyrus’ family.  You befriended me even though I was broken.”

      She looks up to survey my reaction.  I kiss her nose, and she smiles gently.  “Then you saved Sidney and Carla in one swift stroke.  We are melding quickly, but it will take a while to sort all of our memories and emotions.  It’s scary and exhilarating at the same time.  Marissa and I are together again despite her devotion to you.  I am becoming a different person than I was before, but I’m happy with where I’m going.   I am surrounded by a loving family, and I don’t want to lose it.  There’s one member I haven’t made love to, and I think that needs to wait until both of my personalities are better integrated.  Both sides of me want it.  We both love how you treat me, your family, your friends, even the bastard who killed me...er, Sidney me, not Carla me.  Marissa told me about all that.  Regardless, we both crave the inclusion of being in your family.”

      “You are, Carla.” I reassure her, “You have been from the moment I took you into the apartment.  I worried when we didn’t hear from you.  I’m glad that both of you are happy.  I’m glad that you and Marissa are working things out.”

      She grins at me, “I feel like part of the family, but more like the second cousin you fuck at family reunions.”  She turns serious.  “I want to be a sister-wife with Marissa, Rebecca, Audrey, Erica, and Josie.”

      I chuckle, “I think Erica is more third cousin at the moment, but yes, she’s still family.”

      Carla says, “She wants full membership, too - including rights to the semi-erect little man poking my thigh.”  She smirks at me.

      I lift her chin and kiss her like I own her.  She sighs into my mouth.  I release her, “That little man desperately wants to walk through the gate down there where all my ladies have been eating.  Sadly, we have a schedule today.”

      “Yes,” she agrees.  “I will probably be ready before Erica.  She knows her soul has to grow into the person she is.  It seems kind of backward, but she says sometimes she feels like a baby.  I personally think she wasn’t as broken as I was - she managed to feel something akin to love for Audrey.  She says it feels different now - stronger, more exhilarating.”  She shrugs.  “I just need to wait until my two halves feel like a whole.”

      “Okay,” I tell her.  “Sounds like a plan, Carla.  You’ll tell me when.  I need to get dressed.”

      “Yeah.  Me, too.”  She captures my mouth with her own for a lingering, playful kiss.  After she releases me, she smiles at me.  “Better than coffee to start the day!”  She releases me and walks to the loo.
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            Houston, we have a problem

          

        

      

    

    
      I grab clothes and get dressed.  Josie is sitting on the edge of the bed.  I kiss her before walking around to the nightstand on the other side.  My pistol is next to my phone, probably thanks to Carla.  I go sit on the fainting couch with my cleaning kit.  I clear the weapon and break it down to give it a quick cleaning.  Once I’m done and everything is back in order, I put the kit in my bag in the closet.  Carla is there in a sexy black lace boy short and black cross-strap sports bra.  She steps into a pair of yoga pants as I admire the view.

      She doesn’t even turn as she says, “Don’t you have things to do, Mr. James?”

      I respond, “Nothing so important that I can’t stop to enjoy the natural beauty before me.”

      She blushes slightly.

      Audrey wraps her arms around me as she says, “Yeah, she’s hot.  I’d fuck her.”

      Josie walks in.  She adds, “You did.  So did I.  It was wonderful.”  She leans in to quickly kiss Carla, and then grabs her own clothes.

      I kiss Audrey before she releases me.  She teases the other two.  “Was it wonderful enough to use your mouth, Josie?”

      I lose the conversation as I drift to the bed.  “Rebecca.  Marissa.  Time to get up, my loves.”

      Marissa sits up quickly, pauses to survey the room, and stretches languidly.  Rebecca grouses.  “Need a kiss.  Too early otherwise.”  I lean in and kiss her quickly.  She smiles and looks me in the eye.  “Now that’s much better!   Good morning, William.”

      “Get up, lay-about,” I tease her.

      “Okay.  Go kiss Marissa ‘good morning.’  She needs a wake-up, too,” she orders.

      “Yes ma’am,” I respond as Marissa says, “Stay there.  I’ll come to you, lover.”

      Marissa crawls across the bed and leans over Rebecca to collect her good morning kiss.  “Thanks, Will.  I’ll get her out of bed.  Go see your patient.”

      I kiss her again.  “Yes, ma’am.”

      I roust John the zombie from bed.

      I go to his bathroom and raise the lid, leaving the seat down.  Ilara’en may bitch about being a housekeeper, but she’s done a good job.  The suite sparkles.

      “John, come in here.”

      He shuffles into the bathroom.

      I tell him, “Drop your pants, and sit on the toilet.”

      I get out of his way, and he follows instructions.

      I tell him, “Empty your bladder and your bowels.  Make sure you are clean afterwards.  Then pull up your pants and go back to bed.”

      “Yes, Master,” he murmurs.

      I return to our suite to find the ladies all dressed in a variety of yoga pants or tights, dance tops, and trainers.  Rebecca has her leg warmers on, and she looks really good in them.  I’m thinking she would have loved the eighties.  Josie and Rebecca have fanny packs riding low on their abdomens.  Carla and Audrey have small purses on long straps across their bodies.

      Marissa is on the fainting couch putting the cleaning kit away.  She picks up her purse and slides the pistol into it.  Marissa and Carla have their longer hair up in ponytails.  Rebecca is about another two months from being able to do that without intervention from Josie or myself.  Josie has a bandanna around her head kerchief style, while Audrey is sporting a well-worn GCU ‘Antelopes Volleyball’ cap.  I check to ensure that I have my clip knife in my right pocket and a collapsible baton in each hip pocket.  My pistol is clipped to my right hip, and my Taser flashlight is holstered on my left.

      I hold the door open and collect a kiss from each lady as they file past.  Rebecca hooks my left arm after I close the door.

      Ilara’en is coming down the hall towards me.  She curtsies and says, “Good morning, Lord and Ladies.  Breakfast is laid on in the dining room.”

      “Thanks, Ilara’en.  Would you bring a small plate of fruit and a big glass of water for John?  You can set it on the bureau.”

      “Yes, milord,” she responds.

      Carla picks up on it.  “He’s your lord now?”

      Ilara’en drops to the floor prostrate.  “Yes, milady.  I’m sorry for offending you.”

      Carla kneels next to her and lays a hand gently on the small elf’s shoulder.  “No offense taken, Ilara’en.  That statement has a wide variety of connotations.  I’m a lawyer, so my curiosity was piqued.  Please rise, and don’t pay me any mind.  Okay?”

      Ilara’en slowly sits up as Carla tries to convey warmth and understanding with her facial features.  She gives the smaller woman a hand up.  Ilara’en curtsies with a look of relief on her face before she heads off to John’s room.

      We head to the dining room.

      A European-style breakfast buffet is laid out on the sideboard.  Fresh rolls, cold cuts, boiled eggs, muesli, yogurt, and fruit.

      We have a quiet breakfast discussing plans for the rest of the weekend, the upcoming Chicago trip, and mindless flirting.

      Bernadette walks in wearing grey form-fitting cargo pants, off-road running shoes, and a black turtleneck.  Viktorija arrives wearing an outfit similar to what my ladies are wearing.

      Clarice comes in wearing yoga pants and a sports bra with a hoodie over the top that is barely fastened.  Her sculpted abs are visible and impressive below her equally impressive breasts.

      She tells me, “Will.  Manuel has delivered three cases of peanut butter to your suite.  It’s the brand you specified.”

      “Thank you, Clarice.”  I turn my eyes away from the little package of hot jailbait and continue eating.

      I check the time, and it's 8:45.  Jack isn’t here yet.  Magnus should be here shortly, but I haven’t heard anything.  Something doesn’t smell right.

      I text Jack, and get a nearly immediate response.  ‘There is a large panel van watching Bernadette's house.’

      I tell our hostess, “Bernadette, I think we have a problem.”  I turn to my ladies.  “Marissa, Carla, Josie, get upstairs now.  Carla, start your circle.  See if the critters can bring some friends, maybe five each.  Don’t let them eat Ilara’en.”

      “Viktorija, please send Vanessa up to our suite.”

      Vanessa barges out of the kitchen in jeans and a sweatshirt. “I’m ready.”

      The ladies run.  I look at Audrey, “Any word on your dad?”

      “He’s with Jack,” she answers.

      “Go ahead and get started laying out your circle.  I need to get John.”

      I follow my ladies up the stairs and catch them at the door to our suite.  Ilara’en is closing the door to John’s room.  She’s startled to see the pistol appear in Marissa’s hand.

      I run up to John’s door.  Ilara’en asks, “What’s going on?”

      I open the door.  “John, get up.”  I see the fruit and water.  “Drink the water quickly, and grab two pieces of fruit.  Hurry.”

      The empty shell moves relatively quickly to the bureau to follow my instructions.

      I look at Ilara’en.  Her expressions change constantly - concern, delight, worry, anger, frustration.  It’s like a movie version of demonic possession.

      She reaches into her apron pocket and pulls out a folded piece of paper.  It says ‘under hair.’  I look at her quizzically.

      “Please,” she whispers.

      “Under your hair?”  She nods.

      “Please,” she whispers again.

      I drag her inside John’s room as he sets the glass back down.

      I tell him, “John, take your fruit and wait for me at the bottom of the stairs.  You may eat on the way.”

      “Yes, Master.”  He shuffles off as quickly as he can.

      I look at the petite elf.  “Drop your glamour, honey.”  My breath catches at her exotic beauty as the guise slips away.  I pull forth entropy energy into the palm of my hand and glide it up her forehead and over her scalp to the back of her head.  Under the remaining quarter-inch of stubble, I see a huge glyph of scar tissue in her scalp.  I continue to clear all the hair from her head.  The glyph covers the entire top of her skull and drapes down the sides.  It was cut into her skin, and my second sight reveals it is powered by traveler energy.

      “Holy shit.  Valya, what have you done?” I murmur.

      I drag Ilara’en across the hall, past Marissa into our suite.  I sit her in an easy chair.  Carla has already rolled up the rug and is scribing her circle on the hardwood.

      I tell Ilara’en, “Honey, I suspect this is going to hurt.  Is it tied to your life?”

      She shakes her head.  “I don’t think so, but I am not certain.”

      “You tried to tell me that first day, didn’t you?”  She nods fearfully.  I’ll keep you as safe as I can,” I tell the scared elven woman.

      I direct entropy into her scalp to dissolve the skin down to the muscle below.  She whimpers, but otherwise sits stoically.  I check to ensure all the red energy is gone, and it is.  Next, I flood the tattered edges of her scalp with growth.  Skin rapidly regrows to give her a full scalp.  Stubble of hair in that pretty chestnut color appears, so I stop.

      “I’ll grow your hair back later, honey.  What’s going on?”

      “It’s Valya.  She’s sending at least two vans coming today, each with a squad of elven soldiers - I think twenty to twenty-four in total.  They are coming here to ensure you deliver Xralnazny and then create a ton of chaos to feed him.  She has some kind of a deal with him.  She plans to kill everyone but you.  She wants you as a slave.”

      I turn to Josie.  “You have all that?”  She nods.

      “Text it to Jack, Bernadette, and myself.  I gotta run, beloved.”

      I tell Ilara’en, “Stay here.  You protect my family, Ilara’en.  They will protect you.”

      She stops me and sobs, “Lord, I tried to tell you.  The binding prevented me from mentioning that glyph.  I thought you might check under my hair when you took the other, but you didn’t.”

      I kiss her forehead.  “That’s not your fault, honey.”

      I walk to the door and hold Marissa by her shoulders.  “Marissa, barricade the door until Carla is ready,”

      She nods, “I’ve got this, Will.”

      I look at the newest family member.  “Carla, three squads of five plus one of our critters in the lead.  I’ll get more pay for the leaders.  Don’t let them eat Ilara’en.”

      She nods seriously.  “I’m ready, Will”

      I nod. “Okay, I gotta run.  Love you all.”

      “Love you more,” calls Marissa as I run down the stairs.

      I grab the zombie by the arm.  “Come along, John.”

      I drag him into the salon.  Audrey is drawing a circle on the ground.  I take John to the circle.  “John, do not step on the chalk.  I want you to sit in the middle of the circle.  Fold your legs, sit up straight, and do not move until I tell you to.”

      “Yes, Master.”  He does a good job of following instructions, and I jog out to the security closet.

      I knock on the door.  “Bar all the exterior doors.  Roughly twenty-five elves about to attack.”  Luis opens the door, looks at me, and then taps two buttons on his console.  I hear heavy bolts sliding into place and bars slide down over the windows and lock.  An alarm of three ascending bells sounds about four times.

      “I think only one van load is out front,” I tell him.  Viktorija runs up, and Luis hands her an MP5 with a laser sight and silencer on it.  She brushes a kiss across my lips before running back toward the stairs.

      Luis nods.  “Manuel is covering the back, and that’s where Tori is going.  Based on what we saw at the show, I don’t know what we can do to slow them down, let alone stop them.”

      Clarice runs out of the salon to get a weapon from Luis.  She has body armor on down to mid-thigh, a gladius at her hip, and wicked looking barbed whip wrapped around her left shoulder.  She winks at me and runs off toward the showroom.

      “Help is on the way,” I reassure him.  “I need to check on progress.”

      My phone pings as I leave to return to the salon.  I check to confirm it’s Josie’s.  Audrey says, “Go.  I’ll call you when I’m ready.”

      I go back to security.  Luis hands me a silenced MP5k, the preferred weapon of the SAS.  He gives me a quick run-down on it, pretty straightforward.  Then he hands me three additional magazines.

      I hear someone scream outside.  I look at Luis.

      “Four amps, at one hundred twenty volts.  There’s one less elf out there.”  He grins at me.

      I text Jack, ‘front door electrocuted.  Call Luis before entering.’  The text fails.  I tell Luis, “I think they are jamming cell signals.”

      There’s a big thud on the front door followed by more screams.

      I look at him and grin.  “Let me guess.  The wood is a veneer and there is iron mesh under it.”

      He grins back.  “You know it.”

      “Wicked, Luis.  Very wicked,” I chuckle.

      I hear a high voice yelling.  I point across the room and get off the line of fire in case something shoots through the door.  I feel like I’m back in the desert fighting Daesh and Shi’ite fighters.

      Audrey calls out, “Ready, Will.”
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            Solving the Xralnazny problem

          

        

      

    

    
      I run into the salon.  “Begin,” I tell her.

      She has completed an inside and outside circle.  I step carefully inside the outer one as Audrey calls out in Latin.  The interior circle lights up in my second sight.  I don’t understand Latin, but Audrey told me in advance the words would be something like, “Beings from other worlds, pay attention!  I summon from the Greater Imps, the Lord Xralnazny to attend me.  Lord Xralnazny, we have business to attend that will benefit you.  Attend me, Lord Xralnazny.  Your host awaits, Lord Zralnazny.  Please occupy it and grace us with your presence.”

      In my second sight, I see a much larger and uglier version of my critters.  The greater imp lord is roughly six foot tall, muscular, with fangs, about eight inch horns on its head, and tail that is as long as the beast is tall with a spiked tip like a morningstar.  The pupils of its eyes are vertical slits.  I can see violet ropes of energy wrapped around it.

      It yells, “This host is not to the standard I demanded!”

      Audrey calls, “Occupy your host, Lord Xralnazny!”

      It scoffs.  “You are not nearly strong enough to force me into anything, human girl.”

      Audrey repeats, “Occupy your host, Lord Xralnazny!”  I see her eyes narrow as she exerts her will.  Her hands are out to her side with ropes of energy running from them towards the imp lord.  He jerks and struggles.  She gets him closer, but he is fighting mightily.  I extend my will to wrap Xralnazny in entropy energy.

      The imp lord screams.  “Necromancer!  Hah.  There is no necromancer that can hold me.”  I extend my energy into a net around him.  I use the energy to then pull him into John through the glyph on the back of his head.  I don’t even have to try hard.  I lock him into the glyph, and now he is locked into John the zombie.

      The front door starts to vibrate as I hear spits of silenced weapon   Luis stumbles into the salon and ten seconds later the door explodes inward.

      I start to wrap Xralnazny in the glowing, pure white energy as the rubble stops flying.  Argos arrives with five of his buddies in tow.

      “Welcome, Argo.  The elves are about to breach the front door.  Wait until they do, and then feed well.  Protect Audrey and keep them off me.  I need to concentrate on this.”  I hand my weapon to Audrey.

      Luis reports one of the elves is trying to squeeze through the larger gap.  Luis grins and punches a button on his cell phone.  The elf immediately starts to scream and sizzle.  A second voice joins in the screams.   I hear a couple of silenced shots from Audrey and Luis.

      The elves cluster and mutter in a language I don’t understand.  Suddenly, the bars return to their position in the wall.

      I hear Valya call out, “Don’t harm the necromancer!”

      Argos calls out, “FEED!”  The imps all rush into the entryway.

      Audrey calls out, “The outer circle is active, Will.”

      “Thanks, Kitten.  Stay safe.  I need you,” I murmur as I continue to try to wrap Xralnazny in energy.

      Xralnazny howls in frustration and lumbers to his feet.  He stumbles into the inner circle and bounces off the barrier it creates.  I focus on wrapping his feet up first and working my way up.  I even manage to get a layer under his feet as he picks them up.  I walk around his circle over and over as I wind the energy up his body. He starts to howl more as the pain increases as  energy wraps higher up his torso.

      I catch a glimpse of an elf flashing through the salon with that incredible speed that indicates magical enhancement.  He spins in place long enough for me to see an imp wrapped around his neck pulling chunks of flesh off him and stuffing them into his mouth.  The elf runs toward the space at the bottom of the stairs and slams into the newel post.  Luis follows, and I hear a silenced shot shortly thereafter.

      Another one stops for a moment just inside the salon - just like shoppers at Costco.  Audrey fires two rounds into his head.

      I hear six blasts from a shotgun and twice as many pistol shots outside and then everything outside goes quiet.

      I keep wrapping the demon lord.  Xralnazny screams incessantly - mostly wordlessly.  I get three more wraps around it before it grits its teeth and chokes out, “You can’t keep this up for much longer, necromancer.  Your well is too shallow.”

      I shrug and keep going.  I personally agree that I’ve used a lot of energy, but it feels like it’s only about a quarter of what I’ve got.  The demon is in for a long day.

      Xralnazny starts splitting off bits into little six-inch versions of itself.  I focus small bullets of pure energy at each one as they bounce off the barrier of the circle.  They even try jumping out the top, but the ‘circle’ is actually spherical.  It also extends two feet below the floor.

      “How?  I can’t breach the circle.  How can you?” Xralnazny whimpers.

      I grin and start the first rotation around its neck.

      Xralnazny growls, “You still can’t kill me.  I’ll just return home and come back.  My first order of business will be to destroy everyone you hold dear while you watch helplessly.  I will mobilize all the forces of my dimension to come for you, necromancer.”

      I shoot the last two ‘imp-ettes’ as I slowly pass Audrey again.  I hear a familiar accented voice say, “No, Xralnazny.  I don’t think you will be doing this.”  I stay focused.   The voice asks politely, “Would you please drop your outer circle.”  I see the outer circle disappear as I make my way around the inner one.

      Jack and Steven run past toward the back of the house.  Jack has a pistol, and Steven is carrying a bull-pup shotgun.

      The voice says, “Thank you.  How novel.  You’re powering both circles.  You must be very strong.  Yes.  May I take over the remaining circle.”

      “Okay,” Audrey says.  “I’ve only turned a circle over once.”

      “It’s okay,” the voice says.  “Just keep powering it and don’t fight it when you feel it leave.”  I come around to be able to see the person talking.  He tells Audrey, “Just like that.  Well done.”

      He looks up at me, and I can’t believe my eyes.  So I close them and focus on keeping control of Xralnazny.  I can hear the imp lord gasping and gurgling.   I mutter, “Magnus, I presume.”

      I hear that familiar laugh from over twenty years ago.  “We have much to discuss, Sergeant James.  In the meantime, I’m going to take over your net.  Same as for your sorceress - keep it powered and don’t fight me when I take it.”

      I chuckle.  “Yes, Chief Sergeant Hadad.”

      Magnus chuckles in return.  “I don’t use that name any longer.  You may call me Magnus for now.”  I feel the magic leave my control.  I step up next to Audrey and wrap her in a hug as we watch Magnus whip both wrists around in circles.  My net spins rapidly around Xralnazny under Magnus’ control - it soon looks like a cocoon.  The circle gets smaller and smaller until John the zombie is compressed into a three-foot sphere.

      Magnus says, “Hide your eyes.”  We turn away from him as he utters something in a guttural, unfamiliar language.   As soon as he finishes a bright light reflects off the walls of the salon, and I feel high heat as Xralnazny screams.

      “Okay.  All done.”  I turn around and see ash floating in the center of the spherical ‘circle.’  A pinpoint of darkness arrives in the center and all the ash disappears, followed immediately by the pinpoint of darkness.

      He releases the circle and walks over to shake my hand.  “It’s good to see you again, William.  Thank you for calling me.  I don’t recall you having more than the slightest touch of the death and life magic.  That was not typical necromancy.”

      “No, Chief...er, Magnus.  It’s not.  I stumbled on how to create pure energy, and converted most  of the energy in my well to that.  It’s easy enough to pull one energy or the other from it if needed.”

      He looks at me from head to toe.  “You are hiding your power.  Smart.  You are starting down a path that will draw the wrong kind of attention if you’re not careful.”

      I nod.  “I know.”

      Magnus says, “I have two things that I can tell you that may help you over time.  First, that energy you are using is the energy of souls.  If you can manipulate it as you have, you are well on your way to not being just a necromancer, but a true magus - a magician.  The second thing is that new magi are rare.  I don’t think there has been one since Grigori Rasputin.  As you can imagine, the status quo doesn’t look kindly on magi.  The Catholic Church had Rasputin killed by assassins masquerading as Bolsheviks.  Most of us learn to avoid the limelight and live quietly.  I recommend this to you, William.”

      I nod.  “I had been told that during my experience learning necromancy.  I still have a lot left to learn.”

      Magus says, “Learning will always serve you well.  Once you are reasonably competent as a necromancer, I recommend looking into thaumaturgy.  I don’t think there are any practitioners still around, but I have some books you can study from.  I think the last one died in a mine collapse in 1908.  Witchery is another lost art - knowledge of healing and harming properties of natural materials.  I have a couple of references on that, too.  Modern sorcery is very limited, but it’s not a bad start.  I have an advanced reference on that I can loan you, too.  I will send them all here, care of the mistress of the house.  Faith magic will come or it won’t.”  He gets a distant look then gives me a rather stern gaze.  “I need to go.  There are ripples from this event that I must attend to.  You may need to do some of that yourself, so keep an eye open.”  Magus extends his hand and smiles at me.  “Until we meet again, William.”

      I pull him into a hug.  “Thank you for your help, Jonas.  Bye, old friend.”  He pats my back and spins on his heel before hurrying out the door.

      I look down at Audrey and smile.  I’m about to kiss her when Steven runs in.  “William, come with me.   Now.”
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            Saving Viktorija

          

        

      

    

    
      I release his daughter and pull my pistol as I follow him running down the corridor through the dining room, through the kitchen to a small delivery area.  Jack is holding his pistol on a single elf who is holding his hands out like he’s hugging a bear.  I see Viktoria lying in a pool of blood behind him.  She is struggling for breath.  I open my other sight and see her life energy is dwindling quickly.  The elf between her and me is generating a field of energy from his open hands.  I fire a huge bolt of soul energy at it, but the field absorbs it.  The elf looks mildly surprised, but his expression quickly turns to smug satisfaction as his energy field holds.  That expression changes rapidly to fear as I fire off three more bigger bolts of energy.  While he concentrates on holding his field I lob a basketball-size ball of entropy around the side to circle around behind him.  Then I pull it inside his head.  He drops the shield, allowing me to pull out his soul and suck the energy from it as I run to Viktorija.

      I kneel beside her as I ask.  “What happened to her?”  I see five more elves sneaking toward us.  I reach out and pull out their souls and suck them dry.  Their souls fight me like Yoren’s and Reddy’s, but I’m not messing around.  I pull HARD, and out they pop.

      Jack says, “One of them threw a knife.  It nicked her throat.  It’s a small cut but, it looks like arterial spray.”

      I roll Viktorija over, and her blood sprays into my face.  I put a finger on the tiny cut and drive growth energy into the wound.  It closes slowly but completely.  I look around and find Manuel.  “Manuel, she lost a lot of blood.  We need to get fluids into her and blood if you have it.”

      Manuel answers, “We don’t have any blood on hand, but Tori is AB positive.  She can take anything.  It’s risky, but we can do a vein-to-vein transfer.”

      “How certain are you about her blood type?” I ask.

      “Very.  We test everyone.  I’ll check her card to confirm.  If not, we’ll have to call an ambulance.

      “Okay.  Go find out.”  I tell him, “Get whatever equipment we need.  I’ll give her a pint to get her started.”

      Manuel responds, “Right away, Lord.”  He bows and runs off.

      Viktorija opens her eyes a bit.  “Will.  You came for me.”

      I bend down and kiss her full lips.  “Hello, beautiful.  Welcome back.  I have to tell you that trying to die to get away from me won’t work.  I’ll just keep bringing you back.”

      She moans, “I would walk through hell itself to be with you and my mistress.”  She swallows slowly.  “I love you, William.”

      I shush her with another kiss to her lips.  “I love you too, sweetheart.  Just rest.  We’re going to give you a transfusion to replace lost blood.”

      Bernadette runs up and kneels in the blood to hold Viktorija’s head in her lap.  “You stay with me, Precious.  Don’t make me endure without you.”

      “No, mistress.”  She swallows.  “I love you, Bernadette.”  She swallows again.  “I will not ever leave you.”  Bernadette uses my tactic to quiet her.

      Manuel runs in with a red first aid bag.  I strip off my jacket and shirt.  Manuel wraps a band around my bicep before he cleans my elbow and pushes the needle into my vein.  The life-giving fluid drains out of my arm slowly.  He flushes the line with saline to remove any air from the line and clamps it off.  Audrey brings a chair, and Manuel has me sit in it to create the gravity flow needed for the vein-to-vein transfusion while he swabs Viktorija’s elbow and inserts the needle for the feed.  Once he’s satisfied, he releases the clamp and my blood starts running into her.   Clarice shows up with two bottles of water.  She gives one to Bernadette, who cracks it open and feeds it slowly to Viktorija.  Clarice opens the other one herself before handing it to me.

      Manuel pulls his phone and sets an alarm.   The alarm rings fifteen minutes later, and Manuel unhooks me, and puts a pressure bandage on the puncture wound.

      Audrey pulls me out of the chair and takes my place.  She says, “Hook me up, Manuel.”

      Manuel follows the same procedure again.  At that point, Manuel unhooks Audrey and connects a bag of saline to the line, hanging the bag over my head.  I scoop up Viktorija, and Bernadette leads me to her suite.  Audrey follows with an MP5 at the ready.

      It’s been a long time since I’ve been to Bernadette’s suite.  I remember it’s another flight up from the floor the ladies and I have been staying on.  Bernadette’s suite takes up most of the left-hand side of the corridor with small rooms for patrons on either side of her suite with six more across the hall.  Audrey and I used to stay in them when we first started putting on shows here.

      There is just enough room for a king-sized bed and two nightstands, an occasional chair, and a bench at the foot of the bed.  Each has a small 3-piece bathroom that might be smaller than mine at the Doric Apartments.  They are built for short liaisons.  A couple also have hardware for bondage and suspension installed, too.  They are all close enough to Bernadette’s suite that she can feed indirectly from them.

      I carry Viktorija up the first flight of stairs.  She opens her eyes to watch me as I mount the second flight.  Bernadette opens both of the double doors into her suite, and I carry Viktorija straight back to the shower.  I try to sit her on the vanity counter, but she slides off to stand in front of me.

      Viktorija wraps her arms around my neck and surveys my face. “You have red freckles, William.”

      “I’ve been baptised in your blood, beloved.  The thought of losing you was crushing.  I might have killed a few elves in anger.”  She pulls my face down to hers and kisses me hungrily.

      Clarice interrupts our interlude by arriving with a stand to hold the IV bag.  She unhooks it from my neck and hangs it properly.   Then she pulls a scissor from her pocket and starts cutting Viktoria’s top from the hem to the armpit and through the bottom of the sleeve.

      Clarice says to Viktorija, “Tori, honey.  I cut it close to the seam, so you can repair it.”

      Viktorija smiles at her.  “Thanks, honey.  It won’t be any good for fancy dress, but I can use it for workouts.  You’re very thoughtful.”

      Clarice tells me, “Marissa caught me as I came up the stairs.  She’s worried.  Go check on your ladies while I get Tori clean.”

      “I will.  Thank you, Clarice.”  I kiss Viktorija again, and brush my lips against Clarice’s cheek.   She leans into the kiss and then gets to work.

      Audrey steps in to steady Viktorija as I step back.  She looks at me.  “I’ll stay and help Tori, Master.”

      “Sounds good, Kitten.  I’ll get the MP5 back to Luis,” I tell her.   “You still have your pistol.”

      She grabs the weapon and shrugs out of the strap.  “I do.”   She hands the machine pistol to me.  “I liked this.  We should get some.”

      “We’ll see.”  I assure her.  I give her a kiss and turn to find a naked Bernadette walking into the spacious bathroom.

      She smiles at me.  “Not now, William.  I have to hold Precious up in the shower.”  She walks up and wraps her arms around my neck and presses her full breasts into me.  We share what passes for a chaste kiss in Bernadette’s world - open mouths and just a quick caress of the tongue.  “Later, William Darling.”

      I chuckle as I release the Venus in my arms and walk out the suite.  “Yes, Love.”

      I hurry down the stairs.  Marissa sees me from her post at the door of our suite and visibly relaxes.  Then she sees the blood on my face.

      “What happened, William?” She asks.

      “One of the elves cut Viktorija’s throat.  I barely managed to save her.  Audrey is helping Bernadette and Clarice get her cleaned up.  How is everyone here?”

      Marissa says, “The family is all safe.  That little elf of yours fought for us, but she was hurt pretty badly as a result.”  She leads me to the suite.  I see the door to the suite is broken.

      Marissa calls out, “All clear.  William and I are coming in.”

      I hear “Clear to enter” from inside.

      Rebecca and Carla are sitting with pistols aimed at the door.

      Josie has a handful of nails in her left and a single one in her right.

      The pistols disappear quickly, and Rebecca turns back to Ilara’en, who is laying flat on the bed.

      I see three imps with open jars of PB pulling bits of flesh off a nearly skeletal dead elf on the floor.  I’m assuming they are Argo, Hermes, and Xerxes.  They look very happy.

      Josie waves a finger at my face.  “What happened to you, Will?”

      I relate how everything went with Audrey summoning Xralnazny, me binding him up, Magus killing him, Viktorija’s throat injury, the elven mage, sucking all the souls from the elves, healing Viktorija, the transfusions, carrying her upstairs.

      Rebecca asks, “So Magnus did show up?”

      “Yes,” I confirm.  “It turns out he is someone I knew.  I knew him as Chief Sergeant Hadad of the Israeili Defense Forces.  What happened to Ilara’en?”

      Carla says, “I called Argos and sent him back to ensure everyone brought friends.  I just started to call him back when someone started beating on the door.”

      Josie says, “The door rattled once then splintered around the lock.  Fortunately, we had a chair propped up under the lock.  That kept the door from flying open.  An elf started to squeeze through the gap.”

      Marissa says, “Ilara’en pulled this tiny little knife out of her apron and attacked him.

      If the critters leave his face, you’ll see the damage she did.”

      Rebecca adds, “He managed to get far enough in to hit her, and she flew across the room to hit the foot of bed.  It was a fluke based on where the footboard hit her body.  The impact broke her back.”

      Marissa says, “Josie peppered his body and head with those nails.  They worked pretty well.”

      Josie grimaces, “Yeah, it might have been enough if he hadn’t been wearing one of those damned collars.  Fortunately, Carla got Argos and company back at that point.  She released them, and they pretty much ate him alive.”

      Carla looks quite distraught.  “Rebecca and Josie tended to Ilara’en, Marissa removed the collar from the elf when he died and Argos and his critters went looking for more elves.  Hermes and squad arrived next.  I sent them downstairs followed immediately by Xerxes and his squad.”

      Xerxes mutters, “Some silly humans killed some.  We could have taken care of that.”

      I tell them, “Sorry, guys.  I took six of them.  I had to get to Viktorija quickly.”

      Hermes growls, “We was sneaking up on them from behind when they just fell to the ground.  Still yummy, though!”

      Argos chirps, “I took my team to follow their queen.  She ran into her castle.  We assaulted it, but we lost three immediately to magic.  I need to take my soldiers an elf and peanut butter when I return.”

      I ask, “Where was their castle?”

      Argos points to Carla.  “The Captain has the intel, General.”

      Carla smiles at being ‘the Captain.’  She explains, “They are in a high-rise in downtown.  Esplanade Place at 24th Street and Camelback.  It’s supposed to be full of luxury condos.

      I thought maybe we should wait for a week and then send the critters in to recon.”

      “I like that idea,” I tell her.  “If I understood correctly, this is not normal behavior for elves.”

      Carla says, “It is if they are colonizing.”

      “Holy shit,” I exclaim.  “Billions of people.  Ilara’en said ‘this world should tremble.’  She was serious.”

      Carla adds, “They probably have an open portal somewhere in the building or a technomancer that can create one on demand.”

      “Lovely,” I shake my head.

      Carla murmurs, “It feels both weird and normal to know that.”

      I try to reassure her, “I’m glad you do know that, Carla.”

      Carla shrugs.  She says, “Audrey probably knows that too.”

      I nod.  “Maybe, but you each learned a different curriculum from different teachers.  We can compare notes when she joins us.”

      Ilara’en moans, “Lord?”

      I hurry to bed and take up her hand.

      The poor broken elf tells me, “I tried to stop him, Lord.”

      I pat her hand.  “I know, Ilara’en.  Thank you.  I’m very proud of you.”

      Rebecca reports, “Based on how her body bent, I think the impact completely severed her spinal column and crushed bones around it.  The impact snapped the four-inch crossbar on the footboard.”

      “What can you see with your craft, Rebecca?”

      She grimaces, “She has a major injury.  I suspect internal bleeding.”

      I reply, “My sight shows major entropy energy.”

      Rebecca sobs, “WIll, I don’t know what to do.  All of my knowledge is for humans and animals from our planet.”

      I ask, “Ilara’en, can you go to one of our hospitals?”

      She shakes her head gently.  “No.  Our physiology is nearly identical to visual inspection, but chemically we are different.  The healer at House Valeran said many of the compounds your doctors give are poisonous to us.”

      I muse, “I guess I can’t just take you over there to have the healer fix you up.”

      Ilara’en says, “She would if you could get to her.  You would have to get past the human guards, get to her suite on the 13th floor, and get past the guards Valya has on the healer and her apprentices.  Then we would have to get out again.”

      I ponder for a moment.  “Rebecca, please call Aunt Judith.  Ask her for Julius’ contact information.”

      Rebecca asks, “What are you thinking?”

      “I’ll call Lafayette and ask if Lonnie knows of a healer from his people that would come help a fellow explorer,” I tell her.

      Josie says, “Lafayette will want something.  What are you prepared to offer him?”

      I shake my head, “I’ll raise Charlene for him.”

      Josie says, “He already has Charlene, but you could offer me to him.”

      I’m certain the heat in my expression could light fires.  “Never,” I whisper.

      Josie flashes me a big smile.  “Right answer, William.”

      The door swings open slowly and a bunch of imps waddle into the room with distended stomachs, moans of discomfort, and happy grins on their faces.  It appears there are twelve left.  A couple of them are dragging relatively unscathed elf corpses with them.

      They execute sloppy salutes to Carla, and then to their ‘squad leaders.’  They look at me with big grins.  One of the ones up front has a piece of meat stuck in his teeth.

      “Permission to return home, Squad Leader,” they groan.

      Our three primary imps stand at attention and salute.  Each says, “Dismissed.”

      Groups of imps disappear as their squad leaders dismiss them.  They are all gone.

      Our three critters run out the door.

      Marissa says, “Audrey has connections.  Didn’t she contact an elf for her master work?”

      I look at her for a minute.  “That’s the best idea yet, Marissa.  We’ll go with that one.  Lafayette is the fallback position.”

      I lean over Ilara’en, “We’ll get you fixed up soon, Ilara’en.  I’ll pump you full of growth energy until we can get a healer here.”

      The critters are back in a couple of minutes, each dragging partially eaten elf corpses.  They lay out their prizes, stack their PB on them, and stand at attention.

      They salute Carla.  “Permission to return home, Captain.”

      Carla stands and salutes them like she knows how to do it.  “Thank you for your service, my critters.  You are dismissed.”  She drops the salute, and all three disappear with their prizes.

      Rebecca gets up.  “I’ll make a tonic for Viktorija to help with her constitution, and get Ilara’en some tea with chamomile, lavender, and turmeric to reduce inflammation.  Those are standard food products she should be able to metabolize.

      I nod as I pull entropy energy from her body and push growth into her.  Her injury appears to be about the same.  I tell her, “Ilara’en, I don’t want to do too much until the bones are aligned.  This level of injury normally can be fixed here, but it requires significant surgery and intensive medical care.  What I can do is limited, and I honestly don’t know if the limit is my craft or my knowledge and experience.  I’m a beginner at this.  I can keep pumping you full of healing energy, and I think it will stop the bleeding and put your organs right.  It can’t fix your spine until everything is lined up properly.  That requires medical knowledge and skills that I don’t have.  None of my ladies have it, either.”

      I scratch my scalp.  “We need a healer that can put your bones in the correct alignment without killing you in the process.  Option B is, I can pull your soul out, and I can raise you from your ghost.  Option C is, I can pull your soul out, and resurrect your body into a zombie - the process of resurrecting your body should fix the broken bones.  I’m planning to pursue finding a healer.”

      Ilara’en says, “Lord, please move me to the divan.”  She points to the fainting couch where I cuddled Marissa and Viktorija a couple weeks ago.

      I tell her, “It’s best if we don’t move you.”

      Ilara’en says, “But, where will you sleep, Lord?”

      “Wherever we can, Ilara’en.  Don’t you worry about it.”

      Carla and Marissa go shopping for more peanut butter for the critters, and a bed pan for Ilara’en.

      Rebecca and Josie run up to check on Viktorija while I stay with Ilara’en.
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      I sit next to Ilara’en on the bed holding her hand, pumping growth energy into her.

      I ask her what she can tell me about House Valeran’s place on Camelback.

      She says, “Maybe you want to record this to share?”

      I agree.  “Good idea.”  I pull out my phone and turn on the voice recorder.

      I repeat my question.  “So, Ilara’en.  What can you tell me about House Valaren’s headquarters on Camelback.”

      Ilara’en tells me, “House Valeran considers the Esplanade their first outpost in the new world.  They are emigrating to this planet.  The plan is to bring fifteen billion people to this planet in waves.  They want to leave only enough at home to hold their land.”

      “I don’t know the details of the plan, but I think it involves emptying large cities of humans and then moving into vacated buildings.  They’ll tear down anything small, and build more high-rises.   For example, much of Phoenix is likely going to be leveled and rebuilt with buildings at least twenty stories tall...I would expect as high as seventy-five stories if they can get the materials.  The land between the cities will be converted to farmland.  They will likely try to enslave the humans to provide the labor.”

      I comment, “There are taller buildings in Phoenix, even taller residential buildings.  Why the Esplanade?”

      She answers, “Duchess Valya said it was a matter of convenience.  It was available for sale, and she can see the grounds of the Biltmore from her personal quarters.  She views it as her own personal garden.  That’s very valuable to any of my people regardless of house.

      I expect they will move to one of the larger cities over time, but they set up here because Xralnazny was to arrive here.”

      She pauses a moment to gather her thoughts.  “The 14th Floor of the Esplanade has been redone as the royal chambers.  Valya has an audience room and her private chambers there in addition to lodging for her private staff.  Floors 10 through 13 are for essential staff.  I mentioned the Healer and her staff and treatment facilities.  They are on floor 13.  The Chief Magician and his staff are there, too.  That’s where the portal was when I came through.  The Chamberlain lives on the top floor, but her five assistants live on 12 - as does the treasurer and his staff.

      The Field Marshal and his top generals live on floor 11, while the staff officers live on floor 10.  Floor one houses human security staff.  Floors two through eight are barracks for 1,500 soldiers.

      Floor nine is the bordello, which houses one hundred fifty women.  They sleep in bunk beds and are tied naked to pillars for hours to serve the soldiers.  The soldiers walk up, open their pants, lift a woman’s legs, and relieve themselves in the woman.  They walk away, and the next one steps up.  Each woman serves up to two hundred men or serves on a post for eight hours.  Whichever they reach first will be their salvation from their current shift.

      “Shit!” I exclaim.  “That is so wrong!  I need to do something about that!”

      Ilara’en lies quietly for a minute while I stew over what she has shared so far.  She squeezes my hand a couple of times.

      Iliara’en finally says, “I can’t think of anything you can do short of killing them all.”

      “Maybe an anonymous tip to the fire marshall,” I muse.  “That building is thoroughly overpopulated.”

      Ilara’en says, “It’s better than they have ever experienced in their life.  Plus, I know that Valya has enlisted a couple of local officials.  She gave elven sex slaves to a couple of them.  Others got gemstones.  One asked to have a political opponent killed.  We’ve only been on this dimension for five weeks, but Valya has been busy.  She will do whatever is required to win an ally.”

      “To what end?” I ask.  “I mean, getting allies is all well and good, but for what purpose?  I mean that seems petty.  I’m trying to wrap my head around how bribing local officials is going to get her to world domination.”

      “No, Lord.  She has international efforts ongoing.  I don’t know where.  She has had Russian, German, French, Italian, Greek, Arabic, Chinese, Japanese, and I don’t know what other linguists.  She is working to build outposts in each of the big cities of this planet.  She’s planning, plotting, and building a network of humans to enact her plan.  I just don’t know what that plan is - just the overall goal.”

      She pauses and raises her other hand to grip mine with both hands.  “I am fairly certain that whatever the detailed plan is, many humans will die.”  I squeeze her hand in return.

      “Anything else, Ilara’en?” I ask.

      “Valya is proud to an extent that most humans cannot understand.  She will exact revenge for this setback today in some way.  Also…”  She looks at me solemnly.  “...she wants you, Lord.  She wants to chain you to her bed so that you can be her personal playtoy.”

      I chew on that thought for a moment.  Ilara’en continues, “It’s part revenge for what you did to her minions, but a bigger part is that you are so different from what she knows.  A novelty.  She would take the Hunter for the same reason.”

      “Yeah...I don’t think so.  She’s not physically unattractive, but her personality is ugly.  I don’t think I could perform for her.”

      Ilara’en says, “You have not seen her without her glamour.  She makes me look like those imps by comparison.  Most males of any species would be fawning over her at the sight.”

      I reassure her, “I don’t think that’s something that will happen soon.  Something tells me that today wasn’t my last battle with her.”  I sigh in frustration not knowing what to expect from that diabolical, pointy-eared bitch.  “Regardless, lay back and rest, Ilara’en.  I’ll watch over you.”

      She drops off, and I stop the recorder.

      Carla and Marissa are back in a little less than an hour.  Josie returns with Viktorija drinking a mug of steaming brew.  Rebecca follows with another steaming cup.

      Josie reports, “Audrey is talking to her father.  She’ll be up shortly.”

      Viktorija gives me a loving kiss before she retires to the fainting couch to drink the tea Rebecca made for her.

      I wake Ilara’en and prop her up enough to sip the cup that Rebecca tips gently for her.

      Audrey walks in with Steven and Jack.

      She hugs Viktorija before coming to hug me.  “Hello, Will,” she says.  “I will call my broker, and see what I can learn.”

      “Thanks, beloved.”  She leans in and kisses me.

      Jack points at Ilara’en and asks, “Is she the spy?”

      Ilara’en answers, “Yes, sir.  Lord William removed the spell that forced me to do it, but I did it.  I put bugs everywhere.”

      “Hold on a minute,” I command firmly.  I restart the record.  “Go ahead, Ilara’en”

      Ilara’en says, “I was spying on this house, and I put bugs everywhere.”

      Jack asks, “How often did you report?”

      Ilara’en says, “It was supposed to be once per week, but I managed to limit it to just once.  Duchess Valeran sent an agent to hear my report while I was taking the sun in the backyard.  Otherwise, I just planted the bugs.  They are renting one of the neighboring houses.  They are probably listening in right now.  There are two bugs in here - in the lamps on either side of the bed - and one on a lamp over the vanity mirror.  All three are technical; I ran out of magical ones.”

      Carla and Jack pull them out.  Josie goes into the bathroom to take care of that one.  Carla follows her in, but Jack holds onto his.

      He gives me an evil grin.  “I’ll use this to find their house.”

      Carla comes back.  “Oh go ahead and pitch it, Jack.  I’ll just summon the critters back to hunt them down.  With their sense of smell they’ll find them in no time.”

      Audrey asks, “Is your circle still good?”

      Carla shakes her head.  “No.  I wiped it up with a wet towel.

      Steven says, “I did the same with the two downstairs.  Did you have saltwater?”

      Carla shakes her head.  “No, but there was a big bottle of rubbing alcohol under the sink.  I used that.”

      Steven nods, “That will do it.  You should be safe to use that area again.  Maybe we should put a permanent circle here.  What do you think, Audrey?”

      She nods, “Yes.  I think there would be a benefit to it.  I wish Bernadette had a sorcerer here all the time to summon help if she needed it.”  She looks at Viktorija, “I could be your roommate, Tori.”

      Viktorija shakes her head.  “No way, Audrey.  I have a small room, and I need that refuge.  We can get you a room.  We hold this suite for your family all the time.  You could set up in here.  I’ll confirm with the Mistress and Clarice, but I don’t think it will be a problem.”

      Audrey nods.  “Okay.  Carla, can you go to John’s room to summon the critters?  I want to limit the exposure of the elves to the house.  If I can, I want to summon them here and keep them here.”

      Carla agrees readily.  “Sure, Audrey.  Anyone want to come with?

      Rebecca says, “Sure.  Let’s go.”

      Audrey pulls her chalk from her backpack and starts scribing.

      Jack says, “We have nineteen of those collars.  I’m not sure what to do with them.  As soon as the elf wearing them died, they unlocked.  As far as I know, they are fully functional.”

      Ilara’en comments between sips as I keep feeding the tea to her.  “I think they also give control to Valya in addition to the speed, strength, and healing.”

      Jack looks at Steven.  “I’m thinking about giving one to the church.  I need to think about how to do that.”

      Steven responds quickly.  “Be careful with that, Jack.  They will ask questions you don’t want to answer.”

      Jack growls Ilara’en, “What happens to these when Valya is dead?  What then?”

      Ilara’en looks scared at Jack’s intensity.  “Sir, I am not really certain.  Knowing her, they probably explode spectacularly.”

      I raise a hand in a calming motion.  “Easy, Jack.  As much as I hate what Ilara’en has done, she is a victim here.  She might have worked against us regardless, but she’s been through hell at Valya’s hand.”

      Jack says, “Be careful she’s not enthralling you, Will.  Just because she’s a pretty piece of tail doesn’t mean she isn’t evil.”

      “I know,” I agree with him.  “I have Valya to remind me of that.”

      Jack runs his hand through his hair in frustration.  “Damnit, Will.  We don’t know a damn thing about what’s going on.  This whole scenario smells like a major shit-storm coming at us rapidly.”

      “I get that,” I tell him.  “Ilara’en said they’re emigrating 15 billion elves here, and that whatever the plan is will kill many humans.  Carla mentioned the word colonizing.  I’m filtering her words through my experience, and it smells like human genocide is on the table.  They’re using the justification that Germany used for the second world war - they need lebensraum.  They have selected earth for their new home.”

      Jack asks, “Room to live?  They have their own damned planet.”

      “True,” I agree.  “You heard what their conditions are like.”

      Jack says, “They did it to themselves.  Ilara’en, are any of the other elven nations as overpopulated as House Valeran?”

      Ilara’en responds, “Not as badly, sir.  Each of the nine houses has between one to three billion people.  All nine have population control measures in place that would appall humans.  Culling babies over the quota.  Culling the elderly.  Culling anyone with a birth or mental defect.  Selling undesired children to the devourers, greater imps, and other races that feed off emotion or souls.  All of these are common practices.”

      Steven says, “Some Asian cultures would get it.  China has had limits on the number of children per family and government-mandated sterilization since the 1970s.”

      Marissa adds, “Scandinavian countries coerce those they consider ‘feeble-minded’ to be sterilized, too.  Estonia and Switzerland, too.  It was legal in the US until 1981.”

      I observe, “You seem knowledgeable on the topic, beloved.”

      Marissa shrugs.  “I wrote a social issues paper about it in college.”

      Jack grumbles, “With an average lifetime of 450-500 of our years, you would think they would learn some discipline.”

      Ilara’en responds, “You’re right, sir.  We should, but we don’t.  Overpopulation is a symptom of our longevity, plus we tend to indulge ourselves.  If someone wants sex, there is rarely any thought to the aftermath - especially among the nobles.”

      I look down at Ilara’en.  “Are you of noble birth?”

      She nods her head.  “Yes, but not enough that it matters.  My family is a royal line, but we are at the bottom of the food chain.  We were elevated about three thousand years ago as we count time.  The primary reason for our elevation was our patriarch’s willingness to sell off our youth to be sex slaves.  I got lucky.  Valya pulled me out of the brothel after about 150 of your years to be her body servant.  My younger sister is serving on the ninth floor.”

      Jack murmurs, “We could solve everyone’s problems by wiping out House Valeran.”

      I agree. “Sure, but how.  That’s going to be hard to do.  We can’t do that and keep their existence secret.  We can’t field enough people to do it with violence, plus they are all over the globe.  Additionally, I really hate to take a ‘kill them all and let God sort them out’ approach.”

      Jack says, “I understand, Will.  Unfortunately, elves won’t give up.  They will do anything to take care of their families.  As much as I despise Valya for this circus, as a ruler she’s trying to do what she needs to do for her people.  If we don’t put a stop to this immediately, we are going to have a ton of dead humans and a shit-ton of boorish elves.”  He looks at Steven.  “We need to figure out how to report this up without fucking up Bernadette’s situation.”

      Bernadette walks in.  “You may not be able to avoid it.  I can disappear and reinvent myself.  It’s harder in the modern age, but it’s not impossible.”  She sits next to Viktorija.  Viktorija gets up and sits in her lap holding her cup in both hands.  Bernadette wraps her arms around Viktorija and rests her head on her lover’s shoulder.

      Audrey starts chanting and suddenly there is an elegant elder female elf standing in her circle.  Audrey addresses her, “Hello Chrysilla.  I have an elf here that is severely injured.  We don’t have access to an elven healer.  We’re pretty certain she has a broken back, and we understand taking her to a human hospital might result in her being inadvertently poisoned.”

      Chrysilla says, “You’ll need a top-tier healer.  I have one here at the office that is available for out-call.  Is she from Prime?”  Audrey nods.  “What house?”

      Audrey says, “Valeran.”

      Chrysilla starts in surprise.  She says, “Um, her Duchess is in your city why not take her there?”

      I can see the fire in Audrey’s eyes.  “Her duchess is responsible for her condition.  One of her soldiers broke Ilara’en’s back when she tried to defend my family.”

      The elven broker sighs heavily.  “Okay.  I don’t need to hunt for him.  He’s sitting in my office.  So, a deep-dish, meat lover pizza for my fee.  Summon Rallent’or Nix.  He will be expensive.”

      Audrey says, “Okay.  I should have your payment within an hour.”

      Chrysilla chuckles.  “I know you’re good for it.  See you soon, Audrey.”

      Audrey waves her away.  She says, “Marissa, would you please order the pizza for me?  Lou Malnati's?”

      Marissa nods, “Sure, Audrey.”

      Audrey summons the healer.  Rallent’or Nix reminds me of the lead physician on my sister's cancer treatment teams.  All arrogance and no bedside manner.  He does agree to do the work for one of Valya’s collars.  He tells us that he can sell it to another magician to rework the control charms and get a shit-ton of cash for it.

      He leans over Ilara’en and assesses her injury.  He reaches in the pocket of his jacket.  Audrey screams, “Knife!”  Just before he drives it up into Ilara’en’s heart.

      He lifts the collar toward his neck, but I pull his soul out of him first.  His body collapses.
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      I bark, “Josie, put him in with the other two.”

      Josie responds calmly, “I have him, Will.”

      I hurriedly capture Ilara’en’s soul.  Her ghost shakes her head at me.

      I tell her, “I’m sorry about this, Ilara’en.  I couldn’t imagine a healer would harm you.”

      Her ghost tells me.  “There’s no way you could have known, Lord.  Valya has machinations that defy belief.  I think Feliz was onto something.  I too have had enough.  The Summerlands sound perfect for me.”

      “I’ll release you to leave in a moment,” I tell her.  “What didn’t you tell me about Valya’s plan?”

      The spectral elf responds, “Nothing, dear Lord.  Sadly, she didn’t confide in me.  I wish I knew more, so I could tell you.  I still despise humans in general, but you, your family, Mistress Bernadette, and her staff have all been kind to me.  I would help you if I could.”

      I whisper, “Give my regards to Feliz.  Safe journey, Ilara’en.”

      I release her soul, and she slowly disappears.

      I look to Josie.  “Let’s see what he has to say for himself.

      She nods and pulls the healer out of the bolt.  She holds his ghost until his screams drop to a whimper.

      Josie pulses power into him and he shuts up.  “Answer my Master’s questions, and I won’t put you back in there.”  The ghost nods.

      “Why kill a wounded person?  I thought you were a healer,” I say.

      Rallent’or’s ghost says, “There is a standing bounty on anyone from House Valeran that reaches for a healer outside the house.  It’s high enough that I’ll be able to afford to feed my family for ten years at current prices.”

      Audrey asks, “Did Chrysilla know about this standing bounty?”

      Josie says, “Questions from my Master’s women are the same as questions from him.  Answer them, or I put you back in there with those two wolves.”

      Rallent’or shivers before turning to Audrey.  “Maybe?  She does book a variety of skill sets.  I work through her a lot.  We’ve never discussed it, but I’ve never had a House Valeran patient before.”

      “What else do you know about House Valeran and their plans?”

      He responds quickly, “Nothing, sir.”

      I ask, “What did the boys in the bolt say about them?”

      Rallent’or shakes his head.  “Nothing.  They were more interested in tormenting me.”

      I say, “Maybe we should pull one out and let you torture the other for information?”

      Rallent’or says, “Oh, no!  They are individually evil bruts.  Together they are insurmountable.”

      I think quietly for a moment.  Look at Josie.  “Want to juice up?”

      She looks at Rallent’or for a moment.  “Okay.”  She drains the energy right out of the soul nearly as quickly as I would.

      I comment, “You’re getting faster.”  I start animating the healer’s corpse.

      Josie says, “Not breaking it down makes it easier.  It blends with what’s already in my well.”

      “Yes, I just discovered that recently myself.” I tell her.  “You and I need to chat about what Magnus told me.”  After a couple of seconds of energizing the body with life energy, I’m ready to write my glyph on him.  “Remind me when we get home.  Rebecca and Audrey, too.”

      Carla enters with the Argos, Hermes, and Xerxes.  “Any last minute instructions?” she asks.

      I look at them.  “Recon first.  Find the house holding the elves.  Check all of the neighboring houses.  Don’t hurt any humans unless they try to hurt you.  If you do, try to make it look like the elves did it.  Bring back any electronics and two elf corpses back to me.  You can do what you want with any other corpses.  Clear?”

      They salute, “Yes, Master.”

      I tell them, “Go.”  They disappear at a run.  “Carla, what do you think about the critters possessing zombies for recon work?”

      She shrugs prettily.  “I don’t think they would mind, but their behaviors would likely destroy the ruse.”

      I look to Bernadette.  “Do you have a need for an elven zombie housekeeper?”

      Bernadette’s lips twist into a moué.  “Despite her dislike of the work, she did a good job,” she answers with a nod.

      Audrey says, “She probably won’t be able to cast a glamour to look human.”

      I frown.  “That will also be a problem for the ones I plan to send for recon.”  I look  at Josie, “Pull Reddy out, and let’s chat.”

      Josie says, “OK.”  She pulls him out and energizes his ghost enough for everyone to see him.

      Reddy takes in his surroundings for a moment before he rushes toward me.  I grab his soul and take control of him.

      I tell him,  “You can answer our questions, or I can shred your soul.  You will have no chance at the Summerlands.”

      Reddy responds, “What do you want?”

      “When you are in Valya’s stronghold, do you wear a glamour?” I ask.

      Reddy sneers, “What would be the point?  Everyone of importance can see through it anyway.”

      “Where is the portal you are using to move here?”

      “What do you mean?” he asks.

      He’s pissing me off.  “You came through a portal to arrive on this planet.  Where was it?”

      Reddy dissembles, “In the stronghold.  How stupid are you?”

      I answer, “Apparently stupid enough to think you know anything worth keeping you around.

      What floor of the building?”

      Reddy barks, “Thirteen.”

      “How is it guarded?” I bark back.

      Reddy fires back, “A squad, plus the Court Magician and his staff.”

      “How many human guards on the first floor?”

      Reddy is loosening up a bit.  “Teams of six that rotate every eight hours.”

      “Do they live on the first floor?”

      Reddy answers, “Only about half do.  Most prefer their own apartments elsewhere.  You humans are spoiled for space,” he sneers.

      I nod, “That’s probably true.  Then again, we have learned not to breed like rabbits.  Anything else useful?”

      Reddy perpetual sneer amplifies.  “Why would I want to help you?”

      I shrug.  “Fair enough.”  I shred his soul and absorb the life and death energies.

      Josie comments, “You did it the hard way.”

      I let my anger show.  “I wanted him to feel the pain as I tore his soul to shreds.  You heard him react to the pain.  You want to do the other one?”

      She smiles at me gently.  “Sure.  Shall I shred him at the end of it?”

      “Definitely.”  I may be lacking a sense of humor at the moment.

      Josie pulls Yoren out of the bolt and energizes him enough for everyone to see and hear.  He comes at me just like Reddy did, Josie pulls him up short.  Josie asks the same questions and gets the same answers.  She shreds his soul when she is done questioning him.

      She says, “That is quite a satisfying way to end an evil soul.”

      I agree with her.  “It doesn't leave me feeling any worse for doing it, and it prevents them from any kind of reincarnation or afterlife.  I kind of wish I had done that to the fuckers that hurt Viktorija.”

      Jack chuckles evilly.  “Remind me not to piss you off, Will.”

      I grin back at the fierce Hunter.  “Back at you, mister.”

      Marissa shows up with pizza and hands it off to Audrey.

      Audrey summons Chrysilla.  She shoves the pizza box toward the elven woman.  She snaps, “Your fee, Chrysilla.”

      Chrysilla asks, “Audrey.  What happened?  Why are you angry?  Did something happen to Rallent’or?”

      Audrey growls, “Your healer killed my friend.  He pulled a knife and slid it into her heart before we could stop him.  Fortunately, my master killed him before he could do further damage.”

      Chrysilla gasps, “Oh my.  I’m so sorry, Audrey.  I guess he heard about the House Valeran bounty.”

      “You knew about that?” Audrey yells at her.  “I contracted you to find me a healer, not an assassin!”

      Chrysilla gets defensive.  “I sent you a healer.  Rallent’or is a highly respected healer, and he’s from a noble family of House Spirituae.”

      Audrey fires back.  “Well apparently your noble families don’t have a character strong enough to avoid the temptation to murder a defenseless, injured woman.”

      Chrysilla sighs, “Audrey, you don’t understand.  My granddaughter and I will eat off this pizza for five days.  It’s a huge boon.  Valya’s bounty is enough to feed a family of eight for many years.  There are few elves or humans that would pass that up.”

      Audrey retorts, “I know, Chrysilla.  Ilara’en, my friend that he killed, told us about how heavily populated your world is.  I’m happy to pay you in food, but you could have told me about the bounty.  We would have tried something else.  You don’t know how she suffered at Valya’s hands.”

      Chrysilla responds fiercely, “I also know from her name that she was a noble.  If she suffered at Valya’s hand, then she was serving in a royal house.”  She snaps,  “She had a place to live and enough to eat.  Many of us don’t.”

      Audrey says, “I trusted you for a delicate family matter, Chrysilla.  I won’t make that mistake again.   Enjoy the pizza.”  Audrey dismisses the elf.

      Steven says, “I will no longer be recommending her, Audrey.”  He walks around the circle to hug his daughter.

      Audrey sobs, “Thank you, Father.”  She hugs him briefly, and then runs to hug me.  She murmurs into my chest.  “I’m so sorry, Will.  This is my fault.”

      I shake my head gently.  “No, my love.  It’s not.  It’s not even Chrysilla’s fault.  It all rests on Rallent’or.  He’ll never get the chance to do it again.  I feel bad for all of them suffering, but their lack of forethought created the world they live in.”

      Audrey sniffs.  “I don’t think I will use Chrysilla again.  I have a couple of other contacts I can use.  I went to her since the technomancer worked out so well.”

      “It’s okay, Kitten.  Ilara’en believed that she was going to a happier place,” I tell her.

      “What if she’s not, Will?”  Audrey looks up at me.  “What if the Angels do the same to them as they do to us?”

      “Then we can hope and pray her next life treats her better than this one did.”  With that advice I kiss her gently.

      The imps return dragging two mostly intact elven bodies and a couple of pillowcases full of stuff.

      One is full of electronics, the other contains the personal effects of the elves.

      Hermes reports, “There was a portal.  We brought it back.  It’s in the backyard.  Where do you want it?”

      Bernadette. “The Cellar.  I’ll show you.”

      Josie, “May I come along?  I’d like to see it.”

      Bernadette responds, “Certainly, darling.  Come along.”

      I ask, “Josie, any issue with bringing her back?”

      Bernadette is the one that answers.  “No, but since you let her soul depart, it will be difficult to call it back.  That works best if you keep the soul close.  If you run into another ghost, you will have a home for it.  Just drive your will into the corpse and command it to heal.  It will.”

      I nod, “Okay.  Thanks, Bernadette.”  I mutter to myself.  “Option C was the right answer.”

      Josie shakes her head at my murmured comment.  “We didn’t know, Will.  My education was incomplete, and yours was non-existent.  Ilara’en forgave you.  Forgive yourself.”  With that wisdom she hooks an arm through Bernadette's, and the two depart with Hermes and Argos in tow.

      Xerxes drags in one body, and then goes out to the hallway and drags another in.
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      I turn to Ilara’en’s corpse and drive growth energy into her broken torso.  It takes a lot more than I anticipated.  It’s probably due to the severity of the injury.  The healer was easy by comparison.  Once she’s animated, I mark her with my personal glyph.

      I ask, “Do you know me?”

      She answers, “You are Lord William James.”

      “Who are you?”

      She struggles for a moment.  “I was once Ilara’en of House Valeran, handmaiden to the Duchess Valya.  Then I died.”  She cocks her head at me with an empty expression.  “You brought me back.”

      “Only your body,” I explain.  “Your soul wanted to move on.  I would like for you to stick around to help Bernadette for a while.  You have the ability to do that.  I will limit the term if you like.”

      The zombie shrugs.  “I would be treated the same?”

      Viktorija gets up and stands next to me.  She addresses the new zombie.  “You may actually be treated better, Ilara’en.  Now you truly are bound to William and have no bonds to Valya.  You’ll receive more trust and be included more as part of the family.  You will also not be the only zombie - Vanessa is one, too.  My mistress would welcome the help.  There is a lot of damage from Valya’s attack, plus there is a lot of work to keep a household this size running.  We would appreciate your help.”

      I ask, “Are there any chances that Valya can have a hold on you?”

      The zombie says, “No, Master.  With my soul gone and all the marks removed, there should be nothing for her to grab onto.”

      She looks blankly into the distance for a moment.  “Master, I don’t think I can be Ilara’en any longer.  The part of me that was Ilara’en is gone.  I am just her discarded body and memories.”  She looks at me.  “Will you give me a new name, Master?”

      I nod, “Let’s keep it simple.  We will call you Lara from this point forward.  It’s close enough to your former name that you should recognize it easily, and it should also be easy for everyone to remember.”

      Lara nods.  “Lara.  My mother called me that when I was very young.  That will be nice.”

      I tell her, “You know the rules of the house, you know quite a bit about human behavior, too.  Keep working to learn how to integrate and be as helpful as you can.  Okay?”

      “Yes, Master.”

      I ask, “Lara, did John have any clothes that are not pyjamas?”

      She shakes her head, “No, Master.  He arrived in pyjamas and a robe.  The robe is in the laundry.   It should be ready.  I will retrieve it and clean my hair off his floor.  Then I will get fresh linens for your bed, Master.”

      “Thank you.”  I lean forward and gently kiss her forehead.  I push growth energy into her scalp, and the stubble of her hair grows to shoulder length.  She gives me a gentle smile.  “Go forth and do good, Lara.”

      “Yes, Master.”

      Carla walks up and wraps me in a hug.  She murmurs into my chest.  “Thank you for saving me from that.”  I hold her and caress her back.

      I look over the presents that Xerxes brought in.  I select the one that is the least battered and torn, and animate him.  I bind him and heal the open bite wounds on his neck, arms, and ankles.

      I ask it, “What is your name?””

      It answers, “Koree.”

      “What was your job, Koree?”

      Koree answers, “I ran the surveillance gear.  I’m the technician.”

      I nod.  “Good.  Did anyone escape?”   He shakes his head.   I turn to the elven healer zombie.

      “Rallent’or Nix of House Spirituae, come here.”

      Rallent’or joins Koree and I.  I tell the two zombies, “This is your mission.  You will go to Valya’s stronghold on Camelback.  Koree, if anyone asks, you will tell them that you were overrun by imps, and that you think you were the only one to escape.  You found Rallent’or running down the street, and brought him along.  You just want to clean up and sleep.  Repeat it back to me.”

      He does.

      “Koree, once you are dismissed, you will draw out a map, note how many people in each location, guard shifts, names and locations of magicians, and important resources like portals, locations of magical wards or weapons, weapons stashes, etcetera.  You will give the map to Rallent’or first thing in the morning.  If you can’t find him, or anything happens to him.  You return here and give the map to the mistress of this house or Miss Viktorija.  Clear?”

      He repeats it back to me.

      I turn to the healer.  “Rallent’or, when you and Koree get to the stronghold, you will ask to see Valya to collect your bounty.  You will tell Valya how you were summoned, agreed to do the work for the collar, how you assessed that Ilara’en had a broken back, and how you quickly stabbed Ilara’en to kill her.  Ensure you take the collar with you.  You will show the bloody knife as evidence.  You will ask for half your pay in local currency to buy food on this planet to take back, and the other half in gold or gemstones that will have value back home.  Once you have it, you will sleep in the stronghold overnight.  In the morning, Koree will give you his map.  Once you have it, ask to go out to purchase food to take back through their portal.  When they let you depart, you bring your reward and Koree’s map here.  Is this clear?”

      He repeats it back to me correctly.

      I look at the imp.  “Xerxes, would you take them to the back door?  You can have this other body to take home.”

      The little terror grins widely.  “Aye, aye, General.”

      I tell the zombies.  “Go. Xerxes will show you the way.”

      Xerxes runs out the door, and the two elven zombies follow at a trot behind him.

      Jack shakes his head, “I don’t know if it will work or not, but it’s worth trying.”

      “Exactly.”

      Bernadette and Josie return with Argos and Hermes.

      I look at Jack and Steven.  “What else do we need to do?”

      Jack looks at Steven, “Steven and I will figure out how best to get the church involved.”  Steven nods, and Jack turns his attention to me.  “Other than that - repairs.  Between elves running amok, imps dragging corpses through the house, and us shooting at the elves, there is a lot of work to do.”

      I nod, “Alright, let’s get to it.”  I look to Viktorija.  “Where do we start?

      Viktorija says, “Clarice has gotten the staff organized.  Let’s check in with her, and get started.”

      We all spend the rest of the afternoon getting things cleaned up.

      We get a temporary replacement front door, replacement light fixtures, repair materials and replacement plants at Home Depot and Lowes.  Jack and Steven wrap the remaining corpses in plastic and tuck them in the garden shed to await pickup by Bernadette's disposal service.  I learn she keeps someone on retainer for that.

      We focus on cleaning until the supplies arrive.  That includes scrubbing carpets and floors to get rid of blood and grime, digging bullets out of walls and furniture, and marking broken furniture for replacement.  We strip wallpaper off the entryway and salon in preparation for redecorating.

      Vikotorija and Clarice set up air filters throughout the house to remove the smell of gunsmoke, explosives, and eventually the ‘new house smell’ from redecorating.

      While we’re working, Bernadette is on the phone arranging contractors and services for repairs and disposal.  Afterward, she assists Lara in cleaning rooms and doing laundry until dinner time.

      We replace two light fixtures and fill knicks and holes with wood putty, wax pens, and drywall patch.  We replace the ruined plants out front, leaving the back to Bernadette’s landscape service.  We repaint the entryway and the salon, and mount the replacement door.   Rebecca and Clarice prepare an evening meal together.

      Jack and Steven head home before dinner, and everyone else washes up.  We all enjoy a hearty pot roast meal with a touch of cajun spice, fresh bread, and some delicious Mediterranean salads and antipasto dishes.

      I take the first watch in the security center.  Rebecca is the first one to come downstairs to join me after she showers, but Carla, Audrey, Marissa, Josie, Viktorija, Lara, Vanessa, and Clarice all stop by on their way to join Bernadette in the parlor.  They all traipse up the stairs around 9:30, and their exhaustion is evident.

      I watch the monitors until Clarice spells me at midnight.  She insists on opening her robe to entice me with her considerable charms.  I bend her over my knee and spank her taut, bare ass twice with intent.  “Close your robe, jailbait.”

      Clarice pouts, “I’m almost eighteen, Will.  I have an adult body and all these adult desires.  Why should I have to wait to align with an arbitrary date.”

      I close her robe as she pouts, and I tie the belt.  “Because it’s the law, sweetie.  Right now you’re pining for something you can’t have.  In five months?”  She nods.  “In five months you’re going to have every sleazebag in Phoenix trying to get between your legs.  I know it’s difficult, but be patient, sweetie.  You will have your pick.  Choose wisely.  In the meantime, have fun, flirt, but don’t cross a line that will put some stupid fuck in prison.  Okay?”

      Clarice continues to pout, “You just don’t find me pretty, do you?”

      I chuckle.  “Honey you are an exotically beautiful young lady.  I bet the reason Bernadette homeschools you is to keep all the boys at school from dropping dead in the hallways with broken hearts as you walk by.  You're a beautiful girl, and you are going to be an exceptionally beautiful woman.  Have mercy on us poor males.”

      She grins at me lasciviously.  “Should I have mercy on the females, too?  I don’t have a preference, Lord.”

      I laugh.  “Have mercy on us all, sweetheart.  You got this.”

      She leans across me and grabs an MP5 from the rack.  She checks it out, clears it, and loads it.  “I’m ready, Will.”

      I get up, and she steps through and puts the weapon back in the rack.

      I call as I walk away, “Goodnight, Clarice.”

      When I get to the door of the salon she calls, “Will!”

      I turn, and Clarice rushes forward to hug me tightly.  “You’re a good man.  Thank you for being so good to all of us here.  Sometimes the staff have problems with how they pay back Bernadette’s generosity, and some of the patrons treat them like whores.  You are always respectful to everyone and kind.  We all think the world of you.”  She stands on her toes and brushes her lips across my cheek.  “Goodnight, sweet prince.”

      She turns to go back to the Security Closet, and I head up the stairs.  I mutter, “Have mercy indeed.”

      I enter the suite to find my ladies are all around the fainting couch.  The footboard of the bed is gone, but otherwise the room looks pristine.  I collect kisses from each of my ladies and shuffle towards the shower.

      Marissa hands me a glass of wine as I exit the shower.  I take a sip, grab a kiss, and towel off.

      I join the cuddle on the couch, surrounded by my ladies.  We all finish a glass and have a short natter before our yawns get the best of us.  I set my wine glass aside, pick up Rebecca, and carry her to bed.

      She tucks me inside her tight channel and lays down on my chest.  We fall asleep with my cock inside her with the rest of our ladies surrounding us.

      My alarm goes off at seven o’clock.   I wake to find Audrey and Marissa are tucked up next to me, Rebecca is still on top of me, and Josie and Carla are on the outside of the bed.

      Bernadette and Viktorija on the fainting couch.  I kiss each of my ladies, and we all get up fairly quickly to hurry through our morning preparations.  I detour to kiss my favorite madame and harlot-hacker before draining the main vein.   Bernadette and Viktorija get into rotation for the loo, and borrow hair brushes from my ladies.  Somehow all seven of them end up using my toothbrush, so I grab the nearest one available.  I’m not sure which of my ladies it belongs to.

      We get ready and clear the suite quickly.  We meet Serena, Michelle, and Cindy at the bottom of the stairs as they walk in from the front entrance.  We leave our bags just inside the parlor, and head to the kitchen.  We arrive to find Clarice starting breakfast.  We all pitch in.  I soft boil three dozen eggs and fry up two pounds of bacon.  Rebecca whips up a huge batch of biscuits.  Carla puts some frozen bread into the oven to warm before helping Lara pull out cold cuts, cheese, yogurt, fruit, and granola.  Viktorija cleans berries and cuts up some melon and fresh pineapple.  Bernadette makes a big pot of coffee and heats an equivalent amount of whole milk.  Audrey and Cindy squeeze a huge bag of blood oranges into juice.

      Josie, Marissa, Michelle, and Serena work together to set the table and help Lara lay out the cold items on the buffet.   Manuel leads Erica into the kitchen as we plate the fruit and bacon.  She collects hugs and kisses from the family before she helps Bernadette put the coffee and hot milk into carafes.  Manuel returns to the security closet.   I shock the eggs, so they will peel properly as Rebecca pulls the bread and biscuits out of the oven.  Carla slices the bread before she and Rebecca put the fresh bread and biscuits into towel-lined baskets.  There are two baskets each of biscuits and bread.  We cart everything to the dining room as Jack, Darcie, and Candice show up, too.

      We stuff ourselves on a mixed European-American style breakfast.  Lara tries to go eat in the kitchen, but Bernadette has her join us at the table instead.  Bernadette tells us that Chantelle and Rosalie should return this afternoon.  Tanu will be back on Friday.  We try to keep the conversation light, but the topic keeps turning to House Valeran.  Even the ladies that escaped the adventure are fixated on what they will do next.

      I’m afraid we’re going to find out.

      

      - the End

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Afterword

          

        

      

    

    
      I hope you enjoyed this story.  It was a bit of an adventure to write, but I have thoroughly enjoyed where the story took us.  It’s a   I would value your feedback.  As you know, Amazon is driven by reviews, so please leave one - especially if you liked it!  I love 5-star reviews!

      Those 5-star reviews are critical because I’ll get more exposure to new readers based on the ratings of each book.  Plus, it helps to counteract the haters out there.  As not all readers will love what I write, it’s important to hear from those of you that do, so I can reach a wider audience.   As a part-time author, I would appreciate the help.

      Also, Amazon won’t tell you when my next book lands.   The best way to find out is to follow me on my Amazon page or Facebook.   Links are at the end of this section.

      I moved to Prescott, Arizona in April of 2019.  I was in the midst of writing the first Green Lord book when the idea for Ghost Story came to me.  Despite getting inspired by real locations, all of the people portrayed in this story are fictional.   Any resemblance to real persons is completely coincidental.  The restaurants I mentioned are all places I enjoy.  I think it makes the story much more interesting to put my characters in locations you can visit yourselves.

      I have a lot of fun writing these stories.  I originally called this book ‘Bernadette’s Bordello,’ but Rebecca and Josie came up with a better title.  In ‘Ghost Story,’ Carla, Charlene, and Sidney were unfinished business.  As I find myself doing frequently, the first book in the series spent a lot of time setting the stage.  In this story, we resolve a troublesome issue for Bernadette and reveal that Xralnazny was not the biggest danger on the horizon.  I have the next two books sketched out in my mind.  I think book three will be shorter, but then I thought that about this one.

      My concept for zombies sprang from a conversation with a friend of mine.  He’s a bit of a geek and a font of knowledge on a wide variety of topics.  One day when we were having a discussion over breakfast at First Watch in Phoenix, my buddy mentioned that he had been reading about a school of philosophy that believes that there are a fixed number of souls on the planet.  The idea of this philosophy school is that as people die, the souls are reborn into new bodies - standard reincarnation.  However, as the world population has increased, the number of people has exceeded the number of available souls.  The philosophers of this school believe these soulless people are here to challenge the rest of us to help us grow.  That idea percolated in my brain over time, and eventually the soul-less became the basis for my zombies.

      Having necromancers made sense once I had zombies, so I developed a framework for magic, zombies, and the Church’s involvement.  As I finished developing the magical and supernatural framework for Ghost Story, I started writing it into Master of the Road, my Patreon serial, too.

      In case you’re not aware of it, Bernadette and her staff came from the ‘Master of the Road’ story.  That story was supposed to be an erotic short story, but it grew to merge into a full-length book that is nearing publication length.  That’s also where Jack and Darcie came from - Jack being the titular character.  I’m having a lot of fun dealing with keeping the two stories alive and separate.  Magnus is the title character of another idea I have in the works.  He’s been with me the longest, and he told me that he’d like to be in this story since I’m taking so long to write his story.

      Previously, I have tipped my hat to the many sci-fi and fantasy authors I’ve read over the last 20 years.  Shawn Keys got a special mention in this book for his creative party game.  If you want to see how it works in detail, check out his book ‘Angel of Black Friday.’

      Although I’ve struggled to keep up with my favorite authors, I have managed to enjoy some great works recently.

      My recent favorites are

      
        	Logan Jacobs’ Scholomance series - all three came out while I was writing this book.  As much as I loved his Arena series, this one is better.

        	M. Tefler’s Three Square Meals series - I just caught up!

        	Eden Redd’s ‘My Girlfriends are Pirate Elves!’ books 1 & 2 - what fun!  Great story with lots of sexy, lewd activity peppered throughout.

        	Eric Vall’s ‘Without Law’ 11 & 12 - love this series.  #10 may have come out while I was writing this, too.

        	Terra Whiteman’s ‘the Antithesis: Inception’

        	Michael-Scott Earle’s  ‘Monster Empire 2’

        	Rodzil Labraun’s ‘Dystopian Girls 4’

        	Shawn Keys’ ‘Chasing Dreams, Year One’

        	P.S. Power’s ‘Frankenstein’ series - this is an awesome three-volume series.  I read all three in a row when I should have been writing.

        	Laurence Dahner’s ‘The Thunder of Engines’ - hardcore scifi.  Great author.

      

      I’ve also got a bushel basket of books in my backlog:  Daniel Schinhofen, Randi Darren, more PS Power, more Shawn Keys, and a bunch of new stories from various authors that sounded good, so they are sitting on my kindle.

      I’m also watching for new works from William E. Brown, William D. Arand, Michael-Scott Earle, Marilyn Foxworthy, Cebelius, Maxx Whittaker, and Daniel Pierce.  There are so many good authors.  Hopefully I’ll work my way up to that level.  In the meantime, I appreciate your support and feedback.

      I have a Facebook page and a Patreon site, which kinda follows the example of M. Tefler.  As I said, my Patreon story, ‘Master of the Road,’ was planned to be a straight erotic story, but it changed over time.  I won’t publish that series on Amazon until about six months after I have a book’s worth of content complete on Patreon.  I need to do that to stay on my publisher’s good side.   I’m maintaining a one premium post per month pace at the moment.  My patrons are telling me ‘give us more,’ so I will be looking at driving more content there in the future.

      I’ve got a good start on the next Accidental Necromancer (AN3) and my space story.  There is an AN short story on Patreon as a free, public post titled ‘Clarice’s Admirer.’  It has some spoilers in it for where this series is going, but if you’re jonesing for another installment, it’s available unless or until I publish it on Amazon.

      I’m on my FaceBook page 2-3 times each week minimum.  I’m a member of several groups, too.   Here are a few I like to recommend:

      
        	Harem Lit Group on Facebook.  Many of the authors in the harem-lit genre are members and pitch their new works there.  If you like my books, you will find other authors to enjoy between mine!   I’ve been banned from it for doing something stupid.  It’s not their fault - I earned it.  Regardless, you can find it at https://www.facebook.com/groups/haremlit/.   With luck I’ll eventually finish my sentence and meet you there.

        	Eden’s Lewd Fantasy & Sci-fi Garden.  This is Eden Redd’s group.  Lots of fun to be had, and a lot of the Harem-lit authors hang there.  I always make a point to drop in and see what’s going on.  Address is https://www.facebook.com/groups/158209654749089

        	Fantasy/Science/Fiction Cool News and Humor group is mostly fans.  Good times.  Very little in the way of politics.  Address is a https://www.facebook.com/groups/584252842052663/

      

      It’s time for me to get back to writing.  Watch my FaceBook, Patreon, and Amazon Author Page for updates.

      ‘Til next time.

      -JG Jerome

      https://www.facebook.com/JGJeromeAuthor

      https://www.patreon.com/jgjerome

      https://www.amazon.com/JG-Jerome/e/B07TWJJSYL
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      Cast of characters:

      People

      
        	William (Will) James - Main character.  Former Military Policeman.  Martial Artist.   Technologist and project manager. The Accidental Necromancer.

        	Rebecca Silverstein (Silberschmid) - young Jewish girl, born April 17, 1874 who died in 1891 after her father tried to rape her.  145 year old ghost when Will meets her.  Witch.  Official legend is that she was born Angela Marie Olsen on November 2, 1999 at the general hospital in Fort Collins, Colorado and adopted on 05 November, by Jacob and Lenore Silverstein of Littleton, Colorado.  Left home when she turned 18, and her adopted parents died two months later in a car wreck.

        	Marissa Tomlinson - initially Will’s playmate and Carla Jackson’s girlfriend.  Later, she broke up with Carla, and committed to being William’s ‘wife.’  Irish-Mexican heritage, bodybuilder and martial artist.  Works in medical equipment sales.  Originally in a relationship with Carla Jackson.

        	Audrey Cheung - Korean-American.  Sorceress.  William’s girlfriend in Phoenix.  Audrey is submissive and likes Will to tie her up.   Volleyball player for GCU.  Studying Biomedical and Mechanical engineering.

        	Josephine (‘Josie’) Carroll - apprenticed to her father, Gryffin Carroll, as a thaumaturge in the 1800s.  Sold into apprenticeship to Julius Lafayette as a necromancer.  She is a tall, well-proportioned, strong woman with a cute face and ash blond shoulder-length hair.  Her height is 5’10.”  Official legend is she was born in Springfield, Missouri on April 6th, 1995.

        	Carla Sydney Jackson - zombie.  Human Resources lawyer for an international mining company.  Marissa’s ex-partner.  Eventually she hosts Sidney Beauchamps to become a sorcerer.

        	Erica - Audrey’s roommate.  Zombie.  Curvy blond Latina with glasses.  Does online sex shows to pay for school at GCU.
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        * * *

      

      
        	Bernadette Pasquale - (AKA Babette Printemps, AKA Anne-Marie Pasquale) Runs a brothel, but prefers to call it a ‘salon.’  Has yet revealed her true name.

      

      
        
        Her staff include:

      

      

      
        	Viktorija Dana Ozoliņa (AKA Viktorija Dana Ozola, AKA Tori) - Latvian girl rescued by Bernadette to work in her stable.  Bernadette’s hacker and dress designer.  Entertainment staff.   In love with Bernadette and William

        	Candice - tiny Asian woman.  Culinary queen of the household as well as entertainment staff.  In love with Jack Jerome.

        	Vanessa - voluptuous light-skinned black woman.  Zombie.  Host for Shryl, the succubus, until Shryl is banished home on Bernadette’s business.  Entertainment staff.

        	Chantelle - former olympic volleyball player.  Chocolate skinned, tall, and athletic.  Keeps renewing her indenture to Bernadette for new academic interests.  Has witches in her family.  Entertainment staff.  In love with Darcie Conroy

        	Rachel - Voluptuous Jewish woman.  Entertainment staff.

        	Michelle - Brunette ‘girl-next door’ - looks like a cheerleader.  Studying nursing.  Entertainment staff.

        	Rosalie - Curvy Mexican woman.  Entertainment staff

        	Tanu - Dark-skinned Bollywood-worthy Indian woman.  Studying Information Technology at ASU.  Entertainment staff.

        	Cindy - voluptuous blond ‘girl-next door’ - looks like a cheerleader.   Studying business marketing, and interning in a local call center.  Entertainment staff.

        	Serena - Italian, brunette.  Law clerk, studying for the bar.   Has a patron couple that she entertains almost exclusively.  Entertainment staff.

        	Manuel - good natured male entertainer from California.  Trained paramedic.

        	Luis - stoic Mexican entertainer.  Bartender.  Has a younger brother who Bernadette paid for his college education.  Has witches, or brujas, in his family.

        	Lara - elven zombie.  Formerly Ilara’en, lady-in-waiting to Duchess Valya Valeran.  Valya sent Ilara’en to Bernadette as a ‘gift.’

        	Red Tail Productions - Bernadette’s company that promotes her shows via email
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        * * *

      

      
        	Judith Silberschmid (AKA ‘Judy Neumann’) - Rebecca’s aunt.  Sister to Yacob Silberschmid.  Necromancer.  Former apprentice to both Remy St. Jacques and Julius Lafayettte.  Lives in the Pioneer Home in Prescott.

        	Roger Banks - William’s brother-in-law.  Electrical engineer.  Husband to Allison.  They live in Raleigh North Carolina.

        	Allison Banks - William’s sister.  Has returning lymphoma cancer.  Wive of Roger. They live in Raleigh North Carolina.

        	Steven Cheung - Audrey’s father.  Korean-Anglo American.  Sorcerer.  Only known sorcerer to retire from service with the Church.  Married to Lidia.  Lives in Peoria, Arizona.

        	Lidia Cheung - Audrey’s mother. Korean-Black American.  Wife of Steven Cheung.  Lives in Peoria, Arizona.

        	Jack Jerome - Retired hunter from the Church.  Occasionally gets called back for ‘special’ cases.   His primary profession now is an IT consultant project manager.  Darcy Conroy is his ‘pet’ and personal assistant or ‘PA’.  Frequent client of Bernadette’s salon

        	Darcy Conroy - Jack Jerome’s ‘pet’ and PA.

        	Susan Rey - Will’s boss and Construction Insurance Brokerage (CIB), Director of Change Management. Tall, lean, sexy.  Tries to seduce Will.  Unfinished business.

        	Sidney Aloicious Beauchamps - apprentice sorcerer in the 1800s.  He’s the dandy apprentice to Laurence Clement.  Gay man, but wants to be a woman.  Roughly 5’8” tall, very attractive young man.

        	Dan Seamus Tomlinson - Marissa’s father.  Married to Maria.  Retired police sergeant.  Security contractor.    Fifth degree blackbelt in American Kenpo.

        	Maria Tomlinson - Marissa’s mother.  Married to Dan.

        	Angélus Gwenéfron (AKA ‘Gwen’) - summoned by Shimon Leuvenfeld to be Rebecca’s  ‘Angélus Cústos,’ guardian angel.  Had previously only worked as an ‘Angélus Núntius,’ or messenger angel

        	Angélus Michaélis (AKA ‘Mick,’ AKA ‘the Archangel Michael) - friend of Gwen.  Four wings.  Archangel.

        	Julius Lafayette - necromancer from the 1800’s.  Killed the Leuvenfeld family in trying to take ownership of Gwen.  Was the master of Josephine, Babette, Charlene, and Judith.

        	Lonnie - Henchman of Julius Lafayette.  Will suspects he’s an elf because Gwen said there was an elf and a devourer as henchmen.  Elven race is unconfirmed.

        	Alfonse - Henchman of Julius Lafayette.  Devourer hosted in a zombie.  Killed by William James.

        	Cyrus Masterson - miner that threatens Carla.  Will made him a zombie, and ordered him to suicide by policeman.

        	Officer Johnson - Male police officer.  Questions William in the Walgreens after the zombie attack.  Responds to Carla’s call for assistance when Cyrus threatens her.  Partner to Officer Bird.

        	Officer Bird - Female police officer.   Questions Rebecca in the Walgreens after the zombie attack.  Responds to Carla’s call for assistance when Cyrus threatens her.  Partner to Officer Johnson.  Begins flirting with William starting Halloween.

        	August Montgomery (AKA Gus, AKA Monty) - Retired Army Sergeant Major.  Martial artist. Firearms dealer and instructor.  Friend of William.

        	Monique - Monty’s girlfriend.

        	Jonathan Copeland - dementia patient used to host Xranalazny.

        	Marta Silberschmid - Rebecca’s mother

        	Yacob Silberschmid - Rebecca’s father

        	Marvin Feinstein - Yacob Silberschmid’s business partner.

        	Gerry - Will’s friend from the gym.  Helps Will move.

        	Diana - Gerry’s wife

        	Zach - construction supervisor at Hanson Construction.  Supervisor for the project to renovate Will’s house.

        	Melanie - Will’s ex-wife.  Adulteress.

        	Michael - musician friend

        	Sonya - Michael’s insane girlfriend.

        	Sergeant Lewis - Male police sergeant.  Lead the investigation at the Walgreens after the zombie attack.

        	Officer Lopez - police officer that interviews witnesses at the Walgreens after the zombie attack.  Mentioned, but not seen.

        	Officer Brown - police officer that interviews witnesses at the Walgreens after the zombie attack.  Mentioned, but not seen.

        	Ms. Martinez - middle-aged Latina with a baby.  Witness at the Walgreens after the zombie attack.

        	Lars Christiensen - Norweigian miner that dies at Bernadette’s hand by repeatedly reinvigorating him until he died of over stimulation.

        	Remy St. Jacques - Will’s five-times-great grandfather on both sides of his family.

        	Sara Leuvenfeld - witch from the 1800s.  Rebecca’s mentor.

        	Shimon Leuvenfeld - sorcerer from the 1800s.  Husband to Rebecca’s mentor.  Summoned Gwen to be Rebecca’s guardian angel.

        	Kory Standish - school classmate of Will’s in high school and college.  Gay.  Will stood by him when others didn’t.  Sydney’s voice in the bolt reminds Will of Kory.

        	Laurence Clement - sorcerer from the 1800’s.  Worked with Lafayette to capture Gwen.  Master of Sidney Beauchamps

        	Charlene Tully - apprenticed to Julius Lafayette as a necromancer in the 1800s.  Shorter, slender red-headed girl with long hair running down her back dressed in a fashionable dress.  Her ghost is still held in a bolt ‘container’ constructed by Josie.

        	Mason Smith - apprentice sorcerer in the 1800s.  He’s over six feet tall, dour apprentice to Laurence Clement.

        	Haimish - clerk at the Biltmore Embassy Suites.

        	Bruce Bennett - City Building Inspector and chair of the Historical Review Board.

        	Mary Bennett - Bruce’s wife

        	Michael ‘Mickey’ Bennett - Bruce and Mary’s 10-year old son.  Plays sports, particularly Little League baseball.

        	Addison ‘Addie’ Bennett - Bruce and Mary’s 8-year old daughter.  Tennis prodigy.

        	Delores Aguilar - Will’s real estate agent.

        	Kelly - receptionist at Yavapai Title.  Obese, pregnant, pretty with died black hair

        	Morgan - Title Officer at Yavapai Title.  Aging cheerleader.  Somewhere around 60 years old.

        	The Carsons - owners of the house we buy on Mt. Vernon.

      

      
        
        Imps

      

      

      
        
        Don’t call them lesser imps, it’s disrespectful.  (They don’t mind being called ‘critters’)

        

      

      
        	Xerxes

        	Hermes

        	Argo

      

      
        
        Greater Imps

      

      

      
        	Xralnazny - Greater imp lord that is trying to come back to take over earth

      

      
        
        The elves

      

      

      
        
        House Valeran

      

      

      
        	Lorn Valeran - Duke of House Valeran

        	Valya Valeran - Duchess of House Valeran.  Magician.  Originally from House Serenissima

        	Reddy - Guard of Lorn and Valya

        	Yoren -  Guard of Lorn and Valya

        	Feliz - Lady-in-waiting to Valya Valeran, commoner

        	Ilara’en - Lady-in-waiting to Valya Valeran.  Royal.  Became the zombie Lara.

      

      
        
        House Spirituae

      

      

      
        	Rallent’or Nix - doctor contracted through Chrysilla.  Killed Ilara’en

      

      
        
        Unknown house

      

      

      
        	Chrysilla - broker for sorcerers.  Finds elves with certain skills to be contracted.  Audrey’s broker

        	Lonnie - Lafayette henchman.  Thought to be elven.  Not confirmed

      

      
        
        Succubae

      

      

      
        
        Royal House of Luxure

      

      

      
        
        the imperial house of all the succubaen planets.  The family Ravissement is the royal family on Aloïse’s planet

        

      

      
        	Alafair Ravissement - Planetary Queen and sister of Gabrielle and Aloïse

        	Gabrielle Ravissement - Heir to the Queen and sister of Alafair and Aloïse

        	Aloïse Ravissement - Duchess and sister to Alafair and Gabrielle.  Hosted in the zombie Babette Printemps since the 1860s.  Goes by ‘Bernadette Pasquale.’

        	Shryl - hosted by Vanessa.  Commoner from a family that has served the Ravissement family for generations.

      

      



  




Chronology of Ghost Story, the Accidental Necromancer, Book 1:

      
        	William “Will” James moves into an apartment at the Doric Apartments

        	Rebecca manifests as a ghost in Will’s mirror in the apartment

        	Will has drunken phone sex with his girlfriend in Phoenix, Audrey

        	Rebecca eats Will’s essence to discover that it makes her stronger

        	Rebecca asks Will to feed her, and he does.  Rebecca becomes more solid with each feeding

        	Marissa comes to visit.  Reveals that she has a girlfriend, and that breast tumor disappeared after sex.  Not a fluke; it happened seven times.

        	Will introduces Marissa and Rebecca.  He tells Marissa about Audrey, too

        	Rebecca gets enough life force from Will to create a living body.

        	Rebecca blows Will’s mind by explaining about the magical world.  She tells him he used magical power to raise her from the dead.

        	Will is attacked by a zombie in Walgreens.  Will kills him by sucking the life out of him.

        	Will, Marissa, and Rebecca meet Gwen, Rebecca’s guardian angel, chained in the excavated basement of Will’s house.

        	Will picks up the bolts holding the ghosts of Josie, Sidney, Charlene, and Mason.  Will releases

        	Will raises Josie from the dead

        	Marissa breaks up with Carla, her girlfriend.  Will, Rebecca, and Josie help her move out.

        	Will meets Marissa’s parent, Dan and Maria Tomlinson.

        	Will contracts with Bernadette to use her connections to get legal identities for Rebecca and Josie.

        	Will and Audrey hook up.  Audrey determines that Will is a necromancer.

        	Audrey tells Will about the danger the Church poses to him and his growing family.

        	Audrey breaks up out of fear of the Church

        	Will meets his boss, Susan Rey, face-to-face for the first time while he is holding his workshops at the hotel.

        	Julius Lafayette buys Will’s house hoping to recover ‘his property.’

        	Will ties up Susan in a Shibari construct.  She enjoys it.

        	Will picks up the documents from Bernadette on his way home.  Viktorija calls Audrey to meet him there.

        	Audrey and Will reconcile in Bernadette’s office.  Bernadette and Viktorija enjoy the show from Bernadette’s bedroom.

        	Audrey meets Marissa, Rebecca, and Josie.

        	Marissa and Will buy a house

        	Will destroys Alfonse, Lafayette’s indentured devourer, and maims Lafayette’s left hand.

        	Story ends
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