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      Dear Reader,

      Welcome back to the world of Monster Apocalypse. I hope you’ll enjoy the food, the sights, and the people we’ll meet along the way. This book has a lot of that, and maybe even a party here or there. Should you need it while we travel, I have created a lexicon of the Lugarran language for you here.

      As always, my thanks go to the Piperettes on Ream and Patreon. For this series, some of them offered characters names. Julie Griffith (Jacob), Catherine Peach (Catherine/Cat), and YL (Wally, which appears in Horns & Heart), thank you for these suggestions!

      Let’s go back to Rory and his guys now.

      Happy reading!

      Alexa Piper

      April 2026
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      The sun had risen, and the room in the hotel was no longer all charcoal and ash, but honeyed wood and pillows of red and blue fabric. I was wrapped in big blue monster. Literally. Inkiri, the big blue monster in question, was all over me. Also still in me, but really, a barbed cock in my ass no longer felt as weird as it had the first time around. I wouldn’t have thought I’d get used to it this fast.

      We weren’t in a bed. They didn’t seem to have them here. Instead, a pile of thick, fluffy blankets on the floor served that purpose, and it explained why Inkiri had had a pile of pillows and blankets in his room in that unfinished house.

      Inkiri was devotedly licking my neck, and with him being so much bigger than me, that meant his ibex horns had gotten pretty close to my face. They were a little bit intimidating up close.

      “How do you even sleep with those horns?” I asked.

      Inkiri looked up. It was bright enough in the room now that I could see him clearly—the light blue skin, the ink-dark hair and indigo eyes. His hair was still unbraided. I knew we’d only gotten here yesterday after all that stuff back at the Stone. I also knew that he’d taken care of me, had barely left my side. Doing his braids had probably been pretty low on his list of priorities.

      “Pillows.” He fluffed one above my head. Among all the soft ones on the bed I’d noticed, the one he was showing me was harder than any pillow I would find comfortable, but that made sense. More support so he wouldn’t lie on those horns, I guessed.

      “How are you feeling, sweet thing?”

      I smiled when I heard him call me “sweet thing” in that sexy British accent. I’d read fics about monster types falling for human types, but there hadn’t been any that sounded as sexy as Inkiri. He was so much better than any fictional character.

      He looked down at me with his pretty cat eyes. They were full of love in a way I wasn’t sure real cats’ eyes were when they looked at their human can openers.

      A warm shiver ran over my skin. His adoration was a bit much, to be honest. Or, almost a bit much. Well, combined with not being on Earth anymore, it was a bit much.

      “I’m fine.” I looked around the room.

      The light that filtered into the room had grown brighter. It had to be a sunny day out there. I wasn’t sure I was back to a hundred percent yet, but I was feeling a lot better. I was perfectly happy to stay in bed for another ten minutes, but from the comfort of Inkiri’s arms, I could look at the room with fresh interest.

      I doubted you’d find a place like this on Earth, not with that high ceiling to accommodate horned people. From what I could see, the house seemed to be made entirely of well-polished wood, which was visible everywhere, both in the ceiling and the floor except for where we were lying.

      The bedding sat on thickly woven carpets that were piled and looked surprisingly soft considering we were pretty much sleeping on the floor, futon style. The layout of this sleeping area matched what Inkiri had created back on Earth, so it was probably the standard here.

      Inkiri’s swords were on the floor next to the bedding, which was not where I would’ve put them, but okay. Maybe sleeping next to your swords was a thing here.

      The only other thing I could see in the room was a low table with several floor cushions around it and a pot of tea or water on it next to some cups.

      My stomach immediately reacted to the visual cue of food-related items and growled noisily.

      Inkiri chuckled. “Fine but hungry?” He kissed the corner of my mouth, human-style. “Come. Let’s clean you up and feed you, sweet thing.”

      “I guess I could eat.”

      I definitely could. I hadn’t even realized how hungry I was. I wasn’t sure when my last meal had been, but probably before I had puked all over the corpse of that big orange spider back at the monster place, and that had been a while ago.

      Inkiri clicked as he pulled out of me. His barb had gone down, thankfully, though he was still slick with his own lubricant. I looked between us at his massive dark blue cock. The top part, with its more bulbous and pointy tip still amazed me, as did the fact that it had been inside me, barbs and all. It was funny how you could look at it and wouldn’t suspect the barbs at all, sort of like a jack-in-the-box in the penis department. I had the weird urge to grab it and squeeze it a bit to see if I could feel the barbs.

      “You look interested, sweet thing, but you really should eat before more pillow play.”

      “Huh?”

      Inkiri pointed. “You’re looking at my cock. I’ll please you again if you want, but I think you should have some food first.”

      “I—well—I didn’t—” My face was heating. “I wasn’t looking!”

      Inkiri tilted his head. “Hmmm.”

      “Really!”

      “You don’t enjoy looking at me?”

      I’d woken up, what, an hour ago? How had I stepped in it already?

      “I do, but—let’s go find food, okay?”

      He nodded. “Yes. After we clean you up.”

      In one smooth movement that shouldn’t have been so easy for someone so tall and broad, Inkiri was on his feet quick, and just as quick, he gathered me in his arms.

      “I think you’re a bit too light. I’d like to plump you up.” He walked to the wall on the opposite side of the bed area.

      I snorted. “Hard no. If I’m all juicy and plump, I’ll have trouble running from monsters, and they’ll think I’m…you know, juicy and plump.”

      He put me on my feet, and to my surprise, slid the wall aside. It wasn’t a wall at all, but a sliding wooden screen that functioned as the door to an en suite bathroom. That was neat. I knew we were at an inn or hotel-like place, and since the small glimpses I’d seen of bagu culture were close to the Middle Ages in terms of technology, I’d been afraid there’d be an outhouse like in the wayhouse. Oh, the sweet relief of indoor plumbing.

      The bathroom was more luxurious than I could have hoped for, with a bathtub set into the floor, about half the size of a regular tub and no deeper than the middle of my calves, and a pretty normal-looking sink with a round bowl on the other wall. A shelf on the left held plenty of towels and some small containers of what I assumed were cleaning products. They had neat writing on them.

      I pointed. “That’s your language, right? LaGuardia.”

      Inkiri clicked as I went over there and picked up one of the containers.

      “Lugarra, that’s right.”

      “Lugarra—ah!”

      He picked me up again and set me down in the mini tub. He held my left wrist up to take off the friendship bracelet, working it open carefully.

      “Hey, wait. That needs to be cleaned with soap. Is this soap?” I shook the container. I’d been wearing the bracelet back on the monster world, and now everything needed a good clean at a minimum, though I wouldn’t have minded burning whatever that goo had touched.

      Inkiri hummed. “I’ll do it later. Let’s take care of you first, Sadir.”

      He turned on a faucet with a wide rectangular spout and used a soft sponge to soak and wipe me down. It was embarrassing, but Inkiri didn’t seem to mind. Maybe this was something you did, just like the communal bathing and showering I’d already experienced.

      Once he was done with my private area, he took the container I was still holding and sprinkled some of the powder it contained over my skin, then massaged it in with the sponge—thankfully not the same one he’d used before. It foamed a little bit and smelled amazing. Like cotton candy and roasted nuts. The scent made me feel nostalgic.

      “I can wash myself, you know.” I felt like I had to at least mention that. Hopefully he didn’t think my personal hygiene was lacking. If it was, it was only because we’d been traveling. And because of the orange spider, of course, but no one in their right mind would expect a monster spider to bleed out on top of them.

      “It’s all right. You can relax and let me do it, at least today.”

      Should I argue? Maybe. “Okay, that works.”

      I heard him exhale, almost a sigh.

      “About what I said… You are light, and you shouldn’t have to worry about being plump. I disappointed you. I intend to keep you safe from now on, to make sure you never again have to fear a monster. Or anything else. I don’t want you to have to worry anymore.” His brow was furrowed.

      “I didn’t mean it like that about becoming too juicy. I was trying to be funny. I don’t expect you to, I don’t know, kill off all monsters in order to keep me safe. That’s not very realistic.”

      “Rory—” He stopped himself with an aborted kind of sigh. “Let me at least take care of you after making love from now on. Making love is what you call pleasure play, yes?”

      I giggled. “Yeah. You say pleasure play here?”

      “Yes.”

      “Sort of more accurate, I guess.”

      He hummed and diligently worked the sponge over my skin in small circles. For my hair, he used powder from a different container, although the scent was the same. With careful fingers, he gave me a scalp massage before rinsing everything off with a cross between a pitcher and a watering can that he kept refilling from the faucet.

      After Inkiri wrapped me in a towel, he showed me the toilet, which was next to the shower area and also separated from the main room with a screen. It was one of those European-style double designs with a bidet. I’d basically expected a hole in the ground, which was what it had been at the wayhouse. This was really fancy, and I was extra impressed considering this culture seemed to be several decades behind Earth technology. Or at least pre-apocalyptic Earth technology.

      Then again, I’d lived a very privileged life before the apocalypse. Who was I to judge a whole different world by what little I’d seen of it and by what was normal for me? The descendant of colonizers, that was who. Although…Ireland had been colonized by Britain, if I remembered correctly.

      Either way, I had privilege and absolutely no business judging anyone, least of all Inkiri’s people. Likely as not, I was underestimating bagu culture with how little I knew about them.

      When I came back into the main room, Inkiri was done washing too and standing with a towel around his waist. He had a nice chest, even if he didn’t have nipples. I ached to snap a picture of that chest and post it, which made me remember my stuff with a small jolt of panic.

      “Hey, do you know where my backpack went?”

      He sighed and dropped his head. “I saved it after the Koa Esher attacked and you and Vergis left. We took it to the Hill of Tara with us, but then the humans attacked.”

      I gaped. “Wait, what? Hold on. Did you just say—I thought the Koa Esher caught up to us back at the Hill?”

      He clicked at me. “No. Those were humans, shooting guns. When we arrived there, we checked for signs of anyone lingering or living in the area, of course, and there were none. That means they likely went there with a purpose. It’s possible they had a scout watching from a distance.”

      “Oh. I had no idea. I’m sorry.”

      He tilted his head. “Why are you sorry? Is it because you are human also? That doesn’t make all humans your responsibility.”

      He walked over to me, took my left wrist, brought it to his mouth, and licked it affectionately, then he put the friendship bracelet back around it. His own bracelet had a lot of dark blue stones, but also an emerald one, just like most of my bracelet. Leave it to Lissir to color coordinate such small trinkets.

      “Thanks.”

      I ran my fingers over the stones of my bracelet. The strange knowledge in my head had given me the impression that I was connected to the guys, and not just through the power of a few friendship bracelets. These were simply real and tangible, unlike whatever had happened—whatever I had done—at the Stone.

      “My pleasure, Sadir.” He pointed to a bundle of clothes that sat in a basket on the floor. “The rikori washed these for us, but I also asked them for a set of clothes for you. Aër clothes. I thought maybe you’d like to wear them here.” He lifted one item off the top; my cute cat socks. “There’s still one pair of these left.”

      He was holding them out somewhat bashfully. He probably thought he had disappointed me by leaving my apocalypse backpack behind, but I was just glad he and the others were okay. I’d mourn my backpack and phone, sure, but that was a lot better than… Well, they were all okay, and that was what mattered.

      “I’ll try the Aër clothes. Put my socks on me?”

      Inkiri smiled at me like a cat faced with a whole dish full of cream.
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      The first thing I noticed when Inkiri slid the door of our room open was that Aër smelled different. When Vergis had brought me here after the spider incident, the scent of those small white flowers that made you high when chewed had permeated the air, but here, I got a noseful of what it was like being in a city, not in a forest.

      At first, I wasn’t sure how to categorize the differences. The white flowers had been sweet, their fragrance soft. Here, the air was thicker with strangeness, and first and foremost, I got the sense that we were close to a river.

      Wide-eyed, I walked past Inkiri onto a wooden porch outside our room. It was separated from a garden by a decorative banister with carvings of vines and flowers that looked straight out of a fairy tale.

      I looked out over the banister, which was tall for me, of course, but normal height for bagua. I caught flowery scents from pots and small flower beds I could see around the area. There was also water or mud—something briny maybe. Patches of moss rather than grass made up most of the garden, and the earth looked moist, even had some puddles here and there. From the moss, small white and red flowers lifted their heads to the sun. Not a river, then, but a type of wetland garden.

      More covered wooden walkways connected several buildings beyond the one our room was in, and they ran above the garden area with no way of stepping off and heading into the wet green area itself. It had to be decorative, then; like a park, but only to look at. I had the urge to explore the walkways. From here I could tell that the view would change depending on which walkway you were on.

      Inkiri stepped up behind me, and I turned to face him. “What do you think of this place, Sadir? Do you like it?”

      He sounded hopeful, although the way he was leaning against the doorframe made him look confident enough not to need hope.

      “I do. It’s pretty. It’s not like anywhere I’ve ever been, but I like this place. I mean, of course it’s not like anywhere I’ve ever been. This is Aër, and I’ve only ever been to places on Earth. Obviously.”

      The morning had gone well, and I was seemingly due for some awkwardness. Before I could make it worse, the sound of footsteps approaching at a jog made me turn, and I saw Nokim rushing along the porch straight for me.

      Moments later, he threw his arms around me and hugged me close.

      “Rory! We were so glad when we heard you in your pleasure earlier! Vergis said hugging you was okay. You saved me! And Lissir! Lissir’s fine, thanks to you. You saved everyone!”

      Inkiri clicked happily. Nokim made a half purr, half growl kind of noise, and his right horn was too darn close to my face. One of these days, one of them would headbutt me with their horns and I’d end up concussed.

      Also, Nokim wasn’t showing any signs that he’d be ending the hug anytime soon. Vergis, the ass, had probably told him I liked really long hugs. I didn’t want to think about what exactly they had heard. Why did we have to end up in a place that didn’t do solid, sound-dampening walls?

      I patted his back. “Anytime. Uhm, mind letting me go?”

      Nokim pulled back immediately, and when I saw the wide smile on his azure face, his words really hit. He’d been dead. And Lissir had been as good as dead.

      I turned and looked at Inkiri, who seemed pleased by my interaction with Nokim, and realized he wasn’t wearing the black clothes he normally wore, but the ones the hotel had provided; a loose-fitting purple garment with blue petal patterns woven into it. Nokim wore the same. That was odd.

      Then I remembered. Inkiri’s clothes had been torn open.

      I gasped. “Ink, did you get shot?”

      He had been. I knew that, remembered it, but not like a memory of something I’d been part of. This was that different kind of knowing. It had seemed natural when my hands were on the Stone of Destiny, when the Stone had sung and I’d been able to see what was going on all around me.

      Now, I wasn’t so sure I could trust that unnatural knowledge, if Inkiri’s black clothes had really been shot to bits. But the knowledge of him getting shot lived right next to the certainty that he was mine—my mate, soul mate, the word didn’t really matter. He was for me and I was for him, like presents we’d exchanged with one another. Strangely enough, I trusted that.

      Inkiri tilted his head. “Yes. They were trying to shoot you.” He rubbed my back. “But you don’t need to worry right now.” He cast a meaningful look at Nokim. “Rory is hungry and needs to eat.”

      Nokim nodded. “We just ordered breakfast.” He rocked back and forth on his paw-like feet. “I’m excited to see what he likes. It’s the first honkora week here. I say we take him to see it.”

      Inkiri frowned. “We decided on a few days of rest, Noki.”

      Nokim crossed his arms. “Maybe he will find honkora week restful. Do not be… Oh, is it spillsport, Rory?”

      “I think you mean spoilsport.” I shrugged and blinked up at Inkiri. “Sorry, but he asked.”

      Inkiri clicked at me. “Nokim and his inquisitive mind. Don’t worry about it, Sadir.”

      I cleared my throat. “I can definitely not worry. That’s my specialty. Anyway, what’s honk roar week? Sounds kind of noisy.”

      Inkiri bent to lick my neck before he said, “It translates to seed week. It used to be when farmers bought and sold their spring harvest seeds along with that season’s harvest. These days, it’s mostly a street festival with much food and drink.”

      “With wine, women, and song!” Nokim turned on the spot like a dancer before going back to his overexcited rocking.

      Inkiri put his hand on the small of my back and nudged me forward. “Something to discuss later, Noki.”

      “Ah, always so worried.” Nokim fell into step on my other side. “He was worrying also back on Earth when you and Vergis were gone. Then he worried yesterday when you just smiled as if you were high, as Vergis said. I said you were probably happy because you had saved everyone, but Vergis is better at reading human faces.”

      I cackled. “High? Well, that’s sanctimonious coming from someone who just randomly chews on flowers.”

      “What’s sanctimonious?” Nokim asked.

      I waved my hand in front of my face. “Him chewing those flowers to get high and then calling me high despite me never even smoking a joint.”

      Inkiri clicked. “He is asking what the word means, Sadir.”

      Of course he was. Nokim looked at me and nodded.

      I cleared my throat. “It means… It’s like the pot calling the kettle black.”

      “Hmm.” Nokim cocked his head. “I’m not sure what that means either. Is it about not lying? If so, Vergis wasn’t saying something that’s not true intentionally. No one was sure what was happening to you.”

      I shook my head. “No, that’s not—sanctimonious is…uh…”

      I looked at Inkiri, hoping he’d help me out. He did, saying a word in their language to Nokim.

      “Ah. I don’t think Vergis meant it like that.” Nokim’s conviction about Vergis’s intentions was admirable; admirably misguided. “I don’t think he knew what was wrong with you, but we all wondered, and he guessed. I don’t think he likes guessing when he isn’t sure what the right answer is, but he was trying to help.”

      The porch led past a set of open doors, and a glance inside the room beyond revealed a similar setup to where Inkiri and I had slept; just as nicely decorated inside and distracting enough to make me forget about Vergis and how I was pretty sure helping wasn’t anywhere in his vocabulary.

      I pointed at the room. “This is basically a hotel, isn’t it?”

      Nokim nodded. “Yes. These rooms are ours.”

      That explained why they had heard…what they had heard. I needed to focus on being quieter when I was having sex with my monster boyfriend. I felt my cheeks heat.

      Yeah, having sex with my boyfriend was a thing that was happening for me now. It made me feel ridiculously accomplished. So much so that when Nokim led the way into one of the rooms and through it, I was grinning stupidly and wondering when I was going to have sex with my boyfriend again.

      With an effort, I managed to focus on my surroundings. The hotel layout immediately confused me, what with the sliding walls that functioned as doors and their tall lintels that accommodated horns.

      The whole place was a maze of interconnecting rooms, and those colorful sliding walls were distracting. I didn’t think I’d be able to find my way back to the room I’d shared with Inkiri on my own.

      At last, Nokim slid another wall aside, and instead of another room, there was a long hallway.

      The hallway didn’t have windows of its own since it was nestled within the building, but it was still bright. I looked up, half expecting to see lights, but no. Above our heads, I could just barely make out windows in the ceiling, a solid two stories high, if not more.

      To guide the light down, the bagua had used mirrors on the wall so that the entire length of the hallway was illuminated. The mirrors were set up at different angles, probably allowing for light to hit them at different times of day. It was ingenious.

      “Wow.”

      Nokim turned to me and tilted his head. “Our ceilings are usually higher than those on Earth,” he said, misunderstanding my awe.

      I stopped and pointed. “No, the mirrors. That’s impressive.”

      Inkiri chuckled. “Good to see you impressed. I should’ve remembered you like bright things, Sadir.”

      I pouted up at him. “It’s not that. It’s smartly designed, and I can appreciate that. I’ve never seen anything like this place.” I gestured all around me, at the wall screens painted with sprawling nature scenes. “Or anything as pretty.” I pointed at an animal I’d spotted in one of the drawings, hiding behind a tree. It looked adorable, with fluffy white ears on top of a round white body. “And cute.”

      Inkiri seemed to brighten at that. “Cute? You find ligua cute?”

      “That’s what this is? Lick war?”

      “Ligua. They’re omnivores.” Inkiri tapped the painted creature with a finger. “Easy to keep for their wool, because they don’t mind food scraps and leftovers. Some people like to eat them.”

      Nokim shivered. “The raw and iced brain is supposedly a delicacy. I think mashed potatoes are much better.”

      I made a face at the thought of iced brains. “Agreed.”

      Inkiri clicked and gently pushed me forward. Up ahead, the hallway turned to the right, but the room nearest the corner had been opened, and inside, Fellisse, Lissir, and Vergis were lounging on the floor around a large low table. Fellisse and Lissir were wearing the purple hotel clothes. Vergis, unsurprisingly, had stuck with his cargo pants and hoodie.

      I assumed that was a private dining room. Its walls had fruit trees painted on them, all stylized and each sticking to one color scheme—green, blue, white, red, or yellow—and the colors were repeated in the floor cushions and the glassware on the table. Whoever ran this hotel paid a lot of attention to detail.

      Lissir beamed at us and put his cup down to jump to his feet. He was in front of me in moments, taking both my hands in his and squeezing them.

      “You are well, Rory?”

      I shrugged. “I am, actually. Never felt better.”

      Fellisse made a happy rumbling sound. “He speaks again. Good.”

      Vergis snorted. “I beg to differ. I liked him just fine when he wasn’t talking.”

      Lissir turned and hissed something at Vergis in their language, and I was pretty sure at least some of it was cussing. Not that Vergis cared. He just grabbed a morsel of food straight off a plate and stuffed it into his mouth while casting a level look at me.

      “We are very happy you’re better, Rory,” Lissir said. “All of us are happy about that. And for whatever you did at the Stone, we are grateful. You saved us. Thank you.”

      I looked up at Lissir. His orange eyes were bright, and his silver-gray skin appeared healthy to me. He was fine. I’d seen Fellisse carry him, seen him bleeding. There had been a lot of blood everywhere, but there was no sign of anyone being hurt now, and that was the greatest relief ever.

      I touched Lissir’s shoulder to make sure he was real, was really okay. “You got shot, right? You got hurt back at the lake as well? An arrow?”

      He nodded. “But I’m hurt no more. I was healed.” He tilted his head and lifted his hand to his left horn. “Apart from this.”

      I craned my neck until I saw the mark in his horn, a single, straight line; the kind you only noticed when you were looking for it.

      I ran my finger over it. It was rough, but faint. “Oh, sorry. Does that hurt?”

      Lissir clicked, and so did the others. “No, and you don’t need to be sorry. I’m quite aware that it could have been much worse. By rights, it should have been worse. I look like I was in a fight, and that adds some distinction.”

      Inkiri clicked. “You don’t need distinction, Lissir. You were in fights before this, and we all think you’re very distinguished.”

      “Thank you for that, but a good mark makes for a great story.”

      Lissir smiled and patted Inkiri on the arm before dragging me over to sit next to him at the table. Inkiri folded his legs under him to my left, Nokim sat down across from us next to Fellisse, and I finally got the chance to gape at all the strange food on the table. It was colorful and prettily set out on individual plates, and not knowing what anything was or what I was getting myself into was exciting.

      While Inkiri poured me something from a decanter made of pale green glass, I asked, “What out of all of this isn’t going to kill me or send me to the bathroom for days?”

      Fellisse hummed. “It should all be fine. Vergis tells me his human father ate everything we have here, with no adverse effects.”

      Vergis’s human father? That was something to investigate later. For now, I was excited to try all the food. Ravenous too. The utensils were pretty self-explanatory: a two-pronged spork, except it was narrower than your average spork, and a set of one big and one smaller spoon. They were placed at twelve o’clock by the little plate in front of me, and with any luck, my human table manners were acceptable.

      The others were eating already, but like with that sandwich they had fed me when Inkiri had first found me, it seemed me eating was the main attraction. Inkiri and Lissir put bits of this and that on my plate. Hopefully, that was considered a normal thing and not them thinking my arms were too weak to hold serving bowls.

      With all eyes on me, I tried my first bite of Aër food. It looked like a round shortbread cookie. There were seeds—or something that looked like seeds—on the top, dark purple ones, and the cookie itself was a golden brown. It was sweet, but not overpoweringly so. Crisp, but a little chewy on the inside. It tasted fruity, fragrant, almost a scent rather than a flavor. I moaned even as this first taste of food made me truly notice how hungry I was.

      Lissir clicked. “He likes vinné.”

      Nokim nodded. “Everyone likes vinné.”

      “Want some more of them, sweet thing?” Inkiri asked, already reaching for the serving plate.

      I nodded and barely remembered to cover my mouth with a hand before I spoke. “I want to try everything.”

      Nokim beamed. “I’m saying it now; he will enjoy honkora week. Inki, we can take him to all the food stalls and let him try the different foods.”

      Vergis groaned. “Goddamn. Are you really going to do sightseeing, of all things?”

      I was feeling daring, and also, I was sitting between Lissir and Inkiri, so I felt pretty safe and smug when I said, “It beats getting shot at and meeting big orange murder spiders who want to eat you.” Then I spooned up some whitish doughy thing about the size of a walnut and stuffed that into my mouth. It tasted oily, and a lot like cilantro mixed with raisins. It was absolutely disgusting.

      Vergis watched me as my taste buds rang the alarm, and a mean little smirk ran over his face. “You look like you like massa buns. They’re a favorite around here. It is very impolite to refuse them when they’re offered.”

      Inkiri tensed. “Sweet thing, you mentioned spiders before. What happened back on the beasts’ world? Did something scare you there?”

      “Hmmmmm.” I was desperate for a napkin to spit that massacre bun into. Cilantro was bad, but mixing it with raisins was just plain diabolical.

      “Want another?”

      Vergis’s tone was saccharine. He held a plate full of the massacre buns up in front of my face. I told myself spitting the stuff out would be bad. With as much self-control as I could muster, I kept my mouth shut tight, unable to swallow.

      “We can order more. Or go out and see what the vendors have on offer,” Nokim said.

      Inkiri straightened. “First, I would like Vergis to promise not to take my mate back to the beasts’ world.”

      Like back at the church, before the attack, Inkiri’s tone made me feel sorry for Vergis. I still had the massacre bun in my mouth, and that was a problem in so many ways. But there were no napkins, and since I really, really didn’t want to cause a scene, I went for my water glass, forced myself to swallow, and washed the disgusting, oily bun down with a big swig of a lightly flavored drink.

      “That was foul,” I said as Inkiri poured me more of what I figured was cold tea or some type of juice. “But about the beasts’ world, Vergis saved me, you know? Like you did at the ladies’ clothing store. Only messier.”

      Inkiri frowned at me, but he relaxed.

      Vergis put the massacre buns down. “Everyone’s a fucking critic. Did you say he saved you from a women’s clothing store? Any particular reason you were shopping there?”

      Why oh why was my brain’s quality control so into messing up and letting my mouth spill all the embarrassing details of my life? Things had been going so well.

      Nokim, thankfully, didn’t seem to notice, just held out another serving plate to me. “You want to try fried massa, Rory. It changes the flavor.” He ate one of the massacre buns as if it was a chocolate-covered marshmallow or something.

      I made a face. “Thanks, but that’s a hard pass.”

      Inkiri clicked at me and rubbed my back. “I’m sure we’ll find something you like much better, Sadir.”

      Lissir moved, his paw foot bumping into my knee under the table. “It sounded like Rory has found what he likes best earlier.”

      I looked at him and followed his line of sight. While I had been busy drowning the damn massacre bun taste with the juice, I had missed the start of a staring contest between Inkiri and Vergis. Vergis was lounging and looking relaxed about the whole thing while rolling his cup around in his hand, and Inkiri was busy stroking my back, his jaw tense, growling so low I could barely even hear it.

      Fellisse clicked, then shifted to growl-purring. “Maybe, if Rory is feeling refreshed, Vergis can explain to him what the Stone of Destiny revealed.”

      Just like that, we were back to the annoying topic. Magic.

      I’d been able to forget the damn Stone existed once before. Now, I’d seen Inkiri get hurt there, Nokim killed, and Lissir very nearly killed. The Stone itself… I wasn’t sure what it was, but I knew it was more alive than not. That made it scary, and this seed week party thing sounded massively alluring in contrast.

      Vergis let out a long breath and ended the staring contest by turning his steely gray eyes to me instead. “You’re not a conduit. The Stone is similar to the veils; the border zones that always connected Aër and Earth. The Stone’s magic is not magic that draws on living sacrifices—the kind of magic I and any other ko user uses—but magic that comes from the world itself.”

      “Okay.” I carefully dipped my spoon into something gel-like that came in a half shell of some lime-sized, dark orange fruit.

      “You used that magic. Two days ago at the Stone, you used that magic, and I’d be willing to bet that’s what happened two years ago as well,” Vergis went on.

      “Okay.”

      I tried the gel, more careful this time than I had been with the massacre bun, but this stuff was actually nice. It reminded me of lavender with a spicy aftertaste. I took a bigger spoonful, scooping out the contents of the small green shell, and Inkiri put another on my plate.

      Vergis tapped his finger against the cup in his hand. “Mages need living sacrifices to do magic, and you did magic by taking magic from something inanimate that pulls even more magic from some inanimate source I cannot begin to guess at. And your response to that is ‘okay’?”

      I shrugged. “I guess? What should it be? I told you I didn’t want to go to the Stone, but you insisted we had to. For reasons. Then you dragged me through some super creepy portal fantasy with spiders that I need to forget about. Before all of that, you said I’d been used by someone else to kill people two years ago when I first touched that stupid Stone. I don’t know how you want me to react to any of that, to be honest.”

      Vergis narrowed his eyes. “The magic that lingered there felt like you stopped a spell instead of merely facilitating it. I mean, you opened the door to getting the spell started two years ago, yes, but then you broke it off. At least that’s what it felt like to me. Not that I had time to do a proper analysis.”

      I stopped eating, and Inkiri started his low clicking. “Say what?” I asked.

      Vergis poured himself another cup of that cold tea or juice stuff. “This is all a theory mostly formed by my educated guesses, so I might be wrong here and there. But I think that another party assumed the Stone of Destiny was a conduit, just like my knife. I think they considered it a locked conduit, also like my knife, meaning only specific people can use it. It’s like a fingerprint sensor on your phone, basically. That other party, for some reason, believed you would be able to use the Stone, so they tricked you into doing that. I think it worked in the beginning because your wish was somewhat non-specific and thus allowed them access to sacrifices to power their spell.

      “But here’s the issue with all of that: I don’t know what that particular spell was. I only sensed the remainder of a fractured spell back at the Stone. That means that what we’re seeing back on Earth—the veil parted in specific locations and open between three worlds that we know of—is a spell half-finished. You cut them off before they could complete whatever it was they wanted to do.”

      I’d frozen. My eyes were wide, and there was a tense, uncomfortable feeling in the pit of my stomach that hadn’t come from the massacre bun.

      “But…I don’t remember doing anything.”

      “You cannot tell him all this when he’s still recovering from his sickness,” Inkiri said between clicks before he hugged me close and licked my neck.

      Yeah, that was nice. Him holding me stirred in me the memory of the bone-deep knowing I’d experienced after the events at the Stone. Inkiri was my mate. And Lissir, Nokim, Fellisse, and Vergis—yes, even Vergis—were my guys.

      I leaned into Inkiri’s touch, feeling stronger just having him next to me. “I wasn’t sick.” I sounded firmer than I’d meant to.

      “You didn’t speak and would barely take water,” Fellisse said. “It sounded a lot like the sunstroke sickness you told us about before. It was worrying.” He shook his head, looking pained. “I don’t know enough about humans and how to help them when they’re sick.”

      Vergis groaned. “I told you, I didn’t leave the human out in the sun, damn it.”

      Things connected, at least in part. Fellisse had clearly suspected Vergis was partially responsible for me being unresponsive, or Inkiri had, and Inkiri had latched on to the idea and didn’t like it, hence his animosity toward Vergis. I pulled back, but in the end, I had to reach for Inkiri’s right horn to get him to stop licking my throat.

      I glared at Vergis. He was an ass, but he didn’t deserve this. “Vergis didn’t leave me. He came back to get me from the beasts’ world, actually. He made me wash in a river before we came to meet up with you—and washing in a river is not something I ever want to do again, by the way, just making my boundaries clear here—and there were those blood worm things in the water, and those made him giggle⁠—”

      “I don’t giggle,” Vergis said.

      “He giggled when one of those things latched on to my neck⁠—”

      “If anything, you screaming like a baby was amusing,” Vergis said.

      “Latched on to my neck. But then Vergis killed it with magic, and that was the worst, apart from the huddling…” At which point my brain’s quality control system came back online and alerted me to the fact that huddling need not be discussed, ever. “Well, he didn’t leave me out in the sun, at any rate. What I actually meant to say was that the magic hurt me, not Vergis.”

      Vergis tilted his head. “Way to bury the lede. How d’you know the magic did that?”

      “My question also.” Fellisse leaned forward on the table, tilting his head and narrowing his striking blue eyes on me.

      I crossed my arms. “That was the weird thing. When I touched the Stone, I heard a voice, and then the Stone said it would make sure you all were okay. And when you got us out of there, Vergis, I just…knew stuff. Can’t explain how.” I looked up at Inkiri. “It’s how I know that you’re mine, and I’m yours. That you guys are my guys. It was the magic that hurt me, and I needed to heal from that. That’s why I was like that.”

      “You just…knew?” For the first time ever, Vergis didn’t sound cocky or mean. It was a nice change of pace.

      “Well, at least you both feel the mate call now, which is good.” Lissir looked excited. “Very good.”

      “Something to be celebrated!” Nokim chimed in.

      “I’ve never heard of magic hurting a mage.” Fellisse tilted his head this way and that. He didn’t seem as excited as Nokim and Lissir.

      Next to me, Inkiri leaned in until his warm breath washed over my cheek and I turned to look into his indigo eyes. “Sweet thing. My Rory.” He kissed me on the mouth. “You cannot begin to understand how happy you make me.”

      “Saccharine,” Vergis mumbled.

      Inkiri put an arm around me and turned to Vergis. “I thank you for saving my mate’s life, Vergis. I’ll never forget that.”

      Which made Vergis look…self-conscious? Did he do self-consciousness? “Couldn’t let humanity’s greatest twink get eaten by a monster, could I?”

      Fellisse put a hand flat on the table. “I would still like to understand about how magic hurt him. It’s not supposed to do that to koa.”

      I frowned at Vergis. “I’m not anyone’s greatest twink.”

      “How he does magic, if he even actually does anything, is what I want to know,” Vergis said to Fellisse. “He sure is a special twink.”

      Lissir clicked his tongue like a human would. “Those are not questions we need answered while we are here. We’re healed. We’re healthy. We can enjoy food and breath and friendship, and we must savor these things.”

      Inkiri clicked. “Agreed. While we are here where it’s safe, we can enjoy the fact that we are all together.” He looked at Nokim. “And unhurt.” He used his hand to tilt up my chin for another kiss, then paused. “What did you mean when you said the huddling was bad?” he asked, and Vergis, the complete and utter jerk, giggled again while he stuffed one of those disgusting massacre buns into his mouth.

      Here I was, the human among monsters, back to being embarrassed by my own handiwork and loose lips and possibly forced to have to explain huddling to my monster boyfriend. So much for leaving my baggage behind when I left the planet.
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