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Three months.

That’s how long it had been since everything shifted—since the world cracked open beneath my feet and I stepped straight into the kind of heartbreak I’d only ever read about in dusty books and badly written romance novels. 

Three months since Silas stopped meeting my eyes. Since he started disappearing for days at a time with only a vague excuse and a kiss to my forehead. It was a hellish sort of limbo. 

It’d also been three months since the night I kissed a god I was supposed to hate—and felt my soul come alive in ways it never had before.

And I hated myself relentlessly for it. 

I sat alone on a sun-warmed slab of stone, legs tucked up against my chest, arms looped tight around my knees. Dusk rolled across the sky in soft brushstrokes—honeyed lavender bleeding into burnt orange. The patches of jungle nestled in the sand below hissed with distant crickets and the low, steady chorus of frogs settling in for the night.

Everything smelled like damp earth, sage, and the heavy perfume of unseen flowers blooming just out of reach. Like Silas was. Always out of reach. I felt like a desperate puppy waiting for him at home, hoping that he would come back, even for a moment. 

“You’re pathetic,” I muttered under my breath.

Shadow, my fire-breathing nuisance, let out a low growl beside me. He was curled against my hip like a living heat pack, his leathery ears fluttering in lazy rhythm. His massive, black reptilian eyes narrowed in that judgmental way only he could manage.

“Yeah, yeah,” I said, rubbing a thumb beneath his jaw. He let out a purr that vibrated through my skin. “I know. I need to stop thinking about it.”

About him.

Silas.

And also... not Silas.

Fuck, I was a mess.

My heart still clung to the young man who once made the stars feel closer. Who kissed my forehead and promised the impossible. Who made me believe I could be loved in the way I had always craved—deep, steady, and permanent. A love I never truly had, not with anyone. My father loved me endlessly, but it wasn’t steady. It was absent at times. My childhood was something only kids could dream of, but I always felt alone. Always running to catch up with my father. 

And now, Silas. 

But lately, even Silas’ promises felt like echoes. Half-spoken. Half-meant. And half the time, I wasn’t sure if I was missing him or the idea of him. The hope of who he might’ve been, if fate hadn’t carved him up and handed the leftovers to the gods.

I hadn’t told anyone about the kiss. Not the one in the cave. No. 

The kiss.

I hadn’t told Eirik. Not Shadow. Especially not Silas.

And yet... it haunted me. Night after night. The heat of it. The raw, unfiltered connection that had nothing to do with prophecy or duty or divine intervention. Just breathe. Skin. A moment suspended in firelight.

Was it the memory access? That strange mind-bond that snapped open like a book I wasn’t supposed to read. God, it was...intoxicating in a way drugs or alcohol never were. The feeling, the sensation of not just seeing inside someone’s mind but being in it. I saw so much, half of it didn’t even make sense. Memories from past lives and worlds stretched across the universe. 

Or maybe it was the way Horus looked at me—like I was chaos wrapped in flesh, and he was helpless to resist?

I didn’t want to know. Couldn’t ever know.

Because if I dug too deep into that kiss, I might not come back out.

Shadow made a soft, uncertain sound beside me and raised his head toward the jungle. A shift in the air. A ripple of movement through the trees that grew along the ridges of the mountain.

Boots crunched over packed soil.

“Thought I’d find you up here.”

I turned my head just enough to see the tall, familiar figure moving up the path. Eirik’s silhouette caught the last slant of sunlight, the edges of their soft frame outlined in a pale white glow. They wore their long hair in a braid today, interwoven with tiny silver beads that caught the light like stars.

“You always do,” I said, not bothering to smile.

They crouched beside me without invitation, their presence as calm and non-invasive as moonlight on water. For a moment, we just sat listening to the wind, the frogs, the ever-present breath of the jungle.

“I brought your things,” Eirik said. “Isis is waiting by the gate.”

I blinked. “Already?”

Eirik gave me a small, knowing look. “You said you wanted to visit the Mau. Get some clarity.”

Right. Clarity.

Or maybe just something to distract me from the ache I couldn’t seem to shake.

I pushed to my feet, brushing dust from my pants, and Shadow scrambled up to perch on my shoulder. His tiny claws dug in just enough to remind me he was there, as always. Steady. Mine.

“Thanks,” I said. “For... knowing where I’d be.”

“What a strange thing to be grateful for.” Eirik smiled. “You always go to high places when you’re hurting.”

I didn’t answer. I couldn’t.

Because maybe they were right.

And maybe, just maybe, I was tired of pretending I wasn’t still hurting.

***
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The jungle quieted as we reached the carved stone arch nestled into the side of a mossy rock face, half-swallowed by vines and moonlight. The symbols etched into the stone pulsed with a soft golden glow like they were breathing. Waiting.

And then...she appeared.

Isis stepped forward, materializing as if summoned by thought. Her skin shimmered like polished bronze, and her gown—if it could be called that—floated around her like mist, shifting in hues of rose gold and honey. The air shifted with her presence. Warmer. Heavier. Sweet.

“Ready?” she asked, her voice low and melodic, like bells dipped in velvet.

I swallowed, my heartbeat suddenly very aware of itself. “As I’ll ever be.”

I wasn’t sure I’d ever get used to their presence. Humans–the Earthborn–were just like me, and most Star People, like Eirik or Darius in the kitchen, were fascinating and awe-inspiring in their own ways. But the gods...

There was no word for the feeling they evoked when in their presence. Especially Isis. They were all painfully beautiful, but she was like beauty personified. 

Eirik gave my hand a gentle squeeze. Their calm always settled something frayed in me. Shadow leapt from my shoulder to Eirik’s and back again like a nervous spark, throat chirping.

We stepped forward together.

The moment we touched the arch and I crossed the threshold, the world folded inside out.

It wasn’t painful—just disorienting, like stepping through a curtain of soundless thunder. My lungs paused, confused by the sudden shift in pressure. The smell of dust and stone gave way to something rich and vibrant—orchids in bloom, moss after rain, the earthy sweetness of life uninterrupted.

The Mau territory unfolded around us like a hidden realm pulled straight from the dreams of a stoned botanist with a flair for the dramatic. How could this place be so close to the pyramids and yet...be so different? 

We stood beneath a canopy so thick it swallowed the stars above, leaving us standing in near darkness as our eyes adjusted. Leaves the size of tapestries rustled overhead, veined with glowing lines that pulsed gently like veins. Crickets chirped in rhythmic harmony, and somewhere in the distance, a low feline yowl echoed through the trees.

The path beneath our feet was soft, springy moss bordered by giant blossoms that blinked open as we passed. I wasn’t sure if they were flowers or something more sentient. Honestly? I didn’t want to ask.

And then I saw it.

The city wasn’t a city in the traditional sense. There were no gates. No towers. It was a living sculpture grown straight from the mountain—terraces carved into the cliffside, spiraling staircases that wrapped around towering trees, rope bridges swaying high above that connected nests of woven branches and glasslike domes. Light glowed from hanging orbs and crystal sconces, casting a golden shimmer over everything.

And the people...

If you could call them that.

The Mau people always fascinated me, like no other creature I’ve met. Some walked upright, humanoid with soft fur-covered skin and golden eyes that blinked slowly in the light. Others crawled on all fours with sleek, panther-like grace. Some were so feline they could’ve passed for housecats—if housecats had opposable thumbs and whispered secrets in a language older than time.

My breath caught somewhere between wonder and disbelief.

This wasn’t just a hidden civilization.

It was magic. Raw. Unapologetic. Alive.

“My god,” I whispered. “It’s beautiful.”

Eirik stepped beside me, their eyes shining in the warm light. “The Mau do not build cities. They grow them.”

“And they let us just...visit?”

Shadow chirped, pleased.

“They trust Isis,” Eirik said. “And Bastet.”

Speak of the goddess.

A tall figure emerged from the shade beneath an arch of woven vines. She walked with the casual grace of someone who had never once questioned her own power. Her skin was obsidian, her eyes a molten amber that gleamed with intelligence and amusement. Her hair was braided with feathers and golden rings, and at her hips were twin blades curved like crescent moons.

“Welcome,” she purred. “To Neket-Mau.”

The way she said it sent chills across my skin.

I bowed clumsily. “Lady Bastet. Thank you for—”

“No titles here,” she interrupted, smiling. “Only kin. Come. The little one is already preparing a place for you.”

I glanced at Eirik. “The little one?”

Before they could answer, a blur of fur and glowing eyes darted past us, vanishing up a spiral path with a series of excited trills. Shadow hissed and purred and scampered across Eirik’s shoulders before running down their back and after the little creatures that had run past. 

“I think that’s our guide,” Eirik said, chuckling.

We followed Bastet deeper into the city, our steps echoing softly on stone and vine and root. Somewhere above, music began—a strange, melodic rhythm of flutes and drums and something that sounded suspiciously like purring in harmony, but in a deep base that reverberated through my chest.

Bastet looked over her shoulder, her feline eyes sharp but warm.

“Tonight, you will see what it means to be reborn.”

I didn’t know what that meant.

Not yet.

But something inside me––the soul stone nestled beneath my collarbone, or maybe just my stubborn, broken heart—stirred in response.

Something was coming.

And I wasn’t sure if it would be a beginning...or another kind of end.

***
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The ceremonial chamber was carved high into the cliffside, half open to the velvet jungle night. Moonlight spilled through its arching stone ribs, casting shadows like tiger stripes across the floor. I wore the white ceremonial robes given to me by one of the many servants. 

The massive room was silent.

Reverent.

Mau elders circled a raised platform in the center, their perfect and silky fur catching the light in an indescribable way. They stood tall, shoulders back, eyes closed, paws and hands outstretched in quiet invocation. Some more humanoid than others. Their lithe bodies swayed slightly as if to a rhythm only they could hear and feel.

Bastet stood at the center.

Fierce. Serene. Timeless.

I still couldn’t believe I got to witness this, these gods and beings living right in front of me, as if they were never myths but memories personified. Her arms were bare, her golden tattoos shimmering in the low torchlight. She looked like the goddess of a hundred lifetimes, not just one.

And in front of her, on a low platform carved from obsidian stone, lay a feline creature covered gently in a white sheet.

At first, I thought it was sleeping—a sleek cat-like form, pitch black, its flanks rising and falling so shallowly it barely seemed alive.

But then I looked closer.

There was something... different. A hum in the air. A tension like a held breath.

The creature’s chest didn’t just rise and fall—it pulsed. As if something within it stirred, struggling toward the surface.

“Watch closely,” Bastet said, her voice a low purr that carried easily through the chamber. “He is not born, but remembered.”

I frowned. “Who––Remembered?”

Isis stood beside me, her hands folded delicately in front of her. She nodded, solemn and soft. “The Mau do not die as humans do, nor are they born. They leave and then return.”

Return.

I stared harder, as if the answer were hidden in the curl of the creature’s spine or the glint of moonlight on its fur.

Then something nudged my wrist.

Shadow.

He pressed his leathery nose to my skin, eyes wide and gleaming like twin black moons. A gentle vibration rippled through him—a cat purring against a heartbeat.

And then I felt it.

Warmth bloomed through my chest, slow and deep, like a sunrise spreading over a frozen lake. My breath caught. It wasn’t just warmth—it was memory. A kind of knowing that didn’t come from thoughts or words but from something older. Something bone-deep.

This is rebirth, Shadow seemed to tell me, his emotions blooming through our strange bond like ink in water. This is return.

The air shifted. Energy gathered. I felt it in the soles of my feet, in the pulse behind my teeth. All around us, the Mau elders began to chant—not with voices, but with breath and light and memory.

And then... it happened.

The creature’s eyes snapped open as they lay on the platform.

Brilliant gold.

Not startled. Not confused. But something ran through them, as if they were a vessel. 

Remembering.

I stood there, too stunned to speak or move or even blink. My throat ran dry before I realized my mouth had been gaping open, and Shadow snuggled close to my chest. The Mau female groaned and rolled over. Beside her, Isis knelt with the kind of serene power that could part oceans. Her hands moved with impossible grace, fingers glowing faintly as they hovered above the woman’s stomach. Energy flowed from her palms, filling the room like mist and starlight.

At the mother’s head, Eirik knelt, one hand over her heart, humming softly—low and melodic, like the Earth itself was singing along. Their eyes were closed, mouth moving in rhythm with a prayer I didn’t know, but somehow understood.

The female cried out—once, then again.

But the sound wasn’t pain. Not exactly. It was opening. A rift between worlds. A letting go of one life and the calling down of another. It was a moment you could only understand by witnessing it. I knew, in that moment, I could never explain it to anyone, not in a way that would make sense. 

The Mau around us didn’t flinch. Didn’t speak.

They simply glowed with the same frequency of magic that coated the air.

The birthing room, for lack of a better term, shimmered with memory, as though the walls themselves remembered every life born between them. I wondered then, where the Mau had come from, what worlds they’d travelled to before coming to Earth. The air was suddenly thick with jasmine, smoke, and something brighter than magic and I noted a Mau elder, draped in brown robes, gently swinging a metal canister to a fro as they strolled around the platform, incense smoke puffing from it.

Another cry—this one smaller.

Sharper.

A baby’s.

The child squeezed from its mother’s body and emerged into Isis’s waiting hands, slick with life and still glowing with a faint, golden light. He did not wail. He simply opened his eyes, as if he had always been watching.

And those eyes...

I had never seen eyes like that. Not even on the gods.

They were old. Not tired, not sad—just ancient. Deep.

Remembering.

Isis held the child up to the light. A ring of soft gold flared around the circle, catching on the baby’s wet fur, and for a moment, the entire room felt weightless.

And then—

A rush of wind.

A soul descending.

It passed through me like heat. Like fire caught in water. I gasped, stepping back as it landed in the child’s chest with a quiet snap, like a lock finding its key.

The baby blinked once... and then breathed.

His cry rang out strong this time, filling the air with something I didn’t expect—peace. Just the quiet stillness of something completed.

The Mau began to hum louder, and I realized they were echoing that cry, celebrating it.

Eirik gave Bastet and the mother a nod of respect before waltzing over to me. “Apparently, he was a warrior once,” they said softly in my ear. “Long ago. But today, he is reborn to live and love, not to fight. It’s a gift bestowed to him by Bastet, for his lifetime of servitude as one of her guards. He will now know a lifetime of peace.”

The Mau female trembled and wept with the kind of joy only a mother could, holding her son to her chest, and Isis touched her shoulder with reassurance, smiling gently.

The ritual was complete.

Not just a birth.

A return.

A thread stitched back into the great tapestry.

I watched the child’s soul settle like starlight in his chest and realized—

This wasn’t just magic.

This was memory made flesh.

And we were lucky enough to witness it.

***
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The air shimmered with heat and magic.

On an open-air terrace carved into the mountainside, the celebration unfolded like something from a fever dream—firelight licked the sky, dancing along the towering trees that arched overhead like cathedral pillars. Bioluminescent orbs floated lazily through the canopy, casting glows of violet, blue, and silver over the Mau who moved between tables with effortless grace. It was yet another sight to behold. I gripped the stone railing that semi-circled around a celebration area and breathed in deeply, savoring every second. It was a gift to be here, and not just here, but in this time, witnessing and experiencing all that I have. And yet...

I still felt an unshakable emptiness. A hole waiting to be filled, but I had no idea with what.

Drums pounded in the distance—low, hypnotic—and somewhere deeper in the crowd, a flute made of crystal trilled a melody that wrapped around the beat as if it were smoke around flame.

I stuffed my hands in my pockets, pretending to take it all in when really... I was just trying to keep my feet from carrying me to the drink table in the corner of my room.

They were everywhere—tall clay goblets painted in metallic inks, filled with liquid the color of honey and the scent of temptation. Spiced fruit, roasted cinnamon, or something a little like clove. And a lot like danger. God, I could practically smell it from where I stood. I turned and scanned the space around me, my eyes landing right on a pitcher as if it were a siren. 

One sip and I’d be gone.

One sip and it’d all unravel.

I clenched my jaw and turned away. You’ve come too far to go back.

A silver-furred Mau female weaved past me, her long braids laced with silver rings, her steps more like choreography than walking. Her eyes met mine for half a second—polite, disinterested—and then she was gone, vanishing into the crowd like a shadow swallowed by moonlight.

I exhaled slowly. God, these people were beautiful. Otherworldly beings carved from marble and molten light. Even the way they handed off platters of food looked ceremonial.

Eirik had vanished ten minutes ago, dragged off by a tall Mau elder who promised to show them the medicinal gardens. I didn’t ask. I didn’t want to intrude. Shadow had made himself a cozy little nest of moss beside a fire pit and was currently drooling in his sleep. Lucky little monster.

Which left me with my thoughts.

My very loud thoughts.

I wandered along the edge of the terrace, eyes scanning the party like they were looking for someone I couldn’t admit to. Somewhere between the dancers and the glowing lanterns, I caught a flash of someone familiar.

Tall. Broad shoulders. Smirking mouth.

My heart stopped.

Horus?

I blinked, and they turned toward the light, my heart settling.

No. It was just a Mau priest in ceremonial robes, his fur painted with streaks of gold pigment. Not Horus. Not even close.

My stomach twisted anyway.

Gods, what was wrong with me?

I hadn’t seen Horus in weeks. Maybe months. I’d honestly lost count of time. He’d disappeared like he always did—swooping in with a snarky comment and a cocky smile, setting my world on fire for five minutes, and then leaving me to stomp through the ashes alone.

And I hadn’t kissed him again. Hadn’t even been alone with him. I made sure. 

But I remembered.

I remembered everything.

Not just the feel of his mouth on mine—but what came after. That strange, brilliant flash when our minds touched. It was like fireworks detonated behind my ribs, as if he’d flung open a door in me I didn’t know I’d been keeping shut.

It hadn’t been like with Silas.

It had been more.

More dangerous. More real. More...mine.

And that terrified me.

I turned sharply from the dance floor and ducked behind a stone column. My head pounded with memory, my chest too tight for the air to move right.

“Great,” I muttered. “Just what I need. A fucking panic attack.”

Those were new. And frequent. 

I leaned against the column, pressing the heels of my hands to my eyes for a moment before swiping a glass of ice water from a table and pressing it to the side of my neck. 

“Deep breath,” I whispered. “Come on. You’ve been through worse than this. You’re in God damn paradise, Andie. He can’t hurt you here.”

I couldn’t decide which he I referred to. 

A voice behind me broke the silence. “You alright?”

I startled, turning.

It was one of the younger Mau—tall, with pale lavender fur and thoughtful eyes. She held a platter of fruit and sweet breads. Her tail flicked behind her like a metronome.

I forced a smile. “Yeah. Just...overwhelmed. It’s a lot.”

She nodded. “It is. That’s why we celebrate. The return of life always asks us to feel too much. So we dance. We sing.” She held out the platter to me. “We feed the heart.”

I took a slice of fruit and offered a quiet thanks.

“Do you know him?” she asked gently, eyes flicking toward the party.

I hesitated. “Who?”

“The one you’re looking for.”

I blinked. “I... I’m not–”

“You are,” she said, not unkindly. “We all look for someone in these moments. It’s alright to want them near.”

I looked down at the fruit in my hand.

“I did,” I admitted. “I thought he was something else. I thought maybe... we were supposed to find each other.”

“And now?”

I swallowed hard. I found something else instead, something I didn’t like.

“I think...I’m finally realizing...maybe he was never really mine. Maybe I wanted him so badly, I made something up in my head. Something prettier than the truth. That maybe...I forced what I thought we had.”

The Mau tilted her head, listening. I let out a wet chuckle and wiped the wetness that had formed around my eyes. 

“Sorry for venting,” I told her. “You probably think I’m a crazy person.”

She smiled sadly. “Not at all. That’s why I love creating stories. I’m a writer, you see. I believe that sometimes we need stories to carry us until we’re strong enough to carry the truth. Whether it’s the stories we write, or the ones we quietly tell ourselves.”

I didn’t say anything.

She bowed slightly and stepped away, leaving me alone again.

But this time, despite the fact that Silas was never around...I didn’t feel quite so alone.

The music shifted into something softer. Sadder. Like a lullaby sung for the moon.

I watched the dancers spin about. Watched the glowing lights flicker above them like trapped stars, and I whispered into the dark.

“I’m trying. I really am.”

And I meant it.

***
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I stood barefoot on the cool marble, just past the silk-draped threshold of my Mau quarters. The air here smelled different than anywhere else I’d ever been—like damp stone, sweet moss, and something unnameable. Maybe magic. Maybe memory.

A soft wind brushed my arms as I leaned against the carved stone rail and looked out over the jungle. Trees stretched as far as the eye could see, their tops swaying in the warm night like they were whispering secrets to the stars while a giant full moon watched over them all.

Behind me, Shadow let out a long, dramatic snore from his velvet cushion. Of course he’d made himself comfortable. Bastet had insisted I have the “royal guest suite,” which came complete with moonlit floors, silk bedding, and an actual sunken bath carved into the rock. The whole place felt like a temple wrapped in a dream.

But me? I felt like a ghost in someone else’s story. My father spent his time in the villages, helping Starborn and Earthborn unite and rebuild. Anubis only appeared once or twice a week, and only to teach me how to use the ancient magic that lay dormant in my blood, the magic that caught a spark after Isis made me a soul stone. 

Eirik always made sure to make time for me, but they were quick moments here and there, time they stole between helping those in need of healing and helping the Venuvians prepare the migrate to the other side of the world, away from Egypt. They’d yet to tell me if they were going, too. I wouldn’t blame them for wanting to be with their people. I would, too.

If I had people. 

I hugged my arms tighter around myself, my fingers tracing the edge of my soul stone through the fabric of my tunic. Its warmth pulsed faintly, steady, familiar, like a heartbeat that wasn’t mine.

The jungle birds had finally quieted for the night. Everything below was hushed, save for the wind and the occasional flicker of torchlight from a nearby terrace. The Mau were still celebrating somewhere deeper in the mountain. But up here, on this ledge above it all, it was just me.

Just me and a memory I couldn’t shake.

I kissed Horus.

Gods, I kissed Horus.

And I’d been thinking about it every damn day since. It occupied my mind more than any other thought. My chest tightened as I closed my eyes, letting the night press in. It wasn’t just a kiss, though—was it?

It was like a tether, one that constantly nagged at me. 

The flash of connection. That raw, terrifying intimacy when our minds brushed for half a heartbeat and I saw him. The real him. Not the sarcastic bastard with a God complex, not the thorn in Silas’s side—but the man underneath all that armor. The loneliness. The longing. The fire.

That moment had dug its claws into me, and it hadn’t let go.

And I wasn’t sure what I wanted more—another taste of his mind... or another taste of his mouth. I was the worst kind of creature. A traitor, a liar, an addict. I may have given up one vice, but it only made way for another. 

I let out a slow breath, curling my toes against the stone.

Silas hadn’t told me where he’d gone this time. Again. Like always.

No word. No warning. Just silence.

He said he loved me. I believed him. But he was slipping through my fingers like sand in a desert storm, and every time I tried to hold tighter, he pulled further away.

And Horus... well, Horus was a flame I didn’t know how to stop touching.

And I was tired of burning.

I opened my eyes and looked out over the jungle, the stars painted like freckles across the sky.

I didn’t belong here.

Not like this.

Not in limbo.

I wasn’t made for waiting.

I turned and slipped into the room, my back to the night sky, the silk curtains rustling like ghosts as I passed them.

Shadow didn’t stir.

I didn’t know what my future held.

But I knew where I had to start.

I whispered it to the room, to the stars, to the echo of everything I’d be leaving behind.

“I need to go back to the future.”
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​Chapter Two
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The sun had barely crested the edge of the Nile as it cast long golden fingers through the palm trees and bathed the village in honey-colored light. Mornings in the village smelled like clay and fire-roasted bread and wild mint. A different kind of paradise from the Mau colony I spent time in a few days ago—earthy, quiet, slow.

I knelt beside my father in front of a crooked doorframe, bracing a sun-warped plank while he hammered it back into place. The wood creaked in protest. My arms ached; my knees were covered in dust. But for the first time in days, my brain wasn’t spinning.

Inside the little house, a woman’s gentle laugh drifted through the doorway and an open window. It was the kind of laugh that made people stop and smile, even if they didn’t know why. Even if they didn’t know her. I couldn’t help but think it was a lovely sound. 

I’d helped my father fix a number of different things in a number of different houses today, but none had a woman who made his cheeks burst with crimson. I’d never seen my dad this way before. 

“So,” I said, grinning. “Who’s the lucky lady?”

The color of his cheeks deepened, and he nervously hammered in the last nail. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

A small blur darted past the doorway—her son, probably twelve, holding a carved jackal toy and making little snarling noises under his breath. He raced past again, this time with Shadow chasing after him, chirping and cooing furiously.

“Careful,” I called, grinning. “He breathes fire.”

“He does not,” the boy called back, eyes wide with delight.
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