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First Generation




Adriana (Adrika): Mother of Bassgas/Flora. Grandmother of Ed. 

Ward Davis (Uparichara Vasu): Mayor of Spangler. Father of Bassgas/Flora with Adriana.

Rikki Davis (Girika): Married to Ward Davis.

Fisherman (Dashraj): Adoptive father of Flora.







Second Generation




Flora (Satyavati): Daughter of Adriana. Born as Bassgas (Matsyagandha). Adopted by a fisherman. Mother of Ed with the wandering magician. Married to Shane Geiger. Mother of Angelo and Travis.

Shane Geiger (Shantanu): Mayor of Loadville (Hastinapura). Rules from the Pendergrove estate. Married to Flora. Father of Devon/Brick, Angelo, and Travis.

The Wandering Magician (Parashara): Father of Ed with Flora (Bassgas, at the time).







Third Generation




Brick (Bhishma): Son of Shane Geiger. Born as Devon (Devavrata). Renounces his claim to become Mayor of Loadville. Swears to serve the Mayor of Loadville for life. Granduncle of the five Geiger brothers, Maddox, and the Fripps. Arranges for his grandnephews’ military education. Fripp, first general.

Ed (Vyasa): The author. Son of Flora and the Wandering Magician. Father of Pando, Raster, and Walt.

Angelo (Chitrangada): First son of Shane and Flora. Serves as Mayor of Loadville.

Travis (Vichitravirya): Second son of Shane and Flora. Serves as Mayor of Loadville.

Amberita (Ambalika): Daughter of the Mayor of Cashton (Kashya, of Kashi). Married to Travis. Mother of Pando with Ed.

Amber (Ambika): Daughter of the Mayor of Cashton. Married to Travis. Mother of Raster with Ed.

Amy (Amba): Daughter of the Mayor of Cashton. Later, Amos (Sikhandin), son of Harold Wellington, brother of Patti and Zane, brother-in-law of the five Geiger brothers. Geiger commander. 

Zina (Parishrami): Amber’s maid. Mother of Walt with Ed.

Al (Salya): Station master of Utica’s Union Station. Father of Marisa. Fripp.







Fourth Generation


Pando (Pandu): Frail grandson of Shane Geiger. Son of Ed and Amberita. Former Mayor of Loadville. Married to Kandy and Marisa. Legal father of the five Geiger brothers: Edmond, Pepe, and Tatt by Kandy; Ozo and Roy by Marisa. 

Kandy (Kunti): Adopted daughter of the Mayor of Fogtop (Kuntibhoja). Married to Pando Geiger. Mother of Edmond, Pepe, and Tatt. Aunt of Vito and B. 

The Regulator (Yama): Biological father of Edmond Geiger with Kandy.

Ace Wheeling (Vayu): Biological father of Pepe Geiger with Kandy.

Charles Windrake (Indra): Biological father of Tatt Geiger with Kandy.

Marisa (Madri): Daughter of Al. Married to Pando. Mother of Ozo and Roy.

Drs. Thorndike and Thorndike (the Aśvins): Twin brothers. Biological fathers of Ozo and Roy with Marisa.



Raster (Dhritarashtra): Blind grandson of Shane Geiger. Son of Ed and Amber. Mayor of Loadville. Married to Gwen. Father of Maddox, Maddox’s 99 brothers, and Daphne. Father of Ulmer with Fabiana.

Gwen (Gandhari): Daughter of Scoobs (Subala), the Mayor of Binghamton (Gandhara). Married to Raster. Mother of Maddox, Maddox’s 99 brothers, and Daphne.

Fabiana (Sughada): Pendergrove maid. Mother of Ulmer with Raster.



Walt (Vidura): Son of Zina and Ed. Half-brother of Pando and Raster. Hosts Kandy during her time at Pendergrove.



Hackley (Shakuni): Brother of Gwen. Uncle of Maddox and his brothers.



Riddick Stinkeye (Vriddhakshatra): Father of Wayne Stinkeye. Fripp.



Vinny and Dee (Vasudeva and Devaki): Kandy’s brother and his wife. Uncle and aunt of the Geiger brothers. Parents of Vito and B. In jail.



Harold Wellington (Drupada): Mayor of Palm Canal (Panchala). Father of Patti, Zane, and Amos by way of Bethlehem Squeal baby factory. Former classmate of Dr. Nord. Geiger commander.



Chairman Burkholder (Virata): Chairman and CEO of InterTech Corporation (Matsya). Geiger commander.



Herman Sontag (Surya): German laser technician.







Fifth Generation




The Geiger Brothers (Pandavas)

Great-grandsons of Mayor Shane and Flora. Grandsons of Ed, Amber, and Amberita. Sons of Pando, Kandy, and Marisa, with help from their biological fathers: The Regulator, Ace Wheeling, Charles Windrake, and Drs. Thorndike and Thorndike. Grandnephews of Brick. Married to Patti.

Edmond Geiger (Yudhishthira): Eldest great-grandson of Mayor Shane. Firstborn son of Pando and Kandy. Named Vice Mayor of Loadville by Raster.

Pepe Geiger (Bhima): Second son of Pando and Kandy. Geiger commander.

Tatt Geiger (Arjuna): Third son of Pando and Kandy.

Ozo Geiger (Nakula): Son of Pando and Marisa. Twin brother of Roy.

Roy Geiger (Sahadeva): Son of Pando and Marisa. Twin brother of Ozo.

Patti (Draupadi): Daughter of Harold Wellington. Sister of Zane and Amos. Married to the five Geiger brothers.



Randolph (Kanka): Executive Vice President of Strategic Strategy, InterTech. Edmond incognito.

Nino (Vallabh): Sous Chef, Building 7, lunch shift, InterTech. Pepe incognito.

Brandy (Brihannala): Associate Director of Latin Dance, InterTech. Tatt incognito.

Christopher (Granthika): Buildings and Grounds, Marigold Maintenance Department, InterTech. Ozo incognito.

Yates (Tantipala): Valet staff, InterTech. Roy incognito.

Amelie (Sairindhri): Vacuum Brigade, InterTech. Patti incognito.



Ulmer (Yuyutsu): Son of Raster and Fabiana, the maid. Geiger.



Teresa (Subhadra): Mother of Alastair with Tatt Geiger.

Lucienne (Ulupi): Mother of Ivan with Tatt Geiger.

Jasmina (Hidimbi): Mother of Colonel with Pepe Geiger. Works the counter at Keystone Fried Chicken.



Maddox Fripp (Duryodhana/Suyodhana): Firstborn son of Raster and Gwen. Born as Maddox Geiger. Vice Mayor of Loadville, for a time.

Maddox’s 99 brothers: Sons of Raster and Gwen. Led by Chuck (Dushasana), Maddox’s eldest brother. Includes Derkham (Durmukha), Iker (Vikarna), and Dormer (Durjaya). Fripp.

Daphne (Duhsala): Daughter of Raster and Gwen. Married to Wayne Stinkeye.

Wayne Stinkeye (Jayadratha): Skamania County Commissioner. Married to Daphne. Fripp.




Uncle Vito (Krishna): Son of Vinny and Dee. Nephew of Pando and Kandy. Technically a cousin of the five Geiger brothers. Leader of the Bearclaw Militia. Geiger.

B (Balarama): Brother of Vito.



Zane (Dhrishtadyumna): Son of Harold Wellington. Brother of Patti and Amos. Brother-in-law of the five Geiger brothers. Geiger general.



Seth Burkholder (Satanika): Chairman Burkholder’s roving son. Geiger.



Karl (Karna): Raised by a trucker. Named Mayor of Cypress Plaza III by Maddox. Fripp, third general.







Sixth Generation


Alastair (Abhimanyu): Tatt’s son with Teresa. Married to Philippa. Geiger.

Philippa Burkholder (Uttaraa): Chairman Burkholder’s granddaughter. Married to Alastair. Geiger.



Ivan (Iravan): Tatt’s son with Lucienne. The most skilled fighter in Aroostook County. Geiger.



Colonel (Ghatotkacha): Pepe’s son with Jasmina. Geiger.




Luxbury (Lakshmana): Maddox’s son. Fripp.



Philip Burkholder (Uttar): Chairman Burkholder’s eldest grandson. Brother of Philippa. Geiger.

Sven Burkholder (Sveta): Chairman Burkholder’s grandson. Younger brother of Philip and Philippa. Geiger.

George Burkholder (Shankha): Chairman Burkholder’s grandson. Youngest brother of Philip and Philippa. Geiger.







Others


Aleblaster (Alambusha): Brewmaster. Fripp.

Bagelman (Bhagadatta): Bagel shop owner from Spuyten Duyvil. Fripp.

Bearclaw Militia (Narayani Sena): Vito’s force, damn near invincible. Fripp.

Bickey (Sumitra): Alastair’s driver. Geiger.

Larry Bozzoforte (Kichaka): Vice President of Infomercials and Door-to-Door Sales, InterTech.

Captain Carlson (freed prisoner of Jarasandha): Leader of the Megamall Militia. Geiger.

Charlie the Blade (Chala): Pool hall slouch. Fripp.

Dom and Tom Chianti (Vindha and Anuvinda): Jersey caterers. Fripp.

Creeper (Kritavarna): Tongue loller. Fripp.

Clive Crucifixxx (Chitrasena): Rock god.

Pighead Cutler (Chekitana): Leader of the Hells Angels. Geiger commander.

Cyrus (Indrasena): Edmond’s chauffeur. Geiger.

Dirty (Durvasa): Leader of the Disciples motorcycle gang.

Walter Endicott (Vasudhana): Seth Burkholder’s bro. Geiger.

Father Gatwick (Drupada’s Brahmana): Fundraiser extraordinaire from Palm Canal. Geiger.

Jared Samuel Harper (Jarasandha): Quadruple amputee and former Warden of Nevada State Prison.

Griff Haydock (Indra): Vito’s buddy, on a few lists. Geiger.

Helena (Surya): Mountain god, Dutch oven gifter.

Hoagie (Susharma): Chief Executive Bossman of the Tri-State Associated Goons (Trigarta). Fripp.

Jackson (Kripa): Headmaster and drill instructor. Fripp.

Jerry (Satyaki at Abhimanyu and Uttaraa’s wedding): Arms dealer, money launderer, intelligence buyer, and attorney. 

Tulsi Killgore: Leader of the Calcutta Nutcutters (Samsaptakas). Fripp.

The Lingerer (Shiva): Commander of BAMS.

Little Charlie: Son of Charlie the Blade. Fripp.

Ricky ‘Gran Torino’ Martinez (Yudhamanyu): Leader of the El Paso Hermanos de Sangre. Geiger.

Colton Mayberry (Ketama): Seth Burkholder’s bro. Geiger.

Patrick Henry O’Rorke McSorley: Fine young commander from New York. Geiger.

Mayor of Mirzapur (King of Vanga): Carpet magnate. Fripp.

Mr. Moore (Sanjaya): Putt-putting negotiator for Maddox. Reporter for Mayor Raster. Fripp.

Natasha (Indra, Urvasi): Training Director of SLAMCATS.

Dr. Nord (Drona): Jackson’s brother-in-law. Military educator. Becomes Mayor of acquired territory. Fripp, second general.

Frank ‘Paz’ Pazuczeski (Dhrishtaketu): Director of United Steelworkers District 10. Geiger.

The Picker (Durmarshana): Antiques aficionado. Fripp.

Pizzaman (Daruka): Thirty minutes or less. Geiger.

Railway Rats: Newly-minted mercenaries from Utica’s Union Station. Fripp.

Rashpasser (Vrishasena): Fighter from Pattaya. Fripp.

Reaver (Bhurisravas): Farmer. Fripp.

Rutcutter (Srutayudha): Produce department manager. Fripp.

Saturius (Satyajit): Lead bodyguard of Harold Wellington. Geiger.

The Scraper (Ekalavya): Boy-soldier from Langley, Virginia.

Shoeboy (Sudakshina): With shinebox. Fripp.

Stabman (Satyaki): Bearclaw special operator, trained by Vito. Geiger commander.

Sons of Stabman: Decuplets. Geiger.

Suitman and Astuteman (Srutayu and Astutayu): Slick and nerdy. Fripp.

Sons of Suitman and Astuteman: Coders. Fripp.

Sal Torremalone (Uttamaujas): Of the Veneziano crime family. Geiger.

Trip Van Thwaite (King of Dasharna): Craggy Bonesman. Geiger.

Vance and Chaz (Vrisha and Achala): Hackley’s brothers. Fripp.

Varitor: Snarling newbie warrior. Fripp.

Vic Vega (Vrika): Vic Vega. Geiger.

Vivisection (Vivimsati): Neuroscientist, IIT Alappuzha. Fripp.

Yero (Ashwatthama): Dr. Nord’s son. Military educator. Fripp, fourth general.
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Let me tell you how my family cracked in half: My grandmother Adriana hated to wear clothes, so she ditched her native Boise, caught a bus east, hopped off, and hiked the wilderness until she found a river. The river had all she needed for her naked life. She swam the backstroke, picked fruits, and soaked up the sun on a bed of cool moss. Tendrils from the forest ate her bag and passport. Not like she was going anywhere.

A dreadlocked man came to the river and unrolled a yoga mat. He sat down, contorted himself, and didn’t move. Adriana hadn’t seen a man in months. She swam in front of him, turning and twisting. He didn’t nod or grin. She crawled out of the river and tickled his foot. “Want to play?”

The man squirmed. She tickled his foot again.

The man kicked gravel at her, dug through his satchel, and pulled out a smelly old book. He recited a poem. Poof—Adriana turned into a fat fish. The man tossed her in the middle of the river, where she lived for years, swimming and swallowing flies and getting fatter each day.

Ward Davis, the mayor of the nearest excuse for a town, awoke when his wife Rikki rolled on top of him.

“Not before hunting,” Ward said, and slipped out of bed. “The animals will smell you.”

“But this is the baby week.” Rikki pulled at his field clothes as he dressed. 

“I’ll be back tomorrow. Tomorrow’s in the week.” He grabbed his gun from the closet and hustled out. Rikki fell back with a huff. 

Hawk on his shoulder, Ward hiked over hills, through ravines, and across the hidden river. Every time he glanced down at his compass, he was nagged by the morning bulge he’d denied his wife. 

“Alright, you win,” Ward said, and put down his bag, his gun, and his hawk. He scanned the forest and opened his trousers. With his free hand, he grabbed a maple leaf, and only seconds later filled it with seed. He folded the leaf and gave it to his hawk. “Fly this to Rikki. She’ll know what to do.” The hawk screeched and took off.

The hawk’s screech caught the attention of a nearby eagle, who wasn’t about to let a competitor onto its turf. The eagle dive bombed and knocked the hawk unconscious. The folded leaf fell into the hidden river and sank—until Adriana swam by and gobbled it up.

Eight months later, a fisherman hacked through the woods to the hidden river and built a hut. Soon he hooked a lunker that nearly snapped his line. He worked the reel all day, and in late afternoon he landed Adriana. He cut her fish belly open and pulled out two babies, humans, a boy and a girl.

Not one for raising twins, the fisherman put them in his basket and hiked to Ward and Rikki’s trailer. “I have a gift for the mayor,” he said to the guards at the top of the drive. They peeked in the basket, and because they’d been instructed by Rikki to accept anything baby-related, they let the fisherman pass. 

Kneeling between the mayoral loveseat and television, the fisherman uncovered the basket. 

“They’re perfect,” Rikki said. She took both babies in her arms and pressed them to Ward’s chest. “Look at the shoulders on the boy. And look at her dainty fingers. We have to keep them.” 

“We’ll keep the boy,” Ward said to the fisherman. “You take the girl. She smells like fish and I can’t afford another wedding.” Then to his assistant, “Write up a birth certificate. Call her Bassgas.”

Bassgas grew up in the fisherman’s hut by the river. She learned how to tie flies, sink a hook, and ferry travelers for cash. One day while cleaning the morning’s catch, a flourish of knocks rattled the hut’s door. Bassgas opened it to find a man in velvet with muddied cuffs, a springy feather in his hat.

“Perhaps a ride across the river?”

“Hang on.” She closed the door. “Can you take this guy?”

The fisherman held up his hands, covered in guts. “You know how to row.”

“I’m not taking this sleazeball alone.”

“Wear these.” The fisherman tossed her a pair of rubber overalls. 

Bassgas harrumphed and pulled on the armor. She offered the traveler a hand as he stepped from the dock to the boat, and he held her hand until she pulled away.  

She pushed off from the dock. After a few rows, the traveler said, “Maybe I can help.” 

He put his hands over her ankles to anchor her stroke, but with a snort she kicked him away. He leaned back, and she tracked his gaze to where the rubber bunched up and clung to her thighs.

“Stop the boat, stop the boat,” he said.

“No stopping.” Bassgas rowed harder.

“It’s you. There’s something about you. I’m overwhelmed. I’m flabbergasted. Quite simply: I love you.”

She shook out a laugh. “Unfortunately velvet pinstripes aren’t my thing.”

“Oh, but I am your thing, I am. Take the fish smell—”

Bassgas jerked to a stop, mid-stroke. “You want to row?”

“It’s rather normal, nothing to be ashamed of. Some say lemon, but I say—” He snapped his fingers. 

Bassgas’s lifelong fishiness evaporated and French perfume took over, pushing from every pore.

“Judging by our olfactory compatibility, I’d say we belong together.” The traveler stood and shuffled toward her, rocking the boat.

“Sit down, tiger.” Bassgas smacked the river with an oar to level the craft. “Let’s put this conversation on hold until we get to the other side.” An escape strategy she’d used before. But with each row, a new sparkling detail told her the traveler might provide the baby she wants without forcing a lifetime chain of matrimony.

A minute later, they docked. “I adore you, my princess, my muse—” The traveler fell to his knees.

She pulled him to his feet. “I’m not looking for anything permanent, if that’s what you’re thinking.”

“As you wish.”

“And I don’t want to spend months with a big belly. I have wood to chop and boats to row.”

“Most certainly not. Maybe a momentary inflation, then no different from now. No pain. No big-belly months.” 

“I want the baby to be the greatest storyteller in the world. And this has to stay a secret. And I want to keep this scent forever.”

“Storytelling prowess, doubtful. Secret pact, permanent perfume, easy. Your peerless beauty is overwhelming, I feel the surge of excitement building within me—” 

“Don’t finish too fast.” Bassgas pulled the traveler to a shady tuck-in and peeled off her rubber overalls. Afterward, she dressed and tossed him his battered suitcase from the boat. “I needed that. Buen camino.”

While returning across the river, now shrouded in fog, Bassgas’ abdomen seized in cramps. She grit her teeth, rowed the boat to an island, and flopped ashore. There she delivered a boy and named him Ed. Me. I grew into a man as quick as a pancake cooks on a griddle. Beard, old clothes, full pockets.

“Thanks,” I said to my mother. “I owe you one. Whenever you need help, call me. I’ll be in the woods.” I pulled a notebook from my back pocket, wrote my digits, and handed her the page. Then I leapt to the far bank and disappeared in the forest. 

Bassgas rowed home to the hut, where her father was asleep on the grass. He’d left half of a tree, so she lifted his axe and split the trunk into stackable logs.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​Two


[image: ]




––––––––

[image: ]


Over the next few years, many knocks shook the hut’s door, but none as dignified as this one. If Bassgas had known the great sloshings of blood the knock would lead to, she might never have gotten off the couch. But she did—she was bored of life beside the river, she liked introducing herself with her new name Flora (taken to match her fragrance), and she knew despite the botanical essence of her name, she could handle anyone who arrived with bad intentions, no matter how refined their knock. This particular anyone was a man with a perfect mustache, dressed in crisp camouflage.

“I’m out here trying to get my deer and all I smell is French perfume. I’m guessing you’re the one responsible.” The man dropped to a knee. “Will you marry me?”

The fisherman pushed his daughter aside. “What’s going on here?” 

“An old-fashioned proposal.” The man stood and snapped to attention. 

“Not old-fashioned enough.” The fisherman inspected the sleeve-crease of the man’s dry-cleaned camo. “What’s your name, fancy man?”

“Shane Geiger.” Now the fisherman jolted into posture. “Mayor of Loadville.”

“One day her boys will run the city?”

Mayor Shane winced. “I can’t promise.”

“Already married, aren’t you?”

“Not married at all.”

“Divorced, gotcha. I’ve seen you in the paper. You’ve got an older son, don’t you? No deal, mister.” The fisherman shut the door.

Mayor Shane spiked his hat to the ground. He trudged cursing back to Loadville and through the gate of his estate: Pendergrove. He went straight to the basement, flopped on the couch, and stared at the ceiling. 

His son Devon, who already had a sense of how to keep the plates of privilege spinning, pulled up a stool. “Dad, what’s up?”

“Nothing.”

Two days later, Shane was still on the couch, so Devon slipped a gold necklace to one of his father’s advisors. The advisor told him about the fisherman’s demand, and a minute later Devon was out the door. He rushed to the fisherman’s hut. “Please—Flora needs to marry my dad.”

“Take a number, kid.”

“Kid? I’m Devon, Vice Mayor of Loadville. The son of Mayor Shane.”

The fisherman sized up the young man: lonely burdened coal-cave eyes, locomotive jaw, torso broad enough to right-shoulder a cannon, arms all fast-twitch muscles and superflow veins down to Grand Tetonic knuckles. “You’re next in line to be mayor.”

“I am.”

“Do you know how many marriage applications we get in a week? I’ve stuffed ten mattresses with the shreddings. Sold ‘em, too. CEOs, secret society types, professional yachtsmen, you name it—turned ‘em down.” He tested the barb of a fishhook with his nail. “So if we do this, her sons are next in line. Not you.”

Devon dropped to his knees. “So be it. From this day on, I renounce my claim.”

“Claim to what? Say it.”

“I renounce my claim to be Mayor of Loadville.” Devon stood. “Done. I’ll lead her back now, before it’s dark.”

“Not so fast,” the fisherman said. “Let’s talk about your kids. They’ll have a claim. I know how these things work.”

Devon grasped the fisherman’s hand as if to shake it, and raised his other hand to the sky. “I pledge a lifelong vow of celibacy.” 

The fisherman shook his head and talked to the river. “This guy don’t mess around.” 

Flora, who’d been listening from in the hut, ran out with a bag already packed. “Which way?” 

Devon led her back to Pendergrove. He pushed into the manor house and boomed his voice through the great hall. “Dad, come see who I found by the river.” 

Mayor Shane Geiger and Flora wed that night, and nine months later Flora had a son: Angelo, the new Vice Mayor of Loadville.

Word spread throughout Loadville of Devon’s vow of celibacy. Some meme master gave him the nickname Brick, presumably referring to the viscosity of his prostate, and it stuck. In order to thank his son, Shane hired a hardware whiz fresh out of Carnegie Mellon to implant a solar power pack and circuit board under the skin on the back of Brick’s neck. The setup promised to keep Brick alive until he decided it was time to die. And as we’ll see, the damn thing actually worked.

While the internet cheered Brick’s selflessness, the people of Loadville had a different opinion. They’d always known Brick as the vice mayor. They slandered Shane in letters to the Loadville Daily Reflux. Anywhere his picture appeared, someone poked holes in the eyes. Brick was strong, he was honest, he was a bona fide skullpopper. Why would Shane let him give away his claim? 

Brick tried to clear his father’s name. He went to town hall meetings, dropped into diners, knocked door-to-door. He insisted his vows had been the only way to arrange the marriage. “Flora’s dad’s a tough negotiator.”  

“Yeah, yeah,” the people said. “Angelo’s the grandson of a fisherman. He’ll never be able to rule. And then what?” 

“I’ll be around to help out,” Brick said. “I’ll even make it official.” He called for the town’s notary and raised his right hand. “I will forever serve the Mayor of Loadville.” And so he bottled himself again, this time like a genie in the Mayor’s office.
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Brick dropped newspapers into Angelo’s crib, but the baby preferred pushups. Soon Angelo was so muscled he broke apart his little prison. He ran rampant through neighboring cities and kept Shane and Flora busy for years. They didn’t conceive another child until Angelo was fourteen.

They named their second son Travis. He was thin, too thin, and Flora sometimes lost sight of him under the folds of his blanket. She’d pull away the covers and put her hands on his rattly ribs to make sure he was breathing. 

While baby Travis clung to life in the nursery (with Brick standing guard at the door), Shane and Angelo hunted turkey, raced roadsters, and watched football. During a last-second field goal, Shane choked on a sourdough pretzel and fell off the couch, dead. 

Angelo became Mayor of Loadville despite questions of whether or not he had properly applied the Heimlich. After Shane’s funeral, Brick handed him the key to the city (literally—it controls the water purification system without which everyone dies of dysentery). Angelo drafted all of the young men of Loadville into an army and they rolled over the nearby territories. In only a year, he became the most powerful mayor around—and the biggest target.

For example: A rogue cartel enforcer with a windburned face appeared at the gate of Pendergrove. “I’m Angelo,” the man said to the servant who answered. “Where’s the imposter?” 

The servant double-bolted the gate, but the Enforcer vaulted over, punched through a window, and climbed into the manor house’s great hall. “Where’s Angelo?” he yelled. “Where’s the faker?” 

“I’m Angelo,” the Mayor of Loadville said from the top of the staircase. Family and staff filled the room, and no one spoke. Brick held back with twitching fingertips. The Mayor crossed the hall and towered over the intruder. “What do you want?”

The Enforcer slapped the Mayor’s face with a sheepskin glove. “Duel.” 

The next day, lawyers for the two men hunkered down in a conference room and hashed out the conditions. The following Monday, Angelo the Mayor and Angelo the Enforcer met on the banks of the nearby river. Brick, sidelined by the lawyers, blew a whistle and the duel began. 

After the first year of wrestling hand to hand, both were covered in a layer of sunbaked mud. After the second year, a fur of grass grew from their caked bodies. They bored a hole into the riverbank, and at the end of the third year, deep in the hole, the Enforcer stubbed his toe on something. He pulled free a buried anchor and smashed the Mayor in the philtrum. Angelo the Mayor fell dead. 

Angelo the Enforcer gave a victory shout and—like so many folks we’ll meet—disappeared into the woods, never to be seen again.

And so four year-old Travis became Mayor of Loadville. Again, Brick presented the key to the city and managed Loadville until Travis was old enough to rule. When Travis turned fifteen, Brick laid out the transition plan. First order of business: find Travis a wife.

Brick’s barber told him the Mayor of Cashton had three daughters keen to marry. They had arranged a gathering at their estate tomorrow, a trade show of MBAs, at the end of which the three would choose their husbands. 

The Mayor of Cashton? A three-for-one special? Brick grabbed the barber’s buzzer and finished his own haircut, jumped out of the chair, and hopped in the family Ford with just enough time to get there. 

He parked at the back of the crowd and twisted his binoculars. Men paraded across the outdoor stage in architected suits as a Jumbotron displayed their resumes and salaries. A lone pizza man sullied the contest. The three daughters—Amy, Amber, and Amberita —sat upstage with perfect posture, fiddling with their phones in their laps. 

While the crowd applauded yet another managing partner, Brick rolled the Ford behind the stage. He crept beneath the wooden floor and, with his Swiss Army knife, cut a ring and dropped the three brides-to-be into his waiting arms. He threw them in the Ford’s back seat, hit the child lock, and peeled out.

“Get him!” “Stop!” “Bridesnatcher!” The suitors scrambled over folding chairs and threw their cufflinks at the car. 

After Brick’s car disappeared, the Mayor of Cashton picked up the microphone. But before he had a chance to speak, two of the brides’ internet-blasted opinions were up on the screen. “We’re gone, fair and square. The seventh type of marriage. Everyone go home and look it up.”

Brick arrived at Pendergrove the next morning with the three. Amber and Amberita, the two opinion blasters, took the estate’s solidity as a metaphor for their impending husband. But not Amy. She leaned over the front seat with a spiky balled fist.

“I’m not doing this.”

“But this is Pendergrove, Miss Amy. The Mayor of—”

“I’m in love.”

“What, exactly, is love? Love is a choice—”

“I’m marrying Ron the pizza man. And I’ll be on my way back to Cashton as soon as we park.”

The seventh type of marriage is one thing, but keeping a bride against her will is another. Brick called for a driver to take Amy back to her father’s estate. Instead, Amy bought the car from him with a wad of bills from her garter, mocked the automatic transmission, and floored it back home. 

Amy returned to Cashton two days after she’d been stolen, still wearing her gown from the ceremony. She burst through the jinglebell door of the pizza shop and threw her arms around Ron.

Ron wiped his hands on his apron and pushed her away. “I can’t do this.”

“What?” Amy grabbed his wrist. “You saw. He captured me.”

“How do I know what happened while you were gone?” Ron freed himself with a twist. “Actually, I don’t want to know what happened.”

“I came straight back to be with you.” 

“It wouldn’t be right.”

“Nothing happened—”

“I’m sorry.” Ron tossed a pizza dough. 

Amy grabbed the dough, threw it in Ron’s face, and drove back to Loadville. She arrived at Pendergrove in a rainstorm the night of her sisters’ wedding to Travis. She marched into the reception tent. “Ron doesn’t want me and it’s all your fault,” she said to Brick. “You ruined me, so now you have to keep me.”

“Normally I’d agree, but I took a vow,” Brick said. 

“So him,” Amy said. Travis, dancing with her sisters in the eye of the dance floor’s cyclone.

“I’m afraid you missed the ceremony. Which leaves us...” Brick spread his palms and shrugged his shoulders.

“You strict constructionist bastard.” Amy snapped her teeth at his nose. “I won’t forget this.” She stormed out of the tent and roared away. 

The party went on without her. Amber and Amberita danced with Travis late into the night. Fireworks poked holes in the tent, rain leaked onto the dancefloor, and everybody got soaked and danced and danced and didn’t care. At the end of the night, the three newlyweds passed out in their bed, exhausted, still wearing their wet clothes.

Travis woke up with a vile cough. His lungs gurgled and rattled, and Amber and Amberita took refuge on the other side of the room. The family doctor stethoscoped and his frown said it all. Travis moved to a dry bed, but the cough sank deeper. His lungs filled with slime and a week later he died.
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In a month, Amber and Amberita knew they weren’t pregnant. When Flora found out, she called Brick to her chambers. “This family needs heirs. Loadville needs a mayor. And I need you to step up.” 

Brick cracked a helpless smile. “Nothing doing.”

“Don’t pretend this is the first time you’ve heard of widow inheritance.”

“I’m sure you can find a man who meets the criteria.”

Flora went to the window and searched the horizon. “Just remember—you made me do this.” She grabbed her phone and dialed. “Damn voicemail.” Beep. “Ed, it’s your mother. I was wondering if we could have a little chat. You see, I just met the most lovely lady, two of them actually, and I was thinking you might be interested in—” Beep. Time exceeded, she tossed the phone on the bed. It disappeared as a cloud of smoke filled the bedroom and—blamo!—I appeared standing on the mattress, twigs in my hair and flakes of mountain herb in my beard. Flora flung off her shock and wrapped me in a hug.

It was my first mother-induced teleportation, and though I’d just eaten lunch I wanted to gobble half of a pig. And this looked like the type of place roasting two or three at all times. But before I could ask, she pulled me down to a seat on the bed. 

Flora launched into the story of my two half-brothers, dead, and Brick’s unfortunate vow. She told me of the widows, childless. She showed a few glittering pictures and said, “And that’s where you come in.”

I’ve never been much into princesses.

“It’s not the ideal situation,” she said, “but here we are.”

We negotiated for hours. I was creeping up on a particular strain of enlightenment, I told her, and my consciousness was a juggling act of razors, stemware, and flaming manure. “This can’t mess with my concentration. I can’t bring any bad vibes back to the woods.”

“Vibes aren’t a vow,” Brick said.

They needed me to simplify. “She can’t be frazzled—it’s contagious. Before we meet, she needs a year to smooth out her thoughts. No TV, no computer, definitely no phone. Just a year of sitting in the garden.”

“Ed, please,” Flora said, “We’re not going a year without a mayor. Invaders will raid, taxes will crater, and quality control will go to hell. We need you ready in under a month.”

They needed to know I wasn’t stalling for fun. “My beard. My stink. I’m not forcing anything. They’ll need to be, ahem, receptive—and even then, the babies might not be worthy of the family name.”

“Sounds like a coin flip,” Flora said. “I like those odds.”

Flora monitored the laundry and timed her visit to Amber just right. “Forgive me—” she said as she closed Amber’s bedroom door. “I wish I could have had stronger sons. But let’s be thankful for one spot of hope in the darkness.”

Amber narrowed her eyes. “And what’s that.”

“Your child will rule over Loadville.” Flora lowered her voice. “I heard you on the wedding night.”

“My adopted child, maybe.”

“What are you saying, sweet girl?” 

Amber shook her hanging head. 

Flora sprang into motion with a practiced improv. “We’ll figure it out, yes, you’ll be a mother yet. Who do I know, who do we know—got it! There’s one eligible bachelor who I can call this very afternoon.”

“But—Brick’s taken a vow.”

“Not Brick—even better. Promise not to tell? My first born. Ed”

“Never heard of him.”

“He’s a bit of a vagabond. But he is Travis’s older brother. Stay awake tonight after your bath. Listen for a knock.”

“Why wasn’t he at the wedding? Why didn’t he send a gift?”

Flora took Amber by the shoulders. “Let this be his present.”

That night, Amber lay on her bed in a wispy nightgown and watched the clock. I know because I was on the rooftop opposite her window.

Back through the hatch, I wound barefoot and shirtless through the Wilton-carpeted halls and down to her room. I opened the door and whistled the wood thrush’s song. 

“You’re late,” she said. “You didn’t knock.”

“Want me to try again?” 

“No, Jesus, shut the door.” She pulled a bottle of lube from the nightstand. “You’re not scratching me up with that beard.” 

I didn’t have a rubber band—I grabbed a handful of beard, lifted it, considered biting it in my mouth to spare her. 

Before I could hatch a plan, she said, “Lie on your back.” I did. She greased us both. “Sorry, nature boy, I’m taking this one to fantasyland.” She climbed on top and closed her eyes. I know better than to think she thought of Loadville.

Afterward, I went back to Flora’s chambers. 

“Is our mayor on the way?”

I spared her the details. “She wouldn’t even look at me.”

“But did you manage to—”

Like a slow-acting mushroom it hit me. I never expected clairvoyance, but a long time in the woods can produce unexpected effects. “Like you asked. The baby will be tough, a real tiger. He’ll have a hundred sons of his own. But there’s a catch—the closed eyes. The baby’s blind.”

“Blind? You had one job!”

“Actually, I thought I had two tries.” 

Surprisingly, she agreed.

Flora had the same conversation with Amberita she’d had with Amber. Just the same, Amberita agreed. But when I appeared in the middle of the night, Amberita paled. 

“How did it go?” Flora said when I returned.

“Another boy. But—”

“Again?” 

“She was white, clammy, sweating vinegar. Her eyes were like a pressured panda. And that’ll be the baby, too—a sick little panda.”

“A trainable panda?”

I didn’t answer.

“Ed, help me, who will run Loadville? Keep us in Pendergrove? The blind one?”

“If you—”

“Save it, I agree. Third time’s the charm.”

Flora waited until Amber’s son was born, blind as predicted, and talked to her again. Amber had no objections to a second round, and Flora gave me the go-ahead. 

This time, I didn’t go to the roof. I waited until Amber’s bedroom light clicked off in order to spare her the need to close her eyes. I climbed into bed and she welcomed me. She seemed fuller after the baby, but firm with hardworking muscles, and even had a different, dare I say unfiltered scent. No more perfume, already sacrificing for the baby. I got a strange charge from her protectiveness.

When sunlight hit the bed (minutes after we’d finished), I found myself tangled with Amber’s maid.

Her joker smile was delicious. “Miss Amber knows I love a good beard.” 

Me, used like a fracking rig! She seemed a bit wiser than Amber. “And what’s your name?”

“Zina.” We shook hands, on what exactly, I’m not sure.

“This maid business,” I said. “Did you ever want to do something else? Because maybe I can arrange it.”

“And who’s going to trade currencies for her? If you think I’m running away with you—”

I was in over my scalp, time to bail. “You’ll have a brilliant boy.” I gave Zina a goodbye kiss.

“Third time’s the charm?” Flora said.

I shook my head. “Fake out. It was Zina—the great switcheroo.”

“The maid?”

“She handles forex.”

“You didn’t.”

Her sweat was all up my nose, and I couldn’t help but smile.

“Christ. Maybe she’ll miscarry.”

“Not a chance.”

“You get what you pay for, I see. A maid, pregnant with a Geiger baby.”

“Actually, if you map it out—”

Flora sat down on the bed. “Tell me about the boy.”

“Smart. Scary smart. Not only smart—wise. A legal genius. Healthy, logical, keen sense of justice.” 

Flora nodded along. “The kid might be worth keeping. I’ll set Zina up in an apartment on the grounds.”

“Send my regards. And now, if you don’t mind, I have a project to get back to.” I hugged Flora goodbye and disappeared in a cloud of smoke.
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Amber named her blind baby Raster, and Amberita named her pale baby Pando. Zina named her brilliant baby Walt. The boys tagged along behind their uncle Brick as he trained and studied, and they copied his every move. By age six, Raster could crush rocks with his hands. Pando could shoot an arrow through a pinkie ring from a thousand paces. Walt, never much good with weapons, wielded advice. Tutors visited Pendergrove and taught the boys in a different language each year. When the boys turned ten, Brick swapped the tutors for professors, generals, and moneymen. According to the old rules, the eldest, Raster, would become mayor on his thirteenth birthday.

Pendergrove’s tailor measured Raster for the mayor’s traditional three-piece suit. The next day, Raster tried it on for the family. He spun to display an imperfect crease at Amber’s request, and in the process stepped on a pin.

Walt had been eyeing the pin from the moment the tailor dropped it. “I hate to be the one to bring it up,” he said, “but is everyone comfortable with a blind mayor?” 

“Walt—” Raster said.

“He needs all of his senses and then some.”

“He’s the oldest,” Amber said. “Check the rules.”

“What about Pando?” Walt said. 

Pando waved off the idea. “Raster’s the oldest. He’s ready.”

“That’s mighty generous of you,” Flora said, “but I agree with Walt. Safety first.” 

“She’s right,” Brick said.

“No—the oldest leads,” Pando said. “Nobody wants any bad blood.”

“Toughen up,” Flora said. “I don’t mind a little bad blood if it means we hang on to this place. Brick, change the papers. Pando’s our next mayor.”

Raster stood, favoring his good foot. He limped to his brother and turned him aside. “They’re right, Pando. See how it goes, make them happy. I’ll be the vice mayor, just in case. Maybe my boys will take their turn at mayor after you.”

In a few quick years, Mayor Pando won back Angelo’s lost territories and ruled nearly all of the East Coast. Nobody had thought the sickly looking boy would become a beast on the battlefield, but he surprised them all.

While Pando was out scooping up land (it never depreciates! he said before each assault), Brick tried to tamp down Raster’s late-blooming jealousy. Nothing seemed to work—until one morning Brick went to Raster’s office and held up a page torn from the back of Wives Quarterly. “This woman,” he said. 

“Describe her.”

“Her name’s Gwen. She has huge cat eyes, a ring of blue around the outside and a burst of gold in the middle. Sexy mess of hair under a threadbare shawl. Cute little scar on her nose.”

“Her family?”

“She’s daughter of the Mayor of Binghamton, nothing fancy. But I had a friend up there do some digging. She was exposed to fallout, acid rain, who knows what. Her belly has the capacity of a ferry boat. She’s pumping out a hundred, two hundred eggs a month. This is the new fertile crescent, Raster.”

“I like it. Well done.”

“There’s a catch.”

“Of course...”

“Though I don’t think they’ll make anything of it. It was a long time ago—”

“No such thing. Tell me.”

“Back in Angelo’s roving days? We had a little spat with her family.”

“Little spats aren’t little up north. What happened.”

“We killed the mayor—her grandpa—and put all of his men in jail.” 

“Including her dad, right. No big deal. And?”

“And we may have fed each man one grain of rice a day. But things are ironed out. So when we go up there, remember not to say anything.”

“Obviously.”

“I mean about Gwen. Her eggs.”

“Ah, yes. The eggs. Got it.” 

Brick and Raster traveled north, undercover in a rented Dodge, to the home of Scoobs, the Mayor of Binghamton. After a bit of confusion at the gate, the guards led them to Scoob’s office. Raster listened to Brick’s footsteps and followed without a cane. In the office, Scoobs greeted them with a cautious nod. His son Hackley paced by a window in the corner.

There was coffee, cookies, weather observations, questions about the journey, the customary lies. Then Scoobs said, “You think there’s something wrong with my daughter?

“Not at all,” Raster said.

“We looked through stacks of catalogs, sir,” Brick said. “Binders full of women.”

“I don’t want her to marry a blind mayor. And you’re not even a mayor.”

“He’s as good as any mayor,” Brick said. “He’s had the education and the training.”

“A theorist,” Hackley said. “A demoted one, at that.”

Raster homed in on the voice and stared down Hackley. “Want to fence?”

“I’m sure you’ve had the best of everything in Loadville,” Scoobs said. “And we’re thankful for the aid you’ve sent us. But I can’t agree.”

“With all due respect, sir,” Brick said, “here in the hinterlands, this is a rare opportunity to bring both Cashton and Loadville into your family.” He unfolded a copy of the Geiger family tree. “This will be you. Right here.”

Hackley faced his father. “Think—what would Grandpa say.”

“We’ve all moved on,” Scoobs said. “Except for you.” He studied the family tree. “You have a point.” He buzzed the manor house’s intercom. “Gwen, come to daddy’s office.”

Gwen entered through the double doors a moment later and glanced from Raster to Brick and back again. Raster aimed his faraway gaze between the sound of her clinking earrings. Brick shuddered and turned when she looked at him—those sunburst eyes. 

“You,” Gwen said to Raster before Scoobs could introduce them. “You didn’t flinch. The first man ever—” 

“Gwen, this is Raster,” Scoobs said, “of the ruling family of Loadville.” 

“It’s my honor,” Raster said.

“The first man who can look me in the eye. I always knew that’s how I’d know.”

“He’s blind, Gwen,” Hackley said. “You’re better than this.”

“Is he? Very well. I’ll be blind with him.” Gwen yanked a velvet curtain from the window, wrapped it around her head, and snuffed her vision. 

“Are you crazy?” Scoobs said.

“We need to see things the same way. Husband and wife. A team effort.”

“She’s been reading those books again,” Scoobs said. “Good luck, Raster. Good luck to your family, Brick.” 

Hackley waited until they left the room. “Good luck, indeed. They’ll need it.”

Pando sifted through his mail while home on a break from conquering. Another invitation to another contest for a wife. But something about this invitation was different. Kandy, the daughter of the Mayor of Fogtop. Someone in marketing had made the right decision to print her picture on the envelope.

Kandy triggered a salivary reflex that Pando had learned in Brick’s finance classes: undervalued asset. Pando didn’t worry about Kandy’s brother Vinny and his wife Dee, both in jail, who had sent their sons Vito and B to Vint Hill Farms for an ambiguous military-agricultural-industrial career. It was all there in the fine print, but Pando didn’t read it. Instead he booked a ticket up to Fogtop on a bus with broken seats.

It was a disconcerting marriage contest, with milk chugging, obstacle courses, and a mechanical bull. But Pando, mind and body hardened from the battlefield, shone far brighter than the beer-bloated locals. The competition closed with a banquet on the roof of Fogtop’s newest shopping mall, where Kandy chose Pando as her husband. After a night at the Cement Palace Hotel, the couple returned to Loadville. Pando gave Kandy a quick kiss and rode off with Brick to claim more territory. 

This time out, Pando conquered the major railway stations. At each station, he hired all the taxis, loaded them with commandos, drove them inside, and captured the station master. The rest of the station fell with ease—usually.

When Pando stormed Utica’s Union Station, he ran head-on into a force of railway workers armed with rifles and sharpened mop handles. A wall of cab drivers wheeled behind his soldiers, ready to burn their backsides with thin cigars. 

Brick whipped out his white handkerchief and waved it overhead. Pando’s men lowered their weapons. 

The railway worker with the longest gun marched to the front. “Station Master’s office. Follow me.”

In a marble-walled room filled with blinking rail maps, Brick and Pando sat down across the desk from Al, the Station Master, and Al’s assistant. 

“Quite the trap,” Pando said. 

“My second in command deserves the credit,” Al said. He patted the back of the skinny deputy beside him. The deputy nodded his mousy chin. “I’ll give you an option. Enemies or friends. We can take this fight to the parking lot, or we can settle it with marriage. Meet my sister Marisa.”

The deputy pulled off his—her?—felt hat and shook out her hair.

Pando sensed another trap. “Give us a minute.” He and Brick huddled in the station’s mens room. Brick requested a dossier, rush job, and soon had an incomplete but promising profile of Marisa. Back at Pendergrove, Walt spun a few pivot tables and didn’t see any conflicts with the arrangement. Fifteen minutes later, Pando was swayed.

Officially wed, Pando, Kandy, and Marisa locked themselves in Pendergrove’s mayor’s suite. The maids begged them to pause for a change of sheets, to no avail. After thirty days, Pando gathered his forces, gassed up his machines, and hit the road. 

This time, Pando wiped out a gang of roving pickpockets and torched their caravan. He rolled into Mahwah and raided Mayor Fratelli’s closets, taking heavy losses in the process. Next he marched on Irvington, where the mayor handed him the key to a scrap yard. Pando re-armored his forces and continued to ancient Cashton. His grandfather ceded the territory without a fight—a lucky break because Pando’s trucks and tanks never would have fit through the narrow streets. 

With his forces bolstered by Cashton’s wild-eyed men, Pando conquered Seabreeze and Avalon. Young men hopped out of their lifeguard chairs and joined his army. Cities toppled faster and faster. Pando left the mayors in their posts as long as they pledged allegiance to Loadville and agreed to his tax schedule. He carted the bulk of their gold, jewels, and patents back home.

When Pando’s convoy returned to Loadville, the guards on the roof of Pendergrove’s manor house couldn’t see the trucks beneath the mounds of baubles. The soldiers threw diamond necklaces and new-in-box gadgets to the people who lined the streets. Raster met Pando at the estate’s front gate and hugged him for a job well done. 

But later, when the brothers met alone, Raster said, “Don’t you think you should share?” 

And so over the course of his homecoming festival, Pando distributed the spoils to Raster, to Walt, and to Brick, and also to his grandmother Flora, his mother Amber, and his brothers’ mothers Amberita and Zina. Zina moved promptly to Miami, out of our story and into the lucrative world of high-volume water pumps. 

The taxes rolled in, and Pando applied his ambition to reaching new levels of comfort. Each week he upgraded his bedsheets’ thread-count. The factories in Egypt invented new weaving techniques to keep him happy. He instructed his personal chef to cook sous-vide and nothing else. He oversaw the installation of the first 1,028-speaker surround-sound stereo. 

Lying in bed with Kandy and Marisa on the first day of spring, Pando pulled his two wives close. “Nobody can say I didn’t make the big time. Nobody can say I’m lazy. But there has to be more to life.” 

“What’s wrong with this?” Kandy said.

“We can’t lie around forever,” Pando said.

“We’re plenty active.” She gave him a squeeze.

Pando shook his head. “It’s time for a move. I found us a little cabin in the mountains.” 

“You know I don’t do camping,” Marisa said.

“You’ll love it. None of these urban hassles.”

“I’ve had enough of the cold,” Kandy said.

“We’ll deck it out. Bring the bed, bring the sheets, bring the bidet. Pendleton blankets. I’m getting a one-piece camouflage jumpsuit. Ever had venison?”
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Three days later, Pando, Kandy, and Marisa left Pendergrove for an ancient slant-roofed bungalow, tucked into the side of a mountain ninety minutes north of Loadville. Pando drove up the winding roads in a new Subaru. Kandy and Marisa stared at the forest through massive Italian sunglasses while the locals squinted at the trio with suspicion. Pando didn’t tell anyone he was Mayor of Loadville—he simply bought pre-dawn coffee at the gas station while wearing his one-piece camo jumpsuit until the mountain folk ignored him.

A month later, after one of his early coffees, Pando sat in a tree stand with his bow. Two deer strolled into range. The buck reared back and mounted the doe. Incredible—would the shot work? Through the buck’s neck, into the doe’s heart? Pando launched his arrow. It clipped a branch and sank into the buck’s rump. 

The buck stood on its hind legs, pulled the arrow out of its backside, and flung it away. “Who’s there?” the buck said. “Show yourself.” It reached up and lifted off its head to reveal a man with a tight black beard. The doe lifted off her head, too. A Cancun redhead with a freckled nose.

“Could have killed us, you idiot,” the man said.

Pando climbed down from the tree stand. “My bad,” he said. “I’m a little out of practice.”

“How’s your ass, honey?” the woman said.

“Hurts.”

“I apologize,” Pando said. “Really.”

“I don’t think he knows who you are,” the woman said.

“Dale Lansford, County Exec,” the man said. “No, I don’t want to shake your hand.” 

Pando didn’t introduce himself. He didn’t need a mob at his front door. 

“Shot me doing it,” Lansford said. “Can you believe it, baby? It’s bad enough to shoot two deer in the act—and illegal, mind you—but two humans? The County Exec and his wife?”

“I want to do my magic,” the woman said.

“Go for it, baby. Do your magic.”

The woman closed her eyes and fished a crystal necklace out of her costume.

Astrosolar katterskill hex,

You shot us having furry sex

So next time that you try to lie

In love, you’ll belly-up and die.

“Beautiful, baby, beautiful.” Lansford kissed his wife. “She means to say you’ll never bone again.” 

Pando dropped his bow and staggered backwards. A frosty breeze wrapped between his legs, and he checked his fly on instinct. 

The Lansfords scampered off, laughing. “Never again!”

Pando left his bow in the dirt and trudged through the woods toward home.

Back at the cabin, as Kandy and Marisa sipped champagne in the Jacuzzi, Pando arrived in an unbubbly mood. 
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