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Chapter 1

Branching Out
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Embry took another sip of her coffee, the warmth seeping into her core and guarding her against the air’s early autumn chill. She tapped away at her laptop, sitting at a little cafe table out behind the main barn of Honeysuckle Farm, working on her next article.

Next to her, Brooke scrolled through a dark screen lined with colored text—the guts of the farm’s booking system, apparently. The ewe satyr’s short, curly white-blonde hair fell around her curved horns and framed her round face, button nose twitching as her mind mapped the structure of the code. Beneath the table, the cloven hoof at the end of her wool-covered leg tapped triumphantly, meaning she squashed whatever bug she was looking for. Brooke’s technical prowess never ceased to impress Embry, even though Brooke waved off any compliment.

Embry had been spending a lot of nights at Brooke’s, though mostly those nights consisted of little more than a chat over bedtime tea and deep, restful sleep in the dark of the country. The real appeal was these quiet early mornings, watching the sun come up over the dewy fields, drinking coffee with Brooke and getting a few hours of work in together.

Dating Brooke felt... light, peaceful, cozy. Sometimes, if an encounter at the farm left Embry dizzy with need, Brooke would help relieve the pressure. But mostly it was cuddling, a kiss on the cheek, these lovely moments spent together.

As Embry mulled over the right turn of phrase to use for the transcendent flavor of the eclairs in Teraton’s newest serpentaur-owned bakery, Pie-thon Pastries, her eyes wandered out over the golden fields to the forests turning brilliant red and orange, and the blue sky shedding the last purple shade of dawn.

Alexander walked towards them, the massive dark brown minotaur impossible to miss. Embry waved, and Alexander shifted a canvas from one hand to the other to wave back. She tapped a few more sentences, but her mind wasn’t really on her work as Alexander finished his approach.

“Morning,” he said, tipping his broad-horned head to the two of them.

“Morning,” Embry and Brooke chimed in return.

“You’re up early,” Embry added, not for the first time noting just how far back she had to tip her head to look up at the towering minotaur. She’d have been more intimidated if their first meeting was like this—and not with Alexander sitting in a rocking chair in one of the barn’s stalls, putting on his usual performance of perfectly timed (and positively voluminous) ejaculation.

“Wanted to get some painting in before work,” Alexander replied.

“Lemme see.”

The minotaur turned the canvas to show Embry, and if she didn’t know better, she’d think the smile on his muzzle was almost bashful.

The scene on the canvas looked like it had been lifted from the pages of a fairy tale. A small pond nestled amidst broad-limbed oaks, which rained golden leaves down onto the dawn-tinted water. Alexander often painted in the woods beyond the farm, so somewhere amidst the trees Embry had been scanning lay this magical little place.

“It’s beautiful,” Embry said. “I have no idea how you do that.”

“It’s not as hard as it seems,” Alexander said.

“I find that hard to believe.”

“Wanna bet?” There was a twinkle in the minotaur’s dark eyes. “Why don’t you come painting with me sometime? I can show you how.”

“Really?”

“Of course.”

“Well, alright then. But what do I win if I’m right and I’m terrible at it?”

A smug half-smile pulled at Alexander’s muzzle. “The pleasure of my company. And the right to say ‘I told you so’.”

Embry tapped her fingers on her chin, feigning indecision. There was a small part of her that felt like she might be imposing, but the journalist part of her brain had mostly snuffed that out. If someone was willing to teach her something new, she wasn’t going to say ‘no’. Even if she was going to be terrible at it.

“Works for me.”

“How’s this afternoon? I’ll be done at four.”

Embry checked the word count on her draft—she was actually already ahead of her goal for the day. These hours with Brooke were some of her most productive.

“Yeah, that works for me. You know where to find me.”

“Sure do,” Alexander said with a wink, giving a smile and a nod to Brooke before he headed past them and into the barn to get ready for work.

Brooke leaned over and elbowed Embry with a giggle. “Ooooh. He likes you.”

Embry blinked. “He does?”

Brooke broke out into an uncharacteristic fit of laughter—a high, soft sound that always put Embry at ease. “Oh, hun. He’s down bad. He’s not usually like this.”

“Oh.” Embry’s mind reeled, reexamining every interaction with the minotaur in this new light. “Well, at the party, he could have... but he told me about the stalls... he said I smelled like punch?”

Brooke bit her lip, clearly enjoying this. “Well... you drank about as much as I did, didn’t you?”
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