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“Come along, Trixi. Time to go.”

The voice was gentle, yet it sent an icy tremor down her spine. Sheltered beneath her pile of frayed blankets, her only refuge on the cold stone floor, she curled her thin arms tighter around her body and shook her head.

The Centaur stood over her, eyes crinkling at the corners. He seemed kind. It didn’t matter. Kindness didn’t exist here. The chamber where he would take her was a nightmare, and no amount of being kind could change that.

Beneath her trembling arm, hidden from view, lay the dirty rag doll she had created from bits of torn cloth. Her secret, her comfort. A piece of her that no one else could own.

“Now, young one, don’t keep the doctor waiting. You know he’ll only anger if you do.”

“I don’t want to go.”

What she wanted never mattered. It never had.

If Trixi refused, the guard would simply pick her up and carry her there himself, as others had done before. A century could pass, and still the action would repeat in a slow unraveling of will against the inevitable.

Trixi’s heart pounded against her ribs. She tucked the doll deeper into the tangle of her ragged blankets. No servant would enter herein to straighten her cell, but the rats were persistent. If the pests found her only possession...

A shuffle of hooves. The Centaur guard in massive equine form waited. His stance was patient, with a large hand extended instead of a painful grip that made her wince. The new guard’s chest plate, dulled with age, bore marks of battle, and leather bracers wrapped his forearms.

Too bad. The new guards didn’t last long, and this one seemed kinder.

Given no choice, she pushed the blankets off to the side, careful to leave her doll hidden, and struggled to rise. The chamber’s gray walls tilted in her vision, melting like molten rock. Trix tightened her legs to steady her swaying body. She glanced back at the soft security of her little bed, hoping to turn the direction of her fall before—

A sharp stomp of hooves. A firm hand clamped her upper arm.

“No!” Her voice came thready and weak. She pulled and fought, yanking at his grip, but her efforts were useless. “I don’t want to go.”

“You’re so thin, girl. Don’t they feed you?”

“Yes.” A lie. In truth, she couldn’t remember the last time she ate enough to fill her belly.

“Hmm, you don’t say.”

His thick brows knitted together, twin furrows carving through his weathered face. His dark eyes swept over her too-slim form, lips pressing into a firm line. Gray-streaked black hair, tied back in a loose tail, tumbled over an immense shoulder as he leaned down to steady Trix on her bare feet.

Without thought, she uttered the rehearsed words she’d been forced to repeat countless times. A flat monotone, empty of meaning. “I am well cared for and have all I shall need. There is naught for which I want.”

A shiver coursed through her body, disgust curling in her stomach.

She amended quickly. “I have trouble keeping weight on.”

He didn’t believe her. She saw doubt in the shadowed depths of his hooded eyes. But he said nothing. His large fingers closed around hers, engulfing her hand as he led her from the small cell.

Before the heavy oak door swung shut, Trixi glanced back.

Lumps under the blankets stirred.

The rats moved in.

The Centaur adjusted his gait to match her shorter, two-legged stride, his hooves clopping against the stone in a steady, unhurried rhythm. Unlike previous guards, he didn’t grip her fingers too tightly or drag her along. Instead, their clasped hands swung in an almost carefree manner, as if they took a walk through a sun-dappled meadow instead of marching toward the worst place in the world.

“I have a daughter about your age,” he said after a long stretch of silence. “How old are you?”

Trix hesitated. “I think I’m nine.”

She kept her eyes lowered, watching her dirty toes peek in and out beneath the shredded hem of her knee-length dress. If she lifted her gaze, she would see the scorn in his expression. The inevitable disgust at her lack of knowledge.

She’d given up crying a long time ago; it did no good and only angered those in charge.

Once, before the season of icy chill had settled in, she’d heard a guard mention her age to another outside her door. At least, she thought they had been talking about her.

Her new guard walked steadily beside her, hooves clomping loudly in the empty passage. A gentle squeeze of her fingers made her stomach twist.

“My daughter has clothes she no longer wears. I’ll bring you some.”

Surprised, her gaze shot up, searching his stoic features for signs of cruelty. The hidden malice. Why would he make an offer he couldn’t keep? The doctor would never allow it.

Trixi said nothing and fixed her eyes on the dreary corridor ahead. It was best not to be friendly with the guards. Experience had taught her that kindness came with a price; she could never foretell when it would be used against her.

“Why do you dislike your counseling sessions, Trixi?”

She flinched at the mention of the counselor. A violent, gut-deep fear raked at her will to remain brave, tempting her to rip her hand from the big Centaur’s grasp. To flee, to claw her way back to her rat-filled cell, to the shredded blankets, and her rag doll hidden within.

“I hate them,” she whispered, bitterness dripping from her words.

A beat of silence. Inside, her heart pounded. Moisture gathered where their palms pressed together.

The rhythm of his hooves slowed on the stone. “So I’ve been told. But why?”

The question took her off guard. He wasn’t demanding an answer. The Centaur was asking.

If the timbre of his voice hadn’t reflected honest curiosity ... If the muscular guard hadn’t bent a foreleg to stoop lower, meeting Trixi at eye level to ask...

Pan’s flute, she shouldn’t answer. But one peek into his dark, concerned eyes...

For the first time in her life, someone sounded as though they genuinely cared. She blurted the truth as poison expelled.

“It hurts.”

The Centaur didn’t move. He didn’t blink. Muscles in his jaw bunched and twitched. His nostrils flared as he inhaled deeply.

“What hurts, young one?”

“The counseling.” Her breath hitched. No one had ever asked before. After a swipe at her nose, she continued. “The doctor wishes to know more about my kind, so he ... he performs tests upon me.”

Her guard exhaled slowly, tinged with something she couldn’t name. Anger? Determination? After a roll of his shoulders, resettling his creaking metal armor, he pushed to stand. When they resumed their unhurried stroll, his grip on her hand remained firm.

“I must say, you speak well for someone your age,” he said, glancing down.

Trixi didn’t reply; words wouldn’t stop the inevitable. The end of this escorted walk would be the same.

“What if I stayed during your session?” he suggested. They neared the turn in the corridor where field mice scratched along the base of the cold walls. “Would you like that?”

Her muscles stiffened with unease. Was he teasing? Playing with her hope before tearing it away? Again, Trixi’s gaze darted up, searching the male’s age-lined face for deception. She found confidence and strength shining from the most compassionate brown eyes she had ever seen.

Can I trust him? Guards played tricks on her in the past, and she had learned the lessons well.

Wariness kept Trixi alive, yet the heavy weight of it chained her life. “The doctor won’t allow it.”

“No one will hurt you, Trixania.” The guard’s fingers tightened. Not in restraint, but in quiet reassurance. “Not anymore.”

Warmth spread through her frail body, holding back the dark hopelessness she lived with each day, and made her imagine what safe might feel like.
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A succession of sharp raps on the heavy stallroom door grated on his frayed patience, yanking Templar Khristos from the deep recesses of his thoughts, wrenching him back into the stark reality of troubled times in a modern world.

“Just a moment,” he growled, striving to smooth the crank from his voice, though his grouch likely bled through anyway.

Inquiries from Centaur people came at him in a constant barrage. Queen Savella’s subjects looked to him for advice on everything, from raising rambunctious colts and fillies to handling sexual desire. The same questions century after century, predictable as the moon’s phases and twice as tedious. Often, answers he thoughtfully imparted were not the ones sought. People of the herd nodded and smiled, and disregarded his advice. An easy answer wouldn’t solve their issue, and their tails would rudely flick left, right, left.

Little wonder he’d grown weary of addressing those who didn’t give a Minotaur crap for what he had to say. Structure and order solved many problems. Personally, he preferred order to chaos, practicality to whimsy.

The irritating knocks came again, this time more insistent.

Gamóto. Damn it. The maintenance crew had only just repaired the deteriorating caulk around the doorframe, and he had zero interest in hosting the Satyr workmen—and their ever-present butt cracks—to eyeball his belongings anytime soon.

With a smooth motion, Khristos gathered his hind legs beneath him. He held his black robe of the High Priest’s office away from his equine body and pushed to stand square on four hooves. The robe resettled, draping over his broad back with a flash of red satin lining. A stark contrast to the rich, earthy tones of the chamber. He smoothed a hand over his neatly trimmed beard and flicked his gaze across the wide desk. Papers, sermon drafts, and notes of things to do covered the scarred wood in meticulous, organized chaos.

No confidential information lay exposed to prying eyes.

Excellent.

Knock-knock-knock.

He fixed his gaze on the door, praying the unwanted guest would take a fucking hint. Instead, an unmistakable shuffle of bipedal feet said his prayers would go unanswered. The nondeparture cranked Khristos’ black tail to snap against the stone floor. 

Perhaps if he stayed very still...

The jig was up. Whoever stood outside knew he sat within. Exhaling slowly, he resigned himself to the inevitable.

He closed his eyes, begging for patience. “Come in.”

The wooden door groaned in resistance as it swung inward, the ancient brass hinges screeching in protest. Irritated, Khristos’s tail swept the floor. He’d sent in an emergency repair request last month. Twice. 

In duplicate. 

Movement snatched his focus back to the starting point, and he stomped a rear hoof. The second aggravation in as many minutes strolled inside as if he owned the damn place, wearing buff-colored trousers with perfectly tailored cuffs. A crisp button-up stretched over a broad chest. His irritation du jour stood in an arrogant, wide-legged stance and glanced at his silver watch, gave his arm a lazy shake to resettle the starched sleeve, then stuffed the mangled hand into his trouser pocket.

Fucking Nubbs.

Dirty blond hair, dirty damn smirk. Dirty, not dark, because that’s how the male rolled. Ten different levels of profane, splashed liberally with septic, smeared with illegal and obscene.

And the last Centaur that Khristos wanted to see.

After a few confident strides, Nubbs paused beside the entry table. His second hand mimicked the first and dove into the pocket of those neatly pressed slacks. “If you’re catching the door yourself, then you haven’t found an assistant.”

“What can I do for you, Nubbs?” Khristos stepped out from behind his work desk, deliberately placing himself in the path of his guest’s too-keen eyes. 

Though he maintained the measured patience befitting his sacred station, one characterized by polite and professional manners, he fiercely itched to apply both rear hooves to the ugly man’s ass and kick him back through the door. 

“You know, if you ever went to one of those speed dating sessions Kempor Aleksander’s wife runs, you might find a curvy cutie to answer your door and warm your bed.” Nubbs laughed at his own joke, but his humor fell flat against Khristos’s unimpressed glare. Sensing the shift, he hiked a thumb over his shoulder toward the door. “Rhycious needs you at the medic center, ASAP.”

What a surprise—and just as welcome as hoof rot. His stomach tightened, and he wished he had slowed down on eating his breakfast. He and Her Majesty’s royal Remedy Maker didn’t see eye to eye. Not in politics, not in faith, not in anything. 

Kolasi. Hell. They were barely civil to one another in public.

Khristos flicked a low glance toward his unfinished sermon. The jagged ink strokes across the writing pad resembled bird scratches on paper. His desk was a battlefield of never-ending, overdue reports, stacked in a multi-colored arc of unrelenting obligation. Time and royal duties weighed heavily upon his shoulders. 

Would he ever catch up? 

And if he did, what in Pan’s hooves would he do with himself?

He brushed nonexistent lint from his lapel before addressing this latest time-suck state of affairs. “I fail to understand why my presence is required. Beyond basic first aid, I would be of little use.” He caught the subtle tightening around Nubbs’s mouth. “Are there no healer assistants available?”

Nubbs’s smirk faded. “In this case, buddy-boy, you are the healer.” Silence stretched, thickening between them. The male cleared his throat and stepped forward, the laughter gone from his eyes. “Our patrols found a disoriented mythic inside the boundary’s perimeter this morning.”

“So?” Exasperated, he questioned the man’s point. Theirs was an entire kingdom of mythics. 

“Rhycious is doing his doctor-thing, examined her the best he can, but...” He rubbed a hand over the back of his neck and shrugged. “She’s not cooperative. On the surface, no recent injuries. But mentally?” A shake of the head. “She’s—”

“And Rhycious is an expert in that field as well.” 

Khristos exhaled, dragging the breath from the bottom of his lungs. He swept a palm down the length of his beard once more, ostensibly for the singular hairs having gone wild since its last taming. Though in reality, it had become a repetitive habit.

The Remedy Maker suffered his own demons, debilitating bouts of Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder that he had spent centuries learning to leash, teaching himself how to control the frequency of the episodes. If ever there was a poster child for healing oneself, it would be the male Centaur, Rhycious.

“I still fail to understand why I am summoned.” Khristos rested a rear hoof, reining in his impatience.

Nubbs cursed under his breath, frustration cutting through his cocky demeanor. Lips pressed to a thin line, he ran the stubs of his fingerless left hand over his collar-length blond hair. Eyes the color of chipped ice stared out from a fathomless depth, locking onto Khristos with uncharacteristic seriousness. 

“Gamóto. She’s a mythic in need of spiritual counsel. You’re the High Priest. Do the math, asshole.”

Khristos stiffened. As if he needed the reminder. 

Today’s mythic population didn’t embrace tradition the way they had four hundred years ago.

Hell, even two hundred. 

The modern world, with all its conveniences, had shoved Bacchus and Pan so far off the woodland trail that the gods were little more than a dusty memory. Just deities to take out and abuse as festive excuses for debauchery and drink.

Khristos pushed up his robe’s black satin sleeve to check the diamond-studded watch strapped to his wrist—a ridiculously flashy birthday gift from Queen Savella. His breath released in a sigh.

“I have an appointment in thirty minutes. I’ll swing by and introduce myself. If Rhy’s patient requires me, I will return to counsel later.”

“Damnit, Khristos.” Nubbs shot him another dirty look under his slashed brows. Across the numerous shades of gray flagstone separating them, the male clenched his jaw, molars clicking in a sickening grind. “You need to evaluate the female. We’re not even sure she knows that she’s in the Boronda Forest.” His voice dropped a dangerous octave. “I suggest you move your hairy ass and do your fucking royal duty.”

Khristos bit back an unholy curse, one that Nubbs would have undoubtedly enjoyed. “As the queen’s personal lapdog, is there naught else for you to do than deliver messages and play fetch?”

The male kept secrets, was a known liar, carried an untraceable past, and whispered in the queen’s ear. Khristos thought of the Centaur proverb where Nubbs was concerned: If you can’t trust the male, don’t follow where he’s leading.

The unsanctioned King of the Black Market grew ominously still, all traces of humor gone. He drew himself up. Shoulders squared, his heavy trapezius muscles bunched on either side of a thick neck, radiating barely leashed menace beneath that crisp, button-up exterior. 

“Don’t push me, Khristos. Priest or not, I won’t put up with your bullshit. Kapeesh?” 

Odd how a hand with nonexistent fingers could point like a weapon and have a powerful effect. A dressing-down, as it were. If there had been a center digit, little doubt the Centaur in human form would have flipped Khristos the proverbial bird.

“Trot your ass to the medic center. Double-time.” Nubbs turned on his leather heel and walked out, leaving the door hanging wide open.

Such disrespect.

Fuming, Khristos moved with deliberate grace. His hooves picked up and put down in the correct order and manner. The movement lacked spontaneity, its rhythm unhurried. All of it executed without conscious thought or intention. 

In the distance, murmurs from the Centaur atrium echoed ahead. With a skin twitch at the withers, the sleek fabric of his religious robe resettled over his elongated back in a precise drape, the satin as familiar against his black hide as the winding caverns of Queen Savella’s palace. 

Resigned to fulfill his sworn duty, he swallowed his anger and strode forward. Outside of the entry, he carefully dragged the door and its screaming hinges closed, turning the iron key in the ancient lock. 

Despite his disdain for the secretive Nubbs, the male had thrown a truth bomb: Regardless of the mythic people’s circumstances, and as the Centaur's spiritual counsel, it was Khristos’s duty as the spiritual advisor to remind the queen’s subjects of the wonderful blessings their loving gods had in store for them.

A doctrine he would do well to remember himself. Even when the gods themselves seemed long forgotten. Or when it appeared they had forgotten about him.

His stallroom sat at the end of a mostly empty hallway, a spur off from the main artery that fed a web of identical passages.  There was only one way to leave. 

Dull thuds from his unshod hooves struck the bluegrass median strip running the length of all halls and corridors. The sound was quickly swallowed up in the twists and turns of the rough-hewn tunnel. Scent of damp earth and aged stone clung to the air, an ancient musk that settled into the walls over centuries.

Several branching vestibules appeared to his left, none of which he took. Behind those doors lurked duties he did not have the time—or patience—to entertain. Such as petitioners seeking absolution, Centaur youth questioning their place in the new world that had no time for the old gods, or elders who still clung to traditions yet failed to pass them on to a generation more fascinated by human technology than the wisdom of the forebears. 

It was the same cycle, over and over. Like a Minotaur chasing its tail.

When the second-floor balcony overlooking the ground-floor atrium loomed ahead, Khristos slowed his hooves and paused for a view. Below, the daily bustle of the royal court played out. A cacophony of various pitched voices, clinking armor, and hurried steps formed the ever-present din. Scents of savory aromatics from the communal dining hall curled through the air, mingling with the metallic tang of the blacksmith. 

Lately, he found the public aggravating. Their neediness, infinite problems of health and home and heavy hearts were too many for one priest to attend single-handedly. They sought divine intervention from their woodland gods, Bacchus and Pan. 

Yes, the gods fell silent. Or, perhaps mythics had forgotten how to pray. Either way, their reliance on Khristos, their bridge to the divine, hadn’t wavered. They expected him to throw down answers, offer solace, to carry their burdens when he, too, was weighted down by his own personal problems.

The workload as sole counsel for Centaur spirituality a century ago had been manageable, but times had changed. Population growth and a heavy influx of mythic immigration had turned Boronda into a crossroads of lost souls. Healers, warriors, exiles, seekers ... each one carrying a cart full of their own baggage. Each one desperate for something Khristos wasn’t sure he could provide.

The old ways weren’t just gone. They’d been pulverized under the crush of ten thousand hooves. 

Decision made, he dismissed the wide, main thoroughfare stairs and strode the circular walkway high above the noisy ground floor, focusing on the shadowy tunnel ahead. The air cooled as he moved toward the dimly lit passageway, a stark contrast to the open grandeur of the atrium. This corridor, adjacent to the Bachelor Officers Quarters, remained blissfully deserted this late in the day. 

It was avoided by most, too dark and narrow, and too removed from the warmth of community. 

But for Khristos, it was a sanctuary from the ever-watchful eyes of the people who often stared at his hulking blackness and scurried out of the way. Their reverence or fear, their expectation—it grated the raw edges of his patience.

Simply put, the access was a perfect accommodation for an oversized priest who always ran ten minutes late.

What he would give to live a life without pressure and responsibility. Duty was a yoke, inherited from every Centaur priest who came before him. 

No matter how much he longed to cast it aside.
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Inside the dim passage, it took but a moment for his eyes to adjust. Not that it mattered, Khristos knew the corridor well. Over three hundred years, he served the Crown in the capacities of spirit guide and advisor. First to King Nickolas and now to the current monarch, Queen Savella.

The ceilings, allegedly hand-carved eons before by Trolls, rose fifteen feet. Overhead, solid rock became the jagged molars of a fantastical creature’s great maw. With the interior’s measured width of two side-by-side true-form Centaurs, the claustrophobic squeeze didn’t bother a male of his size. The tunnel mapped sharp turns, twining through the ancient Boronda Forest in the Allegheny Mountains. Snaking ever deeper into the bowels of the earth, each labyrinth coil was as achingly familiar as the texture of his templar robe.

The quiet of the passageway came as a blessed relief, the carved stone a natural sound barrier. Before the next turn that led to assigned housing and storage, Khristos pressed the metal knob next to the thrust of a granite boulder shot through with white streaks. A snick sounded, the concealed door swung inward, and he entered another not-so-secret passage. Quickly rotating his flanks to not catch his tail, the door closed automatically behind him.

Lit by green and blue luminescent minerals embedded in the rock, Khristos navigated the Troll-sized stairs with his giant Centaur hooves. Worn from centuries of use, many sections of the route descending to the first floor resembled a smooth, flowing ramp.

If the walls could talk, what tales they would tell. The very nature of mythological people had caused their own dissensions. Along with their hot-blooded personality came the penchant for breeding war.

Before his last breath, Khristos dreamed of leaving his mark and making a change for the better.

He ran his hand along the wall, taking care to pick his way down the stairs, just as he had back in the day when he believed in the ways of King Nickolaus. Believed that without the strong leadership of Centaur herds, mythic societies would falter and commerce would skid to a grinding halt.

As is often the case, changes occurred after the mighty king’s death. Khristos witnessed firsthand the bravery of the late king’s niece. The succeeding and current monarch, Queen Savella, demonstrated to the mythic people, both in action and voice, her valiant determination to fight the rebellious Wood Nymphs alongside her Centaur warriors.

After attending many meetings in the War Room, Board Room, and privately as the royal priest, Khristos would not hesitate to lay down his life for their queen. Then, as well as now. Her Majesty’s forward-thinking, modern policies were the way to keep peace in a fast-moving world.

Temperature changes in the cooling air tickled the hair along his sides, and his hide reacted with a series of twitches. On the bottom step, he pressed another wall-mounted knob. After the reactive click, he pulled the crystal handle.  

Noise converged immediately. Amplified inside the indoor setting, voices droned with the occasional high-pitched laughter. The sudden, brash auditory shift set him on edge. It was with a strong will to fulfill his duty that Khristos did not duck back and slam the door.

Mindful of distracted cross-foot traffic and merchants making deliveries, he cautiously maneuvered his equine body out of the passage and onto the ground-floor atrium.

For a moment, he stood next to the door hidden behind the enormous 17th-century marble fountain of a male Centaur in true form, rearing on overly muscular hind legs, water spouting from the trumpet he blew. Little finches fluttered along the basin, gathering in groups of three and four. Their bright colors of yellows and blues against the veined white made a splash of a different sort.

Sidestepping the fountain, he glanced out over a sizable public gathering hall.

Mares strolled the park setting while their foals kicked up tiny hooves and scampered around playing games of tail-tag. Closer to the mall’s entrance, where multitudes of shops sprouted faster than rebel spies, various species of two and four-legged youths gathered to swap spit and out-cool each other.

In truth, the early days of his own formative years were not much different. Khristos, too, had wasted time with pretty fillies and rowdy pals ... until the day he’d felt the greater call.

That was then.

A different life.

Back then, some four hundred and twenty-eight years ago, Centaur herded with Centaur. No mixing with Nymphs or Trolls. Youths today ask for trouble when they do more than socialize with other mythical species.

The golden hide of a palomino filly, whose saucy flaxen tail flirted with all, joined the boisterous group and interrupted Khristos’s trot down memory lane. Time a-wasting, he stomped a rear hoof and turned for the medical center.

A cluster of gray-haired, swaybacked mares passed by, tittering behind upraised hands. Following a few steps behind, carrying their mate’s packages, elderly males trailed along with indulgent expressions on their wrinkled faces.

As the appointed royal templar, Khristos had nothing to offer a mate. The generosity of the Crown provided assigned staff housing. He did not have multiple homes in which to escape for secluded R&R. Unlike Nubbs, who owned an abundance of residences in various sizes and locations. 

Khristos had no potions to cure the ill. No technical knowledge of warfare to keep a kingdom safe.

No, what he owned is all that he had, and the personal property could be easily packed up within the confines of a stout wooden box.

Besides, females required attention. And lots of maintenance. 

In both cases, he had time for neither.

How in Pan’s hooves do the mated males stand it?

The bite of antiseptic grew stronger the closer he drew to the clinic, near the public entrance of the Centaur palace. Antibacterial cleanliness hovered in the air. The moment he pulled open one half of the double glass doors, he got a full-face blast of pine cleaner, watering his eyes, causing his nostrils to flare. 

The sterile environment equated to the stench of death. It brought back bitter memories of last rites in makeshift battlefield triage units. Many had died needlessly in the centuries of war with the Wood Nymphs. Others had suffered in great agony with horrific injuries or, in some cases, a slow, painful death. 

Then there were those who hadn’t escaped the mental trauma, their minds having remained fettered and fractured to this day.

Mythic patients seated in the waiting room glanced up at his arrival. Their expressions ranged from mild curiosity to outright wariness. Khristos acknowledged a few Centaurs he recognized with a curt nod, dismissing the questioning stares from the rest. 

The stagnant scent of herbs and antiseptics bore a sharp contrast to the earthy air of the atrium. On two walls were scenic pictures of Boronda Forest, mounted in cheap plastic frames that dulled the vibrancy of the real deal. One dangled slightly askew, as if hung without much thought. Opposite them, photos of the on-duty healers lined up like mugshots, each forced into a box of polite professionalism.

At the head of the room, the check-in counter offered a stark reminder in bold print: PAYMENT DUE AT TIME OF APPOINTMENT. As if the receptionist would let anyone forget. Gods forbid a wounded soldier or a sickly elder receive care before settling their debts.

Important, he supposed. Necessary for some. 

None of it involved him.

Khristos flicked his gaze to his gaudy watch, an excessive accessory for a male who only made appointments within the palace rock walls. Yet here he was, staring at the minute hand, realizing he’d been blessed with twenty whole minutes before the next scheduled ... obligation. Not a meeting. Not a duty. Just another thing pulling him further into a world that no longer kept a place for him.

Set into the ceiling, the whirling turbine gave a subtle squeak as the ventilation system inhaled topside air. The sound was hardly noticed beneath the muted shuffle of hooves and the murmuring voices in the waiting room. The turbine’s beat syncopated with the white noise in the background of his irritation.

Gamóto. Damnit. 

Why in kolasi did Nubbs drag him down here? In the onset of the twenty-first century, only the old folks still gave a rat’s ass about personal connections to the gods. The younger generations didn’t give two shits about faith or tradition. They were too busy entangling themselves in the new ways. In integration. In a world where their kind diluted their bloodlines with species that had once been enemies.

Why bring him here? A) He wasn’t wanted. B) Nobody cared.

It was a cruel joke, really. Theology was outdated, his royal position increasingly symbolic. The changing times had a genuine talent for making a Centaur feel obsolete.

As Khristos neared the front desk, a Satyr in pink scrubs rounded the corner from the exam rooms. Her hooves clicked softly against the floor as she moved, and she settled behind the reception counter—a jarring reminder of how much things had changed. 

All mythics now walked freely inside the Centaur palace, their roles evolving beyond what Khristos had been raised to accept. Minotaurs, Satyrs, and even the Wood Nymphs they warred for centuries, now held jobs, tended to patients, and lived among them.

It still didn’t sit right with Khristos.

The Satyr’s professional smile barely reached her goat eyes. “Templar Khristos.” Her tone was clipped but courteous. “They’re expecting you.” 

No shit, he thought. As if he would waltz in here just for the glee of breathing disinfectant and mingling with the infirmed and contagious. 

“Come on back.” The Satyr dropped a manila folder onto her cluttered desk and picked another off a nearby stack. She barely spared him a glance, already shifting attention to the next task in her perpetual rotation of routine.

In the intersecting back-office halls, the scent of sterile air burrowed into his head, waking other unwanted memories.

She indicated with a wave of her arm. “Right this way.”

Her cloven hooves created a blur of motion as she speed-walked toward the exam rooms, the rhythmic clicks an opposing contrast to his measured clip-clop pace. 

Stopping at Door Four, she quietly knocked before pushing to pop her head in. “Templar Khristos is here.”

Quick and efficient, the medical assistant stepped inside and held the door for Khristos to enter. When she deemed him far enough along, she turned to trot back down the gleaming hall, her departure as brisk as her arrival.

Careful to keep his hoof thuds to a minimum, Khristos strode into a room large enough to accommodate Centaurs in true form comfortably. The walls, though clean, carried the residual weight of suffering. Even without patients wailing in agony, the room held the ghosts of battles lost, crushed limbs, and of warriors who had entered upright but left in pieces.

Across the way in his human form, the Remedy Maker, Rhycious, glanced up from the far side of the exam table, his Wood Nymph wife by his side. His gaze was unreadable, but his wife’s held something softer. Concern? Pity, perhaps.

If those were meant for him, Khristos didn’t want either.

Wires disappeared into walls, cables plugged into machines. None of them turned on. Outfitted with modern equipment and bright domed lights, everything worked off solar electricity, butane, and batteries. No need to waste energy running an apparatus if it isn’t needed. 

The presence of so much technology unsettled him. He preferred things the old way: earth remedies, strong mythic bodies, and no beeping machines or flickering lights to confirm the strength of a pulse.

In front of the bi-racial couple, slouched on the exam table’s paper-covered pad, sat a patient with a belligerent slope to her lightly muscled shoulders and a back curved toward Khristos. She appeared young, but out of her teenage years. Clearly under thirty-five in human years. But with some mythics, one could never guess an age.

Her hair caught his eye first. A wild cascade of hues that shimmered in the artificial light, threaded with deep violets, striking blues, and earthy greens. Under the multi-colored mane that lay pushed over one shoulder, a band of darker skin traced the hairline below her scalp.

The mark of the Nymph.

Beneath the natural discoloration, the patient’s johnny strings appeared to have been tied in haste and dereliction, leaving the blue material to hang with plenty of gap. He barely had time to process the sight before his gaze locked onto what lay beneath.

Khristos inhaled sharply, his fingers curling into his palms. 

Like parishioners seated in pews, each vertebra sat sharply defined, as though the female had not taken adequate meals in several moons. Her frame, delicate and fierce all at once, told a story of deprivation that had long since become familiar. 

Food, however, had been the least of the Nymph’s worries.

Between the gown’s sagging panels on what should have been a beautiful, creamy back lay a network of crisscrossed scarring, bared to his outraged eyes. The whipping she endured would have been horrendous. A few long, thin puckered stripes, abstracting the flow of satiny skin. Other streaks lay flat and pink. Evidence of wounds old and new, a roadmap of suffering carved into her flesh.

None of it recent, however. Only the deep purple bruises were fresh, marring what surely must have once been perfection. 

A slow, burning anger coiled in Khristos’s gut.

Unintentionally, his gaze drifted lower. 

Thrust upward in the split between the medical gown’s opening, in deference to her belligerent posture, perfectly round globes of a feminine ass peeked out. 

Perfect.

And round.

For a fraction of a second, something primitive and unbidden stirred within him. Disgust at himself came just as swift. The Nymph was battered and bruised, and here he was, ogling her bottom? Khristos ground his teeth together, tempering the reaction, stomping it under his hooves where it belonged.

Someone cleared their throat. “Khristos!”

His head jerked up. Rhycious watched him with narrowed eyes. 

Caught. 

Khristos set his jaw, forcing himself to step forward. His guidance appointment had only begun, and he already regretted complying.
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Trixania sucked toxic antiseptic air through her nose, using the inhale to punch back the rising anger as if the aggression wore the face of her next assassination target. Sitting on the frigid metal table, her ass sticking to the sheet of paper covering the thin plastic pad, she twisted to glare at the newcomer behind her. 

Dressed in black from chest to fetlock, an enormous Centaur in true form stood with his hooves rooted to the buffed floor. A crown of wavy black locks brushed the yardage of material that made up his cape, covering the tops of shoulders thick as a titan’s. Scents of volcanic rock and dried sage rolled off him. A storm disguised as a ceremony and out of place in this sterile hellhole.

The only spot of color on his dark figure came from a rosy stain that slowly spread upward from his neck. Curious, she watched the flush rise, then disappear beneath a neatly trimmed black beard and slack mouth.

Oh, fantastic. The palace idiot arrived to gawk at the half-naked Nymph. And why the hell not? Everyone else had already marched through. 

Trix cursed herself for letting her guard down and resting out in the open. It had been dark when she’d decided to stop for the night. Damnit, she should have pressed on. She was so close to finding him...she could feel it.

Damn room reeked of Centaur: musky leather, sunbaked dust, and the sharp bite of iron from ancient palace pipes. The scent stuck to the back of her throat as a lingering threat.

The private exam room had more mythics shuffling in and out than a fucking drug den. 

A male throat cleared, then said, “Khristos. Glad you’re here.” 

She swung back to the Remedy Maker, who stood in front of her with two legs braced, arms crossed, and his mouth turned down in a frown. Next to him, the weirdo Wood Nymph named Patience, in some crazy dialect of forest ghetto, was trying to persuade Trix to allow the healer consent to look her over. 

There’d be no corporeal examination today. Or any other day, for that matter. 

“Ain’t nobody got time for this,” Trix muttered, mimicking Patience’s strange twang.

Tendons in her fingers tightened, curling them into fists at her sides. As her annoyance escalated, the memories of a grim childhood rose. The ones she kept locked away. 

Never taken out. Never played with.

If she did turn back the clock for short visits, it was to remember a certain Centaur guard who’d risked his life to save hers.

Yet, once loosened, the snapshots in flashback fought to be freed. Years imprisoned within a solid rock chamber. The ever-present gnaw of hunger and cold—

Back then at the facility, as she did now in the exam room, she had stared at the floor. This current floor gleamed meticulously clean. A stark contrast to the floors of her past, where dirt collected in divots as dark, watchful eyes. And her childhood self stared back, wondering what tests the day would bring. 

That day, a lifetime ago, the old Centaur guard set his mouth in a grim line before he knocked twice and was bade to enter. 

A dagger of memory plunged between Trix’s ribs. Her guard’s whispered warning, the way his tail had lashed just once—a signal. He’d known what was coming.

Trixania lost the fight to remain in the present, in the chilly exam room amidst strangers. And so, her mind drifted back in time...

Dr. Garrot rose from behind his big desk on two stout legs. Over his belt, the male’s belly appeared bigger than normal, casting a shadow across his papers. Behind him, bookcases filled to overflowing, towered above and shrank him in size.

The doctor’s brows rose to his receding hairline when her guard stepped inside and closed the heavy door. “You may leave us, Officer—”

“I’ve been ordered to stay.”

Was he lying? Trixi’s mouth went dry. Other than deliver Trixi, her guard had no orders. Only a death wish.

Dr. Garrot threw his pen onto the desk, and those same dark brows hurtled downward. “By whose orders?” 

“My CO.”

A lie wrapped in a lie. The guard’s nostrils flared the same way as when he’d smelled Trixi’s lie earlier.

A high-pitched electronic beeping screeched an ear-blasting tone. 

Before the familiar heartache spread roots for a solid foundation, Trixania slammed Memory’s door and kept History latched tight.

Imprisoned, as it were.

On a whiplash back to the present, she realized a sudden silence had fallen in the drab room. No hooves clopped forward. The busy door stood still. Behind her, the huge Centaur’s presence sparked a sting mid-spine, as if the male stared a hole into her back.  

And here she sat. Defenseless.

Damn her stupidity.

Centaur patrol confiscated her weapons the moment they’d discovered her asleep in the underbrush. Just off her last mission, and having endured three sunrises without sleep, she had foolishly let down her Nymph senses. Before Trix could do more than throw a few well-placed punches, she had been cuffed by the guards, stripped by the Satyr nurses, and tossed on the table for an “exam”.

No one to blame but herself.

Shit.

Trix surreptitiously glanced around for possible weapons, including the current occupants and what they might carry. The Remedy Maker’s scissors behind him on the counter and the folding knife in his pocket. The Wood Nymph’s hairpin. Even the damn paper sheet under her ass. Folded tight, it could slit a throat.

And not that she cared, Trix quickly glanced behind to where the giant male stood. 

Pan’s hooves! Was he staring at her butt again?

His pupils flared, black swallowing ice blue. His bearded jaw clenched.

Nudity had never been her concern. Having served first as a warrior, then later as an assassin for the Legion, males o’plenty—and some discerning females—of all mythic species had caught an eyeful of Trix’s bare ass. Sometimes due to close quarters. Other times—well, as a cold-blooded killer, she would use any method in her arsenal to deep-six a hostile agent and execute the target, guilt-free.

In fact, two of the Nymph’s malevolent enemy species were currently found in this very room: Centaur.

Trix shook her head, dispelling useless thoughts. The war between Centaur and Nymph ended long ago, and most mythologicals had moved past hatred for those not of their kind.

But moving past wasn’t the same as forgetting.

Rationally, it made sense to leave the prejudice behind. To press forward and get on with life. 

Logistics was another story.

A deliberate, slow upper body turn to look behind the exam table, she lifted her brows and cleared her throat. Twice.

The enormous male named Khristos snapped his bearded jaw shut, the rosy stain on his cheeks deepening to a mottled red. His guilty gaze flew first to the physician, then to her, and continued to bounce around the room as he drew in air that expanded the breadth of his impressive chest.

“See something you like, stallion?” Trix drawled.

Khristos’s black tail lashed the air in a swift, warning strike. “I see a detainee who forgets her place.”

Oh-ho! So the pretty male had fangs.

Trixania bit her lower lip, smirking, before she turned to face forward once again. 

Pinned on his chest were badges depicting the gods Pan and Bacchus, and a gemstone-studded medallion with the royal seal around his neck. Hell, he probably wore an elaborate ring around his damn cock, too. Males of that sort were battlefield liabilities and better off buried behind a desk.

With his fancy black cape and all the metallic crap hanging off him, she reasoned he must hold some importance.

As if she gave a golden Minotaur shit over who or whatever he was.

“Nubbs said you had need of me.” Behind her, heavy hooves clopped in the quiet room. Smooth and deep, the baritone voice moved closer. A voice meant for midnight confessions and promises never kept. “How may I assist?”

“Templar Khristos, this is Trixania.” The Remedy Maker lifted his chin toward Trix, both muscular arms crossed. Had they sent for a priest? To do what, pray over her? “Centaur guards found her unconscious earlier in the forest. You might use your powers of persuasion to convince this young female to allow a cursory examination. She’s been uncooperative, to say the least.” 

The petite Wood Nymph, who seemed to not have a twig in her head, tapped the healer’s bare forearm. “You’re not helping the sitch, Stud Muffin. Back off and let dudette catch some air.”

Stud Muffin? Trixania snorted.

“Rhycious.” Khristos stood so close his warm breath brushed the back of Trix’s neck, sending goose bumps to race across her shoulders. His scent wrapped around her, mineral-rich and subtly dangerous. It invaded her mind, inappropriate in her current clinical cage. “I fail to understand how my presence will aid. Perhaps Kempor Hippolyte is more suitable for your needs. I am certain the queen’s personal bodyguard could be spared a few hours from her normal duties.”

“Easy, big guy. Let it ride,” the skinny Wood Nymph said.

Rhycious... yes. That’s the healer’s name, Trix mulled. The male’s harsh expression softened the longer he gazed at his willowy female.

When the healer and his zany Wood Nymph wife mated in an unconventional and highly controversial marriage, they made headlines in The Giggling Pixie, Boronda Forest’s outrageous gossip rag. Since then, Trix heard the lovebirds were inseparable.

From beneath her lowered lashes, she noted how the Nymph’s bejeweled wagging finger brought down the Centaur who stood twice her size. Seems the strange little Nymph wore the pants in the family. 

A chuckle slipped from under Trix’s breath.

“Yo. Sorry, dude,” the Nymph said, addressing Khristos. “Hippy bounced early this morning. She yakked something about Pennelope...following up on a lead—” 

Rhycious threw his mate a curt glare. 

“What?” Patience seemed perplexed.

Khristos coughed quietly and rounded the table to tower beside Rhycious.

Trix wished to hell Khristos would leave. Wished they’d all leave. But something about the extra-large male made it hard to breathe and caused her skin to prickle. 

Like static before a lightning strike.

She dropped her gaze to the slate floor and gave herself a mental backhand. The way her nipples tightened from his proximity stunned her into disbelief.

Betrayed by her own body.

Obviously, the lack of time spent in restorative waters had dulled her wits. 

In her line of sight, two black hooves fringed with hairy feathers of draft horse bloodlines, parked themselves next to the exam table. Following the ebony forelegs upward with her eyes, Trix paused at the juncture where the powerful equine chest stood broad as it was deep, framed by the cloak’s red satin lining. The fabric whispered secrets as it shifted. Silk over steel. A warning disguised as an invitation.

Though Centaurs were no longer the enemy after the end of the war, a deep-rooted conviction—and eighty-five years in the trench—kept her on the razor’s edge. Instead of meeting Khristos’s severe gaze straight on, Trixania took a deep breath and forced herself to relax. No sense provoking a confrontation within herself; she couldn’t win, and it wouldn’t help.

Not knowing where this farce of an exam was headed, playing along would be best, and then plan an escape later. 

She carefully folded her hands together and focused on the pattern of pink flowers that covered the obnoxious hospital johnny, as if cheerful budding plants held power to zap a patient into feeling better.

“Pardon me, what is your name again?” Khristos asked her.

Trix shrugged one shoulder. “Why does it matter? I’m not here as a guest.”

“When you are in the palace of Her Majesty Queen Savella, you are a guest of our Centaur kingdom.” The folds in the long robe fluttered with a sudden shifting in his upper body. “From what I understand, you are a detainee, not a prisoner. Cooperation goes a long way. And had you cooperated in the beginning by giving Patrol your name and a reasonable explanation for your physical condition, then none of us would be here, would we? A name––that is all I ask.”

Trix rolled her eyes, willing to bet that wasn’t all he’d ask. The male didn’t appear to be stupid, so how could he know if she’d given her real name or not? And whatever happened to civil rights and privacy laws?
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