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Praise for


King of the Forgotten Darkness


I loved this book … Goodwyn’s King of the Forgotten Darkness maps the lands of heroic quest and enchantment known to C. S. Lewis, Tolkien, Philip Pullman, Ursula Le Guin, and J. K. Rowling. We follow Liam who has been severed from his love, his fate, his imagination and his home. Can he find his way back into the world of terror and delight, of magic, of creatures that prophesy and dragons that promise annihilation or deep being? With a blend of Celtic culture and fantasy so sinuous it enters our dreams, King of the Forgotten Darkness reads like a key to a new series as gripping as it is revelatory. For surely The Forgotten Darkness is our own.


Susan Rowland (PhD) Author The Sacred Well Murders and The Alchemy Fire Murder
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Every story is a magic spell


The most recent magicians I know


Being Lily and Rowan
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My inspiration


My soulfire









The real problem is the following: we have paleolithic emotions, medieval institutions, and godlike technology.


E. O. Wilson









Preface


Human beings are storytelling animals, perhaps more than any other species. It is telling that so many of our oldest stories are so wild and fantastical. Some might say that the outlandish imagery of fantasy obscures the truth, but I disagree. Rather, I feel the symbolic imagery of fantasy is the best way to depict the emotional and complex truths of trauma, recovery, and indeed life itself, which is why I wrote the stories of the Raven’s Tale series the way I did.
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There have always been two worlds: our beloved Midworld, an advanced realm of reason, logic and peace. And Erentyr, a primitive realm of dark magic and war. After ages of Erentyr inflicting conflict and suffering upon us, the Magnolent Council finally managed to shut all twelve gates between the worlds. Peace reigned in Midworld for decades.


9-year-old Liam Panregon was the last refugee to cross the worlds before the last gate was closed, putting Erentyr’s horrors behind him.


Fifteen years later, those horrors could be ignored no longer.









Chapter 1


Liam’s Nexwork device buzzed in his pocket. He ignored the call, and increased his pace, crossing the glass bridge toward the gym-plex facility, modern white squares and winding tram tracks rising over the green woods below. Through the glass, he saw the beginnings of autumn, the pale aspens’ bright flames in the shadow of the housing towers. Trees … how long ago had he actually walked among trees? No matter. Walkways were cleaner. Safer, as always. No threats from anywhere stalked him now. Yet inwardly, he buzzed with dread. Muscles twitched, on a pulsing edge. A big difference from the numb emptiness of most days. Much worse today. He focused on the walkway — no flashbacks, no flashbacks, no flashbacks. Not today. He shook his head, as if to force them away, as he passed by another free orinol dispenser. An animated ad flickered on it: GG Industries Universal Medical Initiative. Live stress-free! Cost: $0! He slowed as he approached it. One button push and he could have an entire bottle of the white pills in a green container. Free for anyone and everyone.


Heart pummeling his chest, he paused before the animations of people frolicking in open fields of golden light. The flashbacks, the memories, the guilt, and the panic would all dissolve for the rest of the day. Relief. He breathed out through his teeth and sped up, so he couldn’t change his mind. No. Not today, not ever again. Two parents and six brothers, all dead. Taking any more orinol would be like erasing them. He decided years ago to stay away from that stuff. He didn’t care if his trauma and losses were two decades ago. Just because today was a rough one was no reason to break his promise to himself. His family deserved better than to be erased! Who cared if they were all from Erentyr? No. There had to be a way to live a normal life without that stuff.


That said, today was wearing down his resolve.


His breathing quivered, stomach aching. He pushed on, brushing past countless pedestrians chatting or tapping on their Nexwork-d devices. He scoffed, the crowd agitating him as usual. He kept the urge to punch people away from him in check. They wouldn’t understand anyway. Nobody did. Not even Mia.


Thinking of her caused a pang of regret he quickly buried.


Though sweat trickled down his cheek, he powered forward, eyes glaring. He knew the 15th anniversary of him escaping Erentyr would be tough, but today was proving harder than he’d expected. Above him white, bland buildings towered into the murky sky, a tram track heading from it toward the cluster of monotonous, monument-like housing towers webbed with their own cross-tracks. He entered the elevator, and the usual ads for Raythera hair supplements and skin treatments scrolled endlessly on the walls. He drew out his Nexwork-d after it buzzed again.


The program was ready! He pocketed his device quickly, scanning for cameras. Finally! The timing couldn’t be better … at last I can have a REAL challenge. His breath quickened, the restless energy which threatened to blossom into panic channeled into a powerful fist.


He walked into the gym-plex main area, a wide room of Real-Plastic™ planters separating the exercise machines. No longer sweating, the promise of executing his plan swept away the dread and crackling muscle energy almost eerily quickly. He showed his company badge to the cylindrical Secura-bot and passed the front desk where bored attendants scrolled through Nexwork screens. “Machines? Aerobics?”


“Martial arts trainer.” And we’re not playing nice today.


He clenched his jaw and pushed toward the main rooms filled with exercise machines. Screens played hundreds of AI-generated shows from the Raythera-net streaming platform. Weeks of the endless routine of work for six days a week, workout at the gym, drink himself to sleep each night was about to turn on its head, knowing what he was about to do. Phony smiling models scrolled on billboards attached to the high walls of the divisions as new songs from AI musician “Tanzi’s” 174th album, Lonely, blared.


His hands opened and closed into fists absent-mindedly as he went into the changing area. Fifteen years ago today he escaped from Erentyr. Fifteen years, barely evading the bloodbath, with only the clothes upon his 9-year-old back, a magic Stone from his mother, and naught else but horrifying flashbacks and nightmares as luggage. He neared his locker. For this training session, he would have to be sneaky. Mia wouldn’t like him breaking the law, but then they’d been broken up for years now. What did her feelings matter? He scowled. They still mattered, but never mind.


After changing into loose, grey workout clothes, Liam furrowed his brow and the world seemed to shrink into tunnel vision. His plan was really going to happen. After weeks of working on it. He took a few breaths next to his locker and stretched his arms and legs as gym members grinded workouts like hamsters on wheels. He tied back his long, wavy red hair, splashed his face with water and pat dried his trimmed auburn beard.


Tonight I finally get to push the limit. Scanning the locker-room, he hid from the security cameras. It was on. Just knowing what he was about to do was already helping.


Loosening up with jabs and elbows in the air as he marched forward, bare feet on the floor mats, he pressed into the individual martial arts challenge-room where the mechanized trainer waited. No one looked, so he swiped his badge across the side of the screen and the program activated.


He reached the panel. Years of advanced tech-work taught him that most screen-ports hid a compartment in the back for standardized memory devices and maintenance. Popping the nearly invisible cover out of place, he took the NW3 from his blue jacket and inserted it. A security clearance box appeared on screen, asking him how he wanted to program the auto-trainer.


He was ready to do this. Robot-therapists and years in the Childcare Plex never quite quelled the inner hurricane like a good pummeling session, especially since he’d given up orinol, but the trainer could not satisfy him anymore. Years of “expert” mode left him bored. Last time he accidentally destroyed the trainer on that mode. Luckily the expense was covered. Anyway, that was in the past. He would get to take it up a notch today.


Easily passing three layers of security logins, he changed the settings, but paused at the final step. This was the illegal part. Probably earn him five years in the Containment Facility if he got caught. But the clobbering still needed doing. CC335rp-TRNR martial arts auto-trainers had been modified from earlier versions made before the Magnolents’ rise — two hundred years ago when actual wars were fought. But those changes meant the newer programs just pandered to students who didn’t like a real challenge.


Liam paused, tapping his fist against his leg, second thoughts plaguing him. This was not healthy. But what else was? More orinol? More endless sessions with therapy-bots? He persisted. Something within him refused to be denied.


With a few keystrokes and finger swipes, he set the trainer to full-contact. He smirked and stepped back, flexed his knees and arms, stretching his powerful 6 foot 4 frame. A surge of energy coursed through him. Today was a full-on war. Finally a real fight. For once. Panic and fear had melted away. It felt good. He took a fighting stance, coiled like a spring. “Trainer.”


“Welcome back, Mr Panregon,” said the robotic, reassuring voice. “Warning. This trainer is set to full-contact combat-mode. Battle to knockdown. Risk of injury: high. Do you agree to continue?”


He put in a mouth guard, charged toward the padded, human-like trainer-bot in the center of the egg-white exercise room and punched the TRNR unit hard in the chest. “Yeah, I agree.” The trainer recovered and charged, fists up. He darted about, the machine adjusting to each step, its body shifting into position with each movement, electric eye scanning, analyzing. Much faster than before. It closed in, striking and kicking with speed and ferocity.


The TRNR swept past his guard and blasted him in the gut with a gloved mechanical fist, sending him stumbling back. Pain flooded his stomach and flank. He dropped to one knee, whereupon the trainer backed away and waited, bouncing like a restless boxer of old.


Liam winced, then smiled.


Now we’re talking. He snarled and sprang forth, now much harder, but each time the TRNR bested his advances, anticipating his moves and landing solid blows on his jaw, flank, and chest. Liam growled and shook it off.


He took a deep breath. No more playing around. A couple wandered over to watch. He advanced on the TRNR and feinted, creating an opening, and swung at the TRNR, but the robot had anticipated this move and countered, kicking him in the chest and knocking him to the ground again. It all happened so quickly he couldn’t tell if he had hit the head.


Suddenly memories flashed into his mind. Erentyr. 9 years old. Fifteen years ago.


Harsh hands, yanking his young body. Mail-clad soldiers. Binding his and his mother’s hands. His chest tightened, lungs quickened, pulse hammered in his head. Death closed in on him, and he could barely gasp for breath. The memory came unbidden — one man was dragged to the iron chair, red-hot coal glow beneath it. One man who meant more to young Liam than any other man.


No! I am not reliving that day ever again. He closed his eyes and forced his breathing to slow. He knew the robot had defeated him. A storm of terror rocked his frame, yet he held it, muscles tense, like weathering an earthquake.


“Do you yield?” asked the sweet-voiced TRNR.


He tasted the tang of blood from a cut inner lip despite the mouth guard. Something shifted within him, and panic melted back into anger. He liked that. He glanced at the onlookers. Some of them gaped in horror, others with brows wrinkled in concern. But this only angered him more, for some reason he couldn’t place. He snarled. He didn’t want or need anyone’s pity!


He slowly stood up, glaring at the TRNR. He wanted to try again, seeing its weakness. It had anticipated his feint perfectly. Too perfectly. That meant he could count on it. Feign a false opening, then feint knowing it would counter it. Counter the counter.


He wiped the blood from his nose.


Concerned faces waited for his decision, murmuring to each other. Embarrassment flushed his face. He swallowed and forced himself to relax.


“Yeah,” he pushed out. “I suppose I yield.” He absent-mindedly tapped his gloved fists together as the onlookers asked him if he was all right. “I’m fine. Just got a little winded.”


“What level did you set that thing to?” asked a man in sweats.


“I just passed level 36. Been on this program for a while.” He tried to cover his embarrassment with bravado. “I’m good, just another damn fine day, that’s all.”


“Oh. Cause I started the martial arts program last week. I’m on level 4. Is that, uh, what I have to look forward to?”


Liam scratched his neck and looked away. “Well…” he stammered, taking off the gloves. “Um, yeah.”


The man nodded slowly. “I think I’ll go back to you-go. That looks painful.”


“Well,” Liam said, “I mean, it is kind of painful sometimes, sure. It’s fighting, after all, not…”


He trailed off as the man wandered away to the exer-bikes. Liam sighed.


The trainer voice chimed in: “Sir, sensors indicate minor injuries of face, mouth, abdomen and left flank. Two possible minor rib fractures. Are you feeling all right?”


He growled. “No worries.” He tossed the gloves aside, and logged off the trainer, but the injury report worried him. He contemplated heading to the medical facility on the second floor.


Then the TRNR caught his attention. Knuckle-shaped dents wrinkled the blank face.


He smiled. He had landed the head hit. He released a satisfied chuckle now that the onlookers left. He stroked his beard, looking over the TRNR. His plan had worked, even though it beat him. So what if he’d lost? He admired his handiwork as the robot removed the face plate and repaired the dents he had caused.









Chapter 2


Liam washed up, tugged on a t-shirt and button-down shirt, and left the gym-plex. He passed the atrium, the usual crowd shuffling, staring at their Nexword-ds as if being pulled by the nose. He beamed inwardly at those knuckle-dents as he started toward the apartment complex along the moving walkway. The rainstorm sweeping down on the autumn woods outside the glass made no sound. He assessed his recent self-made “therapy” and nodded to himself as he turned a corner. The feelings of being on edge were a little better. But he furrowed his brow. The fight triggered a bunch of flashbacks. That was brutal. And risky. What if it got so bad, he started having the nightmare again?


He shuddered. God forbid. He slapped his cheeks, as if to snap out of even thinking of that. The fight was good. He had to focus on that.


He neared an escalator that climbed past more tall windows, sunset lighting the advertising screens on the walls. What would Mia think, though? His smile faded. But then, why keep asking himself that? They weren’t a thing anymore. He let out a breath and took out his Nexwork-d. Not a thing. Her face was on the lock screen.


He engrossed himself in the photo as he rode the escalator. Her turquoise jewelry shined brilliantly against the autumn background, and her thick, black hair blew behind her as a ray of sunlight glared next to her contagious, squinting, half-silly smile. The smile that had caused his heart to race from the moment he met her as a kid in the Childcare Plex almost fifteen years ago. He breathed in the memory and ran his finger along the screen, as if caressing her face. The random photo captured her well — a rare glimpse of the zany magic tiger that was normally hidden behind long black waves and strict daily calendars. Despite her complaints that it was awful, he refused to remove the picture from the home screen. His head lowered, heart sinking. How bad was it to hang on so long to an ex-girlfriend’s picture on your Nexwork-d?


That thought stung. By all rights, he should have been back in the dating scene years ago. He stroked his short red beard, then brushed dust from his shirt, tucking a hand into his jeans pocket. The catharsis of the TRNR dwindled as he absent-mindedly muscled through the crowd and contemplated downloading the latest GG-ware dating program. Sure, he’d get plenty of request-backs, but then he would have to actually talk to whoever she was. He curled his lip, feeling a bit nauseous. Hard pass.


He strolled alongside the windows as Raythera-on clothing advertisements flashed on the walls of the well-maintained lower building tunnels. Normally he loved the look of those clothes.


Today he wasn’t interested. He hopped on another escalator and resisted the temptation to send Mia a message. Then he remembered why he lost the fight with the TRNR. No way he was going to mess up her life again with his post-traumatic ass. No, she was better off without him. Much happier, too, no doubt. Her happiness was more important than his longing anyway. He folded his arms, nearing the top of the escalator. In that conclusion, he would never budge. He got on the elevator and looked through the glass down at the city. His eyes followed the cars that zipped over the surface roads where Nexwork roadsters chauffeured the sub-Magnolents around ComCorps city 335.


His side stung from the fight, snapping his attention back to where he was: the elevator of residential tower 17A. He exited it and marched down the cream-colored hall to unlock the door and enter his apartment: a modest Identi-plan studio with a small living room, kitchen, single bedroom and bath. Abstract smear-pattern art and pared-down trimming decorated his walls. Coming home always reminded him of being stuffed into a decorated crate, but it safely cocooned him, nonetheless. No crime here since the building came up — like most new city projects. Near zero crime rates were one of Midworld’s greatest achievements. Erentyr certainly could never say that. He shuffled through the door across the parquet floor and pocketed his Nexwork-d, then wandered to the grey cabinet that opposed his favorite faux-leather recliner.


The cabinet. That’s where the figurine was. He had always kept it, even against therapy-bot advice. Today, especially, the drawer it was in tempted him. He stared at the cabinet for a while, his thoughts still stewing about the near panic attack he’d suffered at the gym-plex. Venting with the martial arts trainer only helped for a little while. The flashback lingered in his mind, hence the cabinet beckoned. Haven’t you dwelt long enough on Erentyr for one lifetime? Should you really re-open that wound?


He studied that question with a long breath, in and out.


Yes. He pulled out the drawer with the small wooden figurine in it. A medieval warrior (in Midworld terms) with mail-coat and sword carved, and a hole in the helmet so one could make a necklace out of it. He had made it out of a chunk of aspen wood in the first days of arriving in Midworld. It comforted him, paradoxically, when it should have triggered the traumas. But Mia noticed it hanging from his neck when they met as kids, and that started their friendship. They both loved art. Not prompting AI programs that made art but actually making art themselves. Everyone else grew out of the childish habit, but he and Mia never did. Creating art together kept her tears at bay, too. He understood that.


He caressed the wood. Maybe it was time to make another necklace out of it? Luckily someone “higher up” stopped the Monitors from making them destroy it. He wondered who that was.


He slumped and set down the figurine on the night table. That’s enough, Liam. This isn’t helping. He settled into his recliner near a bottle of Jameson and a glass. Pouring himself a double, he turned off the lights and took a deep sip as the night-lights filled the room with dim red. The apartment hazed over as he sipped, hoping to fall asleep and forget the bloody images still engraved in his head, threatening to break through his defenses. End the day normally.


No. He let out a sharp breath. The fight helped some, but he knew it wouldn’t be enough. He had to get more help.


He picked up his DRN-slim tablet. Many more days like today and he would be in trouble. It was time to get back into therapy again. The thought nauseated him. He pinched the bridge of his nose and closed his eyes. Despite it all he would have to.


His Nexwork-d buzzed. He took it out. Mia — calling. His heart jumped. “Um, yes? Mia?”


“Thought I would join you in the drink you’re having right now. Irish whiskey, right?”


He coughed, mostly to hide how good her voice felt. He laughed nervously. “Am I that predictable?”


“Kinda.”


Awkward pause. “So…um. Good to hear from you. Is everything ok?”


“Yeah. I just knew today might be hard on you,” she said. He noticed the tiniest lilt in her voice. She’d been drinking, too. “With it being, you know —”


He blanched. “The 15th anniversary of … all that?”


She breathed. “Yeah, all that. I know nobody else has called you.”


“I’m … no, I’m ok. Thanks for calling,” he said, voice tight. “I really appreciate it. I mean that.” He opened the screen on the tablet on his lap.


“Did you have an ok day?”


He laughed ironically. “Well … I mean, I decided to go back to therapy, actually.”


“That bad, huh? But, well, that’s good, isn’t it? You’re taking the initiative. Another therapy-bot?”


“I’m thinking of trying a live one this time, assuming there are any left.” He scrolled through the tablet screen. “At least I’d like to. The AI ones helped, but I’ve never tried a live one. Even with years of treatment it was hard to share the, uh, ‘old stuff’, you know?”


“Like the recurrent nightmare? That’s still gone, right?”


Liam shuddered, forcing his mind not to go there. Thank everything holy that nightmare had not returned. Flashbacks were bad enough. That creature haunting his nightmares, triggered by all the traumas, he was told, was another thing entirely. “Yeah, still gone.” He laughed without humor. “I’d go back to orinol again if that nightmare ever came back.”


“Really? Wow. But then, I don’t blame you.”


He realized a bead of sweat had formed on his forehead. Better change the subject. “So anyway, how about you? Last we talked you were thinking about trying the…,” he paused and took a long sip of whiskey.


“The dating scene again?” she finished.


He swallowed, rubbing his forehead, wondering why he took the conversation in this direction. “Yeah,” he said with fake cheerfulness.


“I have a date tomorrow night, actually,” she said, her voice somewhat tentative.


Liam cleared his throat. Didn’t want to think about that either. “Hm, here’s something.” Search results for available psychiatrists only yielded one name. Tomorrow availability — how often did that happen? “Some new guy named Dr Morderan.”


Mia fell silent.


“What?” He clicked through the links to nearly finalize the appointment.


“Ah, it can’t be,” she said. “Never mind. I just … I saw a Dr Morderan all those years ago when I was in therapy at the Childcare Plex.”


“Wait … the one you said was crazier than you?”


“Yeah. But he left C-City ages ago.”


“Weird coincidence?”


“Maybe. Probably nothing. So … how do you feel about going back to therapy?”


He took another long sip and stared at the tablet screen. All he had to do was click “confirm” to make the appointment. But his hand froze and began to tremble. Erentyr wasn’t just about knights and happy quests. It was all that other stuff that provoked such dread. The stuff he never told anyone — not even confidential therapy-bots. And yet here was a live therapist. What a stroke of luck! He felt crushed from both sides. But he had to try again. A chance to live a normal life? Orinol free? No need to get beat up by training robots? But that meant dredging up all that … stuff. Yuck.


“Liam? Did I lose you?”


A memory surfaced. Something his mother told him when he was a little boy, afraid of the Fairywilds that surrounded their homes. Where did that memory come from?


“No.” His voice cracked. “I was just thinking of something Mom told me once.”


Long silence. “You … don’t normally talk about her.”


He ground his teeth. “Don’t let fear take your heart, she said.”


“That sounds like pretty good advice,” she said softly. She inhaled, as if to say more, but didn’t.


He breathed slowly out, then pursed his lips against the tension, forcing his hand to move and finalize the appointment. “Yeah. Well. She believed it. Want to know how I know?”


“Liam, you don’t have to — I didn’t mean —”


His pulse quickened. “Even with hunters bearing down on her, she only thought of getting me to Midworld. She got shot by a crossbow and kept going. She didn’t let fear take her heart, down to her last breath.”


And I left her there to die with the rest of my family, he wanted to add. But guilt choked those words. He cleared his throat. “And to answer your question, I’m feeling great about it. I’m looking forward to rehashing my entire life story again with a stranger.”


Mia sighed at the sarcasm. “Good night, Liam.”


His defenses tightened his neck and shoulder muscles. “Good night, Mia.”


Liam hung up, then glowered into the red darkness, finishing the whiskey. He gripped his glass. The day churned in his mind, closing in on him like a vise. His hand trembled. Frustration, dark memories. Images not only of his family’s deaths, but the terrifying creature that had haunted his nightmares the moment he escaped Erentyr. It had gotten so bad the Monitors got permission to give him children’s orinol to stop them. That worked except on days he forgot to take it. His forced his breathing to slow.


Then he hurled his Jameson into the corner, smashing it against the floor in a spray of booze and broken glass.









Chapter 3


All around him loomed twisted woodland. He was alone, rustling leaves beneath him. Darkness lay upon the world like a cold blanket. Just as it did when he was a boy, fleeing Erentyr. Trees, covered in wildly colored mushrooms dulled by night air, towered over him like menacing, spindly giants, branches clawing, purple fireflies drifting through distant shadows. Drips of silver fell from the odd pine cone. A Fairywild. How could this be? He’d escaped Erentyr. This was impossible. He patted his jeans and button up shirt. No weapons. No Nexwork-d. How the hell did he get back here?


Red-orange light glowed upon the trunks, a dull roaring sound permeating, a burnt cedar smell in the wind.


Fire.


Hot air flowed past him, and he turned to see silhouettes of the trees against crackling tendrils. His whole body began to shake with fear.


Then Liam could feel his presence, trickling up the hairs of his neck. Blood drained from his face, stomach twisting in knots. Liam turned slowly from the fires, and standing silently between two dark oaks, he stood.


The Woodsman.


He stood 7 feet tall, at least. Tattered, thick leggings waved in the wind above heavy, worn boots; a rope belt about his heavily muscled waist. His bare, massive chest heaved slowly, covered in runes of nearly glowing dark red. A crimson cloak flowed from his neck, swaying in the smoky wind, and a deep, seven-layered hood concealed the top half of his face. But the bottom half was visible — a wolf’s snout, snarling, fangs baring, breath frosting in the air. Upon his shoulder, a long, sharp bearded axe rested.


Liam froze, his blood chilling to ice. He took an involuntary step backwards, toward the heat. He tried to cry out but his voice failed him. Panic clamped upon his chest; eyes wide. He began to wheeze in horror.


The Woodsman finally raised an accusing, taloned hand. “Why are you here, Liam?” he said, his voice deep, growling, seemingly echoing in Liam’s mind. Liam shook his head ineffectually, unable to answer, as he had so many times in the Childcare Plex. He backed up another step. “You should be dead with your family! You do not deserve to be alive.” The Woodsman gripped the axe with both hands, red light glinting on the blade.


His heart pounding was the only sound Liam could hear. He turned and bolted. Toward the flickering blaze. Sparks drifted past him as he sprinted, gasping, glancing back to see the Woodsman, lips curling in a menacing snarl, sprinting after him swiftly, axe brandished. His growl dominated all other sounds. Fire surrounded Liam.


***


He gasped deeply, drenched in sweat, and sat up in his room. Breathing staccato and shallow, hand on his chest, he covered his face with his other hand.


No.


Not again. After everything he had been through. All these years free of it. He fought the urge to weep in despair. It came in waves. “Just a dream, just a dream, just a dream,” he whispered. He wiped his forehead of sweat. He would not give in to this. No more weakness. No more. He slammed his fist into the wall, caving in the drywall.


He roared and stood up, slowly catching his breath. Beside his bed, Jameson awaited. He poured a double and downed it straight, burning his throat. He coughed and poured another. His nerves calming, he watched the swirling golden-brown liquid in the glass. No … that was enough whiskey for now. He set it down.


The figurine caught his eye — the one he’d left on the table instead of putting it back in the drawer. He returned it and glowered at the clock. Forty-five minutes before his alarm would go off. No sense in trying to go back to sleep. The very idea made him shudder. He huffed, trying to center himself, then stormed off to get ready for work.


***


After work the next day, Liam passed the 24-hour Graves-stim dispenser in the red-and-white hall of the NAC Medicost complex. A new ad flashed on it. An AI-generated model smiled, words forming under her. Stressed at work? Relationships? Give yourself the peace of mind you deserve! New orinol 6-month injectable formulation now available. Scan this code today for a free consultation!


He shook his head. Of course they had that now. Just so easy. But there had to be a better way than that. Desperation closed in on him.


He inhaled deeply. Remembering his mother’s quote the previous night triggered memories of that last day in Erentyr. Memories he knew he would have to dive back into today in therapy with the new doctor. Jitters fluttered through his body. He pushed past the dispenser, and the sun shined through the glass of the windowed hall, falling on the abstract line-art of the carpeting. Thankfully his side no longer ached from the TRNR bot, and the additional double-shots of whiskey last night (and this morning) had no ill effects. Mia always said he healed too quickly to be “natural.” Too bad that did not help him now.


He entered the empty waiting area. No one was at the front desk either — there was only a Nexwork screen with a welcome message. Weird. Everburn faux fluorescent lights lined the ceiling, and framed paintings lined the egg-white walls in between pricey shoe advertisements on screens. One of the paintings was entitled “Disquietude, by artificial artist LZ.” He tapped the screen at the desk.


“Welcome, client,” a computer voice answered. “Who are you here to see?”


“I’m here for my appointment with Dr Morderan.”


“Dr Morderan does not exist.”


He blinked. “Excuse me, what?”


He barely noticed the screen flicker. “My apologies. System error. Fixing … Welcome, client. Who are you here to see?”


“Um … like I said, Dr Morderan.”


A long pause. “Please follow the prompts on the screen.”


He scratched his head. What the hell was wrong with Nexwork today? He shrugged. Anything, even more painful therapy, was worth trying to have a normal life without just taking orinol forever. He opened his left palm … the one with the long nasty scar across it. The one he had gotten crossing into Midworld as a boy. It itched for some reason, all along all the additional, smaller scars on top of the older, larger one. Now those scars had long healed. He stared at the screen, resolve growing. Here we go. He started filling out the forms.


An old man’s voice came from somewhere within the office. “Oh good. He’s here! Never thought he’d call.”


Liam put his head through the open window to peek. A man with salt-and-pepper hair sat on an office chair looking away. He tapped the silver head of his cane. There seemed to be nobody else in the office but him — who was he talking to?


Finally, footsteps, interspersed with the clack of a cane against the beige tiles, like an approaching street repair robot. It stopped at the door. Liam pretended to be distracted with his Nexwork-d.


More waiting. He tapped his foot. What was the doctor doing?


The knob turned, and the door opened. A tall man in his sixties entered, suit classic and well-tailored, though scruffy with ragged elbow patches and a worn collar. A face, creased with many lines, smiled at him. The doctor’s right eye was clouded over, giving his cheerful, snaggle-toothed expression an eccentric air, like an old tenured professor who loved to shock new students with unfiltered sarcasm. “And you’ll be Mr Panregon?” he asked in a Scottish-sounding accent.


Liam stood up, jitters in his lungs. “Doctor?”


They shook hands. “Follow me.” He hobbled toward his office. They passed sterile-smelling empty rooms. Dr Morderan’s office was cluttered with books and bric-a-brac, along with a viewing screen on a roller, a huge reclining office chair and a lush, ancient leather couch by a mahogany coffee table. More cluttered, forgotten attic rather than medical office. A window offered a little view of the pink concrete buildings of the ComCorp City Medicost sector.


The doctor sat down and offered Liam a seat on the couch, then looked piercingly at him with an odd smile. Books buried the tabletop: an analysis of MacBeth, some neuroscience texts, and something called I Claim Them All by J. Savage. Liam sat comfortably, returning this strange doctor’s penetrating glare with a curious eyebrow.


Here he was. Maybe this time he could figure life out. Just being here caused memories he had pushed away to surface with force. The final moments with his mother haunted him, when she gave him the last Dream Stone. Her face dripped with blood that trickled down the lines of her rounded cheeks. Her long, wavy hair tossed from the winds of an oncoming storm over the purple glow-fly meadows. She winced at the pain from the crossbow bolt in her leg, her russet kirtle rustling in the cold.


Bring the Dream Stone back to me, she said. Or our homeland will die.


That was the last day he saw her alive. How could he finally get past all that and move on? He took a deep breath, in and out, and waited.


“So there you are,” said the doctor finally, breaking the silence. “After all this time. I cannae believe it.”


It was a strange way to start. “I’m sorry, have we met?”


Morderan smiled. “Not exactly, Mr Liam Trendari Panregon.”


No one ever used his Erentyrian middle-name. Interesting choice to start out. More silence. “I guess I don’t really know how to begin. All my previous therapists have been bots, actually.” He crossed his legs.


Morderan smiled. “It’s about trust, Mr. Panregon. Trust is necessary for healing, and in fact for life itself I believe. Trust in a bot is easy. Trust in a human? Well…”


“So … what shall I trust you about?”


He raised a finger. “Ah. Let’s not be twiggy. Let’s take our first step.” Morderan’s good eye twinkled. “I want to show you something.”


“Twiggy? Ok. Usually we start off with ‘therapy goals’ and a list of ‘incorrect cognitions’ and so forth. What’s your approach? Should we talk about my relationship problems? My career stresses? My time in the Childcare Plex? Stuff like that?”


Morderan nodded. “Patience, lad. We will talk about your past. Not of the Childcare Plex, but how about before that?” He turned on the screen and it faded into the image of a little boy being interviewed — video footage stopped in a freeze-frame.


A wet chill climbed his spine. He cleared his throat. “W-Where did you get that? That footage was archived — well … they said it was.” He leaned forward. It’s me.


“I was granted special access to the Magnolent archive by a very high authority. It took quite a bit of work to get to treat you, Mr Panregon. You’re quite a special case as you must know, lad.”


A creeping, dreadful stillness crept up Liam’s muscles. What kind of therapy was this? Who was this doctor? “All right,” he said, tentatively. “What are we doing, then?”


The doctor turned to the screen. “Take another look at this old footage, Mr Panregon. But now through the eyes of an adult.” A look of fatherly concern crossed his face. “Does it bother you to see this, young man?”


He wavered, torn between pulling away and leaning further in. “Well, no … I … no, go ahead, I don’t care. I can handle it.”


Morderan nodded and started the video.


The little boy had an accent like the doctor’s … where had that gone? “My name is Liam Trendari, and I’m the seventh child of Ynwin and Cormac Panregon. New squire for Thane Finn of the Shoreland Tuath. But he’s dead now. I … came here to escape the Nurnian invaders … but now I can’t get back home. They took me Dream Stone.” The little boy was rocking back and forth, not looking the interviewer in the eye, as if reciting something to a wall. He was clearly in shock.


Liam shook his head, riveted to the screen, breathing shallowly. Jesus, I was screwed up.


The off-camera interviewer asked: “And how did you hurt your hand?” The feed closed in on his bandaged hand. Liam held up the scarred palm before him as he watched the video.


“A dragon bit me deep in the Fairywild. Mama’s prayer to the Ocean Mother didn’t save me from it.”


“A dragon? Wow, that’s scary. Tell me more.”


“Look at me,” said Liam, watching as the little boy on the screen seemed to shrink, shutting down. “I’m so afraid … petrified. I can barely talk.”


“The code of the knight?” said the boy, the interviewer having coaxed him to talk again. “I can recite it by heart. It goes: I swear to honor the Fairy Queen and Her children, uphold my lord and liege, and protect all those in need. And then the lord strikes you across the face.”


“Strikes you?” The interviewer sounded aghast. “Who?”


“I told you. Your liege lord. Don’t you know anything? Then ye say: I swear to seek the greatest glory, achieve equan—equanimity of spirit, and fight for purest Good. And then finally —” Morderan paused the video.


He had to finish it, like a musician needing to play the last note of a melody.


“Finally, as a knight,” Liam said softly, “I swear to hunt for naught but Truth, humbly keep the courtesies…” The words were still there, stirring something cruel that lurked just out of reach. “And avenge all wrongdoing.”


“Ah, you remember!” said Dr Morderan.


“Yeah,” he said softly, shaking his head, shifting uncomfortably on the couch. “I remember all that about honor and courage. Hmf. What does all that matter if you still lose in the end? I mean, it didn’t do my family any good, did it?” He wrinkled his nose. “Nobody stresses about it in Midworld, anyway.”


The screen held the frozen image of young Liam, holding up his bandaged hand to the camera, his eyes haunted, his face concealing deep wounds.


“How much of your life in Erentyr do you remember?”


Nervousness pushed more words out of him. “Not much, thank goodness. Probably would have driven me nuts, like my roommate in the Childcare Plex. Tommy — that poor guy. He once bit his own tongue off because the voices told him it was evil. His tongue.” He shook his head, mesmerized by his younger self. “Poor guy. He used to mumble this weird rhyme after his surgery … what was it? Oho, he would say … When the pale moon dies in the autumn night’s glen … three days, three nights, it rises again. Over and over he mumbled that. I covered my ears as he repeated it.” The calming white air-conditioned halls of the Childcare Plex stretched over him in his memory. Safe and secure.


“Indeed … sounds like you’re thankful to be here in Midworld, and not the land of your birth.”


Liam rubbed the knuckle that hit the TRNR yesterday. “Of course! Unlike most people here in Midworld, I actually know what Erentyr is like. Midworld has no war and no want – the Magnolents did their job well. What do these people know about any of that? Locking away the Dream Stones was the best thing anyone ever did. Me, I’d just as soon forget Erentyr ever existed.” But his voice faltered at that last word. The image of his mother on that last day appeared in his mind. But then he also remembered why he was here. He had to move past all that.


The doctor raised an eyebrow and seemed to study his expression. “Aye. Well, I encourage you to keep an open mind.”


Liam squinted. “About what?”


Dr Morderan smiled. “What might you say to me if I said you could go back, right now?”


Liam furrowed his brow. That was an odd question. No therapy bot ever entertained such hypothetical scenarios. He ran a finger along the scar on his left palm, tapping where the dragon bit him. Memories of cutting the scar on purpose in the Graves Childcare Plex surfaced. Along with the feelings that brought the urge on. Grief. The nightmare about the Woodsman. Cutting the scar distracted him. Until he met Mia, anyway. She helped. He cocked his head and leaned back in his seat. “I guess I never ask myself that, now. I mean, the Magnolents have the Dream Stone locked away, so even if I wanted to, I couldn’t —”


Morderan removed a small object from his pocket and handed it across the table slowly, as if presenting something fragile.


Liam blinked and leaned forward. He took the oval-shaped dark grey Stone into his hand. Carved expertly onto the surface was an eye with three spiral pupils. A sinking feeling overcame him. His scarred hand trembled holding it, and his breath shortened, as if snakes suddenly coiled around him. He lifted it closer. The weight and smoothness of the Stone was perfect. Precisely how he remembered it when his mother gave it to him before she fell.


It was tangible, weighty in his scarred hand. His fingers tingled as he caressed its contours. He glanced at the doctor, flushing. “How the hell — is this the real one? Or is this some kind of exercise?”


Dr Morderan smiled and nodded encouragingly, both hands resting on his walking stick. “It’s the original, lad. Hold it. Re-familiarize yourself with it.”


“How did you…” Liam caressed its solid contours. He never thought he would see this thing again. That triple-spiral eye stared right into him. Piercing. But this was not right. This had to be a trick! Somehow the doctor must have gotten hold of a very detailed replica.


The sight of the Stone triggered a memory to burst into his mind. He ran, gripping the Stone in his unscarred hand, the overgrown castle before him, howling twisted forests behind him. His mother’s prayer echoing in his head.


He rubbed his eyes. No! This is what your therapy programs warned you about. Years of therapy bot sessions flashed past him.


Morderan pointed, voice sharp. “That Stone is an ancient item with very special qualities. With it you can—”


“This was my mother’s Stone,” he said, fending off the flashback. “It wasn’t really supposed to go to me. She told me to brave the dragon and flee to Midworld, but to one day return it to her. Seemed very important.”


Dr Morderan nodded solemnly, seemingly working out what to say next. “Liam … a lot has happened since you escaped. Do you remember how to use the Dream Stone?”


He gripped it and raised his eyes to the doctor. “Use it? To go back? Are you nuts? No, I don’t remember! And I don’t want to.”


Morderan leaned forward. “When you are at the appropriate location, you can close your eyes, and concentrate on the gate. Imagine it, and it will open up for you … then you must go through it.”


He laughed, incredulous. “Why would I do that, Dr Morderan? I barely escaped that hell. My mother handed me the Stone and then died. I’m the only,” he said, clearing his throat sharply, “survivor.”


The doctor jutted his jaw out for a moment, furrowing his brow in thought. Then he shook his head. “Aye, but that’s just it, lad. There’s something you don’t know. Something you couldn’t know. Your mother, Ynwin, did not die that day.”


Liam blinked, not registering what the man was saying. “Wh-what are you talking about? Yes she did.”


He raised a hand, as if to calm him. “Now, I know it is a shock to hear it, lad. But she is still alive. And she needs you. And she is in trouble, now more than ever. She and your homeland are dying.”


Liam assessed this bizarre doctor. He seemed genuine behind that crooked smile. But Liam’s whole body tensed, belying his calm. A black storm of memories roiled within him, just out of reach, but threatening to burst through any time. He scoffed. “This is nuts. I can’t go back there. My life is here in Midworld, doctor. What the hell am I supposed to do about all this? This is Erentyr we’re talking about, man. You might as well tell me to jump into a volcano, it’d be safer. You do remember why I left, right? I could barely save myself from that place! Why don’t you return if it’s so important?”


He furrowed his brow. “I cannae return it to her. It’s complicated.”


Liam clicked his tongue. “I’m sure.” He sat up. This was absurd. Surely some kind of trick. “Ok, so … you’re insane. This is not ok, and I’ve had enough of this. I don’t know what you’re trying to pull but you’re nuts and I’m done.” He stood. “I’m out, and with any luck you’re going to have your license revoked, and they’ll throw you in the containment facility for meddling with the Magnolent Mandate.”


“Aye, and what of your mother? Will you turn your back on her?”


He ground his jaw. “Erentyr nearly destroyed me. I lost everything.”


“Aye, I know, lad!” shouted Morderan. “You were stabbed in the heart!” Liam stood still as a stone at the sudden outburst. “Stabbed. I understand, son. The blade broken off in your soul. Believe me, I know what that is like,” he said, voice sharp and piercing, as if commanding. Liam instantly believed it. Morderan’s expression softened. “But for all that pain, all you gained here in Midworld was a lifetime supply of painkillers. That blade still lies buried. But your mother needs you. Your homeland needs her.”


Liam cleared his throat, forcing himself to stand strong through sheer force of will. “No,” he rasped. “My whole family died there. Going back would be suicide.” His lips curled into a snarl. He tapped the doctor on the chest with a finger. “And how dare you use my mother’s memory to —”


“It’s nae a lie, lad.”


“They shot her in the leg,” he growled, voice rising. “They stabbed and shot every one of my brothers,” he continued, voice straining, He swallowed and closed his eyes for a moment, looking away. “And then,” he said, turning back to the doctor. “I fled that world. Left her,” he added, voice cracking and low, throat tight, “in a pool of blood on the glow-fly meadows of Caldbana. There is no way she survived Arrius’s hunters. Think I didn’t remember it right? Because I’ve re-lived that day a hundred thousand times, my friend. So don’t tell me she still lives.”


Morderan’s eyes softened into pity. Liam hated that look, but unlike others, he sensed a deep understanding from the doctor. “All right, Liam. But at least keep the Stone. Study it. Feel its energy. It’s bound to her. You’ll know,” he said, putting a hand on his shoulder, making Liam’s eyes dart uneasily to his thick hands. “She is alive. But you must feel it right deep down. ’Tis fair enough. The years have passed, and the danger grows. You say your life here now is in Midworld. Maybe ’tis so. But I owe you this much; your entire homeland will be destroyed and your mother executed soon. The Fairy Queen Herself sent me here to ask this task of you. This is our last chance, Liam. Please reconsider.”


Liam stood speechless. Gaping, his mind a whirlwind. It was far too much. All utterly impossible. He clenched his scarred fist and shook his head, as if to fling the confusion from his mind. But the doctor’s plea wrenched his heart. His chest ached. What if it was really true? “Look, doc, w-what are you trying to do? I was the last one to cross the gates — everyone knows that. The Magnolents took the Stone from me almost as soon as I got here. His Grace, Damien Raythera has it now.”


Morderan scowled. “It’s not Raythera’s Stone, lad. It’s yours. It’s your blood kinsmen who need you. Your homeland. If you’ll give me time, I’ll explain everything. Come, at least have a seat and we’ll talk about it.”


Memories stabbed at him from within, struggling to make their presence known. His heart hammered his chest and a deep pain pinched his temples. “I’m not your guy, Doc. His Grace, Mr Raythera is. He went to Erentyr and returned a hero. I ran screaming from it, remember? I’m sorry.”


The doctor straightened, his expression almost scolding. “With respect, Mr Panregon, you have no idea what you’re capable of. Midworld has left you no room for it.”


But Liam shook his head. Thoughts swirling, he turned abruptly and walked out. Leaving the Medicost tower, he noticed he still clenched the Dream Stone close to his heart, taking it with him.









Chapter 4


For hours, he considered looking up the C-City Medicost board to report Dr Morderan for trying to breach the gates — punishable by life in prison. Every time he opened up his Nexwork-d, he stopped. Something kept him from reporting him. An inner pressure … a desire to know. What if it was true? Maybe Mom really was alive. He paced the halls, wandering aimlessly from the Medicost district to the tram station. He got on and sat down in the egg-white car, closed his eyes, and rubbed his temples, barely noticing the shuffling citizens about him staring at their Nexwork-d’s. Everyone politely sat without talking. The twelve-person tram car sped along the city back toward the residential center. I barely escaped that nightmare! Why would I go back? He kept on for hours, staring at the Dream Stone, inwardly pacing about like a wolf that wanted to chew a bone but couldn’t decide where to lay.


Bring the Dream Stone back to me, she said, or our homeland will die.


But she died. Right? He punched his scarred palm absent-mindedly as he stepped off the tram, but instead of getting off at the residential sector, the station opened into the market district. The session with Morderan replayed over and over. What if she really was still alive and needed him in Erentyr?


An involuntary shudder arose. An image of her flashed. She knelt, took his freckled hand in hers and showed him the Dream Stone. “It’s just us now,” she whispered, wincing in pain — one of the hunters’ arrows in her calf.


The memory refused to go away. His breathing became ragged.


She held him close as the hunters closed in. “Ocean Mother please protect my only remaining son,” she sobbed. “Keep him safe from harm, I beg you.”


He mouthed her final words.


A constable of ravens scattered into the sky from the camphor trees above the blue standing crystals of Drenhai, beyond the glow-fly meadows — that seemed to encourage her. But then came the Nurnian hunters — angry mailed men-at-arms — from the forest, crossbows readied.


He shook his head, as if to fling such thoughts down the corridor leading to the market center, where they couldn’t hurt him. Several deep breaths. The idea of going back to Erentyr, even for that, sent shivers down his back. He grimaced. Damn it, stop. If you go back there and get killed, then she sacrificed herself to save you for nothing!


He stared at the Stone. It seemed to pulse in his mind when he pondered it. Within its weighty heft carried the key to opening gates between worlds. Its contours, Mom had told him, were crafted by the Fairy Queen Goddess Herself, older than time.


What if.


He needed a drink. He left the bathroom and got on the escalators, and the light of flashing clothing and restaurant advertisements bathed the tunnel. He emerged into the sprawling market sector known as The Dome™. The great silver hemisphere soared above him as he pushed through a maze of bars and dining — all subsidiaries of Raythera Industries. Endless flashing screens lit the bustling streets, distracting his eyes. Advertisement drones swarmed above him through the haze, peddling beauty products, health supplements, and jewelry. He descended the stairs and uneasiness seeped into his skin. Crowds … yuck. But going home would have just meant he drank himself to sleep. He needed to walk it off. Let his thoughts chew on everything for a bit.


What the hell am I going to do about this?


Something flickered out of the corner of his eye as he passed a restaurant called Circuits, right past the entrance tunnel. The silhouette of a hooded figure with a wolfish snout crossed the blinking lights inside the restaurant. The fleeting image sent a jolt through him. He straightened, taller than most, and watched it turn and disappear into the shadows inside. He rubbed his eyes and looked around. Not dreaming, definitely. Had to be an illusion? He pushed through the noisy crowd, the weird encounter with Dr Morderan still churning in his head.


This was getting out of control. Whatever was happening, the idea Dr Morderan proposed tugged at him, like a pesky raven picking at his hair. And now he was hallucinating the damn Woodsman while he was awake. He sighed through his teeth. Erentyr had obviously beaten him and made him a freaking nutball. He entered the noisy restaurant, dancers to the left, large screens blaring to the right, and squinted. He brushed past a waiter, nearly dumping a tray of glasses, and powered through full dining rooms with cartoonish tropical scenes painted on the walls to reach her.


No Woodsman. He scoffed at himself.


Doubts and turmoil were edged out by leap-frogging jolts of worry. Screens surrounding the dining area played events from the recent Sports-Bot Olympics at the bar, where fans howled at the game like chattering monkeys at the humanoid robots competing.


“Liam?” a woman’s voice called. He whirled.


Mia.


She sat at a table in the corner, setting down a tablet. Working on her artwork? Here?


“Hey,” he said, faking calm. “Fancy meeting you here,” he said lamely. He looked around. “Um. Is your date not coming?”


Jitters buzzed within him as he neared. Fighting murder-bots was fine but trying to figure out how to talk to Mia about all this? Terrifying.


She rolled her eyes and went back to her artwork. “Stood me up. Come on over.”


He tilted his head. “Should we?”


She raised an eyebrow at him. “Can’t old friends share a dinner?”


He shrugged and quietly neared her as she swiped and shaped a scene: a fantastical castle built on sea-stack cliffs by the wine-dark ocean. Huge wolves, soaring falcons, stormy mountains. Dense and elaborate. Incredible talent — not as technically slick as AI art, but he much preferred its soul. He looked closer as she continued.


No fiery, slashing demons, unlike her old drawings.


His eyes went back to her as she finished up a corner of her painting. Maybe she had outgrown the darker stuff she used to make.


The sweeping movements of her hands caused her frilly blouse to wave in the low light. She still chewed her bottom lip when painting, just like when she was 11. He rarely saw her like that anymore.


He sat down. Her hair tumbled about in thick waves, and her mahogany eyes, behind small, round glasses, darted between him and the tablet. The faux-candlelight made her coppery skin glow, revealing faint birthmarks he used to call “skin perfections.” Tension at seeing her in person immediately tightened his neck and chest. It was good to see her, but impossible to forget their inability to live together. Sudden moods. Long silences. Short, sharp conversations. Knowing she would never be able to understand his pain. Knowing she could do far better than him. Still, she was beautiful, in a deep way. He gave her a tentative smile. “So … hi.”


She put the menu away. Her eyes met his, as if measuring his emotional state. “Hi.”


Awkward silence. Liam’s insides felt like a beehive buzzing. He didn’t want to fight. “I recognize that painting you were working on. That’s from our plays, right? From the Home? The great fortress at the cliff. Remember the name?”


Mia pursed her lips to one side. “Of course. Caer Lannican. Forget … seriously? Who learned your native language in secret when we were kids? Who helped you make that old wooden figurine of, what was it? King Brendan of Ancient Kaledon? Or did you forget?”


“Touché. I’m sorry your date stood you up. That’s annoying. What was this one’s problem?”


She set the tablet down, slumping, her hair drifting in front of her face. She shrugged. “I don’t know. Probably scared him off.”


Liam scolded himself for being relieved her date didn’t show. It obviously hurt her feelings. Much more important than their ex-relationship. “Scared him off?”


“Oh, you know. Last night I started blabbering on about my research with some timberwolves we just got? See this?” She lifted her hand, the one with her grandmother’s ring, to reveal a bandage. “Got a little love nip from one of them,” she said with a chuckle. “And then I started going on and on about their habitat and how they’re so endangered.” She sighed, tapping the table. “I bored him silly, just like I always do. Must make me silly.”
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