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      There are moments in my life that have hit like lightning strikes. They came out of nowhere, but the moment they arrived, I knew. The first one happened when I learned I could be a writer. I knew instantly that was my path in life. No questions. It was just what I was going to do. The second lightning strike happened the first time I heard the word 'transgender.' That was what I was, plain and simple. No questions. That was who I am.

      It has been almost twenty years since I came out in March, 2007. I've been through a lot. Disowned, twice. Conversion therapy. Bad dates that wanted me to de-transition to meet their parents. Being called slurs in an IHOP. People cornering me at conferences to tell me I was a sin just for breathing. But through all those down moments, through all the hard times, through the months and years of dysphoria, there were other things that carried me onward.

      Because bad moments pass. And good moments, they linger in the air like the perfume of flowers in the summer. There's a term now that didn't exist when I first came out. Gender euphoria. Euphoria, meaning a feeling of intense happiness. For every one of those bad times, I have experienced a dozen moments of joy.

      These days, I worry that my happiness is dangerous. It feels like politicians want me to disappear, or they want to pretend I don't even exist. There are people fighting for me and other gender expansive people, don't get me wrong, but some days it just doesn't feel like enough. We face down hate every day, an emotion so strong and volatile that it feels like a tidal wave even when it comes from only one source. This comes from so many more people than that. But how do we counter hate?

      As hard as it is, we do it with love. Not necessarily for the people who hate us - we do not need to forgive them, ever. There are other people, however, that we can reach. Just by breathing, we show we exist, and always have. By being ourselves, unabashedly and proudly, we make room. And when faced with a wave of hate, we love. We love our communities, each other, our friends. We love ourselves. I know. It's hard. Every day, it feels harder. But here's the thing: we've already changed the world.

      It has been almost twenty years since I came out. In that time, we've gotten books, movies, television roles. Broadway stars are transgender. Famous authors are nonbinary. Fashion models, activists, poet laureates, doctors, lawyers. We're everywhere. The gender spectrum has become so diverse and full that we're constantly finding new ways to include someone in it. And none of that was there when I was a kid. None of it.

      This part is hard. This part is scary. But we've come through times like this before. From the moment one brave Black woman threw a brick at Stonewall, we've been changing the world. The life we live here in 2026, bumpy as it is, did not exist in 2007. I never imagined it would. And every time I think of that, I love us even more.

      In Portland, people protested by putting on frog suits and dancing in the streets. It made a difference.

      Here, now, let us put on our best - be it masculine or feminine - and do the same. Dance, because just by existing, just by being happy, we will change the world again.

      Dance, and I'll dance with you.

      -October
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      Mathias’s second arrow plunged through the skull of the Saturn Four’s spy with a solid thunk. Simbien rose up behind the intruder and skewed him on reflex. The man shrieked as the injury tore him apart. The scrape of the blade against bone confirmed the spy’s fatal fate. Simbien fell to his knees beside the now deceased man and stabbed him again. He then dragged the blade downward to his belly, opening him up. Simbien wrenched the sword free, laid it on the snow-covered ground, and reached into the bloody cavity. Bones cracked as he dug deeper until he found it—the heart. Simbien withdrew scarlet-drenched hands with pride building in him as he got to his feet, the slick muscle clutched in his hands.

      A shadow fell over him, and Simbien turned around.

      “Fool the eye, and you fool the mind.” Mathias joined him. He tossed his dreadlocked hair back over wide shoulders and scratched beneath his bloodied and torn material, his bow still in his other fist.

      Simbien glanced over the field of dead bodies. “Capture the heart and you live forever.”

      Mathias laughed as he stowed his bow. He snatched his leg out of the grip of the downed Saturn Four scout. “You have mine.”

      Simbien smiled and tossed his blond hair over his shoulder. “Indeed. We’re victorious this day.”

      “So we are.” Mathias nodded, but his smile withered. He limped as he made his way over to Simbien. He looked down and spied the thin blood trail from his ankle back to the scout. Pushing the stinging pain aside, Mathias headed for his danker beast.

      Mathias loved Simbien. When they’d first met, he enjoyed watching Simbien work. When the king ordered him and Mathias out, Simbien hadn’t worried. Mathias’s prowess with a bow made them perfect partners. The thrill of witnessing the fervor of battle held fascination for them both. As a Minister Knight of Souls, Simbien’s duty remained to the king, but his heart, well, that belonged to Mathias. Mathias didn’t complain about the bloody battles or the long times he spent away on missions. A rarity in this place of ice and snow, where people acted as frigid as the weather—the night to his dawn, Mathias warmed him.

      None of the Saturn Four scout party remained.

      “Come, let’s go home.” Simbien beckoned to Mathias, got to his feet, and placed the heart in his rucksack. He reclaimed his danker beast, a pack animal, from its hidden spot behind a thatch of trees.

      “We’re going to just leave them then?” Mathias asked as he climbed on his own danker beast.

      “As a warning to others who come through the circle.” Simbien pulled on his cloak. The Circle of Allerton acted as a portal between kingdoms. Linked to the Oracle and the Circle, the priestess Octiva knew the moment the Saturn Four party arrived. She’d alerted the king. His order had been simple. Eliminate them.

      “Don’t you think they’ll send more when the others don’t return?” Mathias rode up beside him. He’d tied his shoulder-length hair behind him. It flapped against his back as he rode.

      “Yes. They’ll send others. And we’ll be ready.”

      “Aye.” Mathias nodded and hunched back into his cloak. Together they traveled along the path that cut through the Northern Forest and on toward the Veloris castle—their home.

      With his arms heavy, Simbien adjusted the reins and encouraged his danker beast to move faster. Winter on the Ice Planet plunged temperatures so low that he struggled to feel his fingers. He took turns putting his gloved hands into his cloak’s pocket. The Saturn Four scouts hadn’t been ready for the weather, thus Simbien’s victory had been swift. Their opponents battled both him and Mathias, as well as the harsh elements. It had been too much.

      Ahead, the worn path cut a swath through the thick forest filled with trees that held their needles this late into winter. Heavy flakes fell as they pushed on. Some collected in Mathias’s beard.

      “Great. Snow. More path ahead than behind.” Mathias scowled.

      “Cheer up. It’s not snowing. The goddess weeps.” Simbien grinned.

      “She’s got an icy heart, the danker!” Mathias spat before breaking into laughter. Simbien sobered. “Don’t offend the goddess.”

      “Fine!” Mathias snapped and rubbed the snowflakes out of his beard.

      “What does that mean?” Simbien quirked an eyebrow.

      “I’m hungry. Cold. Not like you. At home in any element, any battle…” He trailed off.

      “Sometimes I get lost in the chase and the battle.” Simbien shrugged. “It’s my duty. That’s all, Mathias. I don’t love it. It does keep us housed, warm, and fed.”

      “Indeed.” Mathias slapped his danker beast, and it trotted ahead, out of Simbien’s reach.

      With luck, they’d reach the East Wing hall before they stopped serving evening meals. At the thought, Simbien’s stomach growled in hunger. The call of henckens, a lean meat source, in ginger sauce made his belly tighten in anticipation. His body sang with fatigue as the thrill of fighting waned. When Mathias looked back at him again, a surge of warmth filled his heart, and he smiled.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Just before sunset, Simbien and Mathias arrived in their living quarters. They’d pushed their danker beasts to their limit were stiff with cold.

      “The king will want to see us.” Simbien put his sword against the fireplace and walked deeper into the room, where a metal bucket partially filled with ice waited. He dropped the sack into it with a thack. Death felt heavy in his hands. It stained everything. Red splashes on the snow. Dark blobs on the ice.

      Simbien blinked the images away.

      “He’ll have to wait. I’m starved. I’m…” Mathias propped his bow beside Simbien’s scabbard and sent the whole group of swords clattering to the floor, drowning out the rest of his words.

      “You’re what?” Simbien called as he came back into the outer room.

      “Never you mind.” Mathias walked over to the fireplace and packed it with logs and kindling. Above the fireplace, candles burned dim. Mathias used one to light the kindling, and soon the fire roared alive.

      A fur rug covered the majority of floor. Scents of lavender and onk petals mixed with the beginning bite of fire.

      “I long for a bath.” Mathias shrugged out of his cloak.

      “I long for a kiss.” Simbien closed the distance between them, took Mathias in his arms and kissed him deep and true.

      Here he felt warm and alive. After so much death, Mathias resurrected him. The numbness that came with battle receded beneath the burning heat of their love. Before him, he had freedom and friends. Mathias made it all mean more than his selfish pursuits. Something about the way Mathias moved seduced him from the moment he arrived at the castle.

      Hard knocks on the door interrupted them.

      Mathias pulled away. “Duty.”

      “Indeed.” Simbien went to the door and opened it. “What?”

      Gazing up at him with wide gray eyes, the eldest prince, Marion, grinned. “Daddy wants you in the Great Hall.”

      Simbien’s annoyance melted beneath Marion’s excitement.

      “Come on, Sim!” Marion beckoned, his dark skin shiny beneath the torchlight. Without waiting, he took off in the Great Hall’s direction.

      Mathias came to stand behind Simbien. He rubbed his shoulders before releasing him. “Let’s go. Your fans await.”

      Simbien sighed. He went to reclaim the sack filled with the heart. He’d present it to the king, a trophy of the done deed. King Marshall didn’t fall into that level of admiration as his young son, so a gift such as this would be valued and demonstrate Simbien’s prowess in battle.

      At the front of the Great Hall, seated past the wooden benches and tables, was a raised dais of gray stone similar to the stones used to construct the castle. King Marshall and Queen Zoë, stunning and elegant, sat on their thrones, their dark skin enriched by their robes’ velvety purple. They looked every bit of royalty and beauty.

      The Great Hall had been dressed in elaborate decorations. Herbs and flower petals from the Northern Forest had been strewn about on the floor, providing color. On the walls, ornate tapestries in vibrant burgundy and silver depicted the Veloris ivory landscapes. The hall had been reserved for knights and soldiers and their families. Rows of wooden tables and the clamor of conversations rose up to the hall’s high ceilings.

      Dining tables, set on trestles, had been filled with food and mugs of ale. In the middle of each table sat burned-down lavender scented candles and wax statues carved by the village candlemakers. Torches and lanterns had been lit throughout to chase off the evening dark. The fires in the open hearth pushed heat into the hall.

      Simbien and Mathias walked by the tables, up to the front of the hall, still sporting dried blood and injuries from their battle.

      Mathias sent him a look and gestured to his hands.

      “Aye, do not say it. I know. I know. You wanted a bath.” Simbien couldn’t help but smile.

      Ahead, King Marshallcame down the dais to meet them. “Simbien! You’ve returned! And Mathias.”

      “Yes.” Simbien gritted his teeth at his stomach’s rumbling. The evening meal’s aroma caught his attention.

      The king stood as tall as Simbien, but without as much muscle. The silver crown had been pushed back on his head, and his dark brown eyes narrowed as he took Simbien in., bloodied from battle, taking more room in the Great Hall than he should. He held the bloody sack out to his lord and waited, eyes clouded with some emotion the other man couldn’t read.

      Marshall hesitated and then took the sack. His arm drooped from the weight. A rim of fear lined the king’s eyes. He blinked, and it vanished.

      Perhaps Simbien imagined it.

      Marshall smirked. “Bloody affair. Thank the goddess it’s over.”

      Simbien stiffened. “This isn’t the end, sire.”

      Marshall quirked an eyebrow. “No?”

      “No.” Simbien bowed, rose, and turned away.
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        * * *

      

      Mathias took a seat at the table closest to the exit. Simbien sat opposite him. The spicy aromas of fire roasted henckens mixed with the odor of heady hops. Together they seduced and encouraged both silence and hearty pleasure as the kitchen servers dropped off the wooden bowls and tankards of ale.

      The slick meat slipped through Simbien’s fingers. He watched Mathias eat his bowl of tossed greens and fruit—a favorite. They knew what he loved and brought it to him without asking. Hunched over his meal, Mathias chewed in slow circles. He drained his ale as if parched but winced as he did so.

      “You okay?” Simbien paused.

      Mathias nodded.

      Simbien sighed. “You sure? You look ill.”

      Mathias’s appetite had whole tales devoted to it. Now, he pushed the leafy greens around with his fingers. Every so often he’d pinch some into his mouth, chew slowly, and swallow. He rubbed his thick neck, shook his head, and gave Simbien a small smile.

      Then he paused. His eyes bulged, and he coughed. A sickening rattle followed.

      Fear clutched Simbien’s heart. “Mathias?”

      Wheeze. Rattle.

      “Mathias!” Simbien shot out of his seat and over to him. He slapped Mathias on the back. “Goddess! He’s choking!”

      Terror and uncertainty wormed into him. It gripped and squeezed tight. Sound faded; only the pounding in his ears remained. Simbien’s hands moved in a panic all their own.

      “Mathias! Breathe!” Simbien slapped Mathias’s back.

      The splat of food shot from his mouth and landed on the table. Gasping, Mathias rubbed his neck and looked up at Simbien with watery eyes. A servant appeared and cleaned the area in quick strokes and left just the same.

      “I’m fine. Fine.” Mathias took a deep breath and released it.

      “Mathias.” Simbien stepped back but kept his hand on his shoulder.

      “Fine! Except now I have a bruise on my back. That’s your trouble, Sim. Your brains are in your fists.”

      “Better a bruise than dead.” Simbien smiled.

      Mathias flashed him one back. “True.”

      Then he collapsed.
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        * * *

      

      It took three other men plus Simbien to carry Mathias to their quarters. They laid an unconscious Mathias on the bed. Simbien could’ve carried him, but his knees lacked their usual strength.

      “Out!” The moment Mathias hit the bed, Simbien shoved the soldier closest to him. “Get out!”

      No one moved, except to exchange confused looks. Mathias always made him emotional. It didn’t do well to unwind in front of the others. He had to gain some self-control.

      After a deep breath, he straightened up, and with a forced calm, he said, “Please. Leave.”

      Once they left, Simbien undressed Mathias and placed blankets on top of him.

      “You’re burning up, Mathias. By the goddess, I’ll kill whoever stands behind this deed.” Simbien caressed Mathias’s hot face and fought to keep his rising fury in check. He’d bottle it until he met the bastard who hurt Mathias, and then, he’d unleash all the pent up rage, like an avalanche.

      Mathias moaned.

      “Rest, my love.” Simbien got to his knees beside Mathias.

      The creak of the door snared his attention.

      “Who dares come?” Simbien barked over his shoulder.

      The person crept farther into the room. He turned to face the intruder. A figure appeared at the foot of the bed. Her old and sour face changed to that of a mid-life woman as she threw back her robe’s hood. Pointed ears arced upward into a thatch of grayed, locked hair.

      “I, Octiva, priestess of the Ana, servant of the queen.” She stood rigid and regal, her deep scarlet robe flowing down to her ankles and bare feet as she came to a halt at the edge of the bed.

      Mathias lay on the bed, his dreadlocked hair scattered across the feather pillow. The covers yanked up to his neck, a fur throw tossed on him, and the wild onk petals to reduce his fever. His face had been marked by sweat, and he groaned.

      “What do you want?” Simbien twisted his hands together and turned back to Mathias, taking one of his big, calloused hand into his. Rough fingertips spoke of Mathias’s skill with the bow. Yet, despite Simbien’s hard hand squeezes and silent pleas, Mathias wouldn’t wake.

      “Leave us,” Simbien whispered.

      “The king sent me. It is his orders I obey.” Octiva folded her hands into her robe’s bell sleeves.

      “Why did you come?” Simbien glanced at her.

      “Is it not plain why I am here? Your lover does not wake. He suffers from fever.” Octiva waved her hand and levitated. She sat cross-legged on the floor beside Simbien. He could feel the elder’s magick fold the space to support her girth.

      Simbien sighed. “Don’t delay, priestess. Heal him!”

      Octiva shrugged. “I do not know what ails him.”

      The bottom fell out of Simbien’s stomach. “What? It-it’s plain. Skillful poisoning could be carried out with almost impunity or discovery. Don’t you have herbs or roots that can draw out the poison?”

      “The king thought as such and had the taster eat Mathias’s food. He lives.” Octiva laced her fingers together. The fire’s illumination revealed her deeply worried face.

      “The king…”

      “You seem surprised.” Octiva peered at him.

      “He hasn’t hidden his displeasure at our union.” Simbien swallowed his anger back into the rolling knot in his stomach as he stood up.

      Octiva inclined her head. “True. The longer he remains on Veloris, the less hold his great book has. In the past, his Christian religion governed much of his decision-making, but Veloris has changed him. Nevertheless, Simbien, I am here.”

      Simbien frowned. “Why? Don’t be a wicked waste of space. Heal him!”

      Why did the king send her if she couldn’t help? He swore. Perhaps a different ear would hear his words, another priestess. Octiva remained as the elder, but others resided in the village. Yes, he needed a different ear.

      Octiva touched his arm. “This is not your fault.”

      Simbien jerked away. “It doesn’t have to be your fault to break you.”

      He looked down at Mathias. Normally, when he fell into their bed, disrobed and exhausted, their quarters felt like home. Now, it scared him. If Mathias died, the pain and emptiness would never leave...

      “The scouts came from Saturn Four?” Octiva asked.

      “Yes.” Simbien fought the tightness in his chest.

      “Check his ankles.” Octiva’s eyes had taken on the far-away look that made the hairs on his arms stand. “In years past, they used poison-tipped daggers.”

      “Mathias didn’t get injured.” Simbien said to himself more than to Octiva.

      “That you can see.”

      He threw the blankets off, revealing Mathias’s nudity.

      Simbien bent down and began searching every inch of Mathias’s body. He knew it well. Every scar. Every patch of hair. Every birthmark.

      “There!” Simbien found the now weeping puncture, just below Mathias’s left calf. It reeked of rot. The scout must’ve stabbed him as he went down. Mathias likely felt it, but in the roaring heat of battle, ignored it.

      “You know of no remedy?” Simbien whispered, his fingers trailing along Mathias’s skin.

      “No. Saturn Four warriors are famous for such tactics. Hence why the king ordered their immediate deaths.”

      Octiva stood and walked over. She peered down at the wound.

      “Yes, I suspected as much. The dagger.”

      “I will save him.” Simbien stood.

      “You worship the bones of him,” Octiva said with an edge of sorrow. “Love is the sweet medicine.”

      “It won’t cure him.” Simbien swore.

      Octiva paused. “There’s a way.”

      “Not a vision quest…” Simbien scowled, half serious, half warning.

      She laughed, robust and loud. In the tight little room, it should’ve awakened Mathias.

      It didn’t.

      When the priestess finished, she shook her head. “No, but it will kill you.”

      Simbien met her hard gaze. “Would Mathias live?”

      Her sober expression aged her. “Yes.”

      “What must I do?” He tied his blond hair into one long braid.

      “You and your happy endings…” Octiva chided.

      “Don’t pity me.” Simbien remained steadfast.

      “Oh, but I will, for your journey is grave.”

      Simbien reached for his sword and scabbard. “Tell me.”

      “The goddess Ana has an oil she anoints the blessed and the brave. It will heal all, but it is guarded by the Great Hawk.”

      “Where do I go?” Simbien collected his weapons and supplies for travel.

      Octiva tsked. “Patience.”

      “Now! Woman!”

      She balled her hand into a fist and swept it to the side. Simbien flew backward and slammed into the door.

      “I am no mere woman, but the goddess made flesh.” Octiva’s eyes glowed.

      All the air rushed out of him. In moments, her attack ended, and he fell to the floor.

      “In light of your grief, I’ll have mercy. The goddess may not. Follow the trail to Stocklah. Head west prior to reaching the oasis.”

      “That’s it?” Simbien stood ready.

      “You haven’t slept.”

      “There’s no time.”

      Octiva gave him a wry smile, dug around in her robe, and handed him a sack. “From the king.”

      “The heart?” Simbien took it.

      “You will need it. Now, Simbien, fill your boots.”
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        * * *

      

      Simbien reached the edge of the world. The moment to live or die arrived. No one traveled to bitter and cold path to Stocklah at this time of night. He traveled the tiny western trail and just as the sun crested the horizon, arrived—a cliff that led to nowhere. Before him, an empty black expanse. No wind. No snow. No land. He climbed from his danker beast and clutched his sword. Danger thickened in the still air.

      “Goddess Ana. Hear me!” He stood on the precipice.

      Suddenly, a wind-swept Simbien into its arms, and he huddled against the icy rush. Despite the whirring in his ears, he could hear Mathias’s panting and coughing, his struggle to breathe. Simbien peered up into what could only be the face—a thousand stars clustered together to mimic a human one. A female. Ana. A strange and exhilarating feeling prickled across his skin.

      Behind him, the Veloris landscape melted away.

      “Thank you, goddess.” Simbien tried to bow, but the roaring wind kept him pinned to the spot. He couldn’t be sure the being had even heard him.

      “You have come for the anointing oil.” The goddess Ana spoke in hushed tones, but the power emitting from her made him tremble.

      "Aye." Simbien tried to look down, but the dizzying heights and swirling wind forced his eyes shut. Fear bubbled inside him, but he vowed to do his best. He didn't have room for error or fear. Mathias’s life depended on it.

      The goddess’s breath slowed. He felt himself dip lower until they arrived at the top of a snow-covered mountain. As soon as Simbien’s feet touched the hard ground, the goddess's presence winked out.

      Ahead, at the end of a short path, a sphere ignited. It bobbed in the air. Behind it, what could only be the Great Hawk awaited. The hawk’s inky black wings spread out in a rustle of feathers. Its beak parted, and the wind picked up.

      "Leave, human," it ordered.

      Fear burrowed into Simbien’s belly, but he pushed it down. His eyes burned against the orb's harsh light. He closed them, trusting his other senses as he stumbled over the stone flats toward it. Sweat beaded on his forehead; his skin hot.

      “What do you want, human?” It spoke, but not with its beak. His words echoed in Simbien’s mind as gods had been rumored to do. The Great Hawk blazed as if on fire, but he didn't burn.

      “I've come for the ointment.” Simbien blew out the agony erupting along his skin. He tried to look at the guardian. The heat. The pain erupted as blisters formed along his skin. He gritted against the pain and pushed on.

      "Take my heart as trade." Simbien screamed as the blaze strengthened. His clothes caught fire, and the flames crackled with glee. He crumpled down onto his knees. He pictured Mathias. He thought only of him, to save him, to keep him from journeying to the After.

      “Mathias! For Mathias!” Simbien shouted. He struggled to look at him.

      The Great Hawk’s dark eyes flashed to him. “You are headstrong, human. Go away.”

      “No! My love is dying. The ointment is the only thing that will save him.”

      “People perish. That is what they do.” The Great Hawk cawed.

      “We do more than die.” Simbien leveled his gaze at the Great Hawk and fought to look the guardian in the eyes. “We also love.”

      The howling ache ebbed out of him. The searing pain receded. After a few moments, it faded. In a few minutes more, he could feel his eyes open. The blisters along his arm disappeared, too. He swallowed several times to ease his dry throat. All lingering effects of the fire had vanished. A cold wind rushed over him. Magical fire. Godlike flames had burned nothing of his person. Had it all occurred within his mind?

      "You will give your heart?" It thundered all around him.

      “Aye, my heart.” Simbien raised the sack.

      The Great Hawk's sphere diminished. "Bring it to me."

      Simbien brought the sack and offered it. The cloth vanished in midair, but the heart remained.

      "This is not your heart." The Great Hawk's tone held a hint of anger.

      "Aye, it is my heart, as I have said. I have slain its owner, and thus it became mine." Simbien remained motionless, waiting.

      The Great Hawk didn't speak.

      Without warning, the wind swept Simbien up and spun him around in fast swirls.

      "Wait! The ointment!" he screamed moments before it all went black.
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        * * *

      

      Light flickered across his face and woke Simbien with a start.

      "Mathias!"

      He reached for his sword but found a fistful of blanket instead.

      "Be calm, Minister," Octiva said, with a touch on his arm. "You are home."

      Simbien blinked and then looked around. He registered Mathias's warmth beside him, the sprawl of dreadlocked hair, and sharp profile as he lay against the pillow. The soft blanket spread across both of them. His bed. His lover. His quarters.

      "I'm home?" Confusion didn't stay the fury rising inside him as bits of pieces of his experience returned. The Great Hawk hadn't given him the ointment! He had accepted his offering!

      "The double-crossing..."

      "Calm yourself. All is well." Octiva tsked as she walked around the bed toward Mathias. "Don't anger the goddess who has blessed you."

      "Blessed me? But Mathias?" Simbien pushed himself to a sitting position. Beside him, Mathias rolled over to his side but remained asleep.

      "He’s well. Healed by the ointment." Octiva bent down to touch his face. “No fever.”

      "How did I get here?" Simbien shifted toclimb out of bed, but noticed that he lacked clothing. His head swirled. He closed his eyes and tried to capture the memory of his visit to the otherworld. The Great Hawk. The goddess Ana. Whirling winds. The bits of time after didn't fit together to anything he could recognize.

      "According to the stable hands, you appeared in the snow, almost frozen to death…”

      “My danker?”

      “Returned on his own several days before you. The king thought you’d died.” Octiva said with a hint of amusement. “As I told him, the goddess would deliver you to us and she did. You are much too headstrong to perish.”

      “Headstrong?” Simbien quirked an eyebrow at him. The Great Hawk had said the same thing.

      Octiva nodded. “Steel runs through you, Simbien. Regardless, the stable hands alerted the soldiers and several of them carried you in.”

      “How many days?” Simbien frowned. It hadn’t felt very long, one day maybe.

      “Three.” Octiva looked over at him.

      Three? Time must move differently there.

      "The oil?" Simbien took a couple of Mathias’s dreadlocks into his hands, his pale fingers drifted lightly across Mathias’s deep brown skin.

      "It was clutched in your hand," Octiva answered, with a knowing smile.

      "My clothes?" Simbien cleared his throat and looked at the bed to where she stood.

      She laughed, making her body shake. "Shredded by the wind or the talons of the Great Hawk. I know not which. Once you were in the bed, I removed what remained of them. None of the others saw."

      “The others didn’t warrant my worry.” Simbien adjusted the blanket pooled around his waist.

      “I have served as midwife to the births of many men. You are no different.” Octiva waved him off.

      At this, Mathias woke, met Simbien’s surprised expression. "By the goddess, I slept like the dead."

      Simbien's heart warmed in joy. "Indeed, love. You’ve joined the land of the living at last."

      Octiva crept softly from the room. The soft thud of the shut door announced her exit.

      Mathias rose up on his elbows. “What’s that?”

      Simbien laid down beside him and pulled Mathias into his embrace. “Never you mind. Come here.”

      “I’m starving. It feels like I haven’t eaten in days.” Mathias stifled a yawn.

      Simbien smiled into his hair. He wished this moment could last forever. “Give me a few minutes more and then we’ll go out to seek sustenance.”

      Mathias cuddled against him. “All right. We’ll do it your way, but afterward, to the hall. No point in arguing it with you. You’re so headstrong.”

      Simbien grinned. “Indeed.”
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      The kid on the street couldn’t have been more than fourteen. His formerly white tee was tinged with dirt, and his torn jeans had seen better days. The switchblade in his hand, however, looked clean enough.

      “Want to dance, twinkletoes?” His words contained more venom than Tony thought appropriate for a guy doing someone else’s dirty work. He briefly wondered if it was the magic-running alone that made this kid hate him. Probably not.

      “Tell the Don that if he has something to say to me, he can say it to my face,” Tony said, spitting glitter-tinged blood onto the Boston pavement. He knew he shouldn’t antagonize his father’s goons, but his mouth didn’t always get the memo. A fat fist belonging to Belinda, the ogress frequently used as muscle by the new recruits, made contact with his face for a second time, and he went down. For a moment, his vision flickered, and familiar pain, the kind that makes your soul leave your body, exploded in his skull.

      “What’d ya do that for?” asked the kid. “I had him where I wanted him.”

      “Boss didn’t say to have a conversation,” said the ogress, her mass darkening the alleyway where Tony lay crumpled. “He said to send a message.”

      Tony blinked up at his assailant. “Message received.”

      The ogress turned to walk away, but the kid, pure human like most of his father’s associates, took a step forward and spit on him before following. Tony fought back tears. It wasn’t pain that tore him up; it was the fact that his father had sent someone else. Don Nicolas Glitzamo didn’t hesitate to bust up his own knuckles, Tony knew that better than anyone, so his choice to send the twitchy new guy was a statement in itself.

      He didn’t know how long he spent in that alleyway, sitting in the dirt, wondering what he could have done differently. His father’s hatred of magic ran so deep, he doubted the Don would have ever turned the family over to his magic-wielding disappointment of a son, disagreements about magic-running aside. Simply being himself, born with a spark, was enough to earn the man’s ire.

      Tony heard the voice before he realized someone was standing over him. “I knew the alley was drab, but I didn’t know you were out here redecorating.”

      “Huh?” he asked, squinting up at the form of Uncle Mo, the only Glitzamo to ever show Tony a hint of kindness.

      “Look around, kid,” his uncle replied, holding out a hand.

      Tony grabbed it and let Mo pull him to his feet. Strewn about the alley were pieces of Tony’s outfit. A swath of pink lace covering broken bottles on the ground, nearly a yard of bedazzled tulle draped over the dumpster, a deep blue feather boa snaking out onto the sidewalk, and glitter everywhere. It looked like the remnants of a stripper’s birthday bash. Tony considered laughing, but his busted lip made him think twice.

      “Come on, let’s get you to the club,” said Mo.

      Tony squinted into the sun as he walked beside his uncle down the busy Boston street toward the only spot on earth he felt safe, The Painted Pony. It was a hole-in-the wall that didn’t live up to its fancy name, but the dark interior reeking of stale beer had come to feel like a hug to the kid who’d never been accepted in the swanky establishments his father owned. This was Mo’s place.

      As soon as he walked in, Gina, a portly middle-aged bartender, rushed him. “Who did this to you, my bambino? Give me a name!”

      Uncle Mo motioned to Johnny Gross, the troll hybrid bouncer who shadowed Mo everywhere he was permitted, as Tony tried to sidestep Gina and avoid more promises of retribution. He didn’t want the wrong person to hear her offering to go to war with his father.

      Johnny disappeared into the VIP lounge, which Tony knew was really just a cluttered back room with a mini fridge and a few tattered chairs, only to return a few minutes later, give Mo a curt nod, then disappear again.

      “What did you do to piss my brother off this time?” Mo asked as Tony sipped a fruity concoction Gina had whipped up for him.

      Tony waved his hand over the tiny umbrella, and it morphed into a peacock
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