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An annoying sound woke me from a deep sleep. It was my vid-screen. I rolled over and tapped it. 

"You are still asleep?" Yukihyo asked. 

"Is it late?" I asked. 

He lifted an eyebrow. "I thought you might be dressed by now." I yawned at him. 

"Chitter," Thunderdrop told him. 

Yukihyo asked, "What are you going to do today?" 

"Well, I know we are having dinner at Gina and Sherman's house. I'm sure that will be fabulous. Other than that, I plan on breakfast and lunch. What about you?" 

"I must do chores for myself today," Yukihyo said. 

I gave him a pretended stricken expression, "Poor baby." 

"Get up and get dressed, lady wife. I will look forward to hearing all about food this evening." He ended the call.

I forced myself out of the cozy bed. I put on a cute dress of pale blue that seemed like a long fancy version of a T-shirt. It had a blouson top, short tight sleeves, and a darker blue belt. It was incredibly soft. 

I was on Arachne safe with my newly discovered relatives while my Laconian husband, Yukihyo, brother-in-law, Hiroshi, and Phillip, my brother by association traveled to Malta without me. We all feared that the Parvac General Valen planned to have me abducted since we had just found out that I was his granddaughter. My cousin, Captain Eric Alaric of the Galaxic Militia, had assigned his elite soldiers to guard me. I was staying in his family home with his grandmother, mother, father, and brother, all of whom were new family members I was just getting to know. The remainder of our family lived on adjoining property and were just as protective. Along with getting to know my family, came the strange realization that the Laconian heritage some of us shared created emotional bonds between us and allowed our communication with our spider companions. I had begun to think Arachnean Silk spiders were even more protective than the Alaric and Montgomery families combined.

I opened the door for Thunderdrop, the little spider who bonded with me following an attempt on my life by a Parvac soldier, but instead of running off to the kitchen for his breakfast, he blinked up at me. I kneeled down to the floor in front of him.

"Is something wrong, spider baby?"

"Chitter." 

"Did I make you feel guilty about playing?"

"Chitter." 

"Are you sick?"

"Chitter."

"Are you staying right by me because of Yukihyo?"

"Chitter."

I couldn't figure out what was wrong. Thunderdrop made a chitter sound when he wanted to tell me no. He chirped for yes.

"It's okay if you want to go play or eat breakfast. I'm very safe here and so are you."

"Chirp."

Thunderdrop followed me into the lift. We found everyone in the sunroom. "Sleepyhead decided to wake up after all," Eliot said. I shrugged and sat in front of a clean plate.

"That bed is just too cozy and warm. I would probably still be asleep if Yukihyo hadn't called.” ZeeZee entered the sunroom and blinked at me. Then, Thunderdrop scampered off. A large cheesy omelet and fried potatoes got my attention. Sadly, it soon disappeared. ZeeZee continued watching me. "Does anyone think Thunderdrop and ZeeZee are acting strangely, or is it just me?"

Eliot said, "They appear to be guarding you." 

I asked, "Did you tell them to guard me?"

"No, I didn't." Eliot looked to his father. 

"I didn't either," Ethan said. 

Thunderdrop came back and played in the flowers, but never strayed far from me. Sydney suggested we spend the morning in the pool. After we changed, we met there, and Sydney tried to teach me how to float. Thunderdrop sat on a towel and chittered at me. I had finally started to get the hang of floating by the time my hands and feet had begun to shrivel. I thanked Sydney for the lesson. She suggested we dry off and change in time for tea with Gram. 

After tea, I went to my room. I called Mary and spoke to her for a little while and heard about her morning activities on the Hadrian, Eric’s starship. Mary had been my only friend back on Earth. Then, I remembered that Eric had told me that he had loaded something onto my vid-screen. I searched through the menu, and my jaw dropped. Eric had sent me the Fighter Ship Pilot Training Course. 

I began studying at once. The course followed in the same style as the program Phillip had created for me, but it was far more complex. The Fighter Ship Pilot Training Course had seven chapters and seven tests. The first chapter covered the parts of a fighter ship and pre-flight inspection requirements. By the time I had finished reading the chapter, Sydney knocked at my door. 

"You have been quiet this afternoon. Are you alright?" she asked. 

"Yes, ma'am. I was just reading." I closed the program and powered down the vid-screen. 

"We plan to leave in about an hour for dinner."

I got up from the bed. "Is what I have on okay, or should I change?"

Sydney said, "What you have on is perfect. Gina picked it out." 

I washed my face, brushed my hair, and followed Thunderdrop to the lift. I heard Ethan as he entered through the front doors and into the foyer. I saw Sydney rushing forward to meet him. I turned back around into the sitting room and waited for a few minutes before walking back into the foyer. Their kiss had just ended. 

"Give me a few minutes to change," Ethan said to Sydney. "Good evening, Teagan," Ethan said on his way up the stairs. 

"Hello," I said.

Within minutes, we all arrived at the Montgomery Clan home. Gina greeted us affectionately when we arrived. As everyone else trailed into the dining room, Gina held me back. She faced me with her hands on my shoulders, then placed them on the sides of my head. "Are you dealing well with Eric's news, Teagan?" Recently, Eric had informed us that the Parvac Empire had captured and executed my father, Nathan Green, for abducting and murdering my mother, Neema Valen. 

"I am. I promise. I'm okay," I said. 

Gina let go of me to hug me instead. Gina said, "I'm here if you need me."

I looked at her and said, "I think I'm really starting to believe that now. Thank you." 

"Chirp." 

She released me and kissed my forehead. We turned to go to the dining room and found the three spiders staring at us. 

"Oh, no. You too, Cass?" I asked. 

"What are they doing?" Gina asked. 

"I don't know. They won't tell me. I think someone is bribing them to keep me under surveillance." 

"Chitter." Thunderdrop disagreed. 

Simon came and took me from his mother. "When are we going to spend any time together? You've been home for two nights, and I haven't had you to myself once." I entwined my arm with Simon's big strong one. I felt very safe with my cousin. 

I said, "We can spend time together whenever you like. You'll need to pick me up, though. I didn't bring my transport." 

Simon smiled down at me. "May I pick you up in the morning and whisk you away?" 

I smiled up at Simon with his pale blue eyes and bright red hair. "You may." 

Gina had planned yet another amazing dinner, and I found myself longing to sneak off to my bedroom at the Montgomery house and go to sleep. Instead, I accepted a cup of coffee. Gram still suffered from yesterday's upset. My mother, Neema Valen, had been the daughter of her sister, my grandmother, Ettie Montgomery. Ettie had gone missing as a teenager during the Parvac War and had never been seen or heard from again. My ability to communicate with Thunderdrop had raised questions among the Arachnean community. Repeated genetic scans had confirmed me to be the granddaughter of Ettie Montgomery and therefore Gram’s great-niece. Simon sat close to me and watched me intently, just as Sherman, Eliot, and Ethan seemed to do. I addressed them all with, "I'm fine. I promise." 

Simon said, "Maybe it just hasn't hit you yet."

I said, "So, you are all just waiting with silk squares ready? Seriously, other than worrying about being abducted by a militant Parvac faction, I'm happier than I've ever been." Cass alone stood guard. ZeeZee and Thunderdrop had gone to eat their dinner. "Cass, would you like to sit with me?" Cass crawled up next to me, and I stroked his back. 

Later that night, Yukihyo and I talked for a while before we went to sleep. He seemed glad that I would be leaving the estate for a while with Simon. 

Morning came too soon. Gram came into my room and woke me up. "Teagan, wake up. Simon is here." Cass had followed her and jumped onto my bed. I moaned. 

"Thank you, Gram. I may have to start sleeping on the floor because this bed makes it impossible to wake up." 

"Do you want me to stay and help you get dressed?" Gram seemed to be in a fragile mood. 

"Yes, I have no idea what Simon has planned or what to wear." 

Gram perked up. "I'll pick something out for you." 

I went to the bathroom to brush my teeth and hair, amongst other things. Thunderdrop and Cass rolled the ball to each other. I put on the pale orange and yellow dress Gram chose. Then, I put on the shoes she handed me. 

She said, "Wear the large opal pendant today." 

I slipped it on over my head. Before we had married, Yukihyo had bought the necklace for me on Scipio, the first planet to which I had ever traveled. The opal reminded me of his white eyes devoid of pupils or irises, but changing with his moods with colorful fluctuations to the small capillaries within the white surfaces. Gram smiled and held my hand on the way to the lift. Simon and Eliot waited for us in the sitting room. 

"I found her for you, boys," Gram said. 

"Teagan, you look beautiful this morning," Simon complimented me. 

Gram seemed cheered by his compliment since she had dressed me. 

I turned to her and said, "Thank you, Gram." She finally smiled and told us to have fun. 

"Stewart sent me with coffee for you," Simon told me, so I would go out to the transport. 

"You should give Stewart a raise," I said. We headed to the transport, followed by three spiders. I sat with them in the back, so they wouldn't have to strain their twenty-four eyes. "I'm going to have a few things to say to whomever set you boys up to this," I told them. Simon drove out to an area I had never seen. "Do my guards know where we are going?" My cousin Eric had assigned a group of his elite Galaxic Militia soldiers to protect me from Parvac abduction. He had no intentions of losing another family member to the Parvacs. 

"One of them has followed us since we left the house," Eliot told me. Eliot, his younger brother, Eric the starship captain, and their father, Ethan, looked almost identical with their black hair, pale blue eyes, dimpled chins, and height. They were breathtakingly handsome and incredibly rich. 

"Don't be afraid, Teagan," Simon said. He parked with other transports at a large warehouse. "Let's go," he said. 

Eliot helped me out, and Thunderdrop leapt to my head. Simon held the warehouse door open for me, and I entered a large space full of people and rolls and rolls of silk in every color imaginable. Various groupings of people were scattered about engaged in either buying or selling. 

"Wow! Has Hiroshi ever seen this?" I asked. 

"Yes, it's one of the ways our fathers have enticed him to change his trade routes," Eliot said. 

"How?" I asked. 

Simon placed my hand on his arm and held it there with his hand. He said, "This, sweet cousin, is all silk that our families have produced, and we have convinced Hiroshi to establish trade agreements for us in the Laconian sector." 

"With Yukihyo at his side, he will have a better chance of success. Also, the Hadrian usually patrols the Laconian sector," Eliot winked at me. My husband, Yukihyo, was Laconian. 

"All of this is from the cultivation of webs from Alaric and Montgomery silk spiders? It's so much. This must be worth a fortune." I thought about how many gowns just one bolt of the silk would make. 

"This isn't all of it. It wouldn't be prudent to put all of our silk in one place," Eliot said. 

I gasped at him. "Shit! How rich are you people?" Simon laughed at me. Eliot gave me a stern look. 

"Teagan, Gram would be disappointed to know you had used that language." 

"I'm sorry, Eliot." 

He appeared somewhat mollified by my apology. I made a face at Simon. "I saw that, Teagan," Eliot said. We walked through the warehouse past tables laden with rolls of silk. 

"Do the people at the tables work for you?" I asked. 

"Yes, they are employees of our families," Eliot answered. 

"Are you still upset with me, Eliot?" I felt as though he had become distant with me because of one bad word. I knew so many that were so much worse. It did hurt that one little slip up could cause him to become so annoyed with me. Eliot turned around to me. 

"I'm not upset with you," he said. 

"It feels like you are," I responded. Eliot took my hand and kissed it. 

"My mood has nothing to do with you, but I will tell on you if I hear any other bad language," his pale blue eyes seemed to hold the truth. 

Simon whispered in my ear, "Eliot saw a man he dislikes, but has to treat politely." 

"Do you dislike him, too?" I asked. 

"I would describe what I think of him, but Eliot would tell on me for using the words best suited for him." That made me laugh. A tall, thin, blonde man approached Eliot. 

"Lord Alaric, how do you do?" He gave Eliot a slight bow. "Lord Montgomery, how do you do?" He repeated the motion with Simon. 

"I am well. How are you, Mr. Sonners?" Eliot politely asked. I knew the name Sonners. Yukihyo and Hiroshi had done business with a Mr. and Mrs. Sonners on one of our trips to Arachne. 

"After beholding the beautiful creature now standing before me, I am perfect," Mr. Sonners said. I turned to glance behind me and saw only a robust older man. Thunderdrop chittered. 

"Lady Alaric Montgomery Lee, may I present Mr. Dade Sonners?" Eliot asked. 

"Hello, Mr. Sonners. It's nice to meet you." Dade Sonners bowed to me from his waist. 

He said, "Lady Alaric Montgomery Lee, you are even more beautiful than I had heard. It is a pleasure to meet you."

I said, "Mr. Sonners, you are far too generous in your praise, but thank you anyway." A man with a serious expression spoke softly to Eliot. 

Eliot said, "Please excuse me for a moment." He shot a look at the back of Mr. Sonners' head as he walked away. 

"Do you find our silks to your liking Mr. Sonners?" Simon asked. Simon had adopted his polite, well-bred tone and manner of speech, the same as he had used when we had first met. 

"Yes, Lord Montgomery. My father will be pleased with my selections. I am sure. Lady, I am very happy to have met you," he said, bowed again, and excused himself. 

"He seems nice," I said.

Simon gestured in front of us. "Care to look around?" he asked. Simon and I walked over to one of the tables, and I saw a beautiful silk of a dark turquoise shade. I reached out to touch it but pulled my hand back. I decided to ask the lady presiding over the table for her permission first. 

"Is it okay to touch it?" I asked her. Simon gave me a dumbfounded expression. "What?" I asked him. He just shook his head. The fabric slid over the skin of my hand. I wanted to roll in it. 

"You like that one?" Simon asked. 

"Yes, it's gorgeous. Did you make this?" 

He grinned. "I had it produced. My weavers and other employees should get some of the credit." 

"So, you and your parents each have your own harvesting and silk production facilities on your lands?" 

"Yes, and that is why I have paid you so little attention. There are different stages in silk production. When the rains begin, our spiders will create large silk dwellings for themselves where they will spend most of their time. We use the rainy season to sell our cloth. Once the rains end, the spiders will leave their nests and migrate to different areas of the forests where the small mammals they prefer to hunt have replenished their numbers." 

"Then, the men go in with the harvesting poles?" I asked. 

"That is correct," Simon verified. 

We moved to each of the tables, examining silks. I saw another silk dyed a black as deep as the darkest areas of space. Again, I asked permission to touch it before I did so. Eliot returned to us and filled Simon in on whatever had needed his attention. They both seemed pleased about whatever it had been. I followed along as they finished their inspection of the warehouse and approved of deals their sellers had made. 

Then, they suggested a trip to the toy store for the boys. I agreed and listened to excited chirping from Thunderdrop and Cass all the way there. Simon parked the transport, Eliot helped me out, and Thunderdrop and Cass, who wanted to run inside of the store, resisted the urge and stayed with me. ZeeZee seemed bored about the entire trip. However, once we were inside of the store, ZeeZee entrusted me to Eliot and wandered off with the other two. A woman curtsied to Simon and Eliot. I tried to stay out of the way. I followed in the wake of Thunderdrop. 

"Hey, have you found anything that you want?" 

"Chirp." Thunderdrop and Cass had found new transports with larger wheels, and they both looked at me expectantly. 

"Yes, which ones do you both want?" Cass lifted one of his eight legs and rolled one to my feet, and Thunderdrop copied him. I laughed and picked the toys up. When I did, I saw we had a small audience. Two little boys watched us with large eyes. I smiled at the one I recognized. 

"Hello, Tetho. You may not remember me, but you helped me with all of my bags when I went shopping." He stepped forward leading the smaller boy by the hand. 

"I remember you and the spiders. I didn't know they liked to play," Tetho said. 

"Chirp." 

"Thunderdrop wants me to tell you that he likes to play with transports." The smaller boy pulled Tetho's arm until he leaned down, so he could whisper in his ear. 

"My little brother likes to play with transports, too," he translated. 

"Thunderdrop and Cass have just shown me the transports they want. Which ones do you both like?" The boys inched closer, hesitant of the spiders at first. The lady saw us and slowly walked toward us. 

"My lady, I hope my children are not troubling you," she said. 

"Oh, no ma'am. Your sons are very polite young gentlemen." Tetho smiled proudly and stuck out his chest a bit. "I remember Tetho because of how helpful he was when he carried all of my heavy bags to the transport." 

"Tetho is a very good boy and so is his brother," she said smiling proudly. 

"Chirp." 

"Yes, you are a good boy, too," I told Thunderdrop. "May I have your permission to give your boys the transports they are seeming to enjoy so much?" The boys looked up at their mother. 

"Thank you, Lady...." 

"I know. It's really long. Please, just call me Teagan." 

She curtsied. "Thank you, Teagan. The boys will enjoy the transports." 

The shopkeeper hovered behind the lady. "May I be of assistance, Lady Alaric Montgomery Lee?" I lifted my eyebrows, impressed that he got it all. 

"Yes, sir. My two young friends have chosen some transports." Tetho and his little brother held them up and smiled. "May I purchase them as gifts?" 

"Yes, of course. Young gentlemen, if you would both be so kind as to follow me, I will get you each a bag." The boys ran after him. I followed the laughing boys. I held my bracelet out for the shopkeeper to scan my credits. The boys hugged and thanked me before leaving with their mother. 

"Would you please hold these for us?" I asked as I handed the shopkeeper the other two transports.

The spiders blinked and watched me, eager for me to see what else they wanted. The items that had them transfixed were not good at all. They had found little toy drums. Thunderdrop raised a claw and tapped the drum's surface. It made a soft "thump" sound, and he blinked at me and did it again. 

"Wow! That is really good. If I buy you the drum, will you promise not to play it when I'm sleeping?" 

"Chirp chirp chirp chirp!" 

"Okay." 

"Click click," Cass said. Cass tapped on a drum, too. ZeeZee just blinked at them. 

"Yes, Cass. You may have one, too, but you must follow Simon's rules about when you can play with it. Okay?" 

"Click," he agreed. 

"ZeeZee, is there anything you want?" He just blinked at me. The shopkeeper had listened to our exchange and gathered up the drums. Cass and Thunderdrop followed him. I saw Simon and Eliot talking to an enforcer by the door. Enforcers had been at the warehouse as well. The shopkeeper scanned my chip and carried the bags over to the door. 

"Are you finished buying everyone new toys?" Simon asked. 

"I think so. ZeeZee didn't show me anything he wanted though." 

Eliot coughed. "I brought him here last week." 

Simon took the bags, thanked the shopkeeper, and walked through the door that the enforcer held open for us. 

"Thank you," I said to him. 

"If I can ever be of service to you, my lady, please let me know," the enforcer said with a bow. I curtsied back to him which I didn't really have the hang of, but I tried. Simon smirked as he put the bags into the transport.

I smelled something sweet and faintly of cinnamon on the air. My stomach growled, and ZeeZee clacked at me. 

"Do you smell that?" I asked Simon and Eliot. "Where is that coming from?" I asked as I turned in a circle trying to follow the scent. 

Simon said, "There is a bakery down the street." 

"Can we go? All I had this morning was Stewart's coffee." ZeeZee clacked at Eliot who seemed surprised to be admonished by his spider. "What was that about?" I asked Eliot. 

"He is angry that you were not fed." 

I patted ZeeZee and said, "Aw, thank you." 

We all walked toward the bakery. Inside, it was spacious, and had decorative tables and soft chairs. It had a long display case filled with cakes, muffins, breads, and pastries. I found the source of the smell. It was a fruit pastry drizzled with icing. I had to wait behind two other customers and could barely stand it. Finally, it was my turn. 

"May I help you?" a young man asked. 

"Yes, may I have one of those?" 

He placed it on a plate. "Would you like chilled juice, milk, or tea?" he asked. 

"May I have juice and milk?" 

"Yes, ma'am." He scanned my chip. 

Simon carried my tray over to a quiet corner table where Eliot seemed to be hiding with ZeeZee. Thunderdrop crawled to my knee. I drank the juice and the dug into the pastry. It was amazing, but then it was gone, so I drank the milk. 

"Feeling better?" Simon asked. I looked back at the case. 

"Do you mind if I have a few more? Aren't either of you having anything?" 

Simon said, "Stewart made me a large breakfast." 

"I had breakfast at home. I believe you slept through it," Eliot said. 

"Sorry." I took my tray back to the counter and ordered two more pastries and some milk. I paid, and Simon carried it to the table for me. 

A teenage girl, maybe a year younger than me with black hair, carried a tray full of cookies from the kitchen and slid them into the display case. When she noticed ZeeZee and Eliot, her face became awestruck. Her cheeks turned pink, and her brown eyes reminded me of how Mary's looked whenever Paul was near her. I followed Simon and the pastries to the table. They were warm and soft, and the filling was sweet and tangy. I licked my fingers and went after the third one. I washed it down with the sweet cold milk. 

"Okay, I feel much better now. I think I'll wash my hands. Which way is the restroom?" Simon pointed, and I went. Cass and Thunderdrop came with me. When we returned to the table, Eliot had an embarrassed expression. The girl cleaned tables at a distance and tried to sneak glances at him without being noticed. 

"Come on, Teagan. You must notice what is going on with the bakery girl. Aren't you going to tease Eliot the way you teased me at the jewelry store?" Simon asked. The woman at the jewelry store batted her lashes so hard at Simon that I feared her lids might fall off. 

"No, Simon." 

Shocked, Simon asked, "Why not? Are you giving Eliot special treatment?" 

"No, Simon. This is completely different," I whispered. 

"I don't see how," Simon complained. 

Eliot tried to remain aloof and regal in his bearing. 

"Simon, the shopkeeper at the jewelry store wants you in a different way than this." 

Eliot asked, "What do you mean?" 

I glanced at her. "She looks at you the way my friend Mary looks at her husband Paul, how both of your mothers look at your fathers, and how I must look when I look at Yukihyo. Can't you see that? I can even feel it. She is definitely in love with you, Eliot. It would be cruel of me to make fun of her for that. All she wants is to love and adore you. Is there something about her that you don't like?" 

Eliot became flustered. "She is very young," he said. 

I raised a brow at him. "If she is old enough to work, she is old enough to marry," I said. 

Simon said, "There is a great discrepancy in our social standing as well." 

I was alarmed and hurt by what he said. I crossed my arms over my chest. Softly, I said, "I'm glad Yukihyo didn't feel that way about me. I don't think I ever would have gotten a fancy job like this. I had hoped to get promoted to Mary's job after she left with Paul." 

"What was her job?" Eliot asked. 

"She cleaned the restrooms in our sector. They were out of the sun and air-conditioned. Do you remember what my job was before Hiroshi hired me?" 

Simon's eyes took on an angry look. I got up, said hello to the girl, who curtsied to me, and walked out. The sun was bright and a breeze cooled my skin. I walked quickly down the sidewalk and felt angry tears begin to fall. An enforcer at either end of the street began to follow me. Thunderdrop held onto my shoulder. Simon easily caught up to me. He pulled me over to a bench under the shade of a tree. I didn't look at him. I didn't take the silk square he offered me. What had the angry look in his eyes meant? 

"Do you think even less of me than you do of her?" I asked. Simon dabbed at my tears. 

"No, of course not. You survived many difficult years, and I'm proud of you for it. The first time I saw you, I wanted to marry you myself." His words startled me enough that I looked up at him. "Someone else had already won your heart. It turned out for the best though, since we are related. That would have been awkward." Simon smiled at me and took my hand. "I love you as a sister, and I know you love me as a brother, and we will be together always." I took his silk square and dabbed at my own eyes. 

"Then, why did you look so angry back there?" 

Simon looked at the ground. "The reminder of how you were forced to live infuriates me. You never should have been alone or made to feel unwanted." Simon rubbed my back. "I will never forgive myself for making you cry today. I've seen you cry several times because of unexpected kindness, but never because of injured feelings." He lifted my chin, so I would have to face him. "Perhaps we should go back to the bakery for Cass, ZeeZee, and Eliot," Simon suggested. He stood and placed my hand through his arm when I joined him. 

Back inside of the bakery, Cass leapt to Simon. We saw Eliot and went to him and ZeeZee. The young woman stood in front of him, partially hidden from my view. Her hand was out to ZeeZee, who rubbed a feeler against her hand. She smiled and when she looked up at Eliot, it had to be clear to him that her eyes shown with both adoration and disbelief. Eliot sensed our approach and made a half turn toward us. 

"There you two are. I would like for you to meet someone. Lady Teagan Alaric Montgomery Lee, I wish to present Miss Auria Jones." Before she could curtsey to me, I thrust out my hand to her. 

"Please, call me Teagan." 

"My lady, that is far too kind of you," Auria said, but she shook my hand. 

"Lord Simon Montgomery, allow me to introduce Miss Auria Jones," Eliot said. Auria did curtsey to Simon, but he bowed to her in return and kissed her hand. As he did he looked deeply into her eyes and said, "I am pleased to make your acquaintance Miss Jones." Auria's hand trembled. 

"Auria, my cousins and I plan to have dinner tonight at the Tree House. Please join us. We can pick you up," Eliot said. I feared she would faint. Auria nodded a yes. "May we pick you up at six?" 

"Yes, Lord Alaric. Thank you very much for the invitation," she said. 

Eliot took a step closer to her. I thought that I could hear her heart thumping against her chest, and I squeezed Simon's arm. Eliot took her hand and placed a gentle kiss on her knuckles. 

"I must insist that you call me Eliot."

I glanced around at the very quiet bakery. Customers and bakers gawked. When Eliot released her hand, she held it to her chest. I stepped closer and held my arms open to Auria. She hugged me back in a shocked way. 

"It was very nice to meet you, Auria. I look forward to seeing you later," I said. Simon dipped his head to Auria, and Cass climbed from his back to his shoulder. Thunderdrop chirped. Simon led me back out of the bakery. We waited for Eliot. 

"You were right about her. When I looked into her eyes, the honesty of her feelings for Eliot was clear." I held tightly to Simon's arm. 

"Do you think Eliot realizes it?" 

"I'm sure he does now." 

"Do you think he likes her?" 

"Now that you have helped Eliot open his eyes, I believe he understands the treasure he could have in that young woman."

Eliot exited the bakery with ZeeZee. He had an unfamiliar dumb grin on his face. Eliot walked down the sidewalk, and we followed him. Simon and I exchanged curious looks. 

"Did I just feel what I think I just felt?" I asked Simon. 

"Did it feel like a bubble of joy floating off of our cousin?" Simon asked. 

"Yes, I think so." 

Eliot entered a flower shop. We followed. Eliot ordered a beautiful arrangement of pink and white roses and began writing on a card. The shopkeeper was tripping over herself to please him. The shopkeeper gasped, and her eyes grew wide as Eliot wrote Auria's name on the small envelope. Eliot paid her. 

"Could you please have these delivered immediately?" Eliot asked. 

"Yes, Lord Alaric! Right away, sir!" she said. 

She called to someone in the back of the shop. Eliot began whistling a jaunty tune and went to the door, holding it open for us. ZeeZee seemed happy as well. Eliot waited outside of the shop and watched as his flowers were delivered to the bakery. 

"I wish I could see her face when she sees those flowers and realizes they are for her from you," I said. 

Eliot turned to me. "Do you think she will like them?" 

"Are you kidding? She'll probably melt into a puddle on the floor. That was so romantic," I said. 

"It wasn't too boring?" Eliot asked. 

"No way! If I were her, I might have fainted." 

"Surely, you get flowers all of the time," Simon said. 

I shook my head in the negative. "Yukihyo has never given me flowers. Whenever I stay with you, there are always pretty blue flowers in my room, though," I said to Simon. Simon snorted. 

"You expect us to believe that no other suitors have ever sent you flowers?" Eliot asked. 

"What other suitors?" I asked. My cousins stared at me incredulously. "I can be very good at blending in and escaping notice. Well, before Thunderdrop adopted me, I was." 

"I intend to have a long talk with your husband when he returns," Simon informed me. 

"Don't you dare. Yukihyo bought me this necklace, my very own beautiful transport, and dumped ten thousand credits into my account," I said. Simon made a dissatisfied noise. 

Eliot, lost in his own thoughts, said, "I wonder what father will think of Auria." 

"If she were to agree to a marriage contract of his design, he might be accepting," Simon suggested. 

"She might find it insulting," Eliot said. 

"If she has any common sense, she won't be insulted. I didn't hesitate when Yukihyo presented a contract to me. I knew that he had wealth that he had acquired, and that I only brought about five hundred credits with me that I had worked very hard to earn." Simon frowned at me. 

"What are the terms of the contract?" Simon asked. I shrugged. 

"I don't know. I never read it." Simon and Eliot looked aghast. "What? I trust him, or I wouldn't have married him."

"I plan to read the contract," Eliot said. 

"As do I," said Simon. 

We entered the jewelry store. The shopkeeper who had helped us with Gram's gift seemed very pleased to see us when we entered. Gram wore the locket decorated in blue and green diamonds every day. My copy of the picture Simon, Eliot, our spiders, and I had taken to place inside of it was dear to me. ZeeZee clacked at Cass and Thunderdrop to behave. Simon and I followed Eliot as he searched through the cases. "May I help you Lord Alaric?" the man asked. 

"I'm not sure what I want," Eliot said. Eliot stopped and rested his hands on a case. "I want something for a sweet girl with soft black hair and eyes like warm chocolate cake," he said. I laughed, and Simon chuckled. 

"Yes, Simon. I believe our cousin was able to open his eyes and see what was right in front of his face. Eliot, may I make a suggestion?" I asked. 

Eliot said, "Please, do." 

I searched through the cases and then spotted a long necklace of multiple strands of thin gold. Small light-blue gems sparkled along the strands at intervals. I pointed to it. "What about that one?" I asked. Eliot looked at it as though he pictured it around her neck. "The stones will remind her of your eyes," I told him. 

"Let me see that one," Eliot told the shopkeeper. 

The man brought it out of the case and placed it in front of Eliot. Eliot picked it up, and the fine gold chains fell across his fingers like silk. 

"Ooh," I sighed. "How much does it cost?" I asked. 

The shopkeeper said, "This necklace of gold and blue diamonds is twelve thousand credits." My eyes bulged. 

Eliot said, "Could you wrap it in white paper with a blue ribbon, please?" 

"Yes, Lord Alaric. Right away, sir." 

I whispered, "Twelve thousand credits is a fortune, Eliot. We can find something else." 

He smiled and said, "It isn't a fortune, sweet cousin, and I intend to win Auria for myself." I lifted an eyebrow at him. 

"You had Auria's heart before you even said hello to her," I said. Eliot turned the full force of his gaze on me, and I felt bare. 

"I owe you a debt I can never repay. Had it not been for your observations about Auria, I would have continued to avoid her. Women have sought after me for my title and my wealth and have cared nothing for me. Auria cares only for me and thought my title and wealth were insurmountable obstacles." 

"Therefore, you are buying her a really expensive necklace," I said. 

"Yes, she should understand there are no obstacles between us," Eliot grinned. "Also, our families are so wealthy that a sum of twelve thousand credits is just pocket change. I would be embarrassed to spend less on Auria. Let's continue to look," Eliot suggested. 

"Aw, look at that one, Thunderdrop. It reminds me of your eyes," I said as I stroked his leg. The necklace was constructed of three long strands of sparkling black polished beads. The shopkeeper returned and walked over toward Simon and me. 

"Lady Alaric Montgomery Lee, you have exquisite tastes," the man said. 

I frowned, "Now you've made me afraid to ask. Is it more than the necklace Eliot just purchased?" 

He nodded, "Yes, my lady. It is considerably more. These are black pearls." 

"Do you hear that? Arachnean Silk spiders have eyes like black pearls," I whispered to Thunderdrop.

I noticed a black pearl ring surrounded by small square, rectangular, and triangular shaped diamonds to match. I kept walking. I hadn't checked to see how many credits Hiroshi had given me to spend, but I knew the bill in this place would be too high. 

Simon whispered in my ear, "Eliot hasn't been this happy since we were children." Simon led me out of the shop. "Would you like to get a cup of coffee?" he asked. 

"No, not really. Simon, how do you know how Eliot feels? Sometimes you and Gram seem like you know how I feel, know in the way Yukihyo knows," I asked. Simon stopped walking. 

"Lord and Lady Montgomery's descendants inherited enough Laconian blood to make us empathic. It also allows us to communicate with our silk spiders." 

"So, your dad and Ethan are too?" I asked. 

"Yes, more so than you and I, but nowhere close to Yukihyo. Lady Montgomery was Laconian, and her children were strong. Gram knows just about everything we feel and most of what we think. Her mother-in-law passed Laconian blood on to her own son which makes the Alaric line stronger than the Montgomery line. This is important because without the cooperation of our spiders, the Arachnean economy would collapse," Simon explained. 

"Then, they must be glad Yukihyo married me." Simon winked at me. 

"I think the entire community approves of your marriage, dear cousin." 

Eliot came out of the store with a bag, a spring in his step, and a smile on his handsome face. "Cousins, shall we go home for a while?" Eliot asked. 

We agreed. Simon dropped us off and brought Thunderdrop's bag up to my room before going home for a few hours. Eliot went to the office to speak to his father. 
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Chapter Two
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I decided to call Yukihyo. He answered from the kitchen vid-screen. 

"Lady wife, you look beautiful today. I like those colors on you." 

"Thank you. We took the boys to the toy store." I picked up the vid-screen and showed Yukihyo Thunderdrop playing with his new transport. Thunderdrop saw Yukihyo and chirped excitedly at him. "Do you know what he is saying to you?" I asked. My husband smiled at me. 

"Not from this distance," Yukihyo said. 

"Is everything okay?" 

"Without you, it is dull. We all feel your loss, but the cakes you made for us help," he said. 

"Are they okay?" 

"Very," he said. 

"I may be out late tonight, so I will call you as soon as I am back here in my room." 

"Where are you going?" he asked. I smiled and clasped my hands in front of my chest. 

"Oh, Yukihyo! Eliot has fallen in love, and Simon and I are going with him and Auria on their first date." Yukihyo gave a joyous laugh. 

"Very good! I am pleased Eliot has found happiness." 

"I didn't know he could whistle a tune or smile so broadly. He is always so serious." 

"Perhaps soon you will have a new photo for your table," Yukihyo said. 

"I hope so, husband. I already like her very much, and I've only met her once. Anyone who loves Eliot as much as she does would have my approval, though. I love you, Yukihyo." 

"I love you, Teagan." He ended the transmission. 

I decided to put on a gown and have a little nap before dinner. A knock on my door woke me. I stretched and sat up. "Come in," I said as I yawned. It was Eliot. I jumped up. "What time is it? How long do I have?" 

He raised a hand, "Calm down. We have an hour until we go to pick up Simon and Auria." I relaxed a bit. "I want you to have a gift. Also, I want to let you know that I spoke to father about Auria. After investigating Auria and her family, he granted me his approval. She would need to agree to a marriage contract that he plans to devise, but I am hopeful that she will be as untroubled by it as you were with Yukihyo." 

I said, "If she truly loves you, it won't matter to her." 

"I hope you will wear this tonight, dear cousin," Eliot said as he handed me a box. 

"Eliot, you are so sweet. You didn't have to get me anything. I'm just really happy that you gave Auria a chance. It hurt me to see her so hopelessly in love with you, knowing she thought you could never possibly care for her. When I saw you speaking to her in the bakery, I felt as though you had given me a gift. When you seemed to accept her, I felt more accepted myself." Eliot pulled me into his arms and kissed the top of my head. 

"You now have fifty minutes before you must be in the transport. It will take you five minutes to leave your room, take the lift down, and get into the transport. Open my gift and get dressed." 

He reminded me of Eric, so bossy. He let go of me and gestured for me to open his gift. I placed it on the bed and unwrapped it. A jewelry box was inside. I opened the lid to the black pearls spread out around the matching ring. My hands went to my mouth. "Oh, Eliot! This is too expensive!" 

"If you refuse my gift, you will wound me deeply, sweet cousin." 

"Eliot, I have no intention of refusing your gifts, but I don't want you to ruin yourself financially because of me either." 

He smiled. "When you were in the toy store, did the toy transports you bought as gifts put much of a dent in your credits?" 

"No, it was nothing, and it made them so happy," I said. 

Eliot lifted my chin and smiled at me. "You now have forty-five minutes." 

Gram came into my room. "What a beautiful present. You are such a thoughtful young man, Eliot. Did I hear you say you are both going somewhere?" Gram asked. She looked innocently at Eliot. 

He gave her a big kiss on the cheek and whistled his way out of the room. 

"Well, don't just stand there in your gown. Go to your bathroom and freshen up while I find you something to wear." 

I minded. Gram selected a simple dress in a dark green with long sleeves and a rounded neckline. She helped me to put on the pearls. They were stunning. I put the ring on my right hand and moved my fingers so I could watch the diamonds sparkle. Gram had me to sit down on the bed while she brushed my hair and twisted it into a low bun. "Call that husband of yours right now so he can see you all dressed up," Gram said. 

I laughed and called him. The small capillaries in his eyes began to turn pink when he saw me. 

"How do I look? Gram just did my hair for me." Yukihyo clenched his jaw. 

Yukihyo said, "If I were there, you would not make it out of your bedroom." I blushed and smiled at him. 

"Yukihyo, Gram is in the room. Are you almost to Malta?" 

"Yes, it won't be long until we are there."

"Good. I miss you."

An impatient knock sounded at my door. Gram answered it. I held the vid-screen so Yukihyo could see an excited and nervous Eliot. Eliot waved at Yukihyo. 

"Could you convince your wife to come down to the transport?" 

I turned the vid-screen back to me. 

"Call me when you return, please." 

"Okay, I'll fill you in on all of the details," I promised. He ended the call.

Eliot extended his hand to me. He wore an expensive and well-made suit and had the box with the blue ribbon in his other hand. Thunderdrop came to my shoulder, and ZeeZee followed us to the lift. 

"Have fun kids," Gram said. 

Elliot led me to the larger transport. The driver opened the door for us. After we were all inside, he took us to pick up Simon and Cass. Eliot tapped his fingers nervously on his knee. 

"So, when are you going to invite her to the house to meet Sydney, Ethan, and Gram?" 

"If all goes well, I'll invite her to have dinner with us tomorrow."

Eliot was agitated which made the drive seem to take even longer, and since all I had eaten were three pastries, I was starving. My hunger didn't make me very patient with Eliot's anxiety. 

"Don't be so nervous." 

He scowled, "Her parents will be there when I go to her door." 

"Well, I don't think she will be letting you kiss her passionately before dinner anyway, so what does it matter?" 

Eliot froze and said, "What? No, I just meant...." 

I smiled and looked out of the window. "Clack clack," ZeeZee told him. The driver pulled to a stop. Simon didn't wait for the driver to open the door. He must have sensed Eliot's eagerness to see Auria. Simon wore a dark-grey suit that went well with his bright red hair. 

Simon said, "Teagan, you look beautiful this evening." 

"Thank you, Lord Montgomery. You look very handsome in your suit." 

Simon looked at my neck. "Nice pearls, Teagan. Eliot, I won't be outdone by your gift. Now, I must give Teagan something better." 

Eliot retorted with, "You will lose that competition." 

"We shall see, Lord Alaric." 

I rolled my eyes at them. They began discussing a new weaving machine they wanted to buy and spent enough time on the topic that Eliot managed to calm himself by the time the driver stopped in front of a small flower-covered cottage. I thought we were only a few blocks from the bakery. Eliot opened the door and left us to walk up the path to the door. Simon chuckled. 

"Wait until Eric hears about this," I said. 

"Oh, I called Eric as soon as I got home earlier," Simon said as he chuckled again. 

"I told Yukihyo, so he probably told Hiroshi and Phillip. Did you tell Gina or Sherman?" 

"Of course," he said. 

Eliot knocked on the door, and a large man with a cheerful face opened it, gave Eliot a bow, and invited him inside. 

"I wish I could see inside," I said. 

"Clack clack," ZeeZee said. 

"I know. You want to see, too." 

"Clack." 

"I assume Eliot is meeting Auria's parents. Then, she will thank him for the flowers. After that, he will hand her the box. She will sit on a chair and open it. Eliot will fasten the necklace around her delicate throat. Her parents will delight in their daughter's good fortune, and he will escort his stunned young lady out to us," Simon conjectured. 

"Are you guessing all of that, or do you know it?" 

Simon just gave me a small smile and pointed. The driver opened the door. Eliot walked Auria toward us. Her hand was pulled through his arm, gold and diamonds glittered at her throat, and her parents stood in shocked happiness in their doorway. Eliot helped Auria into the transport and then took the seat next to her. The driver closed the door and then pulled us away from Auria's house. She wore a simple blue dress much like my own with her hair straight down her back. Auria's cheeks were pink, and her eyes darted shy glances at Eliot, who hadn't taken his eyes off of her. My heart felt all mushy. 

Simon said, "Lady Auria, it is a pleasure to see you again.” She looked up and blushed at the proffered title. 

"Indeed it is. The hours passed by much too slowly, since I saw you last," Eliot said.

Auria looked into Eliot's eyes. "I often feel that way about you. It isn't often that I see you in town. I become afraid that I will forget what you look like." 

She blushed and looked down at her hands. Eliot reached over and took her small hand into his. My eyes began to swell, and Simon hurried to hand me a silk square. "Lady Teagan, what is wrong?" Auria asked in alarm. I shook my head and dabbed at new tears. 

"Our cousin cries when she is happy, and at the moment the two of us are very happy to be accompanying the two of you to dinner," Simon explained. 

I nodded and sniffed. Then, my stomach growled, and Simon laughed at me. I heard Auria whisper to Eliot, and he whispered back to her. I saw the way Eliot looked at her, and my eyes leaked some more. 

"I know just what to get Yukihyo," Simon said. 

"What?" I asked. 

"I am going to give your husband a box of silk squares upon his return," he said. 

"Oh, Simon. I'm not that bad." My stomach growled again. "Don't look at me like that Simon. I didn't have lunch." 

We finally arrived at the restaurant. After we were seated in a reserved area, Simon said, "It was at another restaurant where you broke my heart cousin." 

"What did I do?" 

Simon said, "It was at the Pavilion where I saw you for the second time with my friends from Tora. I realized you were in love with Yukihyo." 

I pouted at him. "Poor, Simon. Maybe you should travel off world with us and allow all of the other women in the Galaxic Expanse the opportunity to fan you with their lashes." I winked at him. 

Waiters began to bring food to our table much to my relief. Simon and I ate most of the food. Eliot and Auria spent the evening conversing with their eyes and few words. Auria's eyes were shy, but Eliot's had taken on the heat I often saw in Yukihyo's. Simon coughed, and Eliot managed to eat some of his dinner. 

"I must excuse myself for a moment," I said. I left the table and went toward the restroom. On my way back out again, Thunderdrop chittered at someone from my shoulder. I noticed Mr. Dade Sonners as he approached me. He bowed low while holding his gaze to my eyes. 

"Lady Alaric Montgomery Lee, you are even more stunning this evening than you were this morning when I had the great pleasure of making your acquaintance," he said. 

"Good evening, Mr. Sonners. How are you?" I asked after I had curtsied to him in return. 

"Now that I have seen you, I could not be better." He offered me his arm. "Would you allow me the honor of seeing you to your table, my lady?" I tilted my head at him. 

"Thank you, Mr. Sonners. That is very nice of you, but I remember where it is." 

"Chirp." 

Mr. Sonners laughed and said, "You are delightful!" He closed the distance between us, and I allowed him to place my hand on his arm. As we neared the table, I thought I heard Cass grinding his mouth parts together. Simon and Eliot rose. 

"Mr. Sonners, thank you for returning our cousin to us," Simon said as he took my other hand and returned me to my seat. I placed a piece of meat on a plate for Thunderdrop. 

"Please allow me to introduce Mr. Dade Sonners," Eliot said to Auria. "Mr. Sonners, this is Miss Auria Jones." Auria curtsied to Mr. Sonners, who bowed to her. He seemed flabbergasted when he realized from where he knew her. 

"You have the loveliest dinner companions on Arachne this evening, my lords. Good evening." Mr. Sonners bowed again and excused himself. I saw one of my guards at a table with his back to the wall enjoying dinner. He winked at me. After dessert, the driver took us to a pavilion near a lake.

Lights floated on the surface of the calm water. In the pavilion, large silk cushions had been placed on the wooden floor. Thunderdrop and Cass soon climbed the pavilion's pillars to the roof. The water lapped softly against the shore, and stars filled the night sky. ZeeZee walked along the water's edge. Eliot led Auria to the far side of the pavilion to sit and gaze out at the lights floating on its surface. Simon and I tried to give them as much privacy as we could. 

"Simon, where are we?" 

"We are on the outskirts of the Alaric estate." 

"Why haven't we ever been out here before?" A fish jumped and created a splash in the water. When I looked in the direction of the noise, I saw Eliot as he placed his hands to the sides of Auria's face and kissed her. Hurriedly, I looked away, but soon I began to feel the arousal that Yukihyo often stirred within me. Shocked, I blushed. Simon stood and drew me to my feet. 

He whispered, "Perhaps we should go find ZeeZee." I felt ashamed of myself. Once we had walked enough to not be overheard, Simon stopped. "I know you are alarmed, and I think I know why," he said. ZeeZee returned to us from the darkness. 

I said, "I hope you don't." 

"Eliot is not managing to shield his emotions very well at the moment. I also experienced his feelings. Don't worry. They are not your own."

"So, we just felt his feelings for Auria? Did we feel her feelings, too?" 

"No, we may feel things from her eventually, but his feelings are overpowering at the moment. Eliot, Ethan, Gram, and Yukihyo all feel emotions from others much more strongly than either you or I do." 

"I don't usually feel much at all." 

"You picked up Auria's emotions today. Eliot and I have learned to shut out the attentions of simpering females. It damages a man's feelings when he is viewed as someone to be seduced and used." 

I gave him a sympathetic pat on the shoulder. "Don't worry Simon. Keep protecting your delicate man feelings. When I notice women who are madly in love with you, I promise to point them out to you." 

"Thank you, sweet cousin." 

"In the meantime, I'm sure Hiroshi and Phillip would be happy to explain courtesans and brothels to you." Simon drew in a breath and let loose a deep rumbling laugh that made ZeeZee hop. "Phillip and Hiroshi will probably visit Ms. Laura's tomorrow." 

"Though not Yukihyo?" Simon asked. 

"He could try, but he would be denied service. The ladies and I have an agreement." 

"Remind me never to anger you, Teagan." 

I laughed, and we continued to walk along the water's edge. The clean air, calm water, and sounds of frogs and crickets soothed me. 

"Simon, is there any water on the land you all gave me?" 

"Yes, I believe so." 

"Can we go look at it before the rains come when you aren't too busy?" 

"How about in the morning? I'll come pick you up." 

"Great! Do me a favor. Call me and wake me up an hour before you come over. The bed in my room makes it impossible to wake up." 

Simon took my hand. "I will. I think it is safe for us to return," he said. 

We slowly began to walk back to the pavilion. Simon coughed discretely. Immediately, I noticed Eliot had not regained his usual composure when desire slammed through me. My knees weakened, and Simon caught me with an arm around my back. My cheeks flamed. 

Simon called out, "Our cousin grows weary. With your leave, I shall take her to the transport." 

In a gruff voice, Eliot replied that they would meet us there. I sat with my spine straight, and my legs firmly crossed. I feared I would die with embarrassment. Thunderdrop and Cass jumped into the transport, followed by ZeeZee. Auria climbed in next followed by Eliot. Auria's lips had been thoroughly kissed, and her cheeks appeared pink from Eliot's stubble. Eliot had not calmed down much at all. 

By the time he had walked her to her door and secured her promise to have dinner with us the next night, I was aching and damp and becoming increasingly annoyed with Eliot. 

"Can we throw Eliot in a lake before we drive home?" I asked. 

Simon rested his forehead on his hands, with his elbows braced on his knees. "Can't talk right now," he said. 

"At least you can go to a brothel. My husband is a week away," I complained. 

"Thinking about you with Yukihyo isn't helping." 

Eliot had a stupid expression on his face when he got in the transport. He said, "You were right. She loved the flowers and the necklace. I hope mother and Gram like her. The two of you like her, right?" 

I said, "Yes, Eliot. I like her very much, but not as much as you do." 

Simon kept his forehead pressed to his hands. Eliot grew ashen when he realized the problem. 

When the transport stopped at Simon's house, he said, "I'll call you in the morning," and rushed out. Cass scrambled to follow before he shut the door. 

When we got home, Ethan and Sydney greeted us in the foyer, eager to learn how things had gone with Auria. Remembering what Simon had told me about Ethan and Gram, my face turned to flames, and I hurried to the lift. Thunderdrop played with his new transport while I called Yukihyo. 

"How did Eliot's date go? What's wrong?" 

When I told Yukihyo, he suggested a cool bath and promised to make amends upon his return. I took his advice, not that it helped much. 
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Chapter Three
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My vid-screen woke me up which seemed to be becoming a habit. Not only Yukihyo, but also Phillip, and Hiroshi greeted me. "It appears your hours have shifted from ship time to that of whatever pleases her ladyship," Hiroshi joked or admonished. I couldn't tell which. 

"Well, Eliot did keep Simon and me out rather late with him on his date with Auria." 

Phillip said, "Describe the lady to me, Cupcake." 

"She's about my height with long black hair and warm brown eyes. I think she may be a year younger than me. Auria gazes upon Eliot with rapt adoration, and Eliot returns some very intense feelings to her." They seemed pleased by the information. 

"We have arrived on Malta. I will deliver your merchandise to Mr. Gregory and hang everything the way you would, were you here. I may call you rather late this evening," Yukihyo said. 

"I don't care how late you call, as long as you do." 

Phillip shoved Yukihyo over. "I'll take Ms. Laura her present in a few hours and tell you the details," Phillip said. 

"Maybe not all of the details, Phillip. Hiroshi, Simon, and Eliot took me to one of their silk warehouses yesterday. May I hope to avoid such long separations from my family in the future?" 

Hiroshi gave me a sly smile. "There is more profit to be made closer to Arachne," he answered. 

"Be careful. Don't get abducted by any miners," I said. 

"What are you going to do today?" Phillip asked. 

I smiled. "Simon is taking me out to see our land!" 

Yukihyo pushed Phillip out of the way. "Please bring your blaster, Thunderdrop, and send me a message once you return," he said. 

"I will." I ended the transmission.

I got dressed in my black pants and boots, a pink shirt, my belt, and blaster. I braided my hair and went down with Thunderdrop to find breakfast. Ethan and Eliot were surprised to see me awake and armed so early. 

"I hope the blaster is not for me," Eliot said. 

I threw my head back and laughed. "No, silly. Simon is taking me out to see the land you all gave me, and Yukihyo insisted I take my blaster. So, what did you send Auria today?" I filled a bowl with oatmeal. 

"Chirp." Thunderdrop blinked at me. 

"Okay, please come back when you have finished your breakfast," I said to him. 

"Chirp." 

"I ordered flowers to be delivered to her in two hours," Eliot said. "What do you think she would like?" he asked. 

I shrugged. "I don't know. I didn't have much of a chance to talk to her with your tongue down her throat." I smiled sweetly. 

"Perhaps, she might enjoy a wrap to protect her from the coming rains," Ethan suggested. 

"That is an excellent suggestion, Father!" Eliot dashed away without touching his breakfast. I smiled around my spoon. 

"So, what do you think of Eliot and Auria as a couple?" Ethan asked. My heart melted when I thought of them as they had been at dinner. 

"I think they are adorable. Just wait until you see how she looks at Eliot. It's so romantic. If I start to cry during dinner, please kick me under the table. He's worried about Sydney and Gram. He wants them to like her." 

"But you like her?"

"Even I can see how much she loves Eliot. Her love for my cousin made me love her. I hope she and I will become close friends. An added bonus I just realized is that she bakes." 

"It pleases me to see my son filled with new life." 

"It's good he's full of new life because he is not full of breakfast. If he ends up going to the bakery to see Auria, will you ask him to buy some of those pastries I had yesterday?" 

Ethan grinned at me. Something beeped. Ethan tapped a small vid-screen resting on the table between where he and Eliot had been. "Good morning, Simon." 

"Good morning, sir. I am calling to wake Teagan. She wants to go exploring." 

"She is awake, armed, and having breakfast. Come over as soon as you like." He ended the transmission. 

I started thinking about Hiroshi. "Ethan, there are a few things I can do to help out around your estate. Hiroshi kind of made me realize I'm being a lazy bum around here. I can clean, help in the kitchen, drive, or even learn to work in one of the facilities. I should contribute to the family in some way." 

"Thank you, Teagan. I will take you up on your offer. Once Hiroshi establishes trade agreements, I would like for you to try and recreate what you did on Malta and convince Laconians to offer our clothing in some of their stores. You may be successful at a few ports." 

"I would love to do that! I could go prepared with dresses to sell. I could wander around the first day and then go back the next day and see if I can garner any interest." I was so excited. 

"You have plenty of time to think about it," Ethan said. 

"Will Hiroshi only be trading for the family, or will he also be making his own deals?" I asked. 

Ethan smirked and said, "I think the more deals Hiroshi has going on at the same time, the happier he is." 

I thought of the gleam Hiroshi's eyes took on when he made a good deal. I said, "He's going to have fun." 

The sounds of footsteps and claws on wood flooring came closer. 

Simon said, "Good morning, sir. May I take my sweet cousin out for a proper look at her land?" 

"I suppose. I'm sure you will see to her safety. I would prefer that Teagan not be permitted to tire herself out, as we have a momentous evening planned, which I hope you will also attend." 

"I would be honored, sir." 

"Should I be here helping with the plans?" I asked. 

"Oh, no. My help will not be needed either. Will you have a communication device with you, Simon?" Ethan asked. 

"Yes, sir. Here are the tracking links on my transport and rollers as well." Simon handed Ethan a small rectangular device. Ethan touched the device to his vid-screen. "I also alerted security to our plans in addition to Eric's soldiers," Simon told him. 

"Very good. Please be back in time to be rested and dressed by six." 

"Yes, sir," Simon said. 

It was surreal listening to them, as if Ethan were the overprotective father I had always wanted, concerned about my safety and well-being. As I left my seat to go with Simon, I turned back and gave Ethan a hug and a kiss on the cheek. Then, I hurried from the room, so I wouldn't cry. 

Outside, Simon asked, "Are you okay?" 

I shrugged. "It was like having a real dad and a real brother in there, but I'm not going to think about it, or I might cry or something stupid like that." 

Simon had brought a long, low transport with two four-wheeled rollers on the back. Thunderdrop and Cass followed close behind me. Simon let me get inside without any help. He drove us down one of the paths through the trees. 

"Here we are, safe and sound nestled in between Alaric and Montgomery lands." 

"That's because their lands touch, and they each gave some to me."

Simon nodded, "Yes, right in the middle. Your land is surrounded by theirs." Thunderdrop chirped excitedly. I opened the door, and he blinked at me from my lap. 

"Yes, you can go," I told him. He and Cass climbed up nearby trees, my trees, but kept me under their surveillance. I got out and closed the door. Simon unloaded the rollers by driving them down an attached ramp on the transport. Simon showed me how to use either handgrip to move forward, backward, turn, or stop. 

"Please, put this on," he said as he handed a helmet to me. I did. 

"Wow! What is this?" As I looked through the helmet's visor, information appeared in each top and lower corner, as if appearing on a vid-screen. I could see through the lines and numbers though. 

"Those give you distance, direction, time, and if you focus on the bottom right, it will telescope in on what you are seeing." 

I tried it out on Thunderdrop. "Wow! This is so neat." 

Simon said, "Are you ready to go find your own water?" 

"Yes," I said enthusiastically. Simon drove off and through the forest. I followed carefully, not wanting to hit a tree. Thunderdrop and Cass followed us by swinging from lines of silk attached high in the branches. We drove by several beautiful tall trees. After two miles, I stopped my roller. Simon turned back around and pulled up alongside of me. I got off of the roller and pulled off my helmet. I walked around
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