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Armando found no joy in what he was doing, but he needed to protect his younger sister.

“You’ll regret marrying him,” Armando said. 

For the third time during their conversation, he spoke those words. Valeria stared at the dark wooden floor of the living room. Though she’d barely looked at Armando in the last few minutes, he knew she bristled at the comment. She gripped the scrolled arms of her chair and released a heavy sigh. In the past hour, they’d fiercely debated over her relationship with Syrik Amasi, the oldest son of a prominent family. Armando hadn’t spoken to any of the Amasis in over a decade and he wanted to keep it that way.

“What about your safety?” Armando asked, leaning forward in his armchair. “How do you know you can trust Syrik or his family?”

Valeria pinned him with her gaze and stubbornness glinted in her hazel eyes. “I’m not in danger with him—or any of the Amasis.”

“How do you know that?” Armando shook his head. His sister was usually optimistic, but this was going too far. “We’re still not sure what happened to our parents.”

“Can’t you at least talk to Syrik?”

Armando’s intense hazel eyes, showing flecks of green, were made more striking by his medium-brown skin. He leaned back in his chair and crossed his long legs at the ankles. Turmoil rolled through him, as he tried to keep his temper. With a huff, he looked away from Valeria. On the wall to his right were pictures of their deceased parents. A pang of guilt pierced his heart, as he thought of how disappointed Ramón and Olivia would be with him. It didn’t help that Valeria now looked so much like their mother, with the same oval face, large intelligent eyes, and a similar medium-brown complexion. 

While his sister’s safety was his priority, being prejudiced had never been acceptable to his parents. Armando closed his eyes for a few moments, trying to shut away his anger and frustration. He had bitter reasons to hate the Amasi Family and any Nitelvosa who bowed to their power. Just thinking of them brought heat under his skin and bile up his throat. He pushed away the visceral reaction he had for the Amasis. When he looked at his sister again, he smiled at the hope in her eyes.

“All right Valeria,” he said softly. “Invite Syrik for dinner tomorrow.” 

***
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Armando took a deep breath, preparing himself for dinner with Valeria’s Nitelvosa fiancé. He finished buttoning his crisp blue shirt, as he promised himself he’d remain calm. He reached for his silver watch and slipped it on his right wrist, thinking he’d have more time to change Valeria’s mind. Having dinner with Syrik that night didn’t mean he’d ever have to see him again.

Unable to put off the event any further, Armando left his bedroom and strode downstairs to the foyer. He enjoyed a strong drink, as he waited for Valeria’s guest and—if she had her way—his future brother-in-law. A few minutes later, the doorbell rang. He answered the door to find Valeria smiling brightly, clutching a medium-sized white gift bag to her chest. Syrik stood proudly by her with his arm around her shoulder. Armando stared at them, processing the hopefulness in their eyes, and his misgivings about inviting Syrik only increased. 

Valeria’s eager smile faded. “Armando, come on. Let us in.”

Armando stepped aside to let them into the house. “Welcome.” 

Syrik inclined his head. “It’s good to see you.” 

He walked into the foyer, firmly holding Valeria’s hand. He’d adorned himself in a multilayered suit of blue, silver, and maroon. The colors signified that he was of House Amasi. Armando clenched his jaw, considering Syrik’s choice of clothing as a show of power. For hundreds of years, the Amasis had remained the most influential family on Planet Rivkaen. 

“It’s been such a long time,” Syrik said. “We haven’t spoken since we were children.”

“That’s true. I imagine much has changed with you.” He swept his eyes over Syrik, barely able to bite back a curse. “I see you’ve come as you regularly appear. Show me how you really are. Transform.”

“Armando, is this necessary?” Valeria asked.

Syrik gently laid a hand on her arm. “It’s all right.”

He began to change into his other form, his dark-brown skin shifting to an even richer complexion and displaying a golden undertone. Wings spanning 15 feet unfurled. Thick black feathers, the ends accented with blue, made his 6’ 2” muscular physique more daunting. His vibrant brown eyes gleamed with arrogance, as the tips of his ears became pointed. He grinned and his cuspids extended, adding to his powerful countenance as he grew to 7’ 2”.

As Syrik finished transforming, Armando caught sight of Valeria’s gaze. There was no doubt she adored Syrik, The Monstrosity. Armando had created that name during their childhood and he wasn’t inclined to change it. He’d never really liked Syrik, in any form. Syrik’s younger brother, Izdahl, had mixed the Amasi confidence with charm and kindness. But none of that needed to matter because Armando didn’t want any connections to that family.

“I’ve seen enough,” Armando said, his tone dry. “Don’t take up all the space.”

Syrik chuckled and returned to his usual appearance. “I aim to please.”

Armando turned away and led them to the living room. Valeria settled next to Syrik on a brown leather couch and put the gift bag on the coffee table. Armando went to his favorite armchair. There was silence, as he stared at his sister and her fiancé.

“Syrik, would you like something to drink?” Armando finally asked. “Water. Tea. Perhaps some coryn wine.”

“The wine, please. It’s actually one of my favorites.”

It was the same for Armando. Drinking it reminded him of his mother, who’d enjoyed the dry wine made from the coryn, a tart fruit native to the planet. Armando knew it was petty, but he didn’t like having that in common with Syrik.

“What about the gift?” Valeria asked.

“Of course.” Syrik pushed the gift bag toward Armando, who stared at him pointedly, before taking the present. 

Armando removed a silver box from the bag and set it on the coffee table. He touched the button on the top of the box. It opened to project a hologram of the Tesha Metropolitan Library, one of the planet’s most famous structures. 

“Valeria told me you’d become an architect,” Syrik said. “As you may remember, Erol Amasi’s my grandfather. He designed this building, along with the others in that holographic program.”

Armando nodded, murmuring his appreciation. While studying architecture at Prenya University, he’d been drawn to Erol Amasi’s work. He’d tried his best to avoid anything the Amasi elder had designed, but had given into his curiosity and gathered more information about Erol’s techniques. The library had become Armando’s favorite and he still visited often, admiring the greatness of the design.

Syrik’s gift reminded Armando of the wonderful days spent studying in the library. Despite his happiness about the present, Armando found it difficult to offer gratitude. He was thankful when Viktor, his chef and assistant, announced dinner was ready. Armando stood and led Valeria and Syrik to the dining room. They weren’t far into the meal, before Armando’s frustration began to rise.

“I’m sure Valeria told you Nitelvosa killed our parents,” he said, a dark edge to his voice. “That happened in an Amasi territory.”

Syrik nodded solemnly. “I’m aware some Nitelvosa were involved. I offer my deepest condolences, as my family did at the time of the incident. We’ve continued to look into this delicate matter.”

Armando noted Syrik’s phrasing. It sounded rehearsed. “Is that so? It appears it’s not a priority for your family. The murders happened twenty years ago and they remain unsolved.”

“Brother, you promised you’d try,” Valeria said.

Armando cleared his throat and avoided his sister’s eyes. The meal continued, but with each course, Armando struggled to push aside his misgivings. Vivid images from the night his parents died kept shuffling through his mind. It was hard enough for him to have an Amasi in his home. Knowing he could become related to them was unbearable. He sliced his steak but never took a bite. Viktor would have been distraught to see him mutilate the fine cut of meat.

Losing patience, Armando pushed his plate away. “I don’t want you marrying Valeria.”

Syrik put down his utensils. “You’ve met me. You know my intentions.”

“I’ve seen how you present yourself. That doesn’t mean Valeria should be with you.”

“It’s her life,” Syrik said, his voice rising.

“And I care for her the most.”

“You have a strange way of showing it. Being paranoid about my family doesn’t help her. Even in death, your Uncle Manuel still controls your mind.”

“You’re not fit to speak of my family. My uncle raised us after your family ruined our lives.”

“The Amasis helped you. Why do you insist on believing—”

“Our parents were murdered in your family’s territory. You all haven’t fully investigated. Do you honestly think, even after all these years, your great-grandmother couldn’t find who killed my parents? I guess the all-powerful Xeira Amasi does have her limitations.”

Syrik’s stood, his fangs extending, with his fists clenched. “Do not speak of my family like that.”

“There you have it.” Armando narrowed his eyes. “Uncle Manuel was right. Amasis are always ready for violence.”

“Both of you, stop it,” Valeria said.

“She’s the only family I have. And you know why.” Armando stood, pressing his hands on the dinner table. “Go. Now!”

Syrik took a deep breath, before turning to Valeria. “I’ll see myself out.” He gave her a sad smile. “Please don’t follow me. I promise we’ll talk later.”

Without saying anything else, Syrik hurried from the house. Valeria started to leave the dining room.

“Wait, Val,” Armando said. “Try to understand. I only wanted to—”

“Do not speak to me.” Valeria pointed a finger at him. “I’ve told you before, I don’t need your permission for anything.”

Armando walked over to her. “Maybe over time you’ll understand.”  

“You can’t punish Syrik because he’s an Amasi.”

“It’s not like that.”

“It’s exactly like that.”

Armando reached out to hug Valeria, but she pushed past him to run upstairs to her room. He sat and finished dinner by himself, barely tasting the food.

***
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The next morning, Armando hoped Valeria wasn’t still angry. He dressed and went downstairs for breakfast in the dining room. He and Viktor were in the middle of eating, but his sister still hadn’t joined them.  

“Viktor, have you seen Valeria today?” Armando asked, as he refilled his coffee.  

“I haven’t. Maybe she already went riding.” 

“True. It’s a perfect day for that.”

Armando and Valeria kept their horses at the Belford Stables. He thought that, given their argument, she’d vent her frustration by charging through the fields and forests. It would be a beautiful weekend and Valeria loved the crisp spring weather, especially when it was sunny. He thought fondly of the many times she’d encouraged him to go riding with her. But at the back of his mind uneasiness grew. He was glad to have Viktor across from him as a sounding board. Viktor, who’d worked for him for the past three years, would be honest and Armando valued his opinion.

“Did you hear the dinner conversation last night?” Armando asked.

Viktor brushed back a lock of his auburn hair, as he peered at Armando with penetrating green eyes. “You mean the argument you started?”

“I—Yes. What do you think?” Armando spread guava jelly on his toast, as he waited for Viktor’s answer.

“I heard some of what happened.” Viktor tipped his head, his expression a thoughtful one. “Valeria and Syrik will get married.”

“But you understand why I don’t want them together, right?”

“Yes. I don’t agree with it.” Viktor’s eyes showed his disapproval. “Valeria doesn’t even have to live here. She stays because of you, but you’ll drive her away. You know this.”

Armando couldn’t deny Viktor was right. He had good reasons to trust Viktor’s judgment. Viktor had begun working for him after Armando was injured in a car accident. Armando’s recovery had been difficult and Valeria had insisted he get help. After vetting numerous candidates, she’d strongly recommended Viktor. Though he’d been reluctant to accept assistance, Armando had ended up so pleased with Viktor’s work that he’d hired him to provide support at his architectural company. Over time, he’d grown to trust Viktor more than most people.

“You’re right.” Armando looked toward the stairs. “Maybe Valeria will want to talk soon. I’ll apologize.”

“I’m not sure she went riding. Given last night’s events, why haven’t you already checked on her?”

Armando glanced back at Viktor. “I’m scared of how angry she’ll be. You know her temper’s worse than mine. I really messed up last night.” He looked up at the stairs again. “I know I was trying to protect her but...”

“Honestly, I’m surprised she still lives here, despite being engaged to Syrik. She could have moved out long ago. She stayed for you. After how you acted, she might have finally lost patience.”

Armando’s shoulders slumped. “That’s not what I want to hear right now.”

Viktor gave him a small smile. “But it’s what you need.”

Armando let out a long frustrated breath, before continuing to eat. After he and Viktor finished breakfast, Armando went to his study to read for a few hours. He expected to see his sister by lunchtime. When she didn’t appear, his nagging doubt grew stronger. He rushed from his office and raced up the stairs, taking them two at a time. He knocked firmly on Valeria’s bedroom door. There was no response.

“It’s me, sis,” Armando said. “Please let’s talk.”

There was nothing. Concern drilled into his head. He opened the door. Valeria wasn’t there and neither was any sign that this was her room. Armando’s bellow of fury was so loud, Viktor came rushing up the stairs.

“What’s wrong?” Viktor asked.

Armando pointed to the empty room. “She’s gone.” He turned away and Viktor held onto his arm.

“Where are you going? Don’t do anything foolish.”

Armando wrenched his arm from Viktor’s grasp. “Get off me.” 

Armando hurried down the stairs, grabbing his keys and wallet from the console by the door, before rushing to his car in the garage. He gritted his teeth, feeling that the car door was taking much too long to open. Part of him knew the door was moving with its usual sleek efficiency. But his heated temper affected how he heard and saw everything. He slid inside his silver car, pinching the bridge of his nose, as pain from a headache pierced him.

“Take me to Syrik Amasi’s house,” he said.

As his autonomous vehicle made its way to the destination, Armando stared straight ahead, fury taking over his mind.
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“Syrik, what have you done?” Izdahl Amasi asked.

He’d gone to eat lunch at his older brother’s house. Valeria also being there hadn’t surprised him, but the guilt in Syrik’s eyes remained a source of confusion. During the meal, Izdahl hadn’t asked any of the questions that had swirled in his mind. He’d sat at the table and followed his brother’s lead, discussing everything but the reason for the strained atmosphere. 

After the meal, Valeria had quietly disappeared upstairs. Izdahl had the chance to get answers from Syrik. Now, they sat in his brother’s study. Syrik was on his third glass of Xivlif, his favorite strong alcohol.

“Last night, Valeria called for me,” Syrik said. “You know how much I love her. We could have been living together months ago, but I asked her to wait. I’d hoped her brother would accept our relationship.” Syrik took a sharp swig of his drink. “After that horrible dinner, my patience with Armando ran out. Valeria called and she was crying. So I helped her move out.”

Izdahl nodded, understanding his brother’s situation. He studied Syrik, feeling his brother’s deep anger and frustration. Despite agreeing with what Syrik had done, Izdahl knew his brother’s actions would make Armando dislike the Amasis more.

“Why couldn’t Valeria just walk out the door?” Izdahl asked. “Would Armando have kept her from leaving?”

“I don’t think so. But it was my idea to get her. She asked that I do it quietly.”

“In the middle of the night? It couldn’t have been easy to spirit her away.”

Syrik shifted his gaze to the wooden floor. “I used a portal.”

Portals were one of the methods of transportation, typically through designated portal stations. Use of them directly into someone’s home was restricted, unless invited or there was an emergency. Some Nitelvosa wanted more leverage and would violate those rules. Doing so often resulted in a heavy fine of 50,000 Amasi Kabari, the strongest currency in the territories.

“Just brilliant,” Izdahl said. “How do you think Armando will react when he finds out?”

“Stop lecturing me.” Syrik refilled his glass and swallowed half of his drink. “I only care about Valeria. You’re so uptight. At least, I’m with the one I love. You keep pining over that stubborn asshole. How many years has it been?”

Izdahl grunted in annoyance at the barbs. “My situation’s complicated. Now stop trying to change the subject. Once Armando finds out what you did, he’ll be furious.”

“I can’t imagine him disliking me more.” 

Syrik had barely finished his sentence, when someone rang the doorbell and the house VI announced who it was. Izdahl told the VI to turn on the large video screen mounted opposite of Syrik’s desk. He directed it to show images from cameras at the front of the house. The footage revealed Armando pacing at the door, his hands pulled into fists.

“He’s on my property now,” Syrik said, rising unsteadily. “He’ll wish he never—”

Izdahl got up to gently push his brother back into the chair. Syrik resisted, but Izdahl used his greater height and strength to proper effect, forcing Syrik to sit again. “You’ll only make things worse. I’ll handle this.”

After a few moments, Syrik nodded in agreement. Izdahl made his way to the foyer and opened the door. Armando stood there, his eyes flashing with barely restrained anger. Not for the first time, Izdahl took in Armando’s 6’ 1” height, with his slim but muscular body. His square jaw was stubbornly tilted and fury glinted in his piercing eyes. 

He’s still so angry and bitter, Izdahl thought. It didn’t have to be this way.

Armando gave Izdahl a curt nod. “Where’s Syrik?”

“Being here isn’t a good idea. You should go.” 

Armando’s veneer of politeness disappeared. “Go get your brother.”

“Then please come in. Is there anything I can do to help? Maybe you and I can speak in the living room.”

Armando folded his arms. “I’m staying here.”

“Won’t you at least have a seat?” Izdahl’s smile was ingratiating. “The living room’s not far.”

“Didn’t you hear me?”

“I understand you’re upset—”

Armando pointed at Izdahl. “Didn’t your brother bring my sister here? You can’t possibly expect me to—”

“Valeria made her decision,” Izdahl heard Syrik say. 

Izdahl turned to look at his brother, whose cuspids had lengthened. “You were supposed to let me handle this.”

Syrik cursed. “He won’t listen to you. Didn’t you learn that years ago? He only cares about what he wants.”

Armando stepped past Izdahl to stand in front of Syrik. “Where’s my sister?”

Syrik waved a dismissive hand. “I love Valeria. You’re trying to keep us apart. I won’t have that.”

“So you became a thief, entering my home and taking my sister.”

“Thief?” Syrik bared his fangs. “Valeria’s not property. She left of her own free will. You pushed her away. Now get out.”

“Stop it!” 

Izdahl looked at the staircase. Valeria made her way down it, her eyes red from crying, and walked to Syrik. She held his face in her hands. “You don’t have to talk to him like that.” Linking an arm with her fiancé, she turned to her brother. “Please go home.”

Armando took a step toward her. “Why won’t you listen to me?”

“I’m tired of arguing. I’ve made up my mind.”

“Valeria, this family must know who killed our parents. They’re keeping the truth from us. How can you be around them?”

“Go home,” Valeria said, her voice holding resolve. “You’ve taken on our uncle’s prejudices. Our parents would be ashamed of you. You’re not acting like the son they’d raise.”

Armando’s shoulders sagged and the light in his eyes dimmed. Izdahl shoved his hands into his pockets, forcing himself not to reach out to Armando. Without another word, Armando turned away, his steps heavy. Izdahl didn’t need to see his face to know how much he was hurting. Armando walked out the door, heading to his car, and Izdahl wondered if he’d ever see him again.

“I didn’t want this,” Valeria said.

Izdahl turned back to her. “I’m sure you didn’t, but there must have been a kinder way.”

Syrik gritted his teeth. “And exactly what would that have been? You, better than anyone, know what he’s like when he refuses to listen.”

Izdahl flinched, thinking of the weeks he’d spent trying to mend his relationship with Armando. He’d thought, after all those years, the memories wouldn’t hurt him. Yet he’d been pulled back into Armando’s orbit without even trying, and was reminded of his bitter loss.

Valeria walked to Izdahl, looking up at him earnestly. “Please take care of Armando.”

Izdahl stepped back from her. “What? You can’t possibly expect me to—”

“Please. Armando was doing so much better. It’s only because of Uncle Manuel that he’d distanced himself again. Out of guilt.”

“Yes, and Armando left me because of that. How can you ask me to look after him?”

“I need your help.” Valeria put a hand on his arm, her expression pained. “I don’t want to lose Armando too.”

Izdahl took a deep breath. “All right. I promise I’ll help.” 
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Three months later...

“Is it ten already?” Armando asked.

“Yes.” Jakob Ramsey, his business partner, stretched and yawned. “This is your fault. I lost track of time.”

Armando chuckled. His excitement about their current project had led to another late night. They were designing the new Center for the Arts at Prenya University, the planet’s most prestigious institution of higher learning. They’d spent most of that day reviewing information from the faculty, staff, and students, to determine what was needed for their alma mater. After several hours of discussion, they were ready to prepare a blueprint. The center would be 80,000 square feet, including a theater with capacity for 600 and an art gallery, all surrounded by a 20-acre park.

Based on Jakob’s massive yawn, any more progress would have to wait. 

“You should head home,” Armando said. “Or Kaavya will show up here.”

Kaavya had already called, goodnaturedly complaining she’d forgotten how Jakob looked. Jakob had promised his wife he’d work for another hour, to get to a good stopping point. He rose from his chair, as he swept a hand through his thick, black, curly hair. With a medium-brown complexion, his features were a combination of his Norwegian and Trinidadian heritage. He and Armando had bonded over having a parent with ancestry from Planet Earth’s Caribbean region, as Armando’s mother was Vincentian.

“I’ll grab my things.” Jakob tapped Armando on his shoulder. “By the way, Kaavya and I are going to the symphony tomorrow. Want to come with us? I invited the rest of our team.” 

Faizah Abara and Ryoma Nakamura mainly prepared proposals and designed projects. Yaretzi Tepetl handled most of the client outreach and was usually the first to review potential sites. The three of them had been hired five years earlier. With the company’s projects increasing in amount and complexity, Viktor had become the office manager. They’d all grown close and sometimes went to events together. Armando often joined the outings, but that week he’d felt more tired than usual. He didn’t think he had enough energy to attend a concert.

“I might just stay home and relax,” he said. “But thanks for asking.”

“Well, if you change your mind, let me know.”

Armando waved goodbye and Jakob left their office. With Jakob gone, Armando was alone. Again. He flexed his long legs and walked to one of the large windows. To his left, he saw the main avenue of Tesha, the capital of Arka. As the main city of the Amasi territories, it boasted incredible sights, especially on its busiest streets. He wondered if his sister was somewhere out there, enjoying the night with Syrik.

It had been a few months since Valeria had moved in with Syrik. The previous month, the two had married and gone on their honeymoon. Armando had long ago received a wedding invitation, but he’d refused to attend the ceremony. He’d burned the invitation on the day of the wedding. He often found himself distracted by thoughts of what had happened. Not for the first time, he considered how his family had fallen apart. It had started with his parents dying. They’d been murdered, when he was ten and Valeria was eight.  

Over the years, Armando’s unhappiness had changed to hatred of the Amasis and a general wariness around Nitelvosa. Fed by paranoia that his family was never safe, his warm nature had shriveled, replaced by fury he’d nursed for over two decades. Manuel, his mother’s older brother, hadn’t done anything to dissuade Armando’s harsh feelings. Even on his deathbed, his already weak heart stressed by the loss of Olivia, Manuel had encouraged Armando to continue hating the Amasis. Manuel had also insisted that Armando focus on protecting Valeria. Now, ten years after their uncle’s death, there Armando stood. Disconnected from Valeria, the last member of his family. Depressed and afraid of dying alone. 

He shook his head to clear his painful memories and returned to his chair. The night breeze stirred the trees in the business complex’s courtyard. He noticed a memdor, a medium-sized, graceful bird, perched on the tree closest to his window. He was familiar with the varieties of the species, but this one was unique—the vibrant silver-tipped, dark-blue feathers held his attention. It also appeared to enjoy this area, as Armando had seen it numerous times during the past few months. Glad for the distraction, Armando opened the window and let the crisp spring air into the room. 

“You remind me of a bird I used to see,” he said. 

He thought of one that had roosted in a tree in his uncle’s backyard, as the bird fluffed its feathers. 

“Are you having a good day?” he asked. “Have you been traveling again?” He sighed, as he realized he hadn’t left the capital city in over a year. “Will you tell me about the places you’ve been?” 

The memdor tilted its head, a sharp intelligence in its bright amber eyes. Armando laughed, realizing he was so exhausted and lonely that he’d spoken to a random bird. Maybe he would take Jakob up on that offer and go to the symphony. For now, he’d continue to admire the glorious bird with the captivating colors.

***
[image: ]


Izdahl reveled in Armando intently studying him. It was difficult to stay focused and remain in his bird form. He hadn’t expected Armando to notice him. When Armando spoke to him, he almost fell off his perch. His heart warmed at the wistfulness in Armando’s voice. Before he did something he’d regret, like fly to Armando, Izdahl opened his wings and left the tree. 

When Izdahl was far away from Armando, he changed into his regular form. He sighed with pleasure, as the night wind lifted him. With his wings spanning 15 feet, he easily caught the air. Before long, he was over Trevso, the Amasi territory next to Arka. While gliding, his mind raced with conflicting thoughts about Armando. 

Is this all I can do? Can’t I be myself around him?

As a bird, Izdahl had closely observed Armando for several months. That day, Armando had been more pensive than usual, his mouth down-turned with a deep furrow in his brow. Izdahl had guessed Armando had been thinking about Valeria. What he hadn’t considered was Armando would notice him, let alone speak to him.  

Well, he wasn’t really talking to me. He spoke to a bird. He’d rather tell a bird his feelings.

Izdahl chuckled softly, the sound burdened by somber regret. He landed on the roof of the clock tower at the center of one of the northern cities. He looked out over the city and thought of what could have been. He’d briefly dated Armando, while they were back in college. Just when they were about to deepen their relationship, Armando had distanced himself. But maybe Izdahl could try to connect with Armando again. He needed to go beyond pining. He needed to make a plan.

***
[image: ]


Armando shifted in his seat, wishing he’d asked for more information about the symphony concert. There would be several ensembles composed of humans and Nitelvosa. That he could handle, but the center of attention was a prominent member of the Amasi family. Izdahl.

“Did you know he’d be featured?” Armando asked Jakob, his words jagged with anger. 

Armando was thankful to be in a private balcony. In his present mood, he was having difficulty keeping his voice down. While he was upset, he didn’t necessarily want to call attention to himself. He did, however, want to complain to his friends.

“It was likely,” Jakob said with a dry tone. “We’re in one of the Amasi territories. And Izdahl’s an excellent cellist. You can’t completely avoid every Amasi and you shouldn’t want to do that.”

Armando flipped through his program, looking at who would be playing each of the ten pieces. “I have to sit here and listen to Izdahl play human classical music. Not only that, he’s in three ensembles. I bet you knew.”

“I hoped to expand your horizons,” Jakob said, his green eyes glinting with mischief. “I can see it’s not working.”

Armando huffed. “How clever of you.”

“Do you want to go home?” Kaavya asked, concern in her brown eyes. “You could leave now or head out during intermission.”

“No. I—It’s just—” Armando sighed, when the lights dimmed. “Never mind. I’ll be fine.” 

***
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During the concert’s intermission, Armando’s attention kept being pulled back to Izdahl. His stomach heated, as he watched Izdahl gracefully work his way through the crowd to speak with various guests. Forcing himself to turn away from Izdahl, Armando took a deep breath and moved closer to Jakob.

“I wish intermission were over,” Armando said.

Jakob glanced at his watch. “It will be in about fifteen minutes.”

“I know. Only ten minutes have passed.”

Jakob chuckled. “Yes. Are you trying to rush through life?” He tipped his chin at the refreshment area. “Relax and get some food.” 

Armando nodded and headed to one of the three refreshments areas. Robotic staff stood nearby, ready to serve guests from the wide selection of canapés and beverages. Armando chose a few canapés, before going to a drink table. He was perusing the options, including sparkling wine, when Izdahl smoothly appeared at his side. Armando’s stomach fluttered with excitement, but he continued to focus on the drinks.

“Good evening, Armando,” Izdahl said. “Are you enjoying the concert?”

Armando swallowed nervously. Izdahl’s deep, calm, cool voice still had the same effect on him. 

Armando cleared his throat and looked at Izdahl. “Yes, I am. I came on a whim. I didn’t know you’d be featured tonight.”

Izdahl’s appealing smile warmed Armando’s chest. “It’s good to see you.” He motioned to the drink selection. “I highly recommend the Baianvar. That vintage is my great-grandmother’s favorite.” Armando ignored the suggested Nitelvosa drink, choosing a glass of sparkling wine from a human vineyard. Izdahl’s eyes flicked to the drink in Armando’s hand. “But I’m sure that’s incredible too.”

Armando raised his glass. “Then I’ll go with this.”

Izdahl chuckled. “I see. You deny me even the small pleasure of accepting my recommendation. There was a time that wasn’t so.” His eyes slipped to Armando’s mouth. “You wanted much more.”

Armando could practically see the wheels turning in Izdahl’s head. He had no doubt Izdahl was imagining the last time they’d been together. They’d booked a cabin, intending to spend a college break in the lush and natural environment. Their plans had been cut short. In the weeks that followed, Armando’s uncle had reignited his animosity toward Izdahl and his family.

Reluctant to rehash his feelings about that time, Armando cleared his throat. “Well I had to change my priorities.” 

“It’s a shame being with me wasn’t the main one.”

Armando glanced away, guilt rising at the sadness in Izdahl’s voice. He thought of their time almost ten years ago. Had he been ready to take the next step and commit to a relationship? Or had his uncle’s illness been an excuse he’d used?

Izdahl touched Armando’s arm, bringing him back to the present. “Intermission will be over soon. I have to get backstage.” He gave Armando a meaningful look. “I’d really like to see you again. Don’t be a stranger.”

Armando watched Izdahl walk away, his stride confident. He found himself smiling, always having liked the way Izdahl moved seamlessly through a crowd. His mind still on Izdahl, Armando returned to his seat.

While he tried his best to enjoy the rest of the performance, he was unsettled about his conversation with Izdahl. By the time the concert ended, he was seething. A cascade of unwelcomed thoughts of his time with Izdahl barraged his mind. He’d thought he’d dealt with the guilt of shutting out Izdahl, but it had been reawakened that night.

On the way back to Jakob and Kaavya’s car, Armando’s mood remained dark. He sat in the back, his arms crossed as he looked out a window.

Kaavya turned in her seat to face him, the light catching her dark-brown skin. “Stop pouting. It was supposed to be a good night out. Don’t be closed-minded and ruin it.”

Jakob nodded in agreement and Armando gave him a scathing look in the rear view mirror.  

“You think I’m acting closed-minded, Kaavya?” Armando asked. “If I’d known how you felt, I—”

Kaavya’s lips tightened. “But you do know. I can’t stand the way you talk about the Amasis. Since you drove Valeria away, you’re so bitter. It’s no wonder you can’t see how many people during intermission were attracted to you. Your anger will—”

“Kaavya, come on now,” Jakob said. “That’s enough.” 

Kaavya turned to her husband. “Is it?” She focused again on Armando. “I’m pregnant and I don’t want your negative vibes affecting my baby.” 

“My love, you’ve made your point,” Jakob said. 

“How much business did you and Armando lose?” Kaavya asked Jakob. “How many potential clients have avoided you because of him?”

“We struggled for a few years, but so do many businesses.” Jakob sighed. “Look, I really don’t want to go through this right now.”

“You never told him how angry that made you.”

“And I didn’t want to do that,” Jakob said, his tone sharp. “But I guess he knows now.”

Armando had pushed to avoid any business directly connected to the Amasis. It meant that his company didn’t compete for some lucrative opportunities, but he’d wanted this to remain a principle. Jakob had agreed but apparently Armando hadn’t noticed his friend’s deepest feelings.

Armando took a deep breath, processing what he’d just learned. “I’m sorry, Jakob. I thought you understood.”

“I do, even though it was hard to pass up certain opportunities. I’m just thankful our company’s successful anyway.” Jakob pinched the bridge of his nose. “Let’s drop this. At least for tonight.”

Jakob started the car. The ride to Armando’s home was burdened by an uncomfortable silence. When Jakob parked in Armando’s driveway, Armando quickly left the car and hurried to his door. He was opening his door when Kaavya called out to him.

“Wait please.” 

Armando turned to see her leaving the car. With Jacob quickly following her, she walked to Armando with her arms open. 

“You look like I’ve kicked you,” Kaavya said, as she hugged him. “I shouldn’t have been so harsh.” 

“Am I really that bad?” Armando asked.

Kaavya’s lips twitched with humor. “The absolute worst.” 

“I’ll think about what you said. I’m sorry for how I acted. I was cranky because I felt guilty. Seeing Izdahl reminded me of how I shut him out. He and I have a complicated past.”

“Yes,” Kaavya said softly. “You should deal with that.”

Armando smiled ruefully. “Blunt as usual.” 

“Yes.” She gave him a teasing wink. “I actually hold back for you, my delicate friend.” 

“No. You don’t.”

Kaavya’s grin was cheeky and Armando couldn’t help chuckling. He’d known her since their first year at college and it was difficult to stay upset with her.

Kaavya got up on tiptoe and kissed his cheek. “Goodnight, Armando.”

“Are you two finally finished?” Jakob asked, exaggerated annoyance in his voice.

Kaavya laughed and, after giving Armando another hug, she returned with Jakob to the car. The couple waved at Armando, before heading home. As he watched them drive away, he thought of his conversation with Izdahl during intermission. He couldn’t shake how Izdahl’s piercing dark-brown eyes held charming humor, intelligence, and vitality. Armando had noticed the interest of various humans and Nitelvosa on him, but it was Izdahl’s attention who’d generated a sharp and sweet thrill. He’d ended up savoring Izdahl’s presence too and it had been a challenge to pull himself away.

***
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After changing his clothes and heading to the kitchen, Armando found Viktor’s teasing note for him on the kitchen island:

Dear Treasured Employer,

The automatic kettle was set to have water heated for you by now. Two (2) slices of lemon are refrigerated and the usual amount of sugar is in your favorite cup for your nightly tea. Your tablet is on the end table near your favorite armchair in the living room. The documentary about ancient Arkan cities comes on at 10 PM. Please enjoy your evening. Sleep well. I’ll be away for the rest of the night. If things go as planned, you won’t see me until lunchtime. 

- Viktor

Armando grinned self-consciously, wishing he weren’t so predictable.

He made his tea and went to his office to work, intending to read an article about recent technological advancements in architectural design, before watching the documentary. He couldn’t get into the article, as visions of Izdahl rotated in his mind. He wasn’t able to shake how Izdahl’s piercing eyes had pulsed with vitality. During the intermission, Armando had felt the gaze of various humans and Nitelvosa on him, but it was Izdahl’s staring that had the most heat. He’d found himself looking at Izdahl too and it had been hard to stop. 

Armando sighed, hating the ambivalence he felt. With the tea warming him, he stretched and shook wariness from his limbs. He was in the middle of doing so when he saw a dark-blue, silver tipped feather out on his windowsill. He opened the window to carefully retrieved the feather and twirled it between his fingers. He admired the way light hit the feather, lending an ethereal glow to the colors. It was then that a block on his mind broke. The proposal for Prenya University’s Center for the Arts was coming along nicely, but he and Jakob needed to add a special element to the building. They wanted the design to be infused with the spirit of passion it took to create advanced ideas. The design had to fit the images of what would be nurtured in the complex.  

Armando began to work, the feather inspiring him. He’d run his draft by Jakob and the rest of the team when their workweek began. Winning the art center commission would be a significant boost for his company. Even if his personal life wasn’t going well, at least he could have success in his professional one.
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Chapter 4
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The next morning, Armando decided to get away from the busy capital. He enjoyed the soothing Arkan countryside, but hadn’t traveled through it in a while. He led Yohan, his chestnut Westphalian horse, toward the dense Genzi Forest a short distance away from the Belford Stables. Halfway into the forest, Yohan whinnied, side-stepping several times and shaking his head sharply. The usually mellow horse pulled at the reins in Armando’s hand.  

“What is it, boy?” he asked. “You’ve been here before. You know these wo—”  

The hair on the back of Armando’s neck stood up. Since childhood, he’d ridden in that area. Until then, he’d never felt such a malicious presence in the woods. He couldn’t pinpoint the exact cause of his fear and didn’t wait to find out. He turned Yohan around, pushing him to get out of the woods. Armando took a chance and looked behind him. A dark figure moved quickly, pursuing him. Out of instinct, Armando urged his horse to move faster. As well as Armando knew the woods, he still had difficulty finding his way out. He took some deep breaths to calm himself, hoping also to reduce the stress on Yohan. 

Wondering if he’d put enough distance between him and the dangerous life form, Armando looked back again. Yohan reared up. A low-hanging branch slammed into Armando’s chest. The reins were ripped out of his hands and the friction burned his palms. He flew into the air, grabbing for anything that would stop his fall. His shirt caught on a jagged section of a rotted tree. Several points of the tree tore deeply into his right arm. Blood quickly darkened his crisp white shirt. 

With the speed Yohan had been going, the unwelcomed stop to Armando’s journey knocked the breath out of him. When he could breathe again, he gripped his injured arm as sharp pain shot through it. He looked around him, now even more concerned about what was pursuing him. His eyes landed on a figure and his heart pounded a violent cadence in his chest.

The creature nonchalantly leaned against a tree. Its humanoid form shimmered, iridescent and strangely beautiful. Its large wings, like thick black leather, made its otherworldly and the vibrant colors clash with the malevolence radiating from it. 

“What do you want?” Armando asked, his voice strained.

“Only you, Armando Medina.” The creature smiled, showing perfect teeth with long incisors. “All in good time.”

Armando’s eyes widened and fear gripped his heart. The oppressive atmosphere lessened, as the figure slowly vanished. Unwilling to see if his pursuer would return, Armando hurried the rest of the way out of the woods, thankful that the clearing wasn’t too far ahead. When he was a good distance away from the forest and believed he wouldn’t be followed, he stopped to check his wounds. The bleeding from the lacerations in his arm, especially a three-inch long gash, hurt too much to ignore. He tore a large piece of his shirt and pressed it to the worst wound. It took him about fifteen minutes to walk back to the Belford Stables. He arrived, gripping his arm and wearing a bloodied shirt. 

Duncan, a lanky stable boy, rushed to him. “Armando, how did you get hurt?”

“Yohan became frightened and threw me.” Armando avoided giving more details. Even if he’d wanted to, he wasn’t sure how to explain the menacing figure he’d seen. He’d never witnessed a creature like that in the woods or anywhere else. Thinking of the interaction sent more chills through him. To get his mind off the distressing feeling, he focused on his horse. “Duncan, can you please go find Yohan?”

“I’ll help you first.”

“No, it’s okay. Someone else will. Please see to Yohan.” Armando thought of Yohan’s favorite places in the area. “He’s most likely by the brook.”

Duncan nodded. “I’ll tell Mom you need help and then I’ll get Yohan.” 

The young man set off to find his mother. Armando watched him race away with youthful energy. He leaned against the paddock railing, as he waited. Laura, owner of the stables, soon arrived with a first aid kit. She removed a small device from the kit that could heal minor injuries. As she began providing him with basic medical care, she made him promise he’d visit the hospital for the deeper cuts and to check for any head injuries.

“How did this happen?” she asked.

“I’m honestly not sure.” Armando saw concern in Laura’s brown eyes and tried his best to lighten the mood. “I’m surprised I don’t get injured more. You’ve seen how I ride.” 

The quip had the desired effect of making Laura laugh. “Yes. You can be reckless. Let me finish patching you up.”

Armando tried to ignore the pain, as Laura administered to his wounds. He was glad for the distraction, when Duncan returned with Yohan.  

“He was so scared,” Duncan said, gently patting Yohan’s side. “He wouldn’t let me ride him.”

“Thank you.” Armando ruffled the boy’s curly black hair and Duncan grinned at him.

“Are you sure you’re all right?” Laura asked. “Do you need anything else?”

“No, thanks. I’ll just take a walk with Yohan. Then, I’ll get back to the city.”  

When Laura and Duncan left, Armando continued to soothe Yohan.

“You’re all right now, aren’t you?” 

Armando stroked Yohan’s strong neck and his horse threw his head as if to answer. He looked off in the direction of the woods, thinking again of his encounter with the creature. Ever since he’d lost his parents, he’d had a heightened sense that alerted him to danger. But that day a malicious figure had been nearby and he’d barely reacted fast enough to avoid serious injuries. Anxiety swirled in his stomach and he promised himself to be better on guard.
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The next morning, still aching from his fall, Armando settled into his office chair.

“What happened?” Jakob asked.

With a playful flourish, Armando shared how he’d been injured, speaking of everything but the strange creature who’d followed him. He only said that “something” spooked Yohan.

“So much for relaxing in the country,” Jakob said dryly.

“Yes. Not what I was expecting at all.” Armando laughed. “Well, I suppose we should get some work done.”

Their conversation turned to their latest project. The sun was setting, when they decided to finish for the day. Before Jakob left, they discussed the progress they’d made. Armando’s creative concept, sparked by the feather from the memdor, had given their design a much-needed boost. Using the memdor as inspiration, they’d designed the building’s color scheme and decorative elements to be similar. An aerial view would show the central portion of the building as a stylized version of the bird. It added a touch of intrigue to the already riveting features.

“We can show this to the university board soon,” Jakob said. “I was worried for a while there, but we’re two weeks ahead of schedule.”

“Do you think we’re being too optimistic?” Armando stood and put on his jacket. Summer was on its way, but the night would be chilly.

“No, if I was worried, I wouldn’t be going on a trip with Kaavya.” 

“All right.” Armando smiled fondly at his friend. “I’ll have Yaretzi start the presentation. It will be a good way to ease her back into work.” 

Yaretzi would be returning from parental leave, with her son having been born almost a year earlier. She’d reached out to Armando and Jakob the previous day, to discuss upcoming assignments.

“Sounds like a plan.” Jakob slipped on his light coat and buttoned it. “By the way, thank that bird.” 

Armando laughed softly, leaving the office with his friend. As he drove home, he thought about the bird, wondering exactly where it was. It had begun visiting his home and settling in the large tree growing outside his bedroom window. He hadn’t seen it for several days. He smiled as he realized he’d gotten quite used to his feathered visitor. At least, he thought it was the same bird he saw each time. There likely weren’t many of its type in the area. It reminded him of one that had often visited for months after his parents had died. It had perched in the tallest tree of his uncle’s backyard. Eventually, that bird had gone away. This one probably would too. Considering that brought Armando a sense of melancholy.
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Even as Izdahl returned to perch comfortably outside Armando’s bedroom window, he wondered if he was making a mistake. He’d managed to stay away for almost a week. He loved transforming, but doing that and being near Armando could backfire. Armando already didn’t trust the Amasis, and if he found out one had been watching him in secret, that sentiment would only worsen. Yet Izdahl couldn’t resist the temptation of being around him, even if it was as a bird.

Izdahl preened his feathers and looked at Armando, basking in his admiring glances. He was about to spread his wings to show Armando his full glorious colors, when a rock hit him in the head. He hadn’t seen who’d hurled it with incredible force. He lost his balance and fell far to the ground, hitting his head on a rock and crying out in pain. He flexed his wings and tried to rise. Pain ricocheted through him and he passed out.

When Izdahl regained his senses, he was too weak to move. Without enough power, he couldn’t change to his usual form. He waited, concentrating and hoping strength to fly away and morph would soon return. He faded out again and, when he awakened, he was still in the form of a memdor. Even worse, he was now in Armando’s house. He rested on a thick towel on Armando’s kitchen island and wondered how he’d get out of his perilous situation.

Armando searched for injuries. His warm and gentle touch lulled Izdahl into a sense of safety. “I’m so sorry if I’m hurting you. Please stay still. Let me help.” 

Armando took a TechMed from a drawer. He hovered the device over Izdahl, scanning Izdahl’s bird form for injuries. The device beeped and holographically displayed an image of Izdahl as a bird. Next to the image appeared health details, which included a note on a possible concussion. 

Izdahl tried not to be alarmed by what he saw, but he realized he was in a dire situation. He flapped his wings feebly and gave a pitiful cry.

“I’ll take care of you,” Armando said. “You’ll be all right.” 

Charmed by Armando’s confidence, Izdahl gave into his desire to stay close to him. He listened as Armando contacted a vet, his voice tight with concern as he asked for advice. The vet felt monitoring Izdahl would be enough, but cautioned Armando to bring Izdahl in if things became worse.

During the night, Armando watched over Izdahl. Armando spoke to him in soothing tones and fed him berries, seeds, and other morsels. 

Despite enjoying Armando’s attention, Izdahl knew staying in his bird form for much longer could lead to trouble. All of Armando’s caring actions let Izdahl know the kind boy who’d been his friend was now a compassionate man. He’d finally seen again the part of Armando that he’d known was at his core. But Izdahl doubted Armando was ready to engage with him how Izdahl would have preferred. Izdahl decided he’d leave, now that most of his strength had returned.

When Armando went to run an errand, Izdahl changed to his regular form. He groaned with pleasure as his wings unfurled. He raised his voice and called for Viktor, who hurried to him.

“Izdahl, I’m glad you’re well,” Viktor said.

“Thank you.” Izdahl smiled kindly at him. “You’ve done an excellent job taking care of Armando.”

“I wouldn’t want to disappoint you.”

“Have you told my family why I’ve been away?”

“Yes.” Viktor grinned at Izdahl, his eyes lighting with mischief. “Syrik made some interesting remarks.” 

“Of course he did.” Izdahl knew his brother would mock him at that week’s family dinner. He smiled, looking forward to the verbal dueling. “Do you think Armando suspects you work for me?”

“Not at all.”

“Good. I don’t want to deceive him, but having you here makes me feel better.”

Viktor nodded. “You’re only doing this out of concern.” The mischief in his eyes sharpened. “By the way, I saved these for you.” He held up the cluster of feathers Izdahl had lost during his recovery. 

“Oh, how thoughtful.” Izdahl’s frown was an exaggerated one. “You’re hilarious. You can go now.”  

When Izdahl was alone again, he considered his situation, hoping he could soon be honest with Armando. He was still thinking of Armando, when the subject of his fascination returned home. Izdahl changed again to his bird form. He allowed Armando to hold him for a short while and then flew to a windowsill. He pecked at one of the closed windows in Armando’s bedroom and frantically beat his wings.  

“I suppose you’re better now,” Armando said, as he opened the window. 

Izdahl flew out, his heart warming as he heard Armando say, “Don’t be a stranger.”

Armando’s words echoed in Izdahl’s mind, as he made his way home. It brought back melancholy memories of their time in college.
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Ten years ago... 

Izdahl moved to Armando’s side, trying to enjoy the view of the expansive lake fifty feet from the mountain cabin. He and Armando hadn’t been in the cabin long and Izdahl was already worried. Located in one of the northern Amasi territories, Izdahl had thought it was the perfect secluded place for him and Armando to concentrate on each other. They’d been dating for almost two months and were enjoying the summer break from university, before starting graduate school. 

Armando took a deep breath. It was the fifth one within the last minute and Izdahl wondered how he could put Armando at ease. 

“What are you thinking?” Izdahl asked softly.

Armando flashed him a quick shy smile. “I’m a little nervous. Isn’t that weird?”

“Why are you nervous?”

Armando turned to fully face him. “Well, I’ve known you since we were kids.” He glanced at the multicolored braided rug. “But things fell apart. Us being here together now...” He stroked the back of his neck. “It’s just a lot to process.”

“This doesn’t have to be stressful. We already said we’d take things slowly. So we could just—”

“But I want to. I just can’t get out of my own head.” Armando rubbed his temples. “Can we eat dinner first? Maybe that will settle me.”

Izdahl smiled warmly. “Of course. Let’s order room service.” 

He called out to the cabin’s virtual assistant and requested a menu. A holographic display of dining options appeared, floating a few feet in front of him. It then expanded, becoming almost as tall as him and Armando.

“Seriously?” Armando laughed, as he moved to stand closer to Izdahl. “These choices seem endless. Everything’s tempting.”

“Don’t hold back.” Izdahl playfully bumped his shoulder against Armando’s. “With the food or with me.”

Armando tilted his head and slipped Izdahl a glance. A flirtatious light entered Armando’s eyes.

“If you look at me like that again...” Izdahl cleared his throat. “Right. Food.” He moved his hand to scroll through the options. The sensors in the menu reacted, displaying names of offerings which were accompanied by pictures. “Tell me when you spot anything you’d like.”

“They have some Caribbean dishes.” Armando pointed to a section of the menu. “Let’s get the brown stew chicken with—” His mobile buzzed on the living room table and he frowned. He ignored it to focus on the menu. His mobile announced it was an urgent call, sending off an alarm. 

Armando hurried to grab his phone. The mobile projected
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