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CHAPTER 1
MIA


"Hear the call of the wild..." Those words echo in my foggy brain as consciousness creeps back. Why am I thinking about⁠—

Oh.

OH.

My eyes snap open and I bolt upright, immediately regretting the sudden movement as my head spins. I'm sitting on cold stone in what definitely isn't the abandoned university building where I was chasing my cat last night. Unless university buildings commonly come with twenty-foot ceilings and ancient wall carvings and frescos of— Wait. What are those? Monsters?

Not a good sign.

"This is fine," I whisper to myself, voice shaky. "Everything is totally fine. You're just having one of those vivid dreams where you can feel texture and smell musty stone and—" I pinch myself hard. "Ow! Okay, not a dream. Cool. Cool, cool, cool."

Usually talking to myself helps calm me down.

Right now, it’s not working.

The events of last night flood back: Following Mary Poppins into that old building with Olivia, reading that strange inscription on the wall, then everything going white. After that, just darkness and that terrifying howl, or yowl... or whatever it was that had me all curled up in a ball. Somehow, I am suddenly here. But where is here?

Now morning light streams through gaps in the ceiling, illuminating what appears to be some kind of temple. The walls are covered in intricate carvings of creatures that look like they stepped straight out of my childhood fantasy books – if those books had been written by someone with a much more active imagination than I remembered.

"Okay, think rationally, Mia. There has to be a logical explanation. Maybe I accidentally wandered onto a movie set? Or some kind of elaborate historical reenactment? With really good special effects? Or maybe someone slipped something into my chai latte at work yesterday..." I press my palms against my temples, trying to slow my racing thoughts. "Though I'm pretty sure even the best hallucinogens don't come with surround-sound echo effects and- Wait, what exactly are they doing in that fresco?

Just relax, Mia. One thing at a time. Deep breaths.

Channel your inner yoga instructor. If only you hadn’t quit that after two classes because meditation made you too twitchy.

"Hello?" I call out, my voice bouncing back at me. "Olivia? Anyone? Marco?" The echo replies with mocking 'anyone-one-one' instead of the 'Polo' I'm hoping for. "Right, that had I’m sure an actual answer wouldn’t be just as bad.

I stand up slowly, my collection of bangles jingling in the silence. The sound is jarring in this ancient space, like my little piece of normalcy is offending the temple's dignity. My colorful flower printed sundress probably isn't helping either. At least I dressed appropriately for interdimensional travel – though maybe I should have worn something more Indiana Jones and less Woodstock.

A sound drifts in from somewhere outside – high-pitched and musical, like children playing. Or... not children? Squirrels? No. Bears? Definitely not. The rational part of my brain says it must be some kind of animals, but there's something about those sounds...

I follow the morning light toward what looks like a partially collapsed section of wall, trying very hard not to think about what else might be out there besides whatever's making those maybe-children noises. The stone is surprisingly warm under my hands as I climb, my rainbow painted toenails finding purchase in ancient grooves.

"Mary Poppins?" I whisper-call, because lost in some mysterious temple or not, I still have to find my missing cat. "Superpoppilicious? Here kitty..."

That's when I see them through the gap in the wall – small, furry figures darting between the trees. They're about kid-sized but definitely not kids, unless kids have suddenly gotten a lot hairier since my brief stint as a student teacher. One of my many ‘brief stints.’

My heart nearly stops. Either I've finally cracked, or...

"No way," I breathe, excitement temporarily overwhelming my fear. "Baby bigfoots?"

I scramble through the gap, scraping my knee in the process. "Ow!”

Note to self: ancient temples are kinda dangerous.

But I barely notice the sting as I take in my surroundings. The temple sits in a clearing surrounded by towering trees that look like they've been here since, well, since whatever time period I've apparently stumbled into.

There it is again – that sound. Like children playing, but not quite. I creep closer to the tree line, my heart racing, trying to peer in amongst the denser foliage. Movement catches my eye and I freeze.

"Oh. My. God."

Three small, furry figures are chasing each other between the trees. The little munchkins move with an adorable loping gait that's definitely not human. I have to clamp my hand over my mouth to keep from squealing.

"Baby bigfoots! Or is it bigfeet?" I whisper to myself. "This is incredible! I'm like Jane Goodall, but way cooler because she only got boring old chimps!"

The smallest one spots me and lets out a startled "Eep!" before diving behind a tree. But instead of running away, it peeks back around the trunk, dark eyes wide with curiosity.

"Hi there!" I wave, trying to channel my inner preschool teacher. "I promise I'm super friendly! Just your average rainbow-wearing human who fell through... whatever that was back there."

The little bigfoot – bigfootling? – ducks back behind the tree, then peeks out again. Before I know it, we're playing an impromptu game of peek-a-boo.

"You are absolutely the cutest thing I've ever seen," I coo. "And I used to volunteer at a kitten rescue!"

Speaking of which... "Mary Poppins?" I call out, momentarily distracted once again. "Are you out here somewhere, Superpoppilicious?"

The other two young bigfoots have crept closer, clearly intrigued. One of them makes a chittering sound that sounds suspiciously like a giggle.

"Oh sure, laugh at the lost human," I say, but I'm grinning. Though honestly? This beats my actual life by about a million percent. Let's see: dead-end barista job? Check. Failed attempt at becoming a teacher because I couldn't stick to the curriculum? Check. Living in my best friend's spare room because I can't decide what I want to do with my life? Triple check!

And let's not forget my stellar romantic track record. Three relationships ended because I was 'too much' - too loud, too spontaneous, too me. The last guy “Brad,” actually said, and I quote, 'Dating you is like trying to contain a hurricane in a mason jar.' Which, okay, points for creativity on that metaphor, but still. Ouch. I should have known not to date a guy named “Brad.” I sigh, absently twisting my bracelet. "Even my cat abandoned me. Or did I abandon her by getting into this mess?”

I take a few careful steps toward my new furry friends. This is amazing! I mean, sure, I probably should be freaking out more, but when life hands you baby bigfoots, you don't question it. You just⁠—

A deep, rumbling howl cuts through the air, making the hair on the back of my neck stand up. I know that howl. I heard it last night. The little ones freeze, then scatter into the underbrush.

"Wait!" I call after them. "Don't go! I have so many questions! Like, do you guys actually have big feet, or is that just propaganda? And, um, who does your fur conditioning because it looks super silky! It’s natural oils or something, right?"

But they're gone, leaving me alone in the strange forest. Well, hopefully alone. That howl definitely didn't sound like it came from anything I want to meet.

"Right," I mutter, backing toward the temple. "Maybe I should work on my field research techniques. Jane Goodall probably didn't lead with hair care questions."

I glance around the clearing, reality starting to sink in. I'm in some kind of magical forest, apparently, with no idea how I got here or how to get back. I should probably be more worried about that.

"Deep breaths Mia, keep taking deep breaths." I whisper, fingers twisting my bangles. Talking to myself still isn’t helping. “There's still a chance this is just some crazy dream...”

But even as I say it, I can feel my heart racing with something besides fear. Something unexpected. Because honestly? For the first time in forever, I feel... what’s the word?

Alive. Like really alive.

It’s crazy but it’s like maybe I've finally stumbled into somewhere I could belong.

"Besides," I say to the empty clearing, "how many people can say they've played peek-a-boo with baby bigfoots?”

That's going straight on my resume. Under 'Special Skills.’

If I ever even need a resume again.

Another howl echoes through the trees, closer this time.

Though maybe I should work on survival skills first. Like finding somewhere less exposed. I eye the temple.

I guess it’s back into the mysterious ancient temple for you Mia.

I sure hope the temple doesn’t mind.

As I climb back through the gap, I could swear I hear another giggle from the trees. Somehow, I don't think this is the last I'll see of my furry little friends.

I just hope whatever made that howl isn't their incredibly protective, incredibly large parent.

Right, a big mean angry daddy bigfoot is just what I don’t need.


CHAPTER 2
KODA


"Dad! Dad, wake up!" I crack one eye open to find my son practically bouncing on my chest, his reddish-brown fur sticking up in about seventeen different directions. So much for sleeping in.

"I'm up, I'm up," I grunt, my own dark fur catching on the bedding as I stretch to my full height. "Though I'm pretty sure the town doesn't open at dawn."

"But you promised we could go berry picking this morning," Whisper's voice drops a bit as he catches himself being too excited. He scuffs one oversized foot against the ground, a habit he's had since he was tiny. "And we will." I duck to avoid hitting my head on the ceiling beam.

“Unless of course you want to stop by the Bullhorn first. I kind of thought we could check in and see if Kalen is still planning on hosting that introductory level Cubicles and Chihuahuas afternoon. But, I guess we could just go berry picking right away instead...”

I can see him trying not to look too enthusiastic. “Well, I suppose we could stop by and check on that first. But then berry picking, okay?

“Sound like a plan buddy, but first, breakfast. Can't have the chief of the sasquatch clan passing out from hunger in the middle of town." I say, pulling out the heavy iron skillet. Scrambled eggs and French toast sound good?”

"I guess so. Sure." "Come on, that's your favorite!" "It is." You'd never know it looking at him though. Eight years I've been doing this solo parent thing, and I still feel like I'm fumbling in the dark sometimes. Sure would be nice to have Shellyn's touch right about now - she always knew exactly what to say.

Breakfast goes about as well as expected - which means Whisper pushes his French toast around more than he eats it.

"Three more bites," I say, falling into our usual morning routine. "A growing sasquatch needs⁠—"

"A proper breakfast," Whisper finishes in a well-rehearsed voice, having heard this speech countless times. He dutifully takes another bite, but I can tell he’s not exactly happy about it.

Well, too bad, I guess. A youngling needs to eat.

I’m doing my best here Shellyn.

The morning air is crisp as we head into town, following the winding path that leads out of our own grove of massive trees, and through the old growth ancient oaks that have probably been here longer than Fablewood itself. A few early-rising pixies dart between the branches, their wings catching the dawn light. Whisper barely notices them - there was a time he would have tried to chase them, just to see their trails of sparkles.

I guess he’s growing up.

I let out a sigh.

But he is not grown yet.

The Bullhorn sits at the heart of the old quarter, where cobblestone streets and weathered stone buildings are the norm.

As we approach the tavern, I catch a glimpse of the proprietor, Kalen and his new human mate, Olivia through the window, heads bent together, sharing some private joke. My chest tightens with an emotion I refuse to name. It’s annoying though. I should be happy for my friend. And for Thokk too.

Then why do I feel this sudden hollowness now that they have found mates?

I shake off the odd sensations this new reality brings up.

I've got a clan to lead and a son to raise. That's more than enough.

And the last thing I need is the headache of dealing with a human.

Taking a deep breath, I pull open the heavy oaken door.

Apparently, Olivia has already started making changes - something about a human tradition of morning gatherings. Rather than it just being Kalen and Olivia as I expected, it seems today is supposed to be the start of a new breakfast offering, something he has of course never done. But now that I think of it, he did mention something about it yesterday. But new or not, there seems to be quite a buzz over it. Monsters, in general, are not morning people. But somehow here they all are. I suspect the interest has more to do with everyone wanting to see what other surprises these human mates might bring to Fablewood than any real interest in their strange morning rituals.

As we enter, I'm surprised to see the place so packed with monsters curious to learn about this "breakfast" concept. Kalen's behind the bar, barely avoiding hitting his horns on the new lanterns Olivia convinced him to hang.

"Don't say it," the minotaur warns as I raise an eyebrow. "They add ambiance."

It’s obvious they are not his doing. But what’s the saying? ‘Happy mate, all is great.’

. "Far be it for me to judge the taste of your new mate..."

Despite the turnout, most of the monsters still look like they're not quite sure why they're here - or awake - at this hour. The smell of fresh-baked something fills the air. Seems Olivia's wasted no time taking over Kalen's kitchen too. Whisper spots Thokk and Zoe at our usual table, and while he may be shy, I can tell he is as curious about the new human with our orc friend as everyone else. For my part I practically jump at the sight of her. Not even a week ago humans were forbidden here. It will take more than a few days to get used to seeing them among us.

Before I can nudge Whisper forward to be polite and say hello, Finn trots over, his hooves clicking on the wooden floor. "Morning Chief! And young master Whisper." The satyr gives a theatrical bow that actually gets a tiny smile from my son. "Don't call me that," I grumble, though in truth, I kind of like it.

"But you are the chief, aren't you?" Finn's eyes dance with mischief.

"Of Fablewood's sasquatch residents? Yes. But say that too loud and the town Elders will get their panties all in a knot. They don't like their authority challenged in any way shape or form."

"Oh, come on, Faelar's not so bad. At least⁠—"

“But that fairy one is a different story...” Thokk chimes in.

As if on cue, Olivia comes storming up from the cellar, waving an ancient-looking scroll. "Zoe! You have to see what I found in another hidden cubby!"

"Let me guess," Kalen says, already preparing her usual tea. "More mysterious seals? Maybe a clue to yet another secret doorway somewhere?"

"Actually..." She pauses, noticing Whisper attempting to become invisible behind me.

"Oh! Sorry, I didn't mean to interrupt. Hi Whisper."

I can tell he’s blushing, though he has no reason to.

“Hi.”

At least he said hello. The other day Kalen had her in disguise, and Whisper might have developed an innocent cub’s crush on her.

But alas that ended when he learned she was just wearing a fur coat, and was not a young girl sasquatch at all.

"Speaking of interrupting," Finn says with his usual lack of subtlety, "Kalen was just telling me about teaching some new players that game you have all been into. You know, the one with the coffee-obsessed humans after the apocalypse?" Whisper perks right up at that.

"That's right!” Kalen quickly continues for him. I thought we could do an introductory campaign of Cubicles and Chihuahua’s! Whisper, if you're interested, there are some character options I think you might really-“

Oh no, I just realized something.

"Son, did you finish your history lessons?” I cut in.

“Almost, I just have-“

“After he finishes his history lessons then. Can't have games interfering with studies."

Whisper's face falls slightly. “But dad you said-“

“Son, you know studies come first.”

Kalen opens his mouth like he wants to argue, but thinks better of it. Even Finn's ever-present grin dims a touch.

I almost open my own mouth to soften my point, but I close it just as quickly. Whisper's already staring at the floor again, looking more uncomfortable than ever.

“I guess...” He looks utterly dejected.

Damned if you do, damned if you don’t.

To make it worse I know Kalen had partly planned it for Whisper’s benefit too. I appreciate their efforts, but sometimes it seems things just don’t work out.

"Hey, we can do it another time," Zoe says softly, barely glancing up from her scrolls. "But if you ever want to learn the game..." Whisper just stares at the floor harder.

"We could start with something simple," Kalen offers, clearly trying to help. "Maybe a school teacher character? They're pretty straightforward—" But Whisper's practically trying to merge with the floor at this point. Finn opens his mouth, probably with another well-meaning suggestion, but I shake my head slightly. When he gets like this it’s usually better to just let it drop. I let out a breath.

"So, any news on your friend?" I ask, trying to steer the conversation away from my shy cub. "The one who may or may not have disappeared?" Olivia and Zoe exchange worried looks. "Nothing," Olivia sighs. "One minute we were chasing her cat through this old building, I read something on the wall, there was this flash of light and... well, you know the rest." "Maybe she never left," Zoe suggests brightly. “She’s probably still looking for her cat around the university quad!

“Right, maybe she didn’t go anywhere, but saw me go “Poof?”

“Oh my God. Then she’s probably over at the museum right now trying to tell Douchebag Dan and poor Amanda all about it!”

“Can you imagine?” Mia’s kind of a lot for anyone to handle as she is, but going around talking like that they’d have her committed for sure.”

“Oh Gosh, I hope she’s okay.”

"Anyway," Kalen says, sliding a plate of something warm and sweet-smelling onto our table, "who wants to try the first ever batch of Bullhorn breakfast pastries? Olivia calls them 'scones.'"

"Brave volunteers step right up," Thokk rumbles.

“God, I still can’t believe you monsters don’t have coffee!” Olivia blurts out.

“Perhaps we can come up with a replacement?” Kalen puts his hands on his hips.

"There is no replacement for coffee," Zoe insists. "It's like... like magic in liquid form. Plus, it comes from a special bean.”

“A bean? That’s it?” Finn puts his hands up palms up for emphasis. “I can get you magic beans no problem.”

“No magic can beat coffee bean magic, but thanks. No, we need the real thing. We’ll figure something out.”

“And Soon.” Olivia has a very determined look on her face I note.

"You know," Finn says, stroking his chin thoughtfully, "I could probably slip past the wards and find some of this coffee for you. I mean, we're not actually in another dimension - just hidden away in your world." "That's right!" Olivia brightens. "Sometimes I forget we're technically still in the same forest where the museum is. Just... the magical part of it." "Which means there's probably a coffee shop within walking distance," Zoe adds wistfully. "Absolutely not," I cut in, using my chief voice without meaning to. "No one's risking exposure for beans, magical or otherwise." "Spoilsport," Finn mutters, but he's grinning.

The conversation drifts as more monsters filter in, drawn by curiosity and the smell of baking. I notice how they all try to act casual while sneaking glances at our new resident humans. It’s to be expected for sure. Truth is I am still sneaking glances myself.

As I take in the room full of animated conversation my eye is drawn to Thokk and Zoe. They seem engaged in sharing some little secret or another, and I can’t help but be affected by way she draws out his smile with just a look. Before I can distract myself, I feel that annoying ache in my chest again.

Maybe it’s these strange confections.

Heartburn, yes that’s it.

But I know better.

Dammit. Some sasquatch chief I make, getting all caught up in feelings. Last thing I need are all the complications having a mate would bring.

But try as I might, the yearning feeling won’t go away.

Truth is it would be nice to have someone to talk to. It gets old being everyone else’s rock. Level-headed Koda. It wouldn’t be the worst thing to have someone I could turn to. A nice she-squatch. With soft downy fur, yes. I have to pull myself back to the moment as my mind begins to drift.

And then there is Whisper. It’s obvious he needs a mother’s presence.

But he seems okay, just the same. Perhaps a bit awkward, or maybe just shy. But surely he will grow out of it. I note that he's eyeing one of those scone things with interest. "Hey, you can try one of those if you-“ A commotion at the door cuts me off. One of the younger sasquatches bursts in, looking frazzled.

"Chief Koda!" he pants. "Sorry to interrupt, but there's something strange happening up by the sacred grounds!"

"Strange how?" I'm already rising, Chief-mode kicking in.

"Not sure exactly. The cubs were playing up there - which I know they shouldn't be," he adds quickly, "but they came running back talking about a strange creature... all swirls and colors and... well, they're pretty worked up."

"Probably just pixies again," I say, though something in his expression makes me doubt it. "I'll check it out. Whisper, stay here, okay?”

But Olivia hasn’t missed a beat and with a nod from me hands him the pastry. "I shouldn’t be long," I promise, following the scout out into the morning sun. Whatever's up there, it better not be serious. I've got a berry picking date to keep.


CHAPTER 3
MIA


"Nope, not going to think about how I got here," I announce to a nearby tree.

That way lies madness. Or at least a massive headache.

Yes, figuring out where we are feels a little safer.

I scan the forest around me, my eyes searching for any sign of my furry friends – or the source of that howl. Turning back from where I came from, I realize I am not totally sure which way to go. I remember a big stone near the entrance, but it’s nowhere in sight. Beyond that, the temple, or whatever it was had looked like little more than an overgrown swell in the forest floor anyhow.

Weird...

The mountains in the distance look familiar – almost like the ones I see from my coffee shop window every morning, but ... i don't know... it's hard to tell, and that still doesn’t explain how I got here.

Where ever here is...

My mind is starting to spin up again. It goes first to the temple – we'll just call it a temple for now – and those strange drawings – and the mini bigfoots!

Maybe I slipped into an alternate reality! Or maybe my little phase experimenting with acid has finally caught up with me...

I keep trudging forward, gingerly removing the occasional briar from my path.

A sundress is not ideal here.

Shit...

Suddenly I realize it’s no longer a few briars. They’re practically everywhere. I’m kind of surrounded.

Wonderful...

"No problem," I mutter, trying to carefully extract myself. "Just need to..." But every movement seems to catch me even worse. My scarves twist around thorny vines, my dress snags on what feels like a hundred tiny hooks. I try backing up, which only entangles me further. A step to the left has me stumbling into another patch.

"Seriously?" I try to free my right arm and somehow manage to trap my left one even worse.

This must be some sort of trap the bigfoots set for me.

Of course! I’ve discovered their secret!

Those baby bigfoots probably herded me into this...

"Those adorable little tricksters," I mutter, yanking harder at my thorny prison. And here I thought we had a real peek-a-boo connection going.

Every twist just makes it worse - now my favorite scarf is hopelessly wrapped around what feels like fifty thorny branches, and my dress... I feel a familiar heat rising...

Okay, don't panic.

Which naturally leads to immediate panicking.

Mia, you can handle this.

This is no different than that time you got tangled in the aerial silk ribbons at that circus skills workshop.

Except that the instructor had to free me.

And there weren’t even any thorns.

Or angry bigfoot parents probably on their way to squash me...

Right on cue, I feel it...

The ground trembles. Actually trembles.

I freeze mid-struggle, my heart going a mile a minute in my chest.

This must be what those little mice feel like when Mary Poppins corners them.

Heavy footsteps approach through the forest, each one making my teeth practically rattle.

"Please be a bear," I whisper, barely audible.

Jeezus... the trees are actually swaying as whatever it is makes its way toward me!

Be a nice fuzzy bear... A nice, normal, non-mythological bear. Not an angry sasquatch daddy... or mommy for that matter!

The branches part, and I squeeze my eyes shut.

Maybe if I can't see the angry sasquatch parent, they can't see me...

An exasperated sigh reaches my ears. Not exactly the growl of rage I was expecting.

I crack one eye open and... oh. OH. Holy. Freaking. Wow.

That’s a bigfoot alright.

He's massive - probably eight feet of pure muscle covered in dark fur. But it's his eyes that catch me – a striking blue, and startlingly intelligent. When they meet mine, something electric shoots through my entire body, momentarily making me forget I'm supposed to be terrified.

God... his eyes...

I can’t pull myself away from them...

"Wonderful. I should have known. Another human." His voice is deep, rich... and decidedly unamused.

"Oh my God. You talk!" I blurt out, before I can stop myself...

Which, let’s face it, is not an infrequent occurrence for me.

Rather than respond he just shakes his massive head.

“Humans...”

“What’s that supposed to-?”

Again... my mouth is moving before I have a chance to think about what I’m saying...

“You know what, you’re right... I can already tell you are gonna be a problem. Maybe I should just leave you there for the doom dogs to snack on?”

“The what?” I manage to stammer.

“How the hell do you creatures keep popping up anyhow?”

His words are a little scary, but he seems a little... uncertain. Or maybe conflicted. Either way, there is no mistaking the way he is looking at me...

Don’t you mean the way you’re looking at him?

Whatever.

But who knew Bigfoots were hot?

He prowls around me, apparently assessing the situation. I try not to notice how gracefully he moves for someone – or something - so huge.

Definitely a someone I decided as I catch his blue-eyed gaze for an instant before he goes back to studying my predicament.

And, oh my, look how his fur ripples over his muscles. Oh my, he's not wearing...

Focus Mia!

"Well," he finally says, "I suppose I can't leave you for the doom dogs."

"That's... generous of you?" I manage, attempting to look anywhere but at the intriguing way his fur patterns swirl down his torso.

Definitely don’t stare at that big bulge in his fur where his -

"Hold still," he orders, reaching for a thorny branch near my shoulder. "And try not to... talk so much."

Right... or think what I was thinking for that matter...

The instant his fingers brush my skin, that electric feeling zips through me again. From his sharp intake of breath, I'm pretty sure he feels it too.

"So," I say, because apparently mortal peril makes me chatty, "while you're untangling my favorite scarf from what feels like half the forest, can I see your palm?"

"What?" He pauses in his work, looking utterly baffled.

"For reading! I'm getting major Leo vibes here. All that natural big d- I mean... forceful energy..."

"I'm trying to help you," he growls, though I swear I see his lips twitch. “With all these scarves I see how the younglings were alarmed.”

"Fine, palm reading later. And alarmed? We were having fun! At least I thought we-“

“Hold still.”

Easy for him to say, It’s not my big strong hands roving over his body... or my soft gentle ones I guess it would be.”

Oh, stop it Mia.

“Don’t move.”

Yes sir. Big hairy sir.

“But I'm right about the Leo thing, aren't I? I'm a Sagittarius myself, which explains the whole getting-tangled-in-briars situation. We're not known for our impulse control."

He moves behind me to work on a particularly stubborn branch, and I have to bite my lip to keep from gasping at his proximity. His fur brushes against my bare shoulders, sending tingles down my spine.

"Um," I squeak as his hands move lower, following a thorny vine. "That one's kind of... caught on my underwear."

He freezes. I can practically feel the exasperation radiating off him. "Humans," he mutters again, but there's something else in his voice this time. Something that makes my heart race faster.

"Sorry!" I chirp. "But hey, at least I'm wearing some, right? Unlike some people here..."

Oh god, why did I say that?

His hands pause in their work. "Do you ever stop talking?"

"Not really. Especially not when I'm nervous. Or excited. Or both? Because honestly, I'm having trouble telling the difference right now. Also, you're kind of giving me a wedgie..."

He sighs that exasperated sigh again, but this time it sounds almost... fond? Maybe amused.

Don't get ahead of yourself, Mia. He still might eat you.

Though the way he's touching me, somehow both efficient and gentle, makes me think maybe getting, um... eaten by him wouldn’t be the worst thing that could happen...

Bad Mia! Very bad Mia!

"Almost done," he mutters, still maddeningly businesslike despite having his hands basically everywhere on my body. "Just this last vine..." His fingers brush dangerously close to - oh my.

Keep it together, Mia. Think unsexy thoughts.

"So," he says, apparently oblivious to my internal meltdown, "what are you doing on sasquatch lands?"

"Sasquatch lands?” Oh dear. “Well, that's the thing... That is... Is that where I am?" I try to keep my voice steady as he continues to work on a vine in what I call the danger zone.

Dangerous because of what it makes me do.

"I'm not entirely sure? One minute I was chasing Poppylicious - that's my cat - with my friend Olivia, and the next thing I know, bim-bang-boom, I woke up in that old temple over there and-"

"Did you say Olivia?" His hands freeze mid-untangle. "And what temple?"

"Yeah, Olivia! Do you know her? And, the temple's right back there somewhere..." I twist around to point, which proves to be a mistake as it brings us nose to nose. For a moment, we just stare at each other, that electric feeling crackling between us.

"There is no temple," he says, but he sounds distracted. Probably because I just accidentally pressed against his... oh my god.

"Oh no."

Oh, he felt that alright.

That now familiar zing shoots right through my danger zone now.

So much so that I almost let out a little moan.

He steps back suddenly, running a massive hand through his fur. "No, no, no. Elowen. This is her doing again..."

"Who's Elowen? And why do you look like you're having an existential crisis? Also, um, I'm still kind of stuck here..."

A chorus of giggles interrupts whatever he was about to say. The little ones from earlier peek out from behind the trees, drawn by our voices.

"Stay back!" he barks at the children, trying to wave them away with one hand while still working on the last bramble. "She is not safe!"

“Not safe? What are you talking about?”

“You with your words. Do they ever cease?”

"Oh hush, you’re like ten times my size, how on earth am I ‘not safe?”

I turn my attention back to the Bigfootlings and begin to wave with my free arm. “Hi again! Sorry about earlier - I didn't mean to scare you! I am perfectly safe! I swear! Really, I'm the one who should have been scared of you..."

"You are going to frighten them further. And this is not playtime!" he growls, but the kids are already creeping closer, chittering excitedly.

"They are hardly frightened... definitely not by me! Everything doesn't have to be so serious ya know," I tell him, pulling a silly face that makes the children laugh. "Sometimes you just have to- eep!"

The last sound escapes as he finally frees me from the briars, perhaps a bit more forcefully than necessary. I stumble forward, right into his broad, fur-covered chest.

Oh hello.

"Now," he says, steadying me but quickly stepping back, "we need to establish some ground rules-"

But I'm already dancing away from him, resuming the game of peek-a-boo with the little ones. Their delighted squeals seem to physically pain him.

"This is exactly what I'm talking about! Now I understand the allure of a leash...”

"Tag, you're it!" I tap one of the kids gently on the shoulder, sending them all scampering with joy – if not a little bit of confusion I realize as well.

The look he gives me could curdle milk. But there's something else there too - a spark of... interest?

Oh, this is definitely going to be fun.

"Humans," he mutters for a third time, but this time it sounds almost like a prayer.


CHAPTER 4
KODA


Three humans. Three!

In barely a week, we've gone from strictly enforcing our isolation to - this. I glance down at the flower-clad whirlwind chattering beside me as we make our way to town. She hasn't stopped talking since I freed her from those briars.

"... and then Mary Poppins just took off after this tabby cat, which is weird because she usually ignores other cats, and next thing I know⁠—"

"Look," I cut in, "there are things you need to abide by if we are to head into town."

"So," she chirps, completely ignoring me, "do all sasquatch males go commando, or is that just you?"

Gods give me strength.

I grit my teeth. Will she ever stop? "I am not a commando. I am chief.”

“No, I mean, the...” She looks suddenly very anxious.

“What?”

She just points at my crotch.

I see. Commando.

Interesting name.

But does this female know no bounds?

“We do not normally name our manly parts.”

“What? No...” Now she is going a bright shade of red. “No, it means you aren’t wearing any underwear!”

“Oh, I see. We wear what's practical."

She still looks rather flustered, but appears to recover.

"Oh, right. Yes. Totally practical. All that fur must make pants super uncomfortable." Suddenly she gives her arm what looks like a very hard pinch. "Nope, definitely not dreaming. Unless you can feel pain in dreams? I knew I should have picked up that book on lucid dreaming when I had the chance..."

"Besides, our fur is thick there... it is unnecessary..." I trail off, realizing I'm actually trying to explain my wardrobe choices to this tiny human. And speaking of my manly parts... why do I feel... a stirring. What is happening to me? “Stop interrupting. We need to establish some ground rules...”

Yes. I must regain control of the situation.

She spins to face me, walking backwards without missing a beat. "Rules? Aren’t we past that whole 'leave you for the doom dogs' thing? I thought we had an understanding. By the way, what exactly are ‘doom dogs’ anyhow? Because regular dogs I can handle, but that name does not exactly inspire confidence."

I resist the urge to grab her shoulders and make her walk normally. "First rule: stay close to me. Second: try to be... less conspicuous."

"Less conspicuous? What does that mean? Are you talking about my dress? Perhaps you would prefer I wear a burlap bag?" She twirls, her tattered sundress and remaining scarves floating around her. "Or is it the bangles? Or the bracelets? Or maybe you have a “no skipping rule”?”

The morning sun catches her hair, and it almost sparkles with shades of copper and gold. Something tightens in my chest that I absolutely refuse to acknowledge. Why Is she affecting me so...

You know why.

"Third rule," I press on, "no more games with the younglings. They're already too excitable."

"They're kids! They are kids, right? Little Bigfoots?” She doesn’t wait for an answer and skips ahead, then spins back. "They're supposed to be excitable! Besides, they loved me. Did you see their little faces when we played peek-a-boo?"

"That's exactly what I'm—watch out!"

Too late. She trips over an exposed root, and I catch her before she lands butt-first in the dirt. For a moment, we're pressed together, and that damned electric feeling zips through me again.

And I feel a tingling in my man parts again as well...

Nope. Not happening.

Getting a hard on now would be most inconvenient.

I suppose going ‘commando’ does have its drawbacks.

But this is not a situation I have ever encountered. Certainly not one that could be foreseen...

I set her upright and step back quickly, releasing her before I grow any stiffer.

Think of taxes...

It seems to help.

"My hero," she grins, apparently unfazed. Thankfully, she seems oblivious to the reaction she caused. She shakes her head. "This is absolutely crazy. Here I am, just walking through the woods with an actual bigfoot... a surprisingly chivalrous one, and having a normal conversation, like this is all somehow totally fine." She lets out a small, slightly nervous laugh. "You are a bigfoot, right? Like I’m not really on drugs and just seeing a bigfoot when you are really just a big strong lumberjack or something?”

“I am not a lumberjack.” I am trying to be stern but can’t help a little smile. She is an earnest one.

I was afraid you’d say that...” she trails of for a split second. “But at the same time, this is also kinda amazing...”

"Just... try to stay upright until we reach the Bullhorn."

"The Bullhorn? I’m afraid to ask what that is. It’s not like an actual giant horn that summons doom dogs, right?"

It’s getting harder to fight the smile that plays at my lips. "It's a tavern. Where your friends are."

"My friends?" She stops dead in her tracks. "Wait, friends, as in more than one? As in plural? No way! You mean⁠—"

"MIAAAA!"

Two blurs – definitely human - rocket out of the tavern door. Before I can stop them, Zoe and Olivia are crushing Mia in what looks like a painfully tight hug.

"Oh my god, oh my god, OH MY GOD!"

"You're here! You're actually here!"

"I can't believe it!"

"Where have you been?"

"How did you-"

"Your HAIR!"

They're all talking at once, a hurricane of excited squeals and half-finished questions. I catch Thokk's eye through the window. He gives me a sympathetic look that clearly says "welcome to the club."

Several other monsters peer out from the tavern, drawn by the commotion.

"Girl, you would not believe where I ended up!" Mia's voice rises above the chaos. "It was pitch black and there was this howl! And then I woke up in this crazy temple with these weird drawings and then these adorable baby bigfoots-"

"Sasquatch younglings," I correct automatically. She ignores me.

"-and then I got attacked by these killer briars, but then this gorgeous mountain of fur rescued me-"

I definitely do not preen at that description.

"-and now I'm here... but look at you two!" Mia exclaims, holding them at arms' length. "You both look so... different. Glowy. And what is that?" She peers closer at the exposed skin above their low-cut tops, trying to get a better look. "Are those tattoos? When did you get tattoos? And why do they look like they're... moving?"

Zoe and Olivia exchange knowing looks as they show off their claiming marks, then glance between me and Mia. Something passes between them that makes them both break into identical grins.

"Actually," Olivia says, barely containing her laughter, "they aren't exactly tattoos..."

I feel my fur bristle as I watch their exchange. Oh no. No, no, no. I know exactly where this conversation is heading. I try to push away thoughts of what sort of mark might appear on Mia's skin should I claim her as mine.

But my mind won’t listen.

A rainbow? Maybe a tornado?

I can see it already... there just above her heart...

Stop it, Koda.

"Oh these?" Zoe touches her mark with a smile. "Yeah, I think it’s a story for another time."

"I have a feeling you have a lot of stories I need to catch up on..." Mia's eyes sparkle with curiosity as she continues to take in the tavern and its occupants. Her energy shifts as she looks all around. "But maybe we can start here. This place - it's real, right? Like, actually real? Because if this is some elaborate renaissance faire, the production value is insane."

"It's real," Olivia assures her. "Welcome to Fablewood. And no, we are not in another dimension. I had to figure this all out. It’s in our world... just hidden by spells.

“There’s towns like Fablewood hidden all over your world,” I add, trying to be helpful.

“Right, but look there’s plenty of time to talk about that - but what happened? It’s been killing me! One minute we were chasing your cat...” Olivia looks at her intently.

“Yeah, so then I read that inscription – you know ... the one about ‘the call of the wild’ or whatever and then just poof... and suddenly I was in the dark... in the temple...”

“Temple? What temple...” Thokk interjects, his interest piqued, it seems.

“I don’t know what she is talking about. I saw no such thing...” I cross my arms over my chest. Again, she ignores me and continues with her story.

“But I guess I fell asleep... and then I woke up this morning ... and crawled out... and, well... then all the little hairy monsters...” Mia clearly doesn’t mean any harm with her words, but I still feel the need to correct her.

“Sasquatch Younglings,” I growl, though not too harshly.

“Oh, and then I kinda got stuck in some brambles, before mister tall dark and super hairy showed up to rescue me. But whatever... enough about me! So, I guess you weren’t on vacation after all Zoe? You’ve been here the whole time?” Mia is obviously trying to put the pieces together.

“Yup” Zoe says softly. "I was poking around in the basement at the museum... and next thing I knew I was in the watchtower. We’ll get to ‘tall green and handsome’ later." She gives Thokk a meaningful look for Mia’s benefit.

“No way! So that’s why you’re glowing!” Mia squeals. Seems she is finally catching on to what’s really happening here.

"And I was at the library, just looking at this old cup, and – like you said – poof – suddenly, I appeared in Kalen's storeroom," Olivia adds. “Right down there,” she adds pointing toward a little staircase down over by the bar. By now Kalen has joined the little group and Mia’s face has a whole new level of shock as our Minotaur friend gives her a friendly nod at the mention of his name.

“A freaking minotaur... no way... I guess he would be ‘Tall, dark and horny?”

Olivia begins to blush before Kalen responds.

“Easy with the horn jokes. I’m sensitive.”

This elicits a laugh from Olivia. “Not about your horns your not – you love those things... but maybe in other places...”

Now it’s my friend Kalen’s turn to blush.

"This is insane," Mia breathes, taking in the assorted monsters around us.

“You’re telling us,” Zoe pipes up. “We still have no idea how any of it really came to be, not that we’re complaining.”

But Mia seems to hardly be listening as she is still trying to take it all in. "It’s amazing, but insane. Oh my god, we have so much to catch up on! But first, I don’t suppose anyone has seen my cat? I've been worried sick about - MARY POPPINS!"

Her shriek makes me wince, as I notice the calico cat raising her head from where she's been cuddling with Othrix on the hearth. In an instant Mia darts across the room to scoop up the calico into her arms.

“That’s your cat?” Thokk is right behind her as his own cat, Othrix is looking more than a little put out at having his furry mate plucked up from alongside him.

"She’s my baby! My Superpoppilicious! You sneaky little cat!" She covers the feline in kisses while Othrix looks on with what has quickly turned into lazy indifference. "Ah... and you, Mr. Don Juan Tabby, are the one who obviously led her astray. Just like a man...”

"Careful, you don't want to get on his bad side," I warn, though I can't quite keep the amusement from my voice. "That's Othrix, Slayer of Tiny Beasts you're talking about."

“Thokk’s cat,” Olivia adds.

Mia finally notices my massive Orc friend, as he gives “STB” a little rub under the chin.

"I still think ‘Don Juan de Tabby’ or maybe ‘Snuggler of Calicos,’ is more fitting.” Our small group erupts into chuckles at her witty reply.

Everyone except me, because I'm too busy fighting the urge to scoop her up the way she just did her cat. Suddenly the urge to pull her close and breathe in her scent is almost overwhelming...

Dammit, Elowen. This is what I get for not speaking up when she was casting that mate summoning spell. Seemed like a harmless enough thing at the time – none of them really had put much stock in it. But now, just look at what's happened.

First Zoe... that was alarming enough. Then before the town had even caught its breath over her appearance, and all that drama with the statue being revealed in the square, Olivia shows up. And now, this one...

My gut tells me she is going to be the biggest handful of them all.

Mmmm, handful...

The things I want to do with my hands...

Stop.

You’re chief of the Stormcrest Clan... not some love sick youngling on his first walkabout...

"Hey, Mr. Sasquatch!" Mia's voice cuts through my spiral. She's still cuddling her cat, but her eyes are locked on mine. "You okay there? You're looking awful broody for someone in a magical paradise."

Paradise?

“I don’t know about “paradise”, but I will agree that Fablewood does have a certain charm.”

At least it did before human females began appearing all over the place.

It occurs to me that we haven’t even been properly introduced.

“And you can call me Koda,”

“Oh, right, sure, and I’m...” Mia seems happy to make it official, as she shifts her cat into a one-handed cuddle, and offers me the other.

“Mia. I got it.” I take her petite, soft, little hand in mine.

I taste the word on my lips even as the thrill of her touch sends rockets of excitement all through me.

All Through me.

Mia.

Something in my chest tightens at her smile, and again I have to physically stop myself from just reaching out and pulling her up against me.

Gods, I want to feel her flesh against mine. Her soft form pressed against my muscular frame...

“No!”

She looks a little stunned – and confused. “No? No what?”

Dammit, that was supposed to be my inside voice. No, this cannot happen. Will not happen. Two humans in Fablewood is already pushing it. Elowen’s spell be damned.

"Um, no... umm... No, Othrix's fur is NOT softer than your pretty Calico's... it's not even close..."

Gods. Seriously, Koda that's the best you could come up with?

Now she is definitely looking confused. But she seems to recover as her confusion quickly turns into a smile. "Well, I am not gonna argue with you. Tales of her soft fur are told far and wide..."

I can’t help but respond with a deep belly laugh.

At the same time a fresh wave of desire for her sweeps over me.

Focus, Koda.

I will not allow myself to fall for a tiny human who seems one part tornado and perhaps three or four parts hurricane.

Even if she does have the most beautiful smile I've ever seen.

And the most captivating eyes.

And her smell is like fresh wildflowers and...

Oh dammit.


CHAPTER 5
MIA


"What did you say before. You were in a temple?" Thokk, the big green orc's deep voice rumbles with interest. "You're sure?"

"Well, I mean, technically I was kind of unconscious when I first got there," I admit, twisting one of my bangles. "But unless ancient stone buildings with weird wall painting are super common around here..."

"They're not," Koda cuts in. His massive form towers over me as he frowns thoughtfully. "And you say it's on the sacred grounds?"

"If by 'sacred grounds' you mean where I was playing with the baby bigfoots - I mean ‘younglings,’ then yes!"

I note with satisfaction another little amused smile playing on Koda’s lip. He might act all tough, but I kinda think he likes me.

And it probably doesn’t hurt that I am picking up on the proper Bigfoot lingo.

"We should investigate immediately," the orc – a friggin’ orc! - Thokk says, but Koda shakes his head.

Olivia has already pulled out a little notebook and is making notes.

"It's on sasquatch lands. Sacred sasquatch lands at that. If word got out that we were letting outsiders traipse around up there..." He runs a hand through his fur. "I don’t need any more headaches.”

Why is he looking right at me as he says that?

“I'll take her myself. Quietly." He gets up, gesturing for me to follow him out the door. “Now look, we do this my way. No wandering off, no-"

"Yes, yes, Chief Grumpy-fur. No whirling, no walking backwards. I'll be on my best behavior!" I'm already halfway to the door ahead of him. "Coming?"

"Wait," he growls, catching up in two massive strides. I can’t help but be distracted by the way his plush fur moves with every flex of his powerful body. Not that I'm noticing his fur really. Or his muscles. Much.

It is rather... lush. Or plush.

Whatever.

I wonder if he’d let me pet him.

Mia... no.

Bad Mia.

What the heck has gotten into me...

We wind our way through Fablewood's streets, passing shops that line both sides. There's Murks Magical Menagerie...

“Cool...” I actually say it out loud. Because, well, it is cool.

Then no sooner than I registered the shop, my eyes are drawn to what appears to be the town square, where a massive statue stands. "Is that... holy smokes! A woman with an orc? A human woman? What the-" But before I can get a better look, something flutters past my face.

"Oh my god, is that a fairy?" I gasp, pointing at a tiny winged creature darting between flower boxes. "And those are actual pixies? There's a difference?"

"Focus," Koda rumbles, gently but firmly steering me back on course. "The temple, that’s where we’re going."

"Right, right. Sorry! It's just... I mean this is a lot to process... even for me!" I spin in a slow circle, taking in the magical wonderland around me. "Everything is so incredible! Like that shop - are those actual magic wands in the window? And that sign - is it actually floating?"

A group of small furry creatures - more sasquatch children - peek out from behind a market stall, giggling.

“Hey it’s my buddies!” I wave enthusiastically, but Koda immediately steps between us.

"No distractions," he says firmly. "Sacred grounds, remember?"

"You're no fun," I pout, but only a little really. How can I be grumpy when there's literal magic around every corner?

“No not that way Mia, back here...” Oops! It seems I have gone down the wrong street ahead of him. I turn to head back toward him but a guttural voice stops me in my tracks.

"Oy, look at what we ‘ave her’” The slurred words carry across the road I have strayed onto. Two massive orcs seem to have me in their sights, their expressions dark. And these don’t look like the friendly kind like Thokk. Not at all. "Looky, looky. A little lost human...”, says the shorter, stockier one. ‘Shorter’ meaning only about seven and a half feet tall.

“One of them dirty little humans alright...” The taller one sounds just as nasty, though his voice is a little higher and more nasal.

“I think it’s a new one! Two was bad enough, but now three?"

The pair have gone from leaning against the wall to now heading right toward me. And I don’t like the look in their eyes one bit.

"Seems they're multiplying," the taller one sneers. "Like vermin."

“What we have is an infestation...” ‘Shortie’ drawls.

I turn to head back to the main road.

“Koda...” I manage to stammer.

Where is he?

But I needn’t have worried. He is already in motion, moving so fast in fact that I barely register it, positioning himself between me and the orcs. The playful energy from moments ago has vanished, as his massive form seems to grow even larger, radiating a dangerous intensity that makes my breath catch. Whatever ‘big teddy bear’ vibes I was getting a few moments ago are gone too, replaced by something fierce and wild... and deadly, judging by the fear I see in the orc’s eyes.

The two orcs freeze in their advance. But they don’t retreat.

"Grunk. Borgin." Koda’s voice is low, carrying a warning that sends shivers down my spine. "This doesn't concern you."

"And why not? Says ‘tall guy.’

“Yeah, why not?” Echoes shorty. “What was it? Last week that humans were forbidden in Fablewood!”

“And two weeks before that... before that business in Monstertown, they would have been killed on the spot!”

”We would’ve gotten rewards for doing it too!”

“And you say it doesn’t concern us?”

“She’s lucky you-“

Koda cuts him off with a growl that literally vibrates through my chest. "Choose your next words very carefully."

Something in his tone makes both orcs step back, though they continue muttering about "human pollution" and "soft-hearted fools." I press close against Koda's side, equal parts thrilled and terrified by this display of raw power. This isn't the slightly exasperated sasquatch from earlier - this is a warrior, a protector, and... oh boy, is it doing things to me.

"Come," he says softly, one hand finding the small of my back as he guides me back to the main road away from the orcs. His touch is gentle and attentive, a stark contrast to the barely contained violence of moments ago. My heart is racing, and not entirely from fear.

As we continue up the path, I notice his fur is still bristling. "So... I'm guessing those guys aren't part of the welcome wagon?"

“There’s a lot you don’t know about Fablewood.”

“Is that a joke? I literally know nothing about it...”

He just grunts, but his hand stays protectively at my back as we finally break off the proper cobbled roads – which is just fine with me.

More than fine.

After a short walk along a dirt path we head into the wilds. I assume he is leading me back to the general area where we first met.

Initially the going is slow, until Koda puts us on what looks like a game trail. Now all we have to navigate is the occasional branch extending across the path. Finally, it’s not just branches and I start to see the telltale vines and arcing branches of the briar patch again.

“This is where I found you,” he states matter of factly, as he steps to my side.

Right, I guess it’s up to me to locate the “temple” again.

"Yes, so if I remember right, it should be just off this way,” I say, holding my sundress tightly against my legs and picking my way carefully through the underbrush. After my earlier briar incident, I'm being extra cautious. Well, cautious for me. "Though everything looks different from this angle."

Koda follows close behind, his massive presence both reassuring and distracting. Vaguely I am aware of how I keep finding excuses to bump into him, even if ever so slightly. Every time his fur brushes against my bare skin, that electric feeling zips through me again. I am not sure how many zips and zings I can take.

Maybe I could give him just a little pet... just on the arm. Or maybe his back... That would be okay, right? Or backside...

Focus, Mia. Temple. Sacred ground. Important mission.

"There!" I point to what looks like just another overgrown mound at the forest's edge. "See?"

"I see briars," Koda says dryly. "Lots of briars."

"No, under them! Look..." I walk forward and crouch down, pushing aside some vines as I trace the edge of a weathered stone archway.

His eyes widen slightly. "How did we never..." He trails off, studying the worn but still solid masonry. "This has been here all along?"

"I know, right? Hidden in plain sight!" I can't help bouncing a little with excitement. "Kinda like your town!”

“Generally, we stay off these sacred grounds.” With that he moves forward himself and starts clearing a path through the thorny growth with his massive bare hands. The display of rugged power makes my mouth go dry. Within minutes, he's practically opened up the full doorway and we are able to enter with ease.

"Show off," I mutter, but I'm smiling.

"Stay close," he rumbles as we duck inside. The interior is cool and musty, leaves crackling under our feet. Thin beams of light filter through gaps in the ceiling, catching dust motes in their glow. "The structure could be unstable..."

He stops short as I dart toward a vine-covered window-hole thing. "Help me clear this?" Together, we pull away the overgrowth, letting even more sunlight flood into the space. The paintings I remembered from last night emerge from the shadows, their colors now strikingly vivid.

"Oh. My. God." My voice echoes off the stone walls. "Listen to that!" The echo temporarily distracts me from the frescos – or whatever they are. I sing a note, pure and clear, and the temple seems to sing it back, the sound bouncing between the walls to almost create a weird harmony.

When I turn back to Koda, he has the strangest look on his face. He seems to be looking at me differently, and it makes my heart skip. But why?

“Your voice. That was... impressive.” I wait for him to say more, but that’s it, as far as words at least.

Still her heart swells. He likes my voice. Or at least the few notes I sang. A moment later and his piercing blue eyes lock onto mine with an intensity that makes my knees weak. For a moment, we just stare at each other, the temple's acoustics making even our breathing sound musical.

"These markings," Koda says, turning his attention abruptly away as he runs his fingers along the wall.

Is he going to ignore that whatever it was that just passed between us?

"I bet they're connected to the discoveries your friends have been making. I wonder if this has something to do with the secret society they keep talking about."

"Secret society?" I bounce on my toes with excitement. "No way! Could this place get any cooler? Like, a magical monster mason lodge? With secret handshakes and everything?"

"We haven’t gotten that far. It’s just been speculation." But I am pretty sure I just got another semi-smile out of him. "It’s all connected to Zoe’s Aunt... the one in the..." He trails off, suddenly very interested in a particular carving.

"Her aunt? What?" But as I peer around his massive arm, I quickly forget what he said. "Oh my! Is that what I think it is?" The painted figures are getting more than just friendly. “Gosh, what did they—" Flustered, I turn away a little too quickly, and trip over a loose stone. But just as quickly he catches me effortlessly, pulling me against his chest as he secures me.

Oh hello.

"Careful," he rumbles, but doesn't let go immediately. That electric feeling crackles between us again, making my heart race.

This is getting out of hand.

Again, images flash of all sorts of things we could be doing with our hands... and I can feel my danger zone heating up just at the thought.

Mia, stop.

"Um... thanks, I guess I need to watch my step," I manage, trying my best to block out or at least ignore how right it feels to be like this, in his arms. "Luckily it seems you have a knack for saving me.”

The moment passes and he releases me quickly, clearing his throat.

"We should head back," he says abruptly. "We need to tell the others what we’ve found."

Why is he bent over and sort of walking funny?

Oh my.

For a moment I am sure I notice quite a swelling in his nether fur. But then he quickly retreats into the shadows with some excuse about checking the rest of the interior.

Despite the heated – or maybe they are just awkward moments, the walk back is surprisingly comfortable, filled with my chatter and his occasional grunts of acknowledgment. At least I am comfortable. I think he is too... but admittedly, his grunts and nods are hard to gauge.

As we near town, I spot a small sasquatch standing nervously by the path, scuffing one oversized foot against the ground. He looks to be bit older than my playmates from earlier, probably nine or ten, though I am not sure I am a good judge of sasquatch age.

"Whisper?" Koda's voice holds a note of surprise. "I thought you'd left for Monstertown already."

“Wait, what?” This is a bit of a curveball... "Is he your...?"

"My son," Koda confirms, and for some reason the revelation makes my heart do a little flip. No doubt there is something about the way he says it, so full of quiet pride despite his obvious concern. Or maybe I am just a sucker for that caring single daddy energy.

But he is single, right?

Everything about his vibe sure says single...

He better be single...

The youngling just stares at the ground harder, clearly uncomfortable with the attention. I recognize that look - it's the same one I used to get when my mom would try to force me to "just be more outgoing, honey!"

"Hey there," I say softly, crouching down to his level. "I'm Mia. I like your fur - it looks like maple leaves in October."

Koda seems to shuffle himself a little uncomfortably. ”Mia, he needs to be ready when Murk comes to take him to-“

Murk? That sure doesn’t sound like a girlfriend name...

“Wait... like from the shop? The Magical menagerie?”

“The one and only... now Whisper-“

Another vote for single! I feel an unexpected feeling of elation.

“He looks pretty ready to me? You’re ready, aren’t you?”

This elicits a tiny nod. I see Koda about to open his mouth, but I give him a little look that speaks volumes. Rather than pepper the kid with annoying questions I reach out and gather up a few stones.

“Hey check this out,” I start arranging the rocks in a pattern on the ground. "These remind me of those trail markers the first sasquatch explorers probably used," I say to no one in particular, making up the story as I go. "Back when they were mapping out these mountains..."

I hear Koda take in a breath again... but before he can speak, Whisper edges closer, watching intently. I pretend not to notice as he kneels down beside me. When he tentatively adds his own stone to the pattern, I smile. "Perfect - that's exactly where the secret cave entrance would have been!"

A tiny smile breaks across his face, and I hear Koda's intake of breath again. But this time it’s in surprise.

"I have to go. But maybe could you tell me more about the explorers?" Whisper murmurs quietly, then adds shyly, "When I get back?"

"Absolutely," I grin. "I'll even teach you the special royal sasquatch version."

“Cool. Hey...”

“My name Is Mia,” I extend my hand.

“Nice to meet you. Do you play Cubicles and Chihuahuas?”

“Cubicles and what...”

“Okay. Hey look, here comes Murk now... late as usual...”

As Whisper finally heads off to meet his escort, it seems obvious now. I can’t be sure but I don’t think there is a mom in the picture. I don’t know what it is about the kid, but I just want to give him a hug.

Something about the slump in his little shoulders...

No. Not going there. This is not about you and your experiences Mia.

I push that sensitive thought out of my head as quickly as it had appeared.

And then I catch Koda watching me with an expression I can't quite read. And it’s just the final confirmation I need, cause he’s definitely not scowling. Yeah, I’m willing to bet all my bangles he is single.

God, that electric zing again...


CHAPTER 6
KODA


Iwatch from our usual corner as Mia catches up with Zoe and Olivia, their heads close together as they share stories of magical portals and mate bonds. But even deep in conversation, she can't help drawing others in. Every few minutes, her laugh rings out, clear and musical, making the children who've gathered nearby giggle in response.

For a moment I see all three of them look our way before breaking into fresh round of excited chatter.

Girls sure love to talk. I just wish I know what they were talking about.

Why do I care? But I know why... I know perfectly well why. It’s pointless trying to deny it to myself.

Elowen...

"You're staring," Kalen remarks, sliding into the seat across from me.

"I am not," I grunt, but even I can hear the lie in my voice.

"Look," Thokk rumbles, joining us. "We've been there. That pull you're feeling? That knowing? It only gets stronger."

I think of Whisper's face earlier, how he actually smiled - really smiled - for the first time in ages. "She got him to come out of his shell somehow," I admit quietly. "He even asked her if she played Cubicles and Chihuahuas.” Kalen just laughs at that.

"Yeah, if there was any doubt about Elowen and her spell, well, I think it just went out the window.” Thokk says.

“Can’t argue with you, but I’ll be damned if I get how the hell it works,” Kalen adds. “She just appeared in this temple thing? First the watchtower, then my storage room of all places, and now this? There must be some rhythm or reason to it all. I just don’t get what it is.” With that, the two depart to join their mates.

I shift uncomfortably in my seat.

My eyes are pulled back to Mia. I can’t seem to help myself.

Great. What did they always say on that old Star Trek show?

Resistance is futile.

Real trouble is I don’t think I want to resist at all.

[image: ]


Later, as the evening crowd thins, I find Mia watching intently as Zoe points out the sights in Fablewood on an old map on the tavern wall. As I approach the pair, Zoe departs with a little smile, while Mia continues to trace the faded lines with her fingers.

"I was wondering when you would come over,” she says, barely taking her eyes off the hand drawn image.

“I wanted to give you the opportunity to catch up with your friends.”

“It was... informative,” she says, giving me a mysterious smile. But before I can even react, she shifts topics.

And did she just take a little step closer to me too?

“This map is so cool. And tell me these markings don’t remind you of some of what we saw in the temple," she says excitedly, as I join her in examining the old depiction.

I move closer to see where she's pointing, suddenly even more aware of her proximity.

She definitely is moving closer. As I am to her.

That electric feeling crackles between us as she turns to face me, her eyes bright with enthusiasm.

"Maybe there's more to discover," she whispers, and I realize we're barely inches apart now. Her scent - wild flowers and something uniquely Mia - fills my senses. Without thinking, I lean down as she tilts her face up. I bring a hand to the small of her back. For a moment I gaze at those cute little lips of hers. I can’t fight it any longer...

"Chief Koda!" The booming voice makes us jump apart. Three members of the sasquatch council stand in the doorway, their expressions grave. "We must speak with you. Immediately."

What timing...

I step slightly in front of Mia, though I know it's too late to hide her presence.

"We've heard disturbing reports," Stonefur's fur bristles with indignation. "A human on our sacred grounds?"

"This is beyond acceptable," Oakmane rumbles. "The rest of the council must be informed."

My heart races, but only for a second or two. Sometimes I forget how much the council members love the sound of their own voices. But nine hells, does this lot have bad timing.

"We demand answers," Ridgerunner announces.

"This is most irregular." Stonefur is looking particularly puffed up.

"I have everything under control," I rumble, doing my best to keep my tone in the range of ‘placating.’ Now why don’t you go get yourself some drinks, or whatever you’d like – on me. I insist.”

I focus on the council members' bristling fur and stern faces, though every cell in my body seems aware of Mia standing just inches away.

"Very well,” Ridgerunner offers as they all grumble a bit, but we will be discussing this further.”

"Most thoroughly." Oakmane adds. Their stern faces could curdle milk. But this doesn’t seem to stop them from taking me up on my offer and heading to the bar. I give Kalen the high sign that whatever they want is on me.

"Wow," Mia whispers as they leave. "Do they practice looking that stuffy, or does it come naturally?" When she turns those sparkling eyes on me, I forget about all about the council members, sacred grounds, and everything else for that matter. All that remains is Mia... and her lips... and how badly I want to pull her against me and finish what we started.


CHAPTER 7
MIA


Itry not to smile as I watch the council members at the bar. Amazing what a few rounds can do - their stern faces have softened considerably since that scene at the map earlier. Even that super grumpy one seems to be enjoying himself, though he's trying to maintain his dignity while Koda orders another round. It’s a little early to get sauced, if you ask me, but they don’t seem to have any qualms about it.

"Come on, Superpoppilicious," I coax, turning my attention back to my wayward cat. "Time to go home... wherever home is now." Mary Poppins doesn't even twitch a whisker, too busy cuddling with Othrix by the Bullhorn's hearth. My supposedly independent cat, who once even hissed at the cutest golden retriever puppy ever, is now practically melted into the side of Thokk's ‘fierce hunter.’ "Traitor," I mutter fondly. "What happened to sisters before misters?"

"Good luck with that," Zoe laughs from her perch at the bar. "Those two are inseparable now. Though I guess you could say the same about their owners with their significant others..." I feel my cheeks heat, thinking about how Koda looked at me by the map earlier.

And how it felt being so close...

"I have no idea what you're talking about," I lie. "Speaking of things I don't understand though, that statue in the square. The one with the human woman and the orc? What's the story there?"

"Oh!" Zoe's eyes light up. "That's my Great Aunt Charlotte..."

“What? You mean the one who founded the museum you work at?”

“Yes and no. The “museum” was her estate. She lived in it. It wasn’t gonna be a museum at all. I wouldn’t have minded if it stayed in the family—all those cool treasures. And come on, I mean ‘family’, right? But my parents, being the specimens they are, basically sold the whole thing—lock, stock, and barrel. Let’s not go there right now. I’m in a good mood. But, yeah, what the hell a statue of her is doing here? With an orc? It’s all a big mystery. You know it was in the basement of her old estate, the museum, where I read the line... What was it again... ‘Enter, all who still believe...’”

“No way!”

“Way. Anyhow, yeah, that’s my great aunt.”

“Wow. So weird how we all read those different phrases.”

“I know, right?”

“So, you guys think she was part of a secret society? And that the temple is part of all this?” A thousand questions run through my mind.

“Your guess is as good as mine, but yeah it appears as though it's all connected.”

“This place is so freaking cool.”

Mary Poppins seems to agree with me as she snuggles deeper into Othrix's fur.

"I can’t believe I’m in a magical hidden town full of monsters.'"

"Umhmmm, I have a feeling your adventures here are just getting started." Zoe's eyes sparkle with mischief, as she inclines her head a little in Koda’s direction and wiggles her eyebrows a bit.

"What's that supposed to mean?" I narrow my eyes at Zoe's mischievous expression.

"I think you know exactly what I mean, but " She glances at Olivia, who's trying and failing to hide a grin. "Let's just say there might have been this spell..."

"A spell?"

"Yeah, Elowen— she’s kinda like the town witch. Thokk and Kalen said she cast this mate summoning spell⁠—"

"There’s a town witch? No one said anything about witches! And what summoning spell?"

Before Zoe can elaborate, the tavern door bursts open with enough force to rock the chandeliers. A short but elegant figure with pointed ears storms in, huffing and puffing, his silvery robes swishing dramatically.

Is that an elf? Holy cow!

"Gods above, tell me it isn't true!" His voice carries that special kind of exasperation I usually only hear from former employers. "Not another human! The town is barely adjusting to the first two!"

"Elder Faelar," Zoe starts, but he waves her off.

"The orcs are already spreading rumors far and wide! This is exactly what we don't need right now."

Thokk is the next to enter, apparently also having caught wind of whatever rumors are spreading. Koda and Kalen leave the bar area to join him, the three of them filling the doorway in an impressive wall of muscle. The odd contrast between the three massive friends and the little elf would be comical if the elf-like elder didn't look ready to have an aneurysm.

"I see you’ve heard,” Thokk thunders.

“Only just now, though I am not surprised about the orcs,” Kalen rumbles. "We’ll put the fear of the Gods into them."

"Yes, yes, that would help." The little elfin Elder turns to me, slowly gathering himself, and apparently remembering his manners—or maybe he's just noticed me, it’s hard to tell. "So. You're the latest... arrival."

“Um, yeah, I guess so. Super Mia, at your service.” I give him my best jazz hands, but they don’t have the intended effect. For a moment he just freezes in place. Then he looks to the others for guidance, almost like he doesn’t know what to make of me.

Not the first time.

“Welcome to Fablewood, I suppose. Though I do wish you humans would stop appearing out of nowhere."

"Sorry? I guess?" I offer. "But for what it’s worth, I didn't exactly plan this. Though I have to say, your town is absolutely amazing! The architecture alone⁠—"

"Mia," Koda cuts in gently but firmly. "You need to come with me. For your own safety. Now."

"But—"

A familiar meow interrupts my protest. Mary Poppins, who has detached herself from Othrix, trots over, winding around my ankles.

"Well, look who finally remembered who feeds her," I coo, scooping her up. "Done with your boyfriend already?"

"She can come too," Koda says, and is it my imagination or is he fighting a smile? "But we must go. Now."

“You can handle one night away from Othrix, Stealer of Hearts,” I tell Mary Poppins as I cuddle her. I glance at Koda. “Mommy needs her fur baby...”

"I am not your fur baby," Koda rumbles indignantly.

"What?" I turn to stare at him, then a burst of giggles escapes from my lips. "I was talking to my cat!"

His ears twitch with embarrassment. "Of course you were," he growls. "I knew that."

"Yep. I know you did, big guy." I'm still grinning as he guides me toward the door and out into the early evening where daylight is waning fast.

As we walk through the darkening forest, my mind races. "Is this about those drunk orcs from earlier?"

"Orcs. Yes and no," Koda rumbles. "The whole humans-as-mates situation is still... delicate."

"Oh, I see." Though I'm not sure I do. There's clearly more going on here than anyone's telling me. "Wait... Mates? Zoe just said something about a mate summoning spell I think? What was she talking⁠—"

"Let's focus on getting you somewhere safe for now," he says quickly, guiding me deeper into the wilderness. The way his hand rests protectively at the small of my back sends tingles up my spine.

"Where exactly are we going?" I ask as Mary Poppins trots beside us, seemingly unbothered by our trek into the wild.

"Sasquatch lands. Many different monster-folk live in and around Fablewood, and many, like us, have their own territories. My kind prefer the quiet of the deep woods."

"Apparently," I observe, peering into the deepening shadows between the massive tree trunks that surround us.

Jeez, these trees are bigger than the sequoias.

"Hey, um... This is kinda of... uh... rustic, out here. I don't see any houses… Oh, no!" I stop dead in my tracks, looking up at the massive trees towering above us. "Please don't tell me you live in nests. You know I saw a History Channel special and they said⁠—"

Suddenly his brow furrows in apparent consternation. "Don’t get me started on the garbage they spout on the History Channel."

“Wait. How do you know about the History Channel?”

“Satellite TV, of course. We’re Sasquatch, not savages.”

Well don’t I feel stupid.

Nevertheless, I’m having second thoughts. Can I really live in a nest? I take another peek at his massive, powerful frame again and feel a flutter start up in my lower belly. Okay, a nest might be doable.

I hope it's not all pokey, though. I'm not crazy about the idea of having twigs and such all up in my butt.

Before I can further contemplate what it was the History Channel revealed about sasquatch nests, Koda scoops me up against his massive chest as though I weigh nothing. Then, a second later, Mary Poppins lets out an indignant meow when she’s plopped into my arms.

"Hold tight," he rumbles, then starts to climb.

"Wait, what are you—eep!"

My squeal turns into delighted laughter as he deftly scales the trunk with impossible ease. His movements are so graceful, so polished, that even my cat lets out a contented purr.

Me? I hardly notice the flex of his muscles with each movement. Or the strong, secure arm that holds us both as we ascend. Or the sense of safety I feel nestled against him.

Okay, alright, I notice.

When we reach the top, my jaw falls open and my eyes nearly bug out of my head. Holy shit but this is no nest?!

Awestruck, I gape at the vast treehouse complex before me. An intricate network of wooden platforms, walkways and terraces stretch out in all directions, each suspended among ancient, gnarled trees, their massive trunks serving as natural pillars. Moonlight filters through gaps in the dense canopy overhead casting a dappled silver glow of light and shadow throughout. Magnificent. Breathtaking. This hidden sanctuary high above the forest floor is like something out of a fairytale.  

"This is incredible," I breathe as he sets me down on a wide deck. "But… is that really the front door? I mean, I would think there would be an easier way to get up here."

"No, it’s not the front door. Things in town are still a little touch and go as far as you humans are concerned. I thought it safer to kind of sneak up in case anyone was watching.”

Of course. As though it’s the most normal thing in the world, scaling branches to reach your treehouse... In your magical woods... Just outside your magical hidden village.

“So, what now?” Still trying to get my bearings, I dare to look over the railing along the edge of the deck. The view is incredible.

“You must be exhausted.” He places a gentle hand on my back again and I swear it’s like tiny firecrackers detonate between us at each little point of contact. “Come on, I’ll show you where you can get some rest.”

The air between us is practically on fire. Since he seems to be doing his level best to ignore it, I try to do the same.

“So, is this where you bring all the stray humans you find?” I'm aware of the flirtatious tone that has crept into my voice.

Careful, Mia.

"What? No. Not at all.” For an instant, the question seems to spark a momentary loss of composure. Or…maybe it’s not the question. Maybe it’s my flirtatious tone. Regardless, it only lasts a moment before he’s back to calm, cool, collected Koda. “I do not collect stray humans,” he adds without a trace of humor.

I accompany the gruff, hairy giant through his treehouse maze and, as we slip under an archway woven from living branches, he announces, “You can sleep in here.”

I take in the room—all polished wood and soft lamplight with a massive canopy bed draped in silks. Wow. I don’t even know what to say.

He clears his throat. “I trust it will suffice?” I sense a hesitance in voice. A hint of insecurity, maybe? He really wants me to like it. And how can I not? Suffice? It’s gorgeous. Way better than a nest of pokey twigs. The History Channel has no clue.

“It’s perfect.” I turn my face up to offer a grateful smile and find him staring down at me with a look so intense I have a strong urge to squeeze my thighs together.

Our eyes lock and hold, neither of us seeming to want to break this strange spell. For a moment, I think he’s going to speak. I see a flash of something pass over his features. Is it…longing? Desire? I can’t tell, because no sooner did it appear than it was gone. I’m not even sure whether it was real.

Maybe I should say something.

Should I? Should I ask him to stay here with me?

And then what? I suppose we can figure that out. Play it by ear.

As my brain scrambles to come up with the best way to pose a “Netflix and chill” proposition to a sasquatch—straightforward but not too bold and definitely not pushy—he breaks the stare, turning to leave before I even get the chance to shoot my shot.

With a sinking heart, I watch him go. But as he makes his way to the door, I notice an odd tangled patch of fur. A burr? He has a burr caught in his fur. And then I see another one. It doesn’t take me more than a split second to realize his fur is full of them—no doubt from our earlier adventures.

"Wait a sec. You're all tangled." I reach for one and try to detach it without yanking too hard. "Let me help."

"What?” He glances down as I continue to try to untangle his fur from the stubborn burr. I bite back a victorious smile when he doesn’t move away or even attempt to shake free from my fingers. “Oh, that's nothing."

He may think it's nothing, but I can be very persistent when I want to be. And I want to be.  

Netflix and chill, baby.

"Don't be silly. You freed me from certain death-by-doom-dog, and then those nasty orcs. The least I can do is de-burr you. Um… do you have a brush somewhere?"

“Yes, of course.” He hesitates, then the corner of his mouth turns up slightly and he motions for me to follow him next door to what I assume are his own quarters—a stunning circular platform embracing an ancient trunk.

This place is crazy. It’s as though each room is more magnificent than the last, and as I gape at the splendor, he crosses to a table by the window to retrieve a large brush.

The brush is laying there innocently enough, but as I wait for him to grab it, the air between us feels anything but innocent.

I’m just going to help him with his burrs.

Ummhmm, sure you are.


CHAPTER 8
MIA


Having retrieved it, he hands me the brush as I turn back to face him.

The scope of the burr problem is daunting. My fingers rake through the most problematic areas. I'm not even sure where to start this de-tangling.

“At least it’s not chewing gum we're dealing with,” I offer, trying to be optimistic.

“Chewing gum? What are you talking about?”

I shrug. “Just that I don’t think we’ll need to cut any fur...”

“Cut my fur!” He takes a massive step back.

“Joke!” I raise my hands in surrender. “It’s only a joke.”

Someone's sensitive about their gorgeous coat - and wow, when he gets all intense like that.

His scowl remains. “You will not cut my fur.”

“Fine. No cutting fur. Got it. It’s just that I don’t think the brush is going to be enough for some of these. And there are so many.”

"Look who's talking," he huffs, reaching over to pluck one out of my hair. “Perhaps we should cut your hair?” He cocks a brow and I see the corner of his mouth twitch just the tiniest fraction.

I can’t help the laugh that escapes. “Point taken.”

They really are bad, though. I wasn’t joking about that. With a laser focus, I spend the next twenty minutes digging through his fur—sifting, combing, raking, wriggling, and nimbly working trying to remove the thorny little suckers to no avail. I’m not making any headway, but continuing my ministrations, I scan the room hoping to find something to help. My eyes fall on a little glass bottle next to a huge tub. "Is that shampoo?”

He follows my gaze but rather than answering aloud, he simply nods.

Hmm... plan B, maybe?  “Do you think the shampoo might help?”

“Yes.” He clears his throat. “It will help, but burrs are always a challenge for my kind." His voice sounds odd for some reason—like it's choked.

He’s staring down at me with that intense look in his eyes again and suddenly the air feels thick between us.

“Lucky you’ve got me then. The burr detangler.” I force a weak laugh, hoping to break the tension as he leads me to what I now realize is an actual hot tub, not just some primitive washing basin. Steam rises from its surface, making everything feel dreamlike.

"You’re sure it’s okay to use soap in there?" I motion from the shampoo bottle to the tub, my voice a little breathier than I intended.

Look who’s acting awkward now.

I think this is headed toward uncharted waters. Literally.

"I’m sure. What would be the purpose of a hot tub if I couldn’t bathe in it?”

Bathe? Why does that sound so risqué?

He’s going to bathe while I…touch him. A lot.

“Uhh.” I just shrug, suddenly tongue-tied.

“You think my coat stays this lustrous on its own?” He winks. Wait. Is he flirting? No, of course not. Is he?

Stepping closer, he reaches past me for the bottle. The brush of his fur against my arm sends another jolt of electricity through me and I barely suppress a shiver.

What’s happening here? Is this just a human female helping out a male sasquatch with his grooming and vice versa, or is there more to it? I’m not reading too much into this interaction, am I? Or am I?

Holding the shampoo bottle, which looks minuscule in his large hand, he leans down until his full lips are inches from my ear. “You’ve already spent considerable time tending to me. I think it’s time I tended to you.”

Oh, Lordy, is it hot in here? I suddenly want to fan myself.

He gestures for me to wet my hair, so I loosen the neck of my sundress and slide it off my shoulders a bit to keep it out of the way before leaning over the edge and letting my hair fall forward. Koda scoops a handful of water and pours it slowly over my scalp. The warm water feels amazing as it runs over my head and trickles down my neck and exposed shoulders. But not half as amazing as when his fingers begin working the shampoo through my hair. Oh, god. I have to bite my lip to keep from making embarrassing sounds. At one point, the pads of his fingers graze down the back of my neck and tenderly stroke the nape. It’s so gentle, so tender. I barely feel it before he returns to my scalp massage. He takes his time and it feels so damn good.

Despite my best efforts, a sigh—or, oh gosh, was it a groan?—escapes my lips.

Instantly, his hands pause, halting his detangling-massage efforts. “Am I being too rough?”

“No, no. Not at all,” I manage to eek out.

Maybe not rough enough. Go ahead, pull my…Mia, no. Just, no!

After a few minutes he finishes and begins pouring warm water over my head. "I think I got them all."

I turn my head slightly, water dribbling down my cheek. "You know what that means, don’t you?” I tease. “Your turn again, mister." I hate that my voice comes out huskier than I intend.

I feel his eyes watch me as I squeeze the excess water from my strands.  

When I straighten, there’s an awkward moment of hesitation before he dips one massive arm into the tub to saturate it, then holds it out to me.

I just give him a look before barking a laugh. "Seriously? That's not going to work. They're everywhere.”

He looks like he might argue, but I’m not having it.

“Come on, big boy, all the way in."

“Mia, this is… Maybe instead we should⁠—"

"Get in the tub," I command, surprising myself with my boldness.

With a grumbling sigh that might be concealing a laugh, he steps into the water.

The surface rises dramatically, nearly spilling over the edges as he steps in, submerging his massive form. As he backs up to the edge, I pour some shampoo onto his back and begin to work it through his fur.

I alternate—water, shampoo, more water, and… Oh my god.

I knew he was strong, but holy hell, with his coat wet, his underlying muscles are more defined, visible in sculpted detail.

A fresh tingle of excitement snakes through me.

Settle, Mia. Burrs. Focus on the burrs.

The only trouble is from outside the massive tub I can barely reach all the tangled spots on his back.

"This isn't working," I announce after I try once again to awkwardly remove a burr and nearly fall in headfirst. "I just can't get the right leverage."

His blue eyes meet mine, something feral flickering in their depths. "Perhaps you should join me then."

Join him? In the tub? Me, and him- both of us? In there? For real?

“I don’t – um. I’m not...”

"Get in the tub." His low, gravelly demand leaves no room for debate, and I’m here for it. I really am. My heart races, and a delicious shiver runs through my body.

I try to keep my voice steady as I reply, "Well, when you put it like that..." Besides, I can’t argue with my own words thrown back at me like that now, can I?

My fingers tremble slightly as I reach for the hem of my sundress.

"Allow me." I take a step forward as his long arms reach out. His fingertips brushing my skin sends shivers of awareness straight to my core as he slowly helps me out of my dress, his eyes never leaving mine.

As the dress falls away, revealing my matching bra and panties, his gaze sweeps over me, appreciation and desire evident in his eyes and I silently thank my lucky stars for choosing my most alluring set.

The air between us feels super-charged.

The water envelops me in a delicious warmth as I slide in. For a moment, we do an awkward shuffle, trying to maintain some personal space in the intimate confines of the tub, but every accidental brush of contact sends sparks through my veins. Every nerve ending becomes hypersensitive to his presence.

"Turn around," I breathe, my voice thick. "Let me finish your back."

As I work the shampoo through his fur, my hands glide over his sculpted frame, marveling at the raw power beneath my fingertips. One by one, I work the burrs free, continually repositioning myself to reach new areas.

Each movement further saturates the air with unspoken tension that I try my damndest to ignore, but I'm only human.

Focus on the burrs, focus on the burrs—that becomes my new mantra. It whispers through my muddled brain as I struggle to concentrate on the task at hand.

From his back, I work my way down an arm—a very strong, very sculpted, very muscular arm—that naturally comes to rest on my thigh. The weight of it sends shivers through me and I pause. Our eyes meet in a searing gaze that steals the breath from my lungs. Oh, boy.

Focus on the burrs, goddammit!

I try, but the intensity builds with every touch as my fingers continue their task until I reach his wrist.

"There, first arm done, on to the next." I recite my mantra as I carefully attempt to maneuver around him, but my libido is not cooperating at all. My awareness of him is so acute, I pay more attention to trying to hide my erect nipples from him than on gracefully repositioning myself.

“Um excuse me, let me just... Oh, uh, sorry about that.” I tremble slightly as I try to scoot by him.

“You’re fine.” His low voice sends tremors through me and he shifts simultaneously, leaving our faces inches apart.

And that's when I feel it.

Beneath the water, my hand rests on something long and hard. Instinctively, my fingers curl around it, and...

I freeze. He freezes. For a moment, the only sound is our breathing and the gentle lapping of water.

Wait. Is that... It has to be. Just to be sure, I count his arms. One, and there’s arm two over there. And it's definitely not a leg...

"Oh," I let out a strangled gasp.

His back straightens, his massive frame looming over me. My breath hitches.

"Mia..." he rumbles, and I feel that gravelly rumble in every sensual nerve ending of my body. "What are you doing?" His voice is tight, but it quickly turns into a low moan as I grip him tighter.

“Massage?” I offer coyly. “I feel like you’re very tense, Koda.” In a moment of impulsiveness, I move my hand in a rhythmic stroke up and down.

“Mia—” he starts, but I silence him with a squeeze.

"I... I don't know what I'm doing," I confess breathily. My head is spinning. Desire courses through me from every direction, buffeting me like the waves against the rocky shore.

“Is it bothering you?”

“Bothering me? No.”

“Good, because I am sensing a lot of stress in your aura at the moment.”

Oh, my god, did I just say that?! I did. What an idiotic thing to say. If he’s not into astrology he’s definitely not into auras. He doesn’t look as though he’s judging me, though. Nope. Not judging me at all.

I swallow hard, pulse pounding in my ears, my arm trembling slightly—a combination of nerves and arousal. I knew things were getting hot between us, but didn’t exactly see this turn of events coming so soon. Not like this, anyway.

I take a shuddering breath, trying to make sense of this, but it's too much. I can't think, not really. All I can do is feel. Dizzy, drunk on sensation, I'm just reacting instinctively to the primal tug of sexual attraction.

“I could stop if you’d like.” Lie. I have no intention of stopping. "I was just dying to know if it was true what they say about big feet, big hands, and big... personalities."

But he's not listening anymore. He has sunk back against the edge of the tub, lost in euphoria as my hand runs up and down the length of his massive shaft.

"How have you been hiding this thing?" I ask incredulously. "I mean I know you said the thing about the fur and all, but jeezus...”

I’m not even sure he’s listening to my nervous rambling until he breathes on a moan, “I’m a grower.”

"Mmm, oh yes you are,” I reply as I take full command. I tease and stroke his cock with one hand using the other to massage his balls, eliciting a guttural moan from those sinful lips.

"Nine hells," he growls low in his throat, a sound vibrating through his chest and rocketing straight to my core. "You have no idea what you do to me." His massive hands grip my waist possessively under the water.

“I think I have a pretty good idea,” I murmur, quirking a brow in a provocative little smirk.

Swiftly, he tugs down the straps of my bra, releasing my aching breasts into the cool air. His head dips, capturing one sensitive bud between plush lips as his other hand molds the soft globe in his palm. I gasp, back arching, as heat floods between my thighs.

”Ohhh.” Now it’s my turn to moan aloud, even as I keep hold of the smooth flesh of his impressive girth.

My last thought before my ability to think rationally dissolves, swept away by the intensity of his ministrations: seems bigfoots aren’t hairy all over.

Large hands cradle the globes of my ass, kneading the supple flesh. For someone so intimidatingly strong, his touch is incredibly gentle, reverent even. Each caress sets off sparks behind my closed lids, desire pooling in my belly.

"Mia, I have to have you.” As he says it, he maneuvers me out of my panties. The feel of his hands as he slides them down my legs, then of my nakedness below the water as he slips the soaked fabric free adds a heady intoxication to the rush of excitement.

“Take me, then,” I whisper.

He responds by rewarding me with the most passionate and sensual kiss I have ever experienced. It’s not just the softness of his lips, or how he nibbles at mine, it’s the way he pours his very soul into this moment as though he wants to drink me in.

When he pulls away, he asks, "You sure?" His voice is rough and filled with desire, his hand beneath the water, skimming over my bare skin. The sensations make my heart race and my pussy throb with need.

"I’m sure. I am sooo sure," I manage to whisper, straddling his lap so my body is pressed flush against his, my legs splayed on either side, doing my best to wrap them around his massive frame.

I bring my hips down until I feel the hard press of his erection against my aching core. With a firm grip, he pulls me tight against him, and I can't help but let out a soft moan at the exquisite friction. When he repositions me so that his solid shaft presses against my clit, I swear I see a flash of stars shoot across my vision.

It's so intense that for a moment my head falls forward and I just bury my face in his broad chest, reveling in the feel of his fur against my cheek.

“Koda...”

His strong, rough hands pause for a moment in their wandering exploration of my body.

“Are you alright?” His voice has taken on that protective cadence, like when he faced down the orcs.

“I don’t think we got all the burrs.”

He lets out a laugh. “We got enough for now.”

With that, he suddenly rises out of the water, my naked form molded against his, as water cascades off his chiseled shoulders and rivulets run between our bodies. He holds me tightly, our eyes locked, the world narrowing to just the two of us. His hand cups my cheek and he regards me like I am the most precious thing in existence.

With his other arm under my butt, easily supporting me, he steps out of the hot tub.

Slowly, our breaths mingling, he begins to carry me towards the lodge.

Treehouse? Treelodge?

Whatever.

"Bed," I manage between kisses.

But he is already heading in that direction, leaving a trail of water in our wake. I cling to his massive frame as he moves us through the dimly lit space, his lips skimming my collarbone, igniting sparks of pleasure. The air crackles with anticipation as he carries me, intent clear in every movement and fiery kiss. It's like we're wading through a dream, cocooned in a haze of desire that threatens to consume us both.

We pause at the threshold of his bedroom, stealing a hungered moment.

"I never could have imagined one such as you could affect me so." He kicks the door shut behind us and lays me down on the soft bed. "My little squall," he growls.

Huh? Record scratch. Squaw?

“Did you just call me a squaw?" I lean up on an elbow and shoot him a glower. "Cause, um...”

“Squalllll. With an ‘L.’ You are like a little storm, but one that refreshes and washes clean."

Oh, I see. That works then, I suppose.

When I notice his heated gaze rake over me, the arousal rushes back and I'm feeling all tingly again.

I squirm on the soft comforter. “Your bed feels amazing." It's like a cloud. "God, this is way better than a nest.”

“A what?”

My cheeks heat. "Oh, uh, never mind.” I pat the bed next to me. “Come on over here my big fur baby.”

I wince slightly at the pet name, wondering if he'll think it's too much, when Ms. Poppycat quickly jumps up to settle on the spot I patted for Koda.

Oh, crap. Too much. Me and my big mouth.

But then, just as quickly, Koda—with his signature gentle grace—scoops up my little Calico in his large hand, jumps on the bed, and lands beside me with Ms. Poppykins on his chest.

A wide smile stretches across my face.

“I'm rich in furbabies!” I announce as I roll on top of him, sitting up to straddle him.

His damp fur feels amazing and I can’t help but wriggle for more stimulation. I begin to gently grind my hips against his taut belly as I wriggle my way lower, holding onto his sides for support.

He lets out a groan of his own, his huge hands latching onto my thighs.

With a loud and rather put-out sounding meow, Mary Poppins leaps to the other side of the bed and glowers.

“Don’t give me that look, young lady.”

She ignores me and continues to glower.

Turning my attention back to Koda, I notice how the moonlight streaming through the canopy highlights his formidable silhouette.

"Feeling less tense now?"

"Perhaps." His voice is rough, but there's a softness in his eyes that makes my heart flutter. "Though I could be even more relaxed..."

My gaze is drawn to the commanding presence of his massive throbbing member, the undeniable proof of his desire standing proud and strong. “Yeah, it’s kinda hard to miss that tension rod.”

He grins, unashamed. “That’s not what I meant."

I whisper a soft, breathy murmur of acknowledgment. "Shhh, I know what you meant." With a playful twinkle in my eye, I slide closer. "We certainly can't have our big bad furry chief all stressed out."

I move to his side, my fingers brushing the powerful muscles of his legs. Slowly I begin to massage him. Reveling in the velvety texture of his damp fur, my hands glide over his contours with a tender reverence, my fingers working out whatever lingering tension there may be as my caresses wander upward, tracing the length of his inner thighs with a teasing precision that draws a sharp intake of breath from his lips.

Playfully, I skirt his erection with artful grace, enjoying the way his breath grows labored and his body tenses with anticipation as my fingers sear a path up his muscled abs. My hands continue their journey, pausing a moment to pluck a stubborn burr from his fur. I make a ‘tssking’ sound as I toss it over my shoulder before returning my focus to the broad expanse of his chest.

Straddling him once more, I begin a slow, sultry sway, rocking my hips against the length of his thick manhood. My fingers dig into his abs. My wetness coats his shaft. The evidence of his desire presses against my slick, insistent heat as I maintain a steady, rhythmic pressure.

"Mia, you're a goddess." The raw adoration in his voice sends goosebumps skittering over my flesh.

Cocking my head to the side, I tease, “I was thinking we could play with 'Mistress,' but ‘Goddess’ works.”

He exhales a short laugh. "You are nothing short of divine."

And, oh, my heart.

Without another word, I slide off to his side and take his thick shaft in both hands, pausing just for a moment to let my breath warm the tip. “You certainly are a ‘grower,’” I tease, still amazed at how he manages to keep this magnificent gift hidden beneath his fur, especially when he… well, you know, doesn’t need it.

He responds with a low groan, his other hand caressing my shoulder before kneading the flesh of my ass. The warmth of his touch sends a fresh wave of desire coursing through me, igniting the smoldering flames of passion that have been building between us. I realize I’m running out of patience for this slow seduction.

It is clear we are beyond that stage anyhow. The Danger Zone has been breached.

Without hesitation, I place a tender kiss on the tip of his length, savoring the warmth and inviting taste. As I run my hand gently along his girth, I feel him shudder beneath my touch, a low moan escaping his lips as he instinctively begins to thrust against me, lifting me with his desire.

“Easy there, cowboy,” I tease softly, the words a playful whisper that invites him to savor every moment. He slows, lost in the rhythm of our connection, as I take him deeper into my mouth, relishing the feeling as he fills me.

“Ahhh, Mia... where have you learned such exquisite arts.” His breathless praise sends a shiver of pleasure through me, igniting a fire I can no longer contain, pushing me that much closer to the edge.

"Definitely not in Arts & Crafts," I reply with a playful smirk, pausing my explorations for an instant, my heart racing.

As his fingers brush against mine, my own desire surges, and I'm achingly aware of the need for his touch. Anticipating my every unspoken wish, he scoops me up, and I instinctively hold fast to his shaft, our bodies aligning in perfect harmony. As he lowers me, my legs part to cradle his head, and I melt into the tender chaos of his kisses.

The only instruction I require is the gentle pressure of his lips, and I welcome him back into my mouth, just as his tongue whispers sweet nothings against my folds, his hands clasping my thighs with reverence. My voice trembles as ecstasy takes hold: “Oh, my love. Koda, my chief, my heart. Yes, adore me, my fur baby chiefy...”

For a moment I think I hear him choke, or was that a cough or a laugh?

Well, he’s gonna have to get used to my ‘pillow talk’

Besides, he knows I like to talk.

His tongue dances with mine, teasing my clit, and all coherent thought dissolves. I surrender, my head nestling into the warmth of his belly as his tongue explores, stretches, and savors me. With each deliberate stroke, my body yields, and I manage but a whispered confession: “God, I can get used to this.”

His response, low and husky, sends shivers coursing through me: “A goddess like you deserve the goddess treatment...” With gentle urgency, he guides me upwards, our faces aligning, his eyes burning with, with what? Adoration. The way he’s looking at me. It’s like I am some exotic flower.

I believe the word is Goddess.

He kisses me softly on the lips, then tenderly trails his kisses along my neck. He pauses for a moment to tease and nibble, drawing a soft gasp from my lips before he lays me down gently beneath him. I gaze up into his sparkling blue eyes, feeling a thrilling mix of love and desire as he slowly brings his length to rest against my core. A breath escapes me in anticipation, and as I grasp his hardness, I guide it toward my wet opening. The electric charge between us has me so revved up that I instinctively pivot my hips, eagerness radiating from me as I spread my legs wide to welcome him. Our connection runs deep, a beautiful blend of passion and longing, illustrating just how much he wants me—and how desperately I crave him in return.

“I can’t believe it was only this morning I found you caught up in the briars.”

This morning? How is that possible? But of course, it’s true.

“I feel like I’ve known you forever Koda...”

“And I you, my little squall.”

“Maybe ‘Squall Goddess’? As a kind of ‘working pet name’,” I tease.

“I’ll think about it,” he offers, as he once again buries his lips in my neck, sending a fresh wave of delight across my skin.

As he sinks into me, his thickness fills me completely, and I feel my body yield to his.

“Okay, you can call me whatever you want.” I whisper, my moan a gentle surrender as my body stretches to cradle his girth.

“Oh, but you are a big boy, aren’t you.”

As I splay my legs farther apart, he drives against me once more, his shaft plunging to uncharted depths, and I feel my desire threatening to consume me whole. But not yet. I begin to buck back against him even as I feel my body growing slick with our exertion.

The softness of his fur against my belly ignites shivers across my exposed skin, and he responds with a low, husky grunt, his thrusts growing deeper, more deliberate, as if savoring every inch of our connection.

I wrap my arms around his waist, my fingers delving into the lush thickness of his coat, feeling the powerful muscles ripple and flex beneath my touch with each thrust. His eyes lock onto mine, burning with desire and adoration, and I know in this moment, Bigfoot or not, I want to give him everything, to surrender completely...

"God the History Channel really needs to work on their research. They... are... clueless..." My words trail off into passionate moans...

I should stop talking.

Whatever thought was going to come next disappears from my brain as he picks up his pace, driving now even deeper still.

I am practically grunting with every thrust, as is he.

“Mia...” he moans, his voice husky with animal desire and longing.

“Don’t... stop... Koda... God, don’t stop...”

The pressure within me swells, a delicious, building ache that threatens to shatter me.

“Uhhh”

Words fail me - fail us both, leaving only the symphony of our passion: sighs, moans, and breathy endearments. I cling to the muscular contours of his sides, my fingers sinking into his skin as his powerful, calloused hands cradle my waist, holding me close.

One final, soul-searing thrust, and I teeter on the precipice. In this instant, we're inseparable, our love a frenzy of flesh and emotion. The sensation builds, and then I'm utterly, completely undone. My orgasm sweeps me away, and I cry out in rapturous abandon, my voice entwined with his in a joyful, shattering cry.

No, let's be real – I'm not just crying out, I'm screaming, moaning, every primal sound is coming out of me.

And it's glorious.

In the midst of this un-contained, fiercely beautiful chaos, I've never felt more seen, more loved, or more alive.

Even as i reach my peek, I feel the rush of his hot seed deep within me, filling me to the brim and unleashing an even more intense climax that ravages my entire being. My body, now a symphony of pleasure, squeezes and convulses around him, as I revel in the feeling of being so utterly filled by him.

“Mia, my Goddess, my everything,” he whispers, his voice trembling with the aftershocks of his own climax, his thrusts now gentle, loving convulsions.

As the last waves of ecstasy ebb away, a serene, all-encompassing peace envelops us, a shared bliss that transcends words. It's as if we've drifted into our own secluded haven, floating effortlessly, bound only by the undeniable tie between us. In this moment, I'm struck by the realization that I've found my haven, my home, not in the fantastical surroundings - a freaking treehouse mansion - but in his arms.

A smile, lazy and content, spreads across my face as he rolls to my side. “Jeezus, but Tarzan’s got nothing on you, furbaby,” I manage to whisper, my voice a husky whisper.

“I think I'll have to upgrade you from my little squall to a monsoon,” he teases, his fingers gently caressing at my side.

"Hmmm, not sure how I feel about being compared to a storm..."

"Storms are powerful- and beautiful."

"Better. Keep going."

"And they leave a rainbow in their wake..."

“Oh, you’re good.”

Just then, Poppylicious sashays over, greeting us with an adorable mew, before leaping onto Koda's lap and nuzzling his chest.

“She always goes for the men, this one...”

Koda just pulls me in tighter to his side.

“Hmm,” Koda furrows his eyebrows. “Then she just needs to know I am taken.” With that he looks at my cat who rises to his hand. “I’m sorry kitty, but my heart belongs to another.” Then he turns to face me once more.”

“I’m all yours Mia.”

I gaze back into his blue eyes as I reply. “And I am yours.”

With that I nestle into his warm side...

Finally, we just lay in silence, basking in the glow of our connection. Through the skylight, a tapestry of a thousand stars dances before me as I begin to drift off.

Distantly, one final thought plays at the edges of my consciousness...

If that was day one, what does day two have in store for me?


CHAPTER 9
KODA


Iwake to sunlight filtering through the woven branches of my treehouse, casting dappled shadows across Mia's sleeping form.

For a moment I think I am still dreaming... but then it all comes back to me. Surely the gods have favored me, to bestow one such as her into my care and protection.

And last night.

I feel my manhood stir at the thought. She is incredible.

But I must push away such carnal desires. Surely, she needs to rest after the fierceness of our connection.

Her copper hair spills across my chest, her naked form pressed against mine. Even in sleep she radiates a wild, untamed energy. She does things to me I have never experienced. Never.

The contentment I feel watching her breathe softly against me is... unsettling. I haven't experienced anything like this since Shellyn. Different, but just as real. Yet somehow this tiny hurricane of a human has worked her way past all my carefully constructed defenses, leaving a kind of freshness and joy in her wake.

"Morning, Fur baby," Mia yawns, stretching like a cat.

I almost reject the pet name. It has been so long since I allowed such intimacy.

But the warm feeling that arises in my chest stops me. And the way she moves against me... there's something addictive about her touch, her scent, the way she makes me feel both powerful and powerless at once.

“You will never call me that in public, but here, it is... acceptable.”

“It better be,” she pulls herself close and snuggles into my chest again.

Oh boy.

I feel my sex swelling again as she presses her breasts against me.

Her naked flesh is mesmerizing... but more than that, her warmth... just her presence at my side...

I can’t help but pull her in close against me, planting a kiss on her forehead. But even as I do I feel her little hand begin to rub and caress at the growing hardness of my shaft...

Mia...

“Yes, my big teddy bear...”

Before I can form another word – let alone another thought – she brings her other hand to caress and massage my balls. Instead of words all that escapes my lips is a sigh.

Instinctively I begin to press into her hands as she begins to stroke my aching cock...

Surely, I am still dreaming. This woman is too good to be true...

And just as that thought enters my mind, she squirms her way lower, kissing her way down my belly, through the softer, finer belly fur toward the object of her desire...

“You don’t have to–”

“Have to? Of course I don’t have to do anything. Are you kidding, I want to.”

“You are correct. Gods, but I do need to thank the witch.”

“Hope you don’t mind, but I kinda like the morning sex thing. Is this going to be a problem?”

“No. Nope. No problem at all.”

I let my body relax completely, surrendering to her ministrations, relishing in the feel of her lips and tongue, sucking, licking, and seemingly savoring my rigid manhood.”

No sooner than I begin to feel a delightful pleasure building in my core and she is climbing up on top of me, positioning her sex over my pole.

In an instant I feel her driving her slick wetness down onto my thickness. I almost explode in that moment, but hold back, wanting her to revel in her own pleasure to reach her satisfaction first.

“Yes, my love. You are divine. Gods, but it is like your sex was made for me, and me alone.”

This seems to only spur her on, as she spreads her legs even further and sinks into her straddle over me, taking me even deeper as her hips grind back and forth, her sex spreading to take me to the hilt.

My breath catches in my throat and I emit a grunt in spite of myself as she slams down on top of me faster and faster. Pressing her hands against my chest, she begins to buck and ride until I find myself unable to remain still. Grabbing her hips I thrust back.

“Yes baby, oh yes. Come inside me Koda. Give me your seed...”

That’s all it takes. I feel the ecstasy of my hot burning cum shooting from my core deep inside her...

For the second time we both bellow out our passion in unison. I can see her chest flushing a deep red as she bucks and moans against me, her sex clenching and convulsing even as she finally collapses on top of me.

“Your words, I have never had a woman like you.”

“I told you I like to talk.”

But I had no idea she liked to talk like that.

“Is it okay?”

“It is more than okay my little stormshower. More than okay. You are perfect.

We lay like this for a little while, again, just basking in the afterglow of our connection, until she finally speaks.

"Please tell me there's breakfast in this magical treehouse of yours. I'm starving after all our recent... activities.”

I feel my sex stir again at her suggestive tone, but we can’t stay up here all day.

Could we?

No, Whisper will be returning from Monstertown in a few hours.

"I suppose I could arrange something."

"You are the perfect man. I mean, beast. Man-beast?" She plants a kiss on my chest before bouncing out of bed, already humming as she wraps herself in one of my fur throws. "Oh my god, the view up here is incredible! We must be like three hundred feet up! This must be an incredible place to grow up! Do you have a treehouse playground for the kids here somewhere? If not, we could build one! I can already see it, a treetop slide, and a-"

"Mia," I cut in, trying to strike the appropriate tone – not that I know what that tone should be. I have never encountered anyone like her. She lightens my heart, but she does not know our ways. "You've been here less than two days. Maybe slow down with the renovation plans?"

She just grins, doing a little twirl that nearly dislodges the fur throw. "But there's so much potential! Relax, we’re just talking... we don’t have to start construction until tomorrow.” She laughs.

Gods, but she is a handful. A delightful handful.

I feel that stirring again.

Down boy.
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An hour later, we're making our way into town. Well, I'm making my way - Mia's practically dancing down the path, greeting every creature we pass like a long-lost friend. Several young sasquatch peek out from behind trees, drawn by her infectious energy.

"Did you see that?" she whispers excitedly, pretending not to notice as two more younglings emerge from the shadows. "They're doing that peek-a-boo thing again! Just like when we first met!"

I watch as she somehow manages to acknowledge them without directly looking their way - a little wave here, a melodic hum there. It's like watching someone tame wild birds, and despite myself, I feel a surge of something between admiration and pride. Given the circumstances of our hidden village, nestled as it is within the wider human world, these sasquatch children are taught from birth to be wary of strangers, yet here they are, trailing behind us like she is some sort of pied piper.

As we near town, our following grows. At the corner by Fizz’s Magical Playthings, a small orc child peeks out, then scampers over to join our growing band. Near the fountain, a young centaur colt practically prances into our midst.

"Look at you all!" Mia whispers in delight, though I note she keeps her voice soft, respecting their game of stealth. The younglings beam at her attention, even as they pretend to hide.

By the time we reach the town square, I'm amazed, if not a bit perplexed, at the collection we've gathered - trolls, pixies, even a tiny minotaur barely tall enough to reach my knee. Mia turns, and her eyes widen at the sight of our impromptu following.

Where did all these little younglings come from?

They’re practically coming out of the woodwork.

But while Mia shows some delight, she doesn't look particularly surprised, as if this is the most natural thing in the world.

"Look at all of you!" Mia spins to face them, her dress swirling in the morning breeze. "Hey, do you guys play kick the can?"

"Mia," I try to interject, "we really should get to the Bullhorn. There are some things happening in town you need to know about..." But she's already launched into explaining the rules to their blank but eager faces.

I should insist we keep moving. There are council matters to discuss, not to mention the growing tension about humans in Fablewood. But watching her somehow know exactly how to draw out each child's unique nature gives me pause. "Oh my goodness, what an amazing jump!" she gasps as the centaur colt shows off. "And that roar! I bet you're the scariest little troll in all of Fablewood!"

The children beam under her attention, becoming more animated with each passing minute. It's wonderful to see them letting their monster nature shine through play rather than aggression. When the game begins, they throw themselves into it with unbridled enthusiasm - leaping, growling, and yes, even roaring.

At least it was wonderful at first...

Oooffff!

The little centaur kid just took a nasty spill.

Okay, but at least he’s smiling.

Ugg!

Down goes the troll kid. Oh... I think that little orc just scared that donkey half to death.

This is getting out of hand.

Kind of impressive that one so small can reek such havoc so quickly.

But also, rather alarming. I need to rein this in. I notice Mrs. Thornberry, the ogre, shaking her head as she passes.

Nine Hells, but now they’re into the chickens.

Annnnd the chickens are free.

Old Gruff the Troll stops in his tracks, muttering something about "proper monster behavior." But before I can respond, Madame Thistlebloom's shriek pierces the air as she bursts from her seamstress shop. Her usually immaculate display of enchanted fabrics is now splattered with mud and chicken feathers.

"My spring collection! She gestures wildly at the ruined fabrics. "Do you have any idea how long it takes to weave moonbeams into silk?"

"Oh, that is unfortunate!" she acknowledges, before adding brightly, "But it’s just a little dirt. Surely it will wash out. Besides, look how much fun they're having!"

Madame Thistlebloom's wings buzz with indignation. "Unfortunate? Did she just really say that! And ‘Fun?’ My livelihood is not some playground for-"

“Oh I am sorry Madame –“ I try to interject, but Mia's already charging ahead with her next idea.

"Oh I know! We could make those fabrics even prettier!" Mia interrupts, her eyes sparkling. "We could have the children decorate them! Like a community art project! Wouldn't that be amazing?"

I feel my fur bristle as the seamstress's face turns an alarming shade of purple. Part of me wants to defend Mia - she means well, and the sight of the children playing so freely stirs something deep in my chest. But watching Madame Thistlebloom's life's work being treated as potential craft supplies is another matter.

"Mia," I say firmly, trying to catch her eye. "I think we should-" "Just imagine what the kids could create! We could make it a weekly thing, maybe call it 'Weavers and Wonders' or-"

"A weekly what?" Madame Thistlebloom sputters, her wings now vibrating so fast they're practically invisible. "Chief Koda, surely you can't allow-" I feel the weight of every eye in the square upon me.

How did a simple walk turn into this chaos?

The seamstress, looking ready to explode. The children, frozen mid-play, watching to see what happens next. And Mia, her face still bright with possibilities, completely unaware of the storm she's brewing.

"Mia, surely you must appreciate how much work went into those fabrics?"

"Of course I do, but come on, they didn't really do any major harm. They're just kids being kids!" But she seems completely oblivious to the pixie's genuine distress, already turning back to the children. And then there’s the Chickens and feathers that are still flying everywhere. But the kids do seem to be having a ball. "They're amazing, aren't they?" Mia says, sliding her hand into mine. "All that natural talent, just waiting to burst out." I squeeze her fingers, torn between pride and concern.

"They certainly are.” I can’t deny it. “Though maybe a little too amazing for some." She just laughs, already seeming to be preparing for her next idea. "I like to think every moment can be amazing."
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The afternoon sun streams through the fairy lights in Kalen's new beer garden as I settle at a table in the back with Thokk, Zoe, and Olivia.

It has taken a little bit of willpower, but I have moved past the earlier events, though I still feel a little ill at ease. ‘No one died,” as they say, yet still... I was not prepared for such calamities on my watch.

Kalen's behind the bar as usual, though he keeps sneaking glances at his mate. The place is busy today, with monsters of all kinds enjoying the outdoor space. Still processing the morning's events, I watch as Mia chats animatedly with our friends. The morning's chaos - scattered chickens and trampled flower beds - doesn't seem to concern her in the least as she enthusiastically tells her friends about teaching the kids kick-the-can. Maybe I could learn something from her.

I shift from side to side uneasily though.

Regardless, she has definitely made an impression on Fablewood already.

And this is just day two.

"The younglings did have fun," I admit, watching Mia fidget with her bangles. "Though you did get them pretty wound up." I try to keep my tone light, but I can't quite shake the memory of Mrs. Thornberry's face when she saw her prized rooster being chased by a pack of overexcited monster children.

"They were just blowing off steam. Kids need to be able to run and jump and play!" Mia insists, though I notice she looks slightly uncertain.

I spot Whisper come in, accompanied by Murk. I stand to welcome my son back, but can’t help but notice that while he of course acknowledges me, his father, with a little wave, his eyes immediately go to Mia. And is that a smile? And a little bounce in his step? When did that happen? When did she become the first person he looks for in a room?

"Thanks for taking him over Murk. Everything go well?"

After a few words Murk makes his exit, but Whisper barely seems to notice, already gravitating toward Mia's side. There's an easiness to his movements I'm not used to seeing. Usually he hangs back, uncertain, but with her it’s different.

Mia is just waving to my son, when a flicker of movement catches everyone’s eye - Kalen sliding back a massive wooden panel behind the bar, revealing a hidden flatscreen TV.

Mia practically falls out of her seat, seeming to forget all about the point she was making. "Holy cow! A TV? You guys are kind of ruining the fairytale vibe around here."

“Cool... I thought my dad was the only one with Satellite TV!” Whisper exclaims, equally entranced and momentarily distracted from Mia.

"Shhhh..." Kalen glances around before replacing the panel. "Keep it down! The Elders would be less than pleased. But maybe some time we can do a movie night. I have a pretty good collection of old DVDs stashed away now."

"Really? Can I see?" Whisper is beyond excited now.

"He's kind of a movie buff..." I add, in answer to Kalen's perplexed look. "But, you know the Elders definitely wouldn't approve."

"I won't tell if you won't," Kalen says with a wink, as he lifts a big wooden crate out onto the bar.

"Fair enough," I say with a laugh.

Whisper instantly heads over to check out Kalen’s collection.

"Watch out," I chuckle. "Your place will be overrun with younglings if you're not careful. I practically have to fight Whisper for control of our TV on Friday nights."

"See, that's what I'm saying," Mia interjects, "don't kids play here? You know like run around from sun up to sundown whenever they can? You saw how they took to it."

"Well, yes, the younglings seemed excited, but their parents were less than thrilled," I reply. “Whisper, how was everything with your cousin over in Monstertown?”

"It was fun..." Whisper says, downplaying the trip he had been so looking forward to before. Instead, he returns to Mia's side, quickly adding excitedly, "but I hear Mia taught everybody a really fun game?"

The way his face lights up when Mia turns her attention to him - like she is some magic ingredient he has been missing in his life.

Mia's energy shifts instantly to match his, taking on that gentler, focused quality she seems to reserve just for him. At least it sure wasn't evident at the marketplace. "I did! I'm sorry you missed it, but don't worry, there are always more games to be played! Maybe you can help me learn some new ones?"

Watching them interact, I feel what is fast becoming a war within myself – joy and pride, and even some relief as my son seems to be emerging from his shell, mixed with a growing unease about where this might lead. Of course, it fills my heart to see him opening up. But the thought of Whisper acting out like those children earlier...

"We could make up our own games!" Whisper suggests, his voice carrying a note of enthusiasm I rarely hear. He catches himself, glancing at me before continuing more quietly, "I mean, if that's okay?"

Before I can respond, my attention is drawn to Elowen settling at a nearby table. The old witch is completely absorbed in some old book, muttering to herself as she turns its pages.

"Who's that?" Mia asks, clearly intrigued by Elowen's ethereal presence.

"That's Elowen, our town witch," Olivia explains.

"A real witch!" Mia's eyes light up with what I now identify as a dangerous sparkle.

It’s the same sparkle she had when she suggested the kids play kick the can.

"Is that a real spellbook? Wait, so you are the one who cast that m-"

"Actually, it’s blank," Elowen replies, still consumed by the leather-bound tome. "But there's something here, I can feel it. Like a riddle waiting to be solved."

Suddenly she looks up, noticing Mia for the first time. "Oh! You must be our latest arrival. Most curious timing..."

""Curious timing, curious rhyming!" Mia responds in an almost sing-songy, slightly exaggerated tone, turning her words into a mini-melody. "Maybe it’s a journal?”

I notice Whisper shift almost imperceptibly, a little smile curling his lips. Seeming to notice, Mia adds, “A little musicality makes everything better!”

At the same time, Elowen glances down at her book, her own head cocked to the side. Her brow furrows for just a moment - as if she'd seen something. But when she looks again, her expression clears.

"Hmm," she mutters, “No, just imagining things I am,” and returns to studying the book.

Now that she has her attention, Mia repeats herself. “Are you the one who cast that mate summoning spell my Furb-”

I nudge her leg. Maybe a little harder than intended, but if my friends heard her call me “Furbaby” I would surely have to move.

“Heh hem, the one that Koda keeps talking about?” Mia is practically bouncing in her seat. "This is soooo cool! I freaking loooove this place. Oh my God, I have so many questions about magic and-"

"Yes, yes," Elowen brightens, setting her book aside. "Oh my dear, I've been hoping to meet you! My apologies, that book does have me intrigued. But it is amazing, that you, yet another human, has found her way to us! And you, Thokk, and you too Kalen, said it had not worked!" She lets out a little chuckle. My two friends just shift uncomfortably in their seats. “And what’s this I hear about some sort of temple?”

I speak up immediately. "I’m not sure it’s a ‘temple’ exactly, but yes, that’s where she arrived. I bet it’s linked to that secret society of Zoe’s Aunt Charlotte. Based on the wall art at least.”

“Great Aunt Charlotte.” Zoe sits up a little taller, prouder than ever at her connection to the mystery.

“But it is located on our Sasquatch sacred grounds," I explain before Mia can launch into the full story. "As such we have not yet fully explored it."

"We need to get in there right away!" Olivia interjects excitedly. "I bet there will be all sorts of clues about the society.”

"Can we go now?” Zoe is as excited as Olivia.

"What part of 'sacred grounds' did you not hear?" I say firmly. "I'll need to clear it with the council first." The words come out sharper than intended, but there are protocols to follow.

"Sacred grounds or not, we need to investigate," Olivia insists, but she's interrupted by an excited squeal from across the beer garden.

"Miss Mia! Miss Mia!" A young troll child breaks away from his mother, bounding toward our table. I remember him from earlier. I’m pretty sure he let the chickens out too. "I have this great game we can play. It’s called “Claw and Catch..."

I notice Mrs. Bramblewood's tired expression as she hurries after her son. She's still wearing her apron from the bakery - clearly just finishing a long shift.

“Rowan, don’t bother her!” she calls apologetically.

"Now Rowan," Zoe says gently, quickly coming to her friends aid it seems. "Miss Mia needs a break too. Maybe tomorrow?"

"But she promised to teach us another game! Something called ‘Red Light Green Light’" the youngling protests, practically vibrating with excitement.

And probably more than a little sugar.

Probably cupcakes.

"Perhaps we should let everyone rest a bit," Olivia suggests carefully. "After this morning's, um, excitement."

Mia looks from one face to another, seemingly unsure of what to say, but seeming to get the message that there have been enough games for one day. But if I saw her face fall for second, she quickly masks it with a bright smile.

Rowan, oblivious to the underlying tension, perks up. "Can we play just ONE game? Please, Miss Mia?"

For a moment, Mia hesitates. If I saw a look of momentary rejection, it seems child's earnestness breaks through. "Well..." Her smile returns, this time softer, more genuine. "If it’s okay with your mother, then maybe one quick game. 'Red Light, Green Light,' okay?"

Both Whisper and Rowan let out a little cheer, but I am sure I still catch the fleeting vulnerability in her eyes. The group questioning her definitely sparked something. Her smile is bright, but there's something underneath, a fragility she's working hard to mask.

"Probably just one game," she adds, a little more of her smile returning.

Whisper glances at me before making to follow.

I nod my assent and in a moment the group are heading outside, Mrs. Bramblewood trailing along behind. Through the window, I soon hear children's voices already gathering, somehow drawn to her.

Like moths to flame.

The thought enters my mind in spite of myself and I chuckle.

"Chief Koda." Elder Faelar's stern voice makes me turn. He stands with Luminara and Oakenheart, all wearing expressions of concern. "About this morning's incident."

Fan-tas-tic.

Just what I need.

Through the window, I watch as Whisper and the other children all gather up on one end of the little square outside. He’s laughing, and interacting with the other kids. But more than that. He's smiling - really smiling. Meanwhile, while the Elders blather on, listing their grievances about proper monster behavior and ancient traditions. My chest tightens, caught between pride at my son's emerging confidence and some lingering unease. I focus on taking slow, measured breaths, even as another peal of laughter draws three more children into the mix.

Probably away from their afternoon lessons.

Koda, relax. It’s just a game. Youngling’s play games.

But how many games can they play?

There must be some balance.

My jaw tightens slightly as I notice a few more parents chasing after children as they lobby to join the rapidly growing “game.”

"Of course, Elder Faelar," I hear myself say evenly. "I understand your concerns."

I understand them a little too well.

I just wish I knew what to do about them.

Still as I gaze at Mia, my heart swells.

Despite my own “concerns,” though, there is no denying she is my mate.

I let out an audible chuckle.

Seems fate does have a sense of humor.


CHAPTER 10
MIA


Only a few days have passed, but I feel like I'm finally finding my place among the monsters of Fablewood. Back in the human world, I only felt truly myself when teaching music and play - it was the one thing that just really clicked for me, and where I really felt appreciated. But here in Fablewood, it's incredible. These kids just seem so ready and wanting of what I have to offer. I feel alive in a way I can't even describe.

I look around at my little group of monster younglings and can't help but smile. Last week I would have thought I was watching the latest modern take on The Goonies meets Buffy the Vampire Slayer...but nope, now it’s my reality.

"Okay everyone, let's try that again!" I clap my hands, trying to wrangle the attention of somewhere between a dozen and twenty monster children scattered across the clearing. "Rowan, Scamper... no... those sticks aren’t for swordfights, they are your percussion instruments! I catch myself smiling despite my stern tone. “And Grimcub! Is that a war axe? Put that down. No axes in music practice!"

God help me.

The young troll and red devilish looking youngling drop their sticks with little pouts while the orc child reluctantly hands over what is actually a formidable weapon. I carefully set it aside, trying not to think too hard about why a child has access to battle axes.

Jeez, this sure ain’t the kindergarten back home.

"I've found this perfect little nook between a few buildings. The ancient stone walls seem to amplify every giggle and shuffling foot, turning even their chaos into something musical. It's perfect!

These kids... err, I mean, younglings... don't even know how amazing they are! Especially Whisper. Every time I hear him experiment with sound, my heart just about bursts.

Koda has no idea what his son is capable of.

But he soon will, I'm sure of it. When he sees what these children can do... well, how could anyone not be moved? Gosh, this whole town is incredible, like a fairy tale made real.

It's magical. Literally.

"Now remember," I continue brightly, "Games are super fun and all, but today, we're making music together! We're going to blend all your individual sounds – and maybe throw in some dance moves too – into something beautiful! I'm not quite sure what yet, but trust me, it's gonna be awesome! The acoustics in here are perfect for what I have in mind... Let's see what you've got!"

A small sasquatch – I recognize him from our impromptu peek-a-boo game in the brambles - lets out an experimental howl that echoes beautifully off the walls. The sound reverberates through the space, and other younglings quickly add their own voices with delight.

"Yes! That's perfect!" I bounce on my toes with excitement. "Now you trolls, remember those rhythms we worked on? Let's hear them on those big seed pods!" I drum the air enthusiastically, my heart soaring when they actually follow along.

"And my little witchlings!" I turn to the fairy and elf girls. "Show us those light patterns – the way we practiced – make them pulse with the beat! And feel free to add some dance moves too if you want!"

The witchlings don’t need to be told twice! Immediately they start to sway with the beat of the troll drums conjuring patches of colored light that pulse and fade with each beat.

“Yes! That’s fantastic!”

Next, I turn to the pixies, who are darting around playing tag instead of participating. I can't help but smile – I can’t believe I am talking with pixies! Actual pixies!

'Pixies! Remember that amazing sound you made with your wings yesterday? Let's add that in - it'll be perfect with the drums!'"

Instantly they start buzzing their wings in unison... and in time with the rest of the children's sounds. Their buzzing almost sounds like...

A little troll breaks my train of thought as he launches a half seed pod drum at one of the witchlings.

"Mossfoot!" He, at least, looks a little contrite as he sets down the other pod he was about to throw.

"Sorry Ms. Mia..."

"Focus, everyone!" But even as I say it, my own attention turns to Whisper, who's been quietly experimenting with different tones in a corner. His sound is unlike anything the other younglings have made - no gruff grunts or raw howls, but something entirely new – something with what is it... soul?

"That's incredible," I tell him softly, and his face lights up. "Want to show the others?"

An idea begins to take shape. Maybe they have some traditional song we could perform? Koda is going to be so proud! But more than that, it would be great for Whisper. If he could only realize his talent, I’m sure it would start to boost his confidence. A little “win” would go a long way.

I sure needed all the wins I could get when I was his age.

He nods shyly, and then, with a little more gentle prompting, he begins to let out a soft sort of howling song. And the really cool part is the way the others seem to just follow his lead. The pixies add their twangy thrum, even as the other sasquatch younglings join in with their own sounds, creating a kind of harmony.

It sounds amazing!

The sum total is like some otherworldly chorus that makes my heart swell.

My idea is taking shape. I just need to figure out a song or theme.

This is going to be epic!

CRASH!

I spin around to find Thundertoe, the “little” troll – he’s taller than I am - has somehow managed to knock over the entire stack of seed pod drums, sending them bouncing and rolling everywhere. The pixies scatter in alarm, their wing-buzzing turning into high-pitched squeals.

"Sorry Miss Mia!" Thundertoe calls cheerfully, if not a little embarrassed. "I was trying to juggle!"

And of course, this is the exact moment Mrs. Thornberry and Elder Luminara choose to walk by. They exchange a look that I'm getting way too familiar with.

"If they had only come by five minutes ago," I mutter to myself. "They would have seen something amazing." But just as well – I don’t want to give away any hints - when they see what I have planned, it'll blow their minds.

It’ll make up for whatever the monster parents are all worked up about.

Assuming I can get everyone focused again. Half the younglings are now chasing runaway drums while the others seem inspired to try their own juggling routines. Only Whisper and a few others are still on task.

But even from across the little square, I can clearly hear his strong tones. And it sounds like he and another young sasquatch are working on a harmony of sorts!

Right, it might not be pretty, but overall the kids are making progress. At least Whisper gets it. And the pixies and fairies too! And what did my first music teacher Mrs. Fritz say?

“If I only reach one of you, then I have done my job.”

And I have definitely reached Whisper, judging by how adamantly he and his friend are working together.

This will show all the haters around here that I am not just some wingnut!

Oh crap.

Is that Koda?

Of course it is, he is hard to miss.

My heart skips as I spot him across the square, looking all chief-like while some parents talk to him.

Great.

No, great nothing Mia, why are you nervous? He’s been great. And you are doing a good job.

Right but that’s the thing. I have picked up on his looks. Right? Or is that in my head?

Oh relax, you’re not twelve. No one is judging you!

Besides, it’s be great! Things just need to take shape. We’ve barely started. Then, when they see it, they will understand. What’s the big deal, anyhow? These monsters need to lighten up.

I need to lighten up.

Still, I can’t help the sinking feeling in my gut.

With all the whispering and the looks, it’s like when I was a kid all over again.

Just then I look up to see Zoe, probably stopping by to see how I’m doing.

“Hey Zoe!”

“Hey Mia... um... whatcha doing?” Is that a crease across her brow? I note the way she is taking in my little band of kids.

“Oh, isn’t it awesome? I have this great idea. With the kids... We’re gonna...”

“Mia, um, in case you haven’t noticed, we are kinda new around here...”

“Well yeah,..”

Oh, not Zoe too...

“I mean like “humans haven’t been around Fablewood for I don’t know, 500 years, new?” Zoe keeps looking at me with that look. The same look I used to get from Mom actually.

God, enough with the “looks’, people!

She’s not your mom Mia...

“Five hundred years is a long time. So?”

“So, you are kinda making some serious waves! Did you even get permission from their parents to be, I don’t know... doing whatever you are doing?”

“Permission...?”

The sinking feeling is getting worse. And the mom thing just doubled down.

And worse yet, does she have a point?

“Oh shit, I always do this...” I look to Zoe for clarity, because I’m not even exactly sure what I might have done.

It’s all so confusing...

“Hey it’s not the end of the world...”

"No, but maybe you’re right. It didn’t even occur to me. I’m sure they will approve when they see what they can do."

I tell Zoe, trying to shake off my doubts.

As we speak, I spot Elder Luminara approaching with that woman from earlier. If I could just show them what the younglings can do...

"Hey kids, come here!" I call out, trying to keep my voice bright. "Let's show them what we've been working on!”

But before we can even start, the woman with Luminara waves her hand dismissively. "I think we've heard quite enough for one day."

"But wait, you haven't even seen-"

"We don’t need to see... the sound is enough! It’s like someone throwing a bunch of pots and pans down the stairs," Luminara’s nose rises in the air as she speaks.

“And hitting a cat with every throw!” the woman adds, not quite under her breath.

I feel a familiar frustration building inside.

“Wait, what? No, they’re just learning... you’ll see...”

"This is not our way," Elder Luminara announces, her wings practically buzzing with agitation now. "If you are going to live among us, young lady... which is yet to be determined, mind you...”

She lets the sentence hang in the air as Koda joins the group...

“Chief Koda, surely you can see-"

"See what?” I can tell he too is frustrated, but why do I think he has his own reasons for it?

“This... rabble... and the cacophony they are creating!” Luminara's wings buzz even harder as her nose rises impossibly higher.

I've got it under control," Koda rumbles, but I notice his fur bristling all the way down his back.

My Fur baby is none too happy.

"Just wait until you see after they practice a little!" I explain, doing my best to prevent this turning into a total dumpster fire. "It's going to be-"

BOOM!

Shit. Too late.

One of the little witch children's light spells goes slightly awry, sending sparks everywhere. Three younglings start chasing the sparkles while two others start pretending they just got blown up. Great now they are screaming and going into death throes. And more kids are joining in... The resulting chaos is... well, pretty spectacular actually as now the sparkles are zapping between the drum shells... It would be perfect, if we were doing some sort of battle reenactment.

"See? They're expressing themselves!" I say, but my voice sounds a little desperate even to my own ears. "This is part of them finding their unique styles!"

This is not helping my confidence.

My mother's words echo in my head: "Why can't you just do things normally, Mia?"

But this is different. This is important. We just need to clean it all up a bit and create that performance. Then they'll understand. They have to. And Koda especially...

But how am I going to turn this into a ‘final performance’?

As I catch Koda's reflection in a shop window my heart sinks again. Is he shaking his head in frustration?

Sure looks like it.

And worse, I realize Whisper has his eyes on him too from across the courtyard like area. As he stops his harmonizing practice I could swear I see his little shoulders slump.

I am not going to let him retreat back into his shell so easily. Not when he is finally starting to shine.

"Okay okay, kids, let’s huddle up here. I have an idea!" I announce, trying to ignore the knot in my stomach.

If we can pull it off it will be incredible... but that’s a big if at this point...

“Koda, wait... I just want you to...”

But he is already making a beeline for Whisper.

Oh, and now leading his son away, back toward his treehouse...

Still, I know what I saw earlier. What I heard. I can still hear that soulful sound Whisper made. And I remember how all the kids just gravitated to follow his lead. I know we can make this happen. Koda will see, and all the townspeople too. It will be amazing.

It better be.


CHAPTER 11
KODA


Irub at my temples, trying to ease the tension building there. From my vantage point near the watchtower, I can hear another "rehearsal" getting underway. Though 'hear' might be too strong a word - they've strung up sheets between the buildings, muffling whatever they're doing back there. Just vague sounds and occasional giggles escaping. Seems like there's always a “rehearsal.” Or a game. Or some new activity that has the younglings wound up like pixies after drinking nectar. And she just got here.

Things between us started with great promise. Great promise. And she is mine... I must soon make it official... yet her antics tax me...

"Chief Koda," Elder Faelar's voice makes me wince.

Here we go again.

"I am sorry to trouble you... But concern is growing among the parents. And not just the parents. What happened at the market... and these noises..."

"I know, I know..."

"It seems you don't know, which is why I am explaining things. Look, I have actually grown rather fond of the human females, and not just because they are spoken for by Thokk and Kalen. They are surprising-"

"Elder F-"

"Listen." He brings himself up to his full height, wanting as that is. "The discoveries they have brought to light are extraordinary... and they both have keen minds... but this new one... Mia... she threatens to destroy all the progress your friends, and myself I should add, have made with human acceptance..."

"I know, I said I know..." I rumble, watching as more children gather. Even from here, I can see one of Mia's scarves occasionally appearing above the makeshift curtains as she directs – or does whatever she does - behind the bedsheet wall. "I'm handling it."

"Are you handling it?" Luminara flutters nearby, her wings betraying her agitation. "Because right now, all anyone can talk about is the chaos she's causing. She is singlehandedly turning the town on its head. She makes the other’s impact look like they were quiet as mice. All this only feeds into the worst stereotypes about the destructive little beasts. Even the humans' strongest supporters are starting to question. I have passed questioning. Something must be do-"

“The younglings are not being that destructive,” I assert, interrupting her little rant.

“By ‘little beasts’ I meant humans. The faerie elder doesn’t even crack a smile as she speaks.

As if on cue, Zoe and Olivia approach, looking worried. They smile politely at the Elders. Though they are friendly with Faelar, I know Lumimara still intimidates them.

Totally understandable. She’s a little tightly wound.

"Koda," Olivia starts carefully, "Can we have a word? Then under her breath she adds, “About Mia!"

"Not now," I growl, but Zoe presses on.

"Yes, now.”

“Fine, excuse me Elders...”

Zoe launches right into it. “The orcs are using this as ammunition. I know you were there for the “market incident” but do you know what happened afterward? Borgin and his crew were going around and “helping” clean up. But really, they were there to just talk more shi—to stir up trouble, saying all kinds of horrible things about us. That’s what Madame Thistlebloom told Murk., at least.

My fur bristles at the mention of those troublemakers. "I thought we had an understanding. I'll deal with them. Again..."

"That's not the point," Olivia says softly. "We've worked so hard for acceptance here. And Mia... I know she means well, but she's just so..."

"Explosive," Mrs. Thornberry supplies, appearing from nowhere like elderly ogres somehow always do.

“I was going to say ‘expressive,” Olivia offers, but I notice she doesn’t correct the ogress.

"My grandson hasn't shown up for a single one of his Ogre Etiquette lessons this week. All he talks about ‘Miss Mia this and Miss Mia that! And I can’t get him to finish his meat without his banging away at every he can find. The dog isn’t even safe! And since when do ogres play music anyways? It’s not right, I tell you.”

It is taking all of my willpower not to show her what “explosive” really means. Mia is hardly “explosive”. She is unorthodox, yes... maybe a step beyond, but she means well. She wants to help the younglings. That much is true. I am about to set the ogress straight when a sudden movement back toward the walls catches my eye.

It's Whisper, slipping behind the sheets to join whatever secretive practice they're doing back there. Through a gap, I catch a glimpse of him with one of those seed pod drums Mia made, and actually smiling. Really smiling. But more than that he’s playing with a few other monster kids. Friends. He’s making friends. I feel my shoulders release a tension I didn’t even realize I was carrying. For a moment, a surge of gratitude fills my heart. In just days Mia seems to have accomplished what I couldn't in years.

I nod absently, watching him move with such confidence. For a moment, I let myself imagine this new grace helping him master our traditional ceremonial dances. Maybe this strange training could actually help prepare him for his naming ceremony after all.

But then I hear it - a strange sound floating above their makeshift barrier. It is odd sounding, but not entirely unpleasant. It’s not quite a howl... certainly unlike anything I would expect from any of these younglings.

Gods of wind, rain and the thunder above.

A sudden gust of wind blows the curtain aside, revealing the source of the melodic sound.

The hackles on my back stand up at the realization.

It's coming from my son.

"This can’t be," I mutter, as I freeze in place.

But it is.

Our kind do not make such sounds. It goes against the very foundations of all it means to become a strong, proud sasquatch. I have been teaching him to howl and roar. He must master the thunderous howl of our kind if he is ever to truly find his place in our clan. And it will be required of him on his name day.

But this. No. This is something else entirely.

I feel my shoulders slump. A dull ache has begun somewhere in the pit of my chest. I have let Shellyn down. I have failed our son.

The ache in my chest transforms into something hotter, darker. A growing anger - not at Mia, not really. She doesn't understand our ways. How could she? No, I'm angry at myself for allowing this. For failing him. All this time, and my sacrifice – come to this. I turn to leave before that anger can take control. Better to clear my head than say something I'll regret. But as I pivot away, I find myself face to face with the Elders once again.

Nine Hells, but it seems I cannot escape them today.

"This is exactly what we mean," Luminara says sharply. "I know you heard it. I’m no expert in your kind’s ways, but I am pretty sure those sounds are not what’s expected of a bigfoot boy fast approaching his name day.”

I want to argue, but I can’t.

This human is undoing all our heritage. She may not be doing it on purpose, but she is doing it nonetheless!” Luminara is practically working herself into a frenzy. She turns to Faelar. “I told you accepting these stray humans was a bad idea. We should have killed them on the spot like in the good ole days. No fuss no muss. Well, maybe a bit of a ‘muss’, but whatever...”

“No one is killing anyone,” I thunder with far more aggression than I intended. The fairy almost falls over as she stumbles back.

"Chief Koda," Elder Faelar says, speaking quietly, in a measured voice. "I don’t want to tell you how to be chief, but your position requires certain... responsibilities. The other clans are watching. I am sorry you are in this position, but, well, you put yourself there. Or... perhaps fate has had a hand in it, if we are to listen to Elowen. But we all know that the fates can also be cruel. “He pauses, whether for dramatic effect, or to weigh his next words, I can’t be sure. “Many are suggesting that you've been... compromised by your obvious feelings for this latest human arrival. They question if a monster can really take a human as a mate at all. As a pet, perhaps, but as a mate?"

"A pet!" The words hit me like a physical blow. I nearly knock him over as I advance, fury building in my chest. How dare anyone question my authority, my wisdom - or my mate.

And right on top of what I just learned of how I have failed my son... it is almost too much. But to question Mia’s status as my mate...

I have killed for less...

I can barely hold In my fury as I take another step toward the little elf Elder. “She does not yet bear my mark, but if any dare question that she is mine, or that I protect her, let them step forward, that I may teach them the meaning of respect...” With each of my words the little elf takes another step back.

“Um, well, I am just telling you what I am hearing...”

With everything going on I have almost forgotten about the strange very un-sasquatch like sound drifts through the sheets add. But this time it is even higher and stranger than before.

Enough of this already.

What’s wrong with a good bigfoot roar. Or a howl...

Nine hells, but that sound is like nails on a chalkboard...

Before I can stop myself, I tear at the curtain.

"Koda! Sweetheart!" Suddenly Mia is there, all swirling scarves and waving dress. She presses herself against my chest.

“Step aside Mia, this cannot continue...” My voice comes out icier than I intend.

"Wait, no you can’t see... not yet - it's supposed to be a surprise!" The confusion on her face is evident.

But something primal has already taken hold and I brush it aside. One pull is all it takes to bring their makeshift barrier down.

I don’t know what I expected, but not this.

I saw a flash of color before when the wind blew, but now all is revealed.

Whisper stands at what must be center stage, draped In some ridiculous gaudy sash – and are those sequins...?

"What are you doing? Trying to ensure he becomes an outcast? Banished from his own people?" The words tear from my throat, a growl that sends children scattering.

Even as the words leave my mouth, I am vaguely aware of how they cut. But I can’t help it. Even the strongest amongst us has his limits.

"We were just brainstorming!" Mia steps forward, her hands raised. "Just an idea, Koda!”

But I can't hear her. All I see is all the work I have put into shaping my son gone down the drain. Truly I have failed him. And I have failed Shellyn...

My claws flex involuntarily. "Take. That. Off."

"But Koda? Didn’t you hear me? We're working on figuring out-“

"Figuring out what? How to turn the whole town against my son? The words explode from me before I can stop them.

I turn to Whisper, who shrinks back.

“This is my fault! I should have put a stop to it in the beginning!”

“But dad... this is really fun... and like Mia said... it’s gonna be...”

“Fun! and like Mia said? I don’t care what she said... and there are more important things at stake than having fun... don’t you get it? Either of you...? You are here... a growing soon to be... proud bigfoot man... playing dress up... while the orcs and the elders plot her demise!

Both Mia and Whisper take steps back. What few younglings were left have scattered.

The words tear from my throat before I can reign them in. But in the moment, I hardly care. I turn to Mia, my frustrations with the town, and the elders... and my disappointment in myself finally boiling over.

“Do you have any idea what it’s been like trying to raise him right? Alone? How could you? You have barely set foot in Fablewood. You don’t know our ways. Maybe you should have asked before turning everything on its head? I have worked so hard to prepare him... to ensure he would not have to struggle as I struggled. Doing my best to make his mother proud... and in a matter of days you have undone it all...”

"But you have done a good job... he's perfect... you don’t understand..." Mia protests, though I can hear the tremor in her words. "He’s special... you’ll see when we-"

"Special?" The word comes out like a curse. "Special won't help him when he stands before the clan. When they judge whether he's worthy to take his place among us. You're turning him into some kind of... spectacle!" I can see the hurt in both their faces, but I can't stop. The pressure of weeks, of years, pours out. "And it's not just him you're putting at risk. The whole town is watching. The humans' place here is already fragile enough without... without all this chaos!"

"Koda, please, if you'd just wait until-" "Wait? Wait for what? For the orcs to turn everyone against us? For the elders to decide humans are too dangerous after all? Do you ever stop to think about the consequences? You are playing right into their very worst ideas about humans. You acting all crazy is not helping!"

Her face goes white at that last word. "Crazy? That's what you think of me?"

"Mia, I said acting crazy, not-" But I realize too late what I've done. "No, I know what you meant..." Her voice is barely audible. The slump in her shoulders obvious. "I'm just crazy Mia. Too much. Again."

She starts to back away..."I thought you were different. That we were different. Can you believe stupid Mia was actually starting to believe in fate... and magic? That it could really work... that it was real. Even for me..." "Mia, wait - that's not what I-" But the look in her eyes stops my words cold. She turns and flees, leaving only scattered sheets and silence in her wake. What’s left of my anger drains away, leaving nothing but cold regret. I start to follow, but what can I say... every word has seemed to only make it worse.

What have I done?


CHAPTER 12
MIA


Istumble through Fablewood's darkening streets, barely seeing where I'm going through my tears.

Crazy Mia. Too much Mia.

I’m sick of it. That’s what it always comes down to. They like me, I’m fun... “Oh she’s so great.” Until I’m not. It’s the same old story, just with different players. First my mother, then my teachers... and of course the guys, Brad being the latest. Another of the things he said rings in my ears. “You’re exhausting to be around."

I guess he was right. They were all right. I just didn’t want to hear it...

Now even in a magical world full of monsters, I'm still too much.

"At least back home I had learned not to get my hopes up," I mutter, swiping angrily at my cheeks. My bangles jangle mockingly, a discordant reminder of my failed attempts to bring music and joy to this place. "Stupid, stupid, stupid."

Behind me, I hear children's voices.

“Miss Mia! Is rehearsal over? Miss Mia?”

I can't face them right now. And for what... all that is obviously over. Everything is over. The sooner I can get back to the real world... well, the outside world, the better. I quickly duck down an alley, not even knowing what to say to the younglings.

I press my back against the wall and slide down to my butt.

I can’t believe it. The same story again.

Face it. Nobody wants you around Mia.

Except Superpoppilicious. She loves me.

But almost immediately I let out a muffled, bitter laugh.

Who am I kidding? She doesn’t even give me the time of day now.

She's got her Slayer of Tiny Beasts. She’s just fine without me. Better than fine.

Just like Whisper will probably be better off without my "help." Just like Koda will be better off once Hurricane Mia is gone.

My mother's voice echoes in my head: "Why can't you just be normal, sweetie? Why does everything have to be so... dramatic?"

"Because that's who I am, Mom!" I say out loud to the empty back alley. "Or at least... I thought I was." My voice cracks on the last word. No one knows what it’s like to have so much going on inside. And I guess they don’t want to know.

Not even Koda.

The really sucky part is that I really thought he did. The way he looked at me, like I was something precious instead of something to fix... the way I felt so safe in his big hairy arms. My big fur baby.

What a fool I’ve been. Again.

A single tear streams down my cheek.

I will not cry I will not cry.

God knows I’ve done enough of that in my life.

But this time was supposed to be different. I'd finally found somewhere I could be myself - really myself. Where my "too much" could be just enough. Where even a sasquatch chief could love me just for me.

I know I’m a lot. Obviously, mom was right. I am too much.

I pull my knees to my chest, wrapping my arms around them. Some magical fairy tale this turned out to be.

More like a magical shitshow. I have to get out of here. It’s too painful.

The temple.

Right. I'll go back the way I came. There has to be a way. Maybe if I say those words again... or maybe there’s some secret lever or something.

I don’t know, but it’s the best idea I got. If that doesn’t work, I guess I could just start walking – oh wait, no... doom dogs. Whatever... I fight back the tears again.

I can’t take this humiliation another minute.

And I can’t just sit here like an idiot.

Pulling myself together, like it seems I am always doing, I get up and make a break from the alley, heading toward the edge of town where I know the sacred grounds and my potential means of escape to be. Thankfully it’s not long before I plunge once again into the forest.

As I stumble through the trees and undergrowth, my dress seems to catch on every branch.

God, even the plants are against me.

"Let go!" I yank free from a particularly pokey one, tears beginning to stream down my cheeks despite my stoic efforts.

The town behind me and my guard down my mind is starting to run again.

I really thought I was helping.

And I thought Koda would be proud of me! That they would all see the amazing work we were doing.

I was sure they would see it wasn’t just about stupid fun and games like they think.

I mean, it was but...

But not really. It was about the kids, and connection...

The kids were coming out of their shells. Even Whisper...

Oh god, Whisper. I stop, leaning against a tree as the memory of his face when Koda yelled hits me fresh. The way he shrank back - just like I used to when Mom would tell me to "tone it down" in front of company. And I didn’t even say anything. He probably thinks I don’t care! But it all happened so fast... and I just had to get away.

Another wave of self-recrimination hits me.

Wonderful, another thing to feel bad about...

And not to make myself too important, but I can only imagine how this will hurt him too...

"I'm sorry," I whisper to the growing darkness. "I thought I was helping."

Another bitter laugh escapes me.

Some help I am.

Great job, Mia. Really nailed it. Added bonus - you probably ruined things for Zoe and Olivia too.

God, I hope they’ll be okay?

For a moment I consider, should I go back?

And do what? “Help” them by standing between them and a monster mob?

No, if there is one big lesson here, it’s that I need to stop sticking my nose where it’s not wanted.

Their big strong mates will protect them just fine.

Big strong mates. Like Koda. Like he was. My heart goes to him again.

No, I fight it. I can’t afford to break down. I need to get out of here, but a fresh surge of tears blurs my vision nonetheless.

Thankfully, through my tears I make out the mound of the temple ahead, barely recognizable in the growing darkness. I practically fall through the entrance.

I stumble into the temple just as the clouds part, letting moonlight stream through the gaps in the ceiling. The silver beams catch the evocative murals, making the figures almost seem to dance and move in the dim light. For a moment I am mesmerized by the painted scenes – until my eye catches a depiction of a woman dancing with what has to be a bigfoot.

Seriously?

“Stupid mural.” I say into the empty chamber.

As if I need a reminder of why I need to get out of Dodge... or Fablewood, in this case.

With a new grim determination, I begin to pace the interior, scanning the walls...

There must be something...

But I have hardly begun to search when I remember.

Oh - an incantation, right.

For a second, I think back to, what... a few days ago, when I was in that old building. What did I say again?

Right.

"'I heard the call of the wild!'" I announce to the empty chamber in my most authoritative voice. Nothing.

"'I answered the call... and... um, I am ready to return.”

Still nothing.

“I am ready to get the hell out of here!”

Nope.

Ugh.

“I followed my heart and it sucked!

Dammit.

I pace in circles, my bangles jingling with each frustrated step.

Maybe I need to do it with more feeling?

“Please please please send me back!”

Or with gratitude?

“It’s been great... but time to go!”

After trying every combination of words I can think of with all the feels I can muster, I slump against the wall.

Fan-freaking-tastic, now I can’t even get back.

I slide down the wall until I'm sitting on the cold stone floor, and finally let the tears really flow.

"What am I going to do?" I whisper to the moonlit chamber. "I can't stay here, and if I try to start walking those stupid doom dogs will get me..."

The tears come harder now, and I don't try to stop them. Soon deeps sobs are racking my chest. "But, I I I... don't... even... know how to get home... And even if I did... for wwwwhat. To go back to my half-baked life? To just keep adding to failed jobs, failed relationships, and failed attempts to fit in?”

A cloud passes over the moon, plunging the temple into darkness.

So much for the universe having my back.

“Stupid clouds.”

Then for added effect.

“And stupid universe if you are even listening...”

But all that greets me is silence, and my sobs begin anew...


CHAPTER 13
KODA


"Crazy." The word echoes in my head the instant it leaves my mouth. I see the hurt flash across Mia's face before she turns and disappears around the corner.

Oh, Nine Hells and a half, you really stepped in it Koda...

Not just stepped in it, I’ve rolled in it...

I take a step to follow, but a rough laugh stops me.

"About time you wised up, Chief!" Borgin's sneering voice cuts through the evening air. He and Grunk emerge from the shadows, clearly having witnessed the whole thing. "Now you see what we’re saying? Dangerous they are. Emotional."

"Yeah," Grunk slurs, swaying slightly. "An’ dangerously so. Can't trust humans. They just mess everything up. Trying to change our ways-"

Before either can react, I have Borgin pinned against the wall, my arm across his throat. "Listen carefully," I growl, letting every ounce of my built-up fury seep into my voice. "If I ever hear either of you say another word against Mia - or any human - it will be the last thing you do. Understand?"

"But you just said-" Grunk starts.

I spin, releasing Borgin to grab Grunk's shirt, just barely maintaining control. "I was wrong. Dead wrong. And if you so much as look at her wrong again..." I let the threat hang in the air.

The look in my eye makes it clear this is no idle threat. They both nod frantically, and I release them with a disgusted shove, but then by the time I round the corner, Mia's gone.

Gods, pixie piss and troll spit!

Where did she go?

Home maybe? I don’t know, but I need to check.

I race home, taking the tree path in record time, but the treehouse is empty. The sight of the hot tub, and a little pile of burrs on the platform alongside, makes my chest ache. Gods, how did I let things fall apart so quickly!

But this is no time to wallow. There will be plenty of time for that later if I don’t get into action. I race back to town.

Back in the square, I spot Whisper sitting with the other younglings. They all look lost, dejected. My son's eyes meet mine, and the disappointment there cuts deeper than any blade.

"I messed up, didn't I?" I say softly.

Whisper nods, and my heart sinks further.

“We were going to put on a show for everyone... we just had to figure out what. I guess it was all for nothing. She’s not coming back, is she?”

He looks despondent, and I realize I don’t even know what to say.

“I, I... Sure she is.” But I stop. “We just have to see son...”

I have never felt more helpless. But again... wallowing apologies may very well be in my future – but not if I can help it.

“I am going to do my damnedest to fix this son...”

Without waiting for a response, I leave Whisper and the other dejected younglings in the square, my mind racing.

This is bad isn’t it.

Of course it is, you big idiot.

I can barely think, but I harness my warrior mind to steady my breath.

Where would she go?

Maybe she went to her friends? For support and ‘to talk’...that’s what they do, right? It’ll be okay...

But despite all my efforts, the tightness in my chest is only getting worse.

You really screwed up this time.

The Bullhorn.

I start off at a dead run, and no one is stupid enough to get in my way.

I need to check anywhere she might go. Within a few minutes I burst into the Bullhorn, nearly taking the door off its hinges. "Has anyone seen-"

The conversation around the bar dies instantly as everyone takes in my state. Zoe and Olivia are at their usual table with Thokk and Kalen. All eyes turn to me, as their faces reflect my near panic

"What happened?" Kalen asks, instantly on his feet.

"Mia's gone." My voice comes out rougher than intended. "We had a fight. I... maybe I picked a fight... Gods, I don’t even know... but I said some things I shouldn't have."

“Oh no!” Olivia gasps under her breath.

"What things?" Zoe's response is more cutting and her eyes narrow.

I force myself to meet their gaze. "I kind of called her crazy."

"Oh no," Olivia whispers, exchanging a look with Zoe. "That ... is not a word you ever call Mia..."

"I didn’t say, ‘you’re crazy!’ though-“

“Doesn’t matter... even of whiff of being called crazy is enough...”

“Dammit. But I can’t take it back now..." The words taste bitter. "I need to find her – to make things right."

"We'll help," Thokk says immediately, already moving toward the door.

“Thank you, brother.” In an instant everyone is on their feet, mobilizing to join me in the search. But we barely get ten feet out the door when suddenly we are surrounded.

What in the nine hells?

The Elders. Of course. Gods but what now?

They are flanked by ten sizable troll and orc guards... none of them looking particularly friendly. My blood boils when I spot Borgin and Grunk among them, looking far too pleased with themselves.

"Chief Koda," Elder Faelar's voice cuts through the tension. "Your presence is required. As a matter of fact, all of you are required. The council demands an emergency session."

"This is getting tiresome - and this isn't the time," I growl, but Elder Faelar holds up his hand as I make to sidestep him.

"The situation with the humans has reached a critical point. New revelations have surfaced. You will attend. Now." His tone leaves no room for argument, though that's never stopped me before.

“And what are you talking about... new revelations?” Thokk demands.

“All in due time,” Faelar says. “This is not pleasant for me either.”

"You don’t understand... my mate needs me... I must find her... now," I snarl, making another attempt to skirt the Elders and guards. Two trolls immediately move to block my path. "And if anything happens to her-"

"That's exactly why we need this meeting," Luminara cuts in, addressing Oakenheart, her wings buzzing with agitation. "See that, he calls her mate already. Something fishy is going on. I swear it.”

"Move," one of the troll guards grunts, prodding me with his club.

It takes everything I have not to rip that club away and show him some novel uses for it that probably have not crossed his mind. But Thokk catches my eye and gives a slight shake of his head. He's right - fighting our way out won't help me find Mia. For now, maybe we can straighten this out quickly and get back to what matters. But I file away “Resort to extreme violence” as a plan B.

As they escort us toward the great hall, I catch a glimpse of younglings moving purposefully through the shadows.

Is that Whisper?

I squint to make him out. It is, but there’s something different about him I can’t help but notice. For one thing he seems to be leading them somewhere... and there is a determination... or a purpose to his form I haven’t seen before. Strange, but I have bigger problems right now.

As they escort us toward the great hall, I spot a familiar figure already waiting by the entrance. Elowen stands between two more guards, looking thoroughly annoyed.

"Great, looks like you rounded up the whole gang," she says drily. "Now perhaps someone can explain what in the name of pillaging pixies is this about?"

"Oh, you know exactly why," Luminara snaps. "Your so-called mate summoning spell? Did you really think we wouldn't figure it out?"

The witch's eyes narrow. "What business are my spells of yours? And, figure what out, precisely? What are you talking about?"

"Oh please, you know very well what!" Elder Faelar's voice echoes through the hall as the guards usher us inside. "Regardless, all will be laid plain in our proceedings."

The council chamber feels smaller than usual, despite its vaulted ceiling. Or maybe it's just the weight of all the eyes watching us. The elders take their seats at the high table while we're arranged before them like common criminals. The guards line the walls on either side.

“Is this really necessary... I need to-“

“Silence!” Faelar is on his feet again, even as the guard shuffle their feet, obviously ready to enforce his next command.

So much for a quick resolution.

"Kalen the Minotaur. Thokk the Orc. Koda, Chief of the Sasquatch." Faelar intones our names like charges. "And Elowen, our..." he pauses, his lip curling slightly, "trusted witch."

"Get on with it," I growl. Every second we waste here is another second Mia's out there alone.

"Very well." Luminara rises, her wings casting dancing shadows on the wall. "I will get to the point. We have uncovered your plot. Your conspiracy to undermine our ancient ways by smuggling human females into our sacred realm!"

“What! That’s outrageous! What do you base such ridiculous claims on?” Thokk spits.

"Quiet! Enough with your outbursts," Faelar intones, settling into his chair like a man preparing for a long siege.

The accusation hangs in the air for a moment longer before Kalen lets out a surprised laugh. "You think we what?"

"Either smuggled or kidnapped," Oakenheart rumbles. "Though which would be worse, I'm not sure."

Faelar adds to the Tree being’s words. “I must admit, the idea of them all just appearing at random never made sense to me. First in the Watchtower, then in the Sasquatch sacred grounds... some temple, so you say... And look, you know your mates have grown on me, but you must admit, your version of events is farfetched.”

"This is ridiculous! Zoe did appear in the watch-" Thokk starts, but Luminara cuts him off.

"Did she? No, I don’t think so...”

“Why would I make that up?” Thokk can hardly contain himself.

But Luminara will not listen. “Three humans appearing out of nowhere, all coincidentally becoming 'mates' to prominent monsters? And now we're supposed to believe in some convenient spell? You thought you had us all fooled, didn’t you."

I feel my blood beginning to boil. "You’re serious? You dare question my bond with my mate, Mia?"

"Mia," Luminara practically spits the name. "The most disruptive of all. That human is chaos incarnate. Tell us, Chief Koda, was that part of your plan too? If we were busy chasing after all her messes, perhaps we wouldn’t even think to look at the real culprits? And do they even know? Perhaps you drugged them... dragged them out of their homes? Not that that will save them, mind you, but it will be far worse for you... You have made a mockery of our ancient ways. And you will all be punished-“

"ENOUGH!" My roar shakes dust from the rafters. "My mate is out there somewhere upset and alone, because I was a fool. You can accuse me of whatever you want later, but right now-"

"You will remain here," Faelar commands, "until we get to the truth of this matter."

I glance at my friends, at Elowen, at the guards blocking every exit.

Nine hells. What am I going to do?

But there is little I can do. The Elders begin to lay out a long and detailed theory... fantasy if you ask me, picking apart and interrogating each of us on our every movement and interaction. From Zoe being paraded on a leash to Olivia being spotted in a Bigfoot disguise.

With a sinking heart I watch the shadows grow long from the high windows of the hall. Hours pass. I am beginning to contemplate doing something rash when it seems Elowen as well has had enough.

"This is insane," she snaps, her patience clearly at an end. "I’m not going to sit here while you drone on, trashing me and my friends with your insane conspiracy theories! And I can’t believe you would think myself, or any of us would be part of something like this. And you somehow think I'm, I don’t even know what? Somehow part of it? Obviously, that is what you think, right? What in fairy hell would I get out of any of this? And I told you Elder Faelar, I cast the mate summoning spell – it has obviously worked!"

"And yet you have no explanation for these random appearances? And why is that? Perhaps you all didn't have time to get your stories straight before the first human... Zoe, was spotted!" Luminara retorts, her wings practically vibrating with righteous fury as she gets to her feet.

“How dare you... I will throttle you all for dishonoring her name!” Thokk is on his feet as well now. The guards all take half a step closer.

“Thokk... don’t let them get under your skin... We did ‘just appear!” Zoe is also on her feet now.”

Oakenheart remains seated, showing his disdain. “And we are to take the word of a human?” He barks out a laugh at the end to make his dismissal complete.

“But it’s true! We don’t know why we just appeared in these random places!” Olivia pipes up.

“Of course you would say that... anything to protect your precious mate!” Luminara spits.

“Careful Elder,” Kalen says as the massive minotaur joins the rest of us on his feet now and takes a step in her direction, before three almost equally imposing Orc block his path. “Those wings of yours look very fragile...”

"And why would I supposedly help them?" Elowen cuts in. "Think about it, you pumped up pixie! What could I possibly gain from-"

The meeting is quickly turning into chaos. Monsters are not, by nature the most patient of folk, and after literally hours of sitting, cooped up and being read a list of our supposed transgressions, tempers are beyond frayed.

I for one, am barely listening to their absurd claims at this point. Something's wrong. I can feel it in my bones - a growing sense of panic that isn't entirely my own. Mia needs me. Now.

I catch Kalen's eye, then Thokk's. Years of friendship let me communicate without words. They give me the slightest nods. Surprisingly Elowen also meets my gaze. Most surprisingly it is she who makes the call.

"NOW!"

We move as one. Kalen's horns catch two guards completely off guard, while Thokk barrels into another group like a green avalanche. I don't wait to see more - I'm already running, ducking under a troll's swinging club. As I am about to burst through the doors, I hear Elowen, apparently casting some sort of spell to aid us.

“Pixie piss and troll snot... may you all be rooted – right to the spot!”

Behind me, chaos erupts as the trolls and orcs apparently struggle to free themselves. I hear Luminara shrieking orders, but I'm already halfway across the square.

Gods, it’s almost evening. The sun is halfway set!

We have been locked up the entire day, and she could be anywhere by now!

Settle down Koda.

She just needed to blow off some steam maybe... surely you will find her soon...

Deep breaths.

But still I can hardly keep my panic at bay.

I must find her. Mia. My mate...

"Chief Koda! Have you seen Rowan?" Mrs. Bramblewood calls out as I pass.

"Scamper's missing too!" another parent adds.

"The square is empty – where they usually play - all the children -they’re gone!"

But I barely slow down, shaking my head...

Damn helicopter parents.

I don’t have time for them... why can’t they just let a kid be a kid...

Suddenly Murk appears... “Where is Kalen? Have you seen him?”

“He’s a little busy...”

Oh well he is not going to be too happy... I think the younglings might have gotten into-“

“Save it, Murk! Please!”

God, what is it with everyone all of a sudden? Enough with the distractions. Right now, I only have one goal. “Kalen is back there somewhere, but look, have you seen my mate... my... Mia, the new girl...”

“No... but maybe, I mean, did you see the sign?”

That's when I see it - a crudely made sign spelled out in fairy lights. Fairy lights that look suspiciously like the ones Kalen has strung up in his beer garden. It reads "SHOW" with an arrow pointing toward the temple grounds. More lights are strung along, creating a twinkling path into the growing darkness.

I pause, glancing back. No sign of pursuit yet. I make a note that I owe Elowen one for sure. Part of me wants to look for Mia in the usual places, but the sign is too obvious to ignore. Besides, I am used to the occasional whisper from my inner voice, but right now it’s screaming at me.

Get to the temple!

And strangely enough it seems that is exactly the direction the arrow is pointing...

Gut don’t fail me now...

I follow the twinkling trail, straining my ears once more for any sign of pursuit, but my friends have definitely bought me at least some time. Then I hear it - a strange sound... not from behind me, but up ahead...

Familiar...

In an instant I know what it is... who it is...

Mia.

I increase my pace, now crashing off the fairy light trail towards the sounds...

"Help! Stupid briars!"

“Mia?”

"Koda!" I hear her mutter hopefully. Though I detect some uncertainty too. She continues to talk as I follow her voice. "Why do these prickers hate me so! You will not destroy what’s left of my dress!"

I round a massive oak and feel a wave of relief, as, despite the circumstances a little smile plays at my lips. There is my beautiful mate, Mia – tangled, yet again in another patch of brambles.

"Need a hand?" I ask softly.

“You came looking for me,” she says coyly.

“Of course I came for you,” I say gently, holding her gaze.

“You’re not going to call me crazy again, right?"

"No." I step closer, as adrenaline surges through me. “Never again.”

Where do I even start? How do I tell her that it was like everything in my world had stopped the moment I let that stupid word out of my mouth. The moment I realized the clumsy mistake I had made? I try to steady my hands I am so nervous as I carefully begin to work on the one thorny vine that seems to have her. Thank God that even as the sun has set, the moon is already beginning to shine. "I looked everywhere... Mia... I am soooo sorry...”

“Your ‘sooooo’ sorry? Oh, you are gonna need to do better than that.”

“Mia, you are everything to me. I, I can’t get into it now... I... well, the Elders...it’s complicated...” I glance into the darkness. “We need to hurry...”

“Or the doom dogs will get us? Cause I've been stuck here for hours, and if those doom dogs haven't found me yet, I'm pretty sure ten more minutes won't turn me into their midnight snack."

“No not them, it’s ah, it’s a long story... let’s just get you free and get out of here...”

"You don’t get to just come in here and play hero again you know and think everything is gonna be magically better. I expect some grade A groveling from you Mr. – You called me the C word...”

“You’re right... my princess... my everything ...”

“Good start, but you are lucky I am even talking to you. You don’t know what happened the last time someone called me that...”

"Mia, you’re my mate...I’m sorry. I swear by all the Gods, and by the Great winds, the Rains, and the Sky, I will make it up to you...but right now we need to get out of here. Another bramble comes loose.

She puts her hand on my arm, stroking my fur for a moment, before pulling her hand back. Her touch stirs a fire deep in belly that almost causes me rip the remaining brambles away that I might throw her over my shoulder and head for my home. Such is my desire...

“You do have a smooth tongue when you want to, but this is not over...”

Gods this human of mine.

"I was scared. Okay? Not of you – but of how much I need you – but how different your ways are...I mean I love your ways...but I feel so out of control – and alive with them. It’s just a lot.”

“That almost sounds like the C word...”

“No no no...I want you Mia, I need you...Whisper needs you. Look, words are not my strong point, please, just let me explain...”

“Oh you will explain alright...”

Finally, the last thorny branch falls away and I pull her in close, inhaling her intoxicating scent, feeling her ready flesh against my chest. “First thing, once we get out of this, we’re going to make ‘us’ official.”

“You mean like one of those tattoo marks official?”

“That’s exactly what I mean...”

Suddenly she seems to catch sight of something... the fairy lights.

“Koda, what’s up with those lights? They weren’t here when I ran into the temple before...

Just then a strange sound echoes from the direction of the temple, followed by what might be voices.

"What was that?" Mia asks, instantly alert.

"I don't know, but we should-"

"THERE HE IS!"

Oh, nine hells...

We both spin to see torchlight through the trees - the orcs and trolls seem to have unstuck themselves and have found my trail.

"Koda, what’s going on?" Mia asks.

"Oh, ya know just a little complication...the orcs and elders have bit of a bug up their butt..." I scoop her up as the distant shouts grow closer.

Gods but do we need to get out of here...

But where to?


CHAPTER 14
MIA


As he scoops me up, I can't help but feel a little flushed. The rescue, the emotions... oh and the way his big strong hairy body feels as he cradles me in his arms.

God, deep inside of course I was hoping he would come after me... and he did!

Don’t forget to make him grovel a little though...

My mother’s voice again, but this time I won’t argue. Not completely at least.

Right, but that all comes later... right now it seems there is a mob chasing us... or maybe it’s a horde?

"I do appreciate the rescue, all things considered..." I manage to say as he pauses for a moment, apparently trying to decide where we should go. "Even though I wouldn't have gotten stuck again if you hadn't have called me the C word..."

"Um, honey, can we talk about this later? But I get it. Believe me. No C word. But right now, we need to get the hell out of here..."

As he speaks the obvious answer pops into my head.

"The temple! We can hide in the temple. They’ll never find us in there. I bet they’ll run right by."

He hesitates for just a moment, then nods. "You’re not just another pretty face, you know that? But you’ll need to point the way."

I guide him through the moonlit night, toward the hole I climbed out of early in the day. “I think I can find it again, but in the dark, it won’t be easy...”

“Let’s hope you can, because I think we are out of options... if we head deeper into the woods, I think the doom dogs really will get us... if the Elder Gods don’t strike us down for all being on their sacred grounds in the first place...”

“They’ll get over it,” I quip. “We need to work on your positive attitude mister.” Thankfully the moon is bright and soon enough we come to the entrance. “There!” I spot the hole I crawled out of. Even though the vines and undergrowth almost conceal it, the large rock I remember being alongside it is unmistakable.

"Here," I whisper, pushing aside the growth. "We can slip inside and wait until they pass by."

“I’m onboard. Go!”

“See, would a crazy person be capable of such a plan?”

I can’t help it. I am going to needle him with that one as long as I can. Well, no... he doesn’t deserve that. But maybe just a little longer.

“No, you are a genius. My beautiful, irresistible little human genius. Now please, get in there!”

“Hey, what about Zoe and Olivia. Are they safe? What’s going on anyhow?”

“Kalen and Thokk will protect them. You can count on that. But one thing at a time. Let’s get out of sight.”

“Okay, okay. Gods, why so secretive? We really are going to have to work on communication ya know...” I say as I lead the way in.

“I’ll put it on my list.”

The interior is cool and dark, just as I had left it, but definitely less frightening this time with Koda's massive presence beside me.

That's when I notice it - an archway that definitely wasn't here before.

Of course it was here.

You just didn’t notice it.

Fine. What I'd thought was just another shadowy alcove is actually an opening, the moonlight spilling through from some upper chamber making it stand out now.

"Hey, look... this place is bigger than we thought. How did we miss that?" I whisper, but before Koda can respond, I hear voices drift in from that direction.

"Hello? Is this where the show is?" A random woman’s voice echoes against the walls.

What the hell?

Koda puts an arm out to move me behind him as we edge over toward the newly revealed doorway... a mysterious pale shimmering light is emanating from it now.

Along with the light I feel a subtle breeze as well.

I feel Koda’s warm breath in my ear as he whispers, “There must be a whole other side to this place... and another entrance, judging by that breeze...”

Slowly, we creep along the wall until we turn the corner and look in. I am shocked by what I see.

Peering into the newly discovered chamber I am astonished to see it is not just some little room, like where we were, but more like a hall. Columns stand at regular intervals to support to high vaulted ceiling, and like the other rooms we have seen, its walls are lined with frescoes. In alcoves spaced along the walls, magical torches give off a diffuse low light.

But most shockingly, in addition to the woman who has wandered closest to us, I recognize a few parents beginning to enter from the far end. They seem, maybe not as surprised as we are, but certainly curious as they take in the room.

At first Koda keeps me back, but then the angry grunts of the orcs sound unmistakably from the room that is now behind us, where we just entered.

“Shit, so much for being sneaky! They found us!” I murmur.

But now Koda seems torn. Which way do we go? As we try to stay concealed in shadow, more confused parents begin to stream in.

“There must be another entrance at the far end of this new chamber,” he again whispers in a voice for me alone. A look of grim determination, and confusion cross Koda’s face as he seems to weigh our options.

But the choice is pretty obvious, and just as we begin to make our way into the hall, the orcs come around the corner behind us, followed closely by the elders. Their torchlight further flooding the hall, as they too now gasp, even as they close in on us.

“What do we do?”

Before Koda can respond, Thokk and Kalen appear, along with Zoe and Olivia right behind them – all being pushed along by the guards. They are not tied up, but the orcs and trolls have their clubs at the ready. Even the witch, Elowen is among them, also clearly under guard.

I still have no idea what exactly is happening, but this hardly seems to be the time to ask Koda for an in-depth explanation.

We're completely surrounded now... or boxed in at least...

“Now I know how Butch and Sundance must have felt.”

Koda just looks at me, “Butch and Sundance?”

“I’ll explain later – if we live.”

“You do have spirit my mate,” Despite the situation, I see the hint of a smile play upon his lips.

Before we can say more, I hear Elder Faelar’s exasperated, and somewhat alarmed voice piercing over what is the fast-rising din of arriving parents. “What in the name of all the Gods is going on here!”

But the Orcs and Trolls don’t seem to care, as they begin to close in. I recognize the tall one and the short one from the other day. Grunk and something. Boardgame? No... Borgin... that’s right. They seem particularly pleased to have us cornered.

“Back away!” Koda growls as the guards close in.

But even as the guards surround us on the left, a wall of confused and anxious parents is closing in from the right, apparently having spotted me.

“Miss Mia, what is happening here?” I vaguely recognize the little elven woman from the square.

“What’s this about a show!” it’s Mrs. Bramblewood again.

“Where are our children!” This time it’s practically a chorus!

“Koda!” We are truly screwed... angry parents on the one side and really angry trolls and orcs – and elders – on the other...”

But just as we are being caught in a pincer movement between Mrs. Bramblewood and the other parents on the one hand, and Borgin and Grunk on the other, something extraordinary happens. A low beat starts to emanate through the space – something akin to a hand clap accompanied by a high tone drum beat.

My ears perk up immediately. It is oddly familiar.

Then, almost instantly all attention focuses on the central area of the hall as maybe ten or so small figures emerge from behind pillars, their clothes sparkling with some kind of fairy magic.

“Rowan?”

“Scamper!”

“Grimclub?” One of the Orcs exclaims in shock.

But rather than run to their parents, or even acknowledge them for that matter, the younglings all seem to move into some sort of positions.

“Oh my God!” I bring a hand to my mouth as I look at Koda, delight blooming in my heart.

“What’s going on, Rowan? What are you doing?” Mrs. Bramblewood isn’t handling this well.

“By the rains of Marwon, what is happening” Koda thunders, a perplexed look coming over his face.

The others are all equally confused. I can see Thokk and Kalen as well as the guards looking around, trying to make sense of the strange turn of events...

And then all of a sudden it starts...

“Don’t you see? They are putting on a show!” I beam at Koda, pride swelling inside me.

Of course I have no idea what it is – we didn’t get that far – but I can’t wait to find out!

A high, twangy sound begins to match the beat and fills the air as the pixies join in with the wing-song technique we had practiced. The floor beneath us begins to pulse with magical light!

The witchlings! They move in synch as the massive stone blocks of the floor begin to flash in colorful flashes in time with the beat. The little witchlings’ faces are masks of concentration.

Oh my God. How did they put this together so fast?

No idea.

But they did.

The beat kicks in, and suddenly, there's Whisper, front and center, moving with a confidence I've never seen before. His voice rings out, clear and strong:

No way. Now I know that beat. It’s unmistakable.

I almost squeal with delight, as their sound fills the room...

"Well, you can tell by the way I use my walk..."

I clap a hand over my mouth to stifle a laugh. Our quiet, shy Whisper, doing his best John Travolta strut in the middle of this ancient temple.

"I'm a woman's man, no time to talk..."

The other younglings join in, their different monster sounds blending perfectly with the rhythm, just like we practiced.

Well, not exactly like we practiced. The individual skills, yes, but where did they get the idea for this?

And Whisper... Whisper is absolutely crushing it!

All eyes are on him as his voice commands the space, and his very presence – wow what a presence! – fills the room!

The magic builds as more children join in - trolls providing the steady backing beat on their seed pod drums – and look at them! They are grooving right along with the rest!

“They have choreography!” I exclaim to no one in particular.

The pixies are nailing the guitar sound with their wings as they fly in beautiful swirling patterns, leaving little trails of sparkles as they move.

As Whisper struts, he starts popping his hips and swaying his shoulders even as he delivers the iconic lines...

The little witchlings are going off! The floor pulses with multicolored lights... even as one has created a pretty convincing disco ball effect high above them. Somehow, they have taken all my ideas and encouragement and made them their own... into this.

It has become something positively transcendent.

I feel tears in my eyes as parents begin swaying to the music, their anger, fear, and confusion all but forgotten. Even some of the guards can't help tapping their feet.

"That's my boy on drums!" I hear one of the orc guards whisper proudly to his companion. Was that Borgin?

As the song builds to its climax, Whisper's voice grows even stronger, with Rowan, Scamper and a group of little faeries joining in to deliver the chorus. In this moment, I realize that they're not just singing, they're finding their roars!

“Whether you’re a brother or whether you’re a mother you’re staying alive, stayin’ alive!”

I look around and everyone is absolutely transfixed.

“Ah ha Ha HA staying alive staying alive”

“You’re staying aaaaliiiiiivveeeeeee!”

When the final notes end, suddenly the room is pitched into darkness. And Instantly the temple erupts in cheers.

“Huzzah!”

As the magical torches relight, parents rush forward to embrace their children, all thoughts of punishment seemingly forgotten.

The room is full of overlapping conversations all at once, as praise is heaped upon the younglings and their show. Everywhere I look are astonished, delighted, smiling faces.

"Did you see Lirael's light work?"

"And little Thundertoe’s drumming!"

"They're incredible!"

“And oh my God that Whisper! Who knew?”

Then all of a sudden I am face to face with um.. what’s her name, an orc woman - an orcress? – Narga I think her name is... Ms. Narga?

Instinctively I take half a step back.

I sure hope she doesn’t want to hit me.

“Ms. Mia, right? I just want to tell you what a difference you have made for little Thundertoe. I mean, it has been night and day... and this show!”

“Oh... why thank you...”

“And if anyone so much as breathes a bad word about you from now one... well you just tell them to come see Narga...”

“Okay, I will most certainly do that. And thank you!”

As she rushes off, presumably to scoop up little Thundertoe, I turn just as Koda spins to face me as well. “That was incre-“

But no sooner does he start than the flat voice of Elder Luminara cuts through the celebration from off to my left.

"An impressive display," she says coldly. "Perhaps your... methods have some merit. But this changes nothing. You all still must be pun-"

I barely have a chance to prepare myself for whatever she has to say when she is in turn interrupted...

"Holy hopscotch and dead spirits alive!"

What the...

Elowen's shout makes everyone jump. Me probably the highest! I turn to see the witch staring at her book, thumbing through the pages with an almost rabid intensity as it shines with a strange golden light. She’s addressing... who? The Elders? Us? Or kind of everyone all at once. "During the – what exactly was that anyhow? Performance? I don’t know... but I think I almost understand now!"

“Elowen, what happened? You understand what?”

"It's actually kind of warm too!” Elowen dances in place, even as she rifles through the pages, pausing intermittently. “Yes, yes, of course...” she continues, as if Koda hadn’t just asked her a question.

“Elowen, are you feeling alright.” Koda has pulled me close.

"The spell! It was the portals! I knew it worked... but I didn’t know how it worked!"

"What nonsense is this now?" Luminara demands, but even she takes a step back as another surge of light pulses from the tome, before the glow begins to fade.

"It seems so obvious now. Well maybe not obvious but..." Elowen's practically vibrating with excitement.

“Speak plainly witch,” Thokk finally rumbles.

“Thokk, be nice.” Zoe reprimands him gently.

"The portals! This book, okay so it was blank remember? But somehow words appeared... just now! First, I noticed a glow coming out of my bag! And pretty quick I saw it was the book! So, I pulled it out and powerful pixies but when I opened it there were words! I could read it! It wasn’t blank at all.”

“And this means what?” Luminara asks, her patience, once again wearing thin it seems.

“It’s a sort of guide book to a secret network of portals the society created! The secret society we have been learning about! This book is a few hundred years ago! This is how they traveled between the outside and our town!"

"What does that have to do with anything," Luminara sniffs.

"But don't you understand?" Elowen whirls to face her. "This book maps out all the portal locations, both on the outside, and here! I had it with me the night at the Bullhorn when I cast the mate summoning spell! I've been puzzling over it for weeks. I knew this book was important!

“So, the book is why we all came here through different, what? Portals?” Olivia asks.

"Yes! Yes! Exactly, yes! See, it must be that the book was designed to be invisible – not invisible, but unreadable – it just looks like a blank book – that was to guard their secret!" Elowen explains quickly, her words tumbling out. "But it’s not empty - when I cast the spell, and had the book with me, somehow the book got pulled into the spell – or you could say it became an unwitting accomplice of the spell – and since the book is about the portals, the spell used the portals to summon your mates! Incredible! Pretty smart spell huh? I’ve never seen anything like it!”

"The spell interacted with the book," Zoe breathes, looking over Elowen’s shoulder at it. “That’s rad.”

"Ah," Olivia breathes, "And I bet it must be location-locked. Like it can only be read within the temple. Like you said, anywhere else it just looks blank! That way it ensures the secret stays, well – secret!"

“Right! I add... or maybe there was something about the song too... or the community all coming together? Maybe that’s a part of it too?”

“Perhaps, Elowen, concedes. But the key thing is that this explains without a doubt the where, they why and the how of what seemed like the random appearances of our new human friends here! It’s all marked down on its pages, see-” She thumbs through a few pages. “Here’s the watchtower portal. Says right here that it connects to Charlotte’s estate. And what does it say here?”

Zoe instantly speaks up... “Enter all who st-“

“Still believe!” Elowen finishes with her. Exactly! This proves it!”

“That’s what I said! That’s what it says on the wall in the basement!”

“Yes!” Elowen looks like it’s Christmas, Halloween and whatever else witches like, all in one day - a solstice maybe?

I catch Luminara's scandalized expression and have to bite my lip to keep from laughing. She looks positively disappointed. I still haven’t gotten the full scoop, but it sure seems she had it in for me and my friends. That much is obvious. If Elowen looks like it’s Christmas, it must be hmm... maybe tax day for Luminara? I don’t ... but a bad day for sure.

Elder Faelar, on the other hand, looks like Feast Day came early.

I don’t have a lot of experience with these elders yet, but my suspicion has been that despite his tough words, the little elf dude’s heart really hasn’t been in this, kinda literal witch hunt. Certainly not like this Luminara character. People weren’t kidding when they say fairies aren’t just about sunshine and rainbows.

Chic is an absolute buzzkill.

"Dad?" Whisper's voice draws my attention back to what really matters. "Was I... was that okay? Did you like it?”

Koda bends down, pulling his son - our son? - into a fierce hug. "Was it okay? Are you kidding me! It was incredible son... beyond incredible.” His pride is evident as Koda stands and bellows to the room. “My boy! That’s right, my boy did that!” It seems he can hardly contain his joy as he goes back to addressing Whisper. “That was more than okay, son and I have never been more proud of you."

Initially I hang back, giving them their moment, but am surprised – and delighted really, when Koda reaches for my hand, drawing me in. "We both couldn't be prouder." He takes my chin in his massive hand and plants a soft kiss on my lips.

“Daaad!” Whisper complains at the P.D.A., but Koda ignores him.

“And you are incredible Mia.” His blue eyes lock onto mine. "I don't know how I could have been so blind to what you were giving the younglings. That show, and the way he sang that song. Everything is still sinking in."

I could definitely get used to this new level of praise.

Elder Faelar hurries up, practically tripping over himself as he chatters excitedly to Zoe and Olivia. “Oh, I don’t know where to start with an apology. I am truly mortified, I tell you. It just... oh, you don’t know what council politics are like... but we will make it up to you, I assure you. Certainly, I will. But anyhow, this is an extraordinary find Mia... we must begin studying it immediately, of course it will require extensive restoration-"

"I can be a little, um... strong willed maybe, or I don’t know. My ideas are maybe, different...” I could swear I notice Koda shift on his feet a little, and is that a smile curling his lip? “So I can see how it maybe rattled people...” I twist one of my bangles nervously. “I am just relieved it seems we are on the same page now – or at least closer.”

“Yes, yes, much closer. What a show! Very impressive!”

“Thank you, Mr. er, Elder Faelar, I just hope the sasquatch council are so forgiving, this being sacred ground and all...”

“When they realize the cultural significance, I am sure they will come around. And, don’t you worry, we will put in a good word for you. It’s the least I can do. Gods, but I should have known not to listen to those two,” The elder elf's gaze finds Borgin and Grunk, who suddenly seem very interested in studying their boots. "Or the other elders for that matter." He lets out a deep sigh.

“Hopefully, we can all learn from this little... um, misunderstanding.”

No wonder Koda is chief of his kind.

Quite diplomatic.

“Indeed, indeed,” The elf nods his head enthusiastically.

“However, if I may suggest, Elder Faelar, I think those two might be just the ones to begin the more strenuous aspects of the temple’s renovations.” His eyes find Borgin and Grunk as well. "Manual labor might help them adjust their attitudes. I find it purifies the soul as well."

“I think that is a fine idea,” Faelar says, obviously impressed with my mate’s suggestion. And totally onboard.

Suddenly I'm surrounded by townspeople, all wanting to share their children's accomplishments. Far from being the nervous troll mother of earlier, Mrs. Bramblewood seems transformed as she gushes about Rowan's harmonizing.

As the crowd swells, Mrs. Thornberry approaches.

What is she doing here?

For a split second I tense up, preparing for her to spoil the moment. But almost instantly it’s clear her whole demeanor has changed.

Her previous rigid posture is now softer, almost apologetic.

"Ms. Mia," she begins, her voice surprisingly warm, "I must say, what your younglings did today... The harmonies, the way they supported each other..." She shakes her head, a genuine smile replacing her earlier disapproval. "I was wrong about you. Completely wrong."

“But what about your chickens?” I manage.

“Ah, whatever. A little excitement won’t kill em. Come to think of it, maybe that’s what Fablewood has needed – a little excitement.

I'm momentarily stunned, and just for once have nothing to say as she wanders off. I can barely process all this appreciation.

It’s a total one-hundred-eighty-degree turn.

Another parent chimes in, "Our children have never been so excited about learning," one of them adds. "Maybe the banging on pots was a little loud at first, but I have to say, whatever you're doing, it's working. I’ve never seen Briar so excited about anything before."

The shift in the community couldn’t be more complete and I send up a silent prayer of thanks to the universe or whatever powers that be.

Gods, what a difference a day makes...

Or a week.

I let out a little chuckle as I catch Koda's eye. His radiant smile and piercing blue eyes tell me everything I need to know.

“Well, glad that all worked out. I think your apology tour can now begin in earnest.”


CHAPTER 15
MIA


"That was amazing, just amazing!" another parent gushes, patting both Whisper and me on the shoulders as we make our way through the crowd. Everyone seems to want to stop us, sharing what can really only be called their collective wonder.

"You were incredible Whisper!" someone calls out.

"I had no idea sasquatch could move like that! Another parent exclaims. “Or sing!"

A little elfin woman tugs at my sleeve. "Miss Mia, that was so much fun! How on earth did you teach them to do that?"

I offer a wry smile.

Teach them? It feels more like I unleashed them.

To be honest, I'm just as stunned as most of the parents. And just as proud.

Koda beams with pride, one arm around each of us. "I just can’t get over it. Incredible." he states once more.

I can’t help but smile as the unexpected turn of events.

Smile? More like positively beam.

I am beaming.

Well, I think you will have to. We have other things to accomplish today, you know. I give him a bit of a saucy wink.

“Oh, um, right. Well, all I can say is this is definitely the start of a whole new chapter – for all of us.”

“Ya think so?” I laugh. “Cause from my point of view that is the understatement of the century, considering it’s been less than a week since I was chasing after my Poppykins, with no idea of any of this – or you!”

“Fate has certainly smiled on us.” Koda kisses me on the cheek.

Just then, a group of younglings comes bounding up, practically vibrating with excitement. "Whisper! Hey Whisper!"

"We're having a sleepover!"

"Behind my house - we've got tents and everything!"

"Come on, you have to come!"

Whisper looks up at his father uncertainly. "But I don't have my stuff."

"We've got extra sleeping bags!"

"Please?"

"Can I, Dad?" Whisper asks, his voice carrying that new confidence that makes my heart swell.

Koda pretends to consider it, though I can see him fighting a smile. "Well, I suppose..."

The kids erupt in cheers, already pulling Whisper along with them.

But there is no way I can let him go before I get a few answers.

“Wait, wait, not so fast. Of course, you can go if your dad says you can. But not before you clear up a few things!”

“Like what?” he says, gazing up at me.

“Like how did you even know about the temple? And where on earth did you get the idea – let alone learn to do “Staying Alive” like that. I am still reeling!”

“Ohh that? Easy! The other day some of the other bigfoot kids heard these crazy sounds coming from the woods! Like a banshee song!”

“A banshee? Really?” I think I know where this is going. But I definitely don’t sound like a banshee.

“Yeah, so they dared me to go into the woods. And that’s when I found the big room!” he says matter of factly. Then quickly he adds, “I’m not in trouble, am I?”

“No son, you get a pass. This time.”

Okay, but what about the song?

“Oh that, well you know Dad and I watch lots of shows. Anyhow when you ran away, well.” Now he looks a little embarrassed, and glances at his friends. But he continues, “We didn’t want you to go. And we didn’t think it was fair what the parents were saying about you. So, we wanted to show them they were wrong. Really wrong! And I knew Mr. Kalen had Saturday Night Fever in his DVD collection. It’s a classic! So I, I guess I kinda took charge and we went to the Bullhorn, and um, kinda let ourselves in – your sure I’m not in trouble?

“So that’s where you got the fairy lights?”

Suddenly he looks a little flustered.

“Oh yeah. Yes. We’ll put ‘em back. I promise!”

“Before the sleepover.” Koda says in his best stern dad voice.

But I can tell he is amused, and still proud, beyond measure.

“Yes, father,” he says, trying to look suitably sorry.

But he is failing miserably – but I am not about to call him out on it.

He deserves every bit of his new found confidence.

“Okay son, have a good time with your friends!”

“Okay, dad! And without another word, the little gaggle of kids heads off at a run toward the path toward the temple, presumably to gather up Kalen’s fairy lights.

For a moment there is silence between us as we walk hand in hand through the streets.

Then we both exchange a look before jumping into each other’s arms.

“Well, I gotta say, those kids couldn’t have had better timing!” I gush, feeling a rush of excitement flooding through me.

“You’re telling me!” Koda pulls me in tight, kissing me first on the mouth, before burying his face in my neck to kiss and tease at me again.

A pulse of desire surges through me. I can’t help it. We both know what tonight holds.

“More proof fate is on our side!” I quip as I swat him playfully on the ass.

But I am still coming down from the high of the show.

"Okay this is the last I will say of this – for at least an hour. But did you see their faces? The parents? And even the other kids?" I say to Koda, as we stroll along lazily, taking a meandering path in the general direction of his treehouse. "When Whisper started singing?"

He pulls me close again. “The way he has suddenly bloomed, or literally found his voice Mia, you did that," he murmurs in my ear. "You woke something up in all of us."

I turn to him, looking into his sparkling blue eyes. "Even you?"

"Especially me."

I look down and can’t help but notice a certain swelling of fur.

“Um could you maybe adjust your satchel?”

“I told you, you woke something up in me.”

“Well, we had better get you home and take care of mister...”

"I can think of better places to be than walking around town right now," Koda growls, before scooping me into his powerful arms.

“So, you think things will be okay between you and the elders? And with the town and all? I want to believe, but I mean, obviously you know how Fabletown works.”

“I wish I did!” He laughs, as he kisses me again. “But yes, are you kidding me? After the show those kids put on, the elders and anyone who was against you before is going to be tripping over themselves to get on your good side. You are practically a celebrity now. You saw how they all responded.”

I just nod. “And you and your friends aren’t in trouble?”

“Oh that!” He barks out a little laugh. “Yeah, they are already regretting listening to those meatheads. I’ll tell you about it later, but I think you figured it out. They thought Elowen and all of us kidnapped you ladies.”

“Kidnapped!”

“Yup, and that the spell was all some big ruse.”

“Oh, so that was why Elowen was all excited with the book...”

“Well yes, but also because we have been trying to figure out what in nine hells has been going on with you girls just popping up all over the place!”

“Popping up? Is that what we’ve been doing?” Again, I put on my best husky voice as I tease him. “Are you still popping up?” I try to reach down to check but it’s too far to reach.

“Mia, behave...”

“Or what? Are you gonna kidnap me and take me back to your hideout?”

He laughs, but takes the hint. ”Yes, my friends and I will be fine. No, I just need to carry you back to my lair...”

With that he head into the forest, passing amongst the massive trunks and towering ferns.

I giggle as I snuggle against his chest. "So, am I in for a proper claiming tonight?"

"Maybe if you’re a good girl." His deep voice sends shivers down my spine.

"And if I’m bad?" I trace patterns in his fur, making him rumble with pleasure.

“Then you will get a very VERY proper claiming.”

"Oh, I see. It’s almost like I have no choice in the matter...” I tease, stroking his powerful arms as we get closer and closer to his treetop home.

“No choice at all,” he says, falling right in with my tone.

I feel an ache of pleasure ripple through my core in anticipation.

“But I have to ask - will it hurt?"

"The claiming mark? No, I don’t think so. Just a warm tingling sensation from what I've heard." Realize we have finally arrived, as I gaze up into the treetops. We are at the base of his tree.

I look around for the stairs.

No such luck.

“Can’t we use the front door this time?”

“This is the front door.”

I realize while there aren’t exactly stairs, there are more sort of step branches and handholds.

This place is going to need some upgrades.

“Ready?”

"Born ready." I wrap my arms around his neck as he begins to climb, marveling at his strength and grace. This is an easier climb than before, but not by much. Even with me in his arms, he moves through the branches like he was born to it.

He kind of was Mia.

Oh yeah.

The higher we climb, the more turned on I realize I am getting.

Just something about being carried by a bigfoot back to his lair I guess...

Vaguely I make a mental note that this is gonna make for one hell of a good chapter in my memoir someday.

'My Bigfoot Summer: A Memoir.' No wait - 'Sasquatch Nights: How I Lost My Heart to a Beast.'”

I am nervous I realize. My mind always wanders when I’m nervous.

Well, my mind always wanders, period. But it wanders more.

Boy is it wandering.

And boy am I getting turned on.

What is going on?

You’re about to be freaking claimed! That’s what’s going on!

Duh!

When we reach the top, he wastes no time in carrying me straight to the main central platform – his bedroom.

“Mia, I have thought about this from the moment I laid eyes on you...”

“Really, even with all the prickers around?”

“Yes, even with all the prickers. Now shush, can’t you see I am trying to grovel?”

“Oh right. Sorry.”

Ooh my God. I am nervous...

“I almost can’t believe it. In a few short days, I don’t even know how long. But you have become my everything...”

I really, really want to start talking, but I stop myself, literally holding a hand over my mouth and just nodding in response.

“Your smile. Your laugh. The way you trip when you walk backwards...”

That raises my eyebrow, but I keep my mouth shut.

“You have opened up my whole world, and filled a void I didn’t even really know was there. It has been so long since I felt anything even close to this... I didn’t really think it was possible...” His feelings are pouring out.

“Go on...” I smile.

“But it is. It’s you. You have changed everything, and I wish to claim you as my mate for all time. If you will have me.”

His words hang in the air, charged with emotion. The vulnerability in his voice, the depth of his gaze - it's almost too much.

Almost.

My heart is racing, pulse thundering in my ears. The tension between us feels like a living thing, electric and vibrating with potential.

“Oh yes, I will have you. God, will I have you...”

“Jezzus, take me already, consider your grovel complete...”

But before he can say a word, I grab his fur, pulling him down with me onto the bed, and into a deep passionate kiss. The electric feeling that's been there since we met takes flame again, even more explosive than before.

Suddenly, we can't get our clothes off fast enough.

Well, I can’t, but he gets rid of that satchel in a heartbeat.

"Need you," he growls, his massive hands roaming over my body. "Need all of you."

"Then take me," I breathe, arching into his touch. "Make me yours."

His sapphire blue eyes lock onto mine, now dark with desire. "Mine," he rumbles, before claiming my mouth in another searing kiss that leaves me breathless.

Before long, I find myself lying on my back, my body unconsciously arching toward Koda as he buries his face in my breasts, eliciting a sweet moan from my lips.

Oh boy.

The Danger Zone is sounding every alarm she’s got.

My breath comes in ragged gasps as he cups one breast, teasing the nipple with his thumb, while the other finds its way into his warm, inviting mouth, suckling hungrily.

Hungrily. Yes - and oh boy but am I hungry.

“Oh Koda...”

“Mia...”

I run my hands deep into the thick fur of his back as he lays his weight against my core.

The sensation of his cock, hot and demanding, pressing against my swollen sex is almost too much to bear.

“Uhhh...”

A guttural moan slips past my lips, betraying my attempts to maintain composure.

“I cannot hold back my love...” he practically growls.

I can feel his inner beast wanting to come out.

“I am not asking you to. Jezzus. Baby I am so ready...“

I spread my legs, my body eager and ready to take him, as he begins to slide the thick length of his hard cock against my opening. I can’t help but press against him.

“Oh my god, oh my... OHHH”

I gasp for a moment as he begins to thrust the fat head of his cock inside me, stretching me in a way that is both intensely intimate, and exquisitely pleasurable. But just as my body is adjusting to his size, he pulls out, leaving me panting, and only wanting him all the more to drive his cock in to the hilt.

I almost feel a temper tantrum coming on he has me so revved up.

I just want him inside me...

“I’m sorry my love. But I need to taste you...”

Sorry? Um... that is not something he needs to be sorry about...

I feel myself getting wetter in anticipation.

And did he just say ‘my love?” I think he did.

My heart swells...

But the thought is lost as he lowers his head to taste my arousal and I feel Koda's large finger entering my wet core, his tongue dancing on my swollen clit.

I can’t help it. I buck against his fingers, trying to grab at his head to press him against me.

But he hardly needs my encouragement as he begins to lick up my juices, taking long licks from may ass right up to my clit.

Ok then...

“Koda please, I need you inside me.”

He sucks again hard on my pussy and I feel a sudden surge of pleasure and pressure building, but just as I’m about to climax he releases his lips from my sex and moves up to kiss my belly.

I dig my hands into his shoulders, reveling at the feel of his powerful muscles as they ripple and tense while he kisses my breasts in turn, taking his time as he again teases each nipple in turn.

When he finally raises himself over me, our eyes lock.

“Hi furbaby.”

“Hi my love,” he replies.

“I’m your love?” I tease, smiling.

“What was your first clue?” He quips back.

“Mmm maybe the way your ridiculously massive rod is pressing against my pussy?” I say, matter of factly.

Is it me or is he blushing?

Can bigfoot blush?

Focus Mia, or just stop thinking...

Right.

"You are my love, Mia," Koda says, his voice filled with emotion. "I love you. And now I claim you."

“Yes baby, do it.” I urge, feeling his thickness pressing against me, but this time he doesn’t hold back. My sex begins to stretch wide as he guides his hardness inside me... and with every inch he penetrates me, I feel our connection deepen.

People talk about having a spiritual connection, but this is unreal.

“With the stars and trees as my witness...” Koda murmurs as he begins to move inside me once again, making me gasp with pleasure anew.

Oh my.

As our bodies unite, I really am seeing stars as he begins to drive inside me even deeper.

“Koda, my love...”

I lay back as he works his shaft into me, each thrust penetrating a little deeper. Our breath begins to come hot and heavy as I feel myself breaking in an impassioned sweat. I grab his back, guiding his hips against mine. I let out a gasp each time his massive cock drives into me. Each thrust reaching even deeper, to depths I never knew were possible. I can already feel a sweet pressure building deep within. Each thrust only compounds the pleasure building in my core.

"Ohhh!” my breathing turns into sighs and gentle grunts as his hips gain speed. Each pump of his rod sends waves of joy and bliss throughout not only my body, but my very being...

“Koda, yes ...”

His pace intensifies, and wetness floods my pussy once more... each thrust stretching me beyond reason.

“Oh my god. Yeah baby. I’m so close...”

And beyond thought...

“Do it, give it to me... all of it, baby...”

Koda’s voice booms out, filling the space, even as his hips slam into me with building power, reaching deepest depths of my core and of my being. “Under the all that is... in keeping with what has always been... as has been fated! I claim you Mia! I claim you as my mate! Now and always!”

His words turn into a primal expression of passion as I feel the warmth of his hot seed shoot deep inside me...as my body convulses in an orgasm so powerful it seems the spasms and shakes will never end as our connection reaches a pinnacle.

We grunt and groan together, even as our hearts beat as one...

Until I feel a second wave of his heat as he releases even more of his hot essence within my core.

Another wave of pleasure overtakes me... and I scream out my ecstasy as I cling to him tightly in our shared bliss.

Holy freaking super fuck...

I’m pretty sure the power of speech has left me.

Wow.

A final wave of spasms shakes us both before my Koda collapses above me, before rolling to my side.

We lay there, panting, our bodies pressing together, sharing the incredible bliss that envelops us. The feeling is like a peace I have never known. Vaguely I am aware we are already high above the forest floor, but now it feels more like we are floating in heaven itself.

Slowly, over what feels like an eternity, the intensity subsides, and I sense a blissful calm wash over me. I test my voice, "Testing, one two three..."

Yup, I can speak now.

Good. Yes. Good sign.

Oh, brain function is returning too...

Excellent.

“What are you-“ Koda says, smiling at me quizzically.

“Ouch!” Suddenly I feel a little heat and then a pleasant warmth above my heart.

“My mark!”

I glance down and sure enough I see my claiming mark taking shape - a delicate design is forming.

I can’t help but laugh as I see what starts as almost a blur sharpen into focus.

"It's perfect," I whisper, tracing the pattern with my finger.

What looks like a little tornado is there, small but powerful on my chest.

"Just like you," Koda rumbles, pulling me closer. "My beautiful, little force of nature..."

“Hey, it will color in, right? Like Zoe and Olivia’s?”

“Oh yeah, um, there’s kind of one more little step for that part, but can we talk about that tomorrow? Right now, I just want to enjoy being with you, my mate.” He kisses me on the forehead as he gently strokes my hair out of the way.

“Absolutely,” I run a hand across his cheek tenderly.

Surely this is heaven.

We lie basking in our shared bliss, my head resting on his chest as he gently continues to stroke my hair.

As I begin to feel sleep calling to me, I snuggle deeper into his embrace, feeling truly at peace for maybe the first time in my life. No more trying to contain a hurricane in a mason jar - I've finally found someone, and somewhere, big enough to handle all of me.

"I love you, my big furry teddy bear," I murmur, as I surrender to my pillow.

"And I love you, my little twister."

And with that I finally drift off to sleep, feeling more complete and safer than I could have ever thought possible.


CHAPTER 16
KODA


Sunlight filters through the woven branches of our treehouse as I wake with Mia curled against me, her hair spread around her like spun copper.

Our treehouse.

I like the way that sounds, and a smile spreads across my face.

Her claiming mark – sure enough, a little tornado, dances across her pale skin. Last night feels like a dream, but the mark proves it was real. She's mine. Finally, truly, undeniably, mine.

And I am hers.

I smile again. A real smile. The kind that goes soul deep.

A sound from below makes my ears prick up. Footsteps on the stairs.

"Dad? I'm back!"

Nine hells.

So much for sleeping in.

"Mia," I whisper urgently, shaking her shoulder. "Wake up! Whisper's home!"

She blinks awake, momentarily confused. "What-? I had the weirdest dream... wait..."

"Wake up!... come on. Quick, hide-" But before I can finish, Whisper appears in the doorway. To my shock though, he looks entirely unfazed by the situation.

"Morning guys. Hi, Ms. Mia.”

His matter-of-fact tone elicits a little laugh from Mia from her hiding not-so-creative hiding spot under the sheets.

For once I am not sure how to respond. I am not exactly sure how to handle this new, slightly more, I don’t know, confident Whisper. It must be evident on my face.

“Dad, seriously?" He rolls his eyes. "I assumed she stayed over. I'm ten, not a youngling anymore. I know all about these things."

"Well... I see, of course ... that is..." I stammer, but Whisper's already moved on.

"Can we have pancakes? Scamper's mom made French toast, but your pancakes are way better."

And just like that, we're a family having breakfast. Mia, wrapped in one of my shirts that hangs to her knees, teaches Whisper her special pancake-flipping technique while I try to process how natural this all feels.

As they mix batter and pour it onto the griddle, conversation naturally turns to last night's performance. The pride in Whisper's voice is unmistakable as he describes how the younglings came together, how they practiced in secret.

"You should have seen Rowan's face when we first tried the harmonies," he tells Mia, carefully tilting the pan like she showed him. "And then when the witchlings figured out how to time the lights with the music..."

"You organized all that yourself?" I can't hide my amazement.

He shrugs, but I can see the smile he's trying to contain. "I could have only done it because of you, Ms. Mia. I mean obviously. You showed us how to blend our sounds together."

The way Mia beams at him, you'd think she'd just been given all the treasures in Fablewood. For that matter, I probably have a similar expression on my face.

I almost have to pinch myself to believe I am not dreaming. But, no it’s all real. My new reality. My son and my mate, laughing together in the morning light.

"You need more spin. It’s all in the wrist, " she instructs, as they focus back on making breakfast. She demonstrates what looks like a perfect pancake flip. "See? It’s an art unto itself!"

"Everything's art with you," Whisper teases, but his grin is fond.

Watching them together, my chest feels too full for words. After losing Shellyn, I never thought I'd have this again - this sense of wholeness, of family. Somehow, I know this is exactly what she would want for me – and for our son. A new level of peace and gratitude settles over me. It’s just incredible. Somehow this tiny hurricane of a human has brought music and laughter back into our lives.

And from the look on Whisper's face as he successfully lands his first pancake flip, I'd say he's just as happy about it as I am.
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Later at the Bullhorn, I can barely believe how different everything feels. The tavern buzzes with excitement as monsters discuss last night's performance and what it means for Fablewood. Even the sasquatch council members, who I'd expected to be furious about the evening’s events seem transformed. Where yesterday there were stern faces and bristling fur, today I see genuine smiles and animated discussions.

Stonefur, who just days ago was ready to ban humans entirely, now gestures enthusiastically as he describes the performance to a few of the sasquatch younglings. "The way they moved!" he exclaims, actually attempting a little shoulder shimmy that makes his massive frame wobble. "And those sounds! Who knew our traditional calls could blend so beautifully with human melodies?"

Even Ridgerunner, usually the most traditional of us all, nods in agreement. "Makes you wish you were a youngling again... before we got bogged down in all these rules. No, I think it is time to embrace a little change. What are we going to do? Cover the temple up again? I don’t think so."

"Agreed,” Oakmane chimes in. "No reason we can’t open up a little bit of the sacred grounds. I believe our ancestors would approve. Well done Koda, we consider this matter resolved, and look forward to discussing this new discovery and how our people can contribute to further investigations at the next council meeting."

Just as I am thanking the group of my brethren Elowen bursts through the door, clutching the book from last night. "The temple!" she exclaims, practically vibrating with excitement. "The children's performance - their joy, their music - it must have triggered something! Look!" She lays the book on the bar, where previously blank pages now shimmer with text.

"The Society of Destined Hearts," she reads, her eyes sparkling. "That's what they called themselves. ‘A society dedicated to bringing together those fated to find love across worlds.’" She looks up at me. "Isn’t this amazing?"

“Wow, well, looks like we finally have a name for this mysterious secret society now. Have you told the girls yet?” My mind begins to wonder what this could mean.

“Nope, I just found that part... but I can’t wait to plan our next move!”

As if summoned by her words, the elders appear. It seems everyone has been positively electrified by the show last night.

Although I have a short list that will need to put in a little work to get back on my good side...

Faelar steps forward first, looking appropriately contrite I am pleased to see. "Chief Koda, we owe you - and your mate - our deepest apologies."

“And my friends and their mates I believe,” I point out, doing my best not to gloat. It’s not really Faelar’s fault he is so easily swayed by the others around him. Still, gotta make him squirm a little.

But. even Luminara nods, though she looks like she's swallowing something sour. Something very sour. Oakenheart merely grunts, but coming from him, that's practically gushing. Tree people aren’t known for their oratory skills after all.

"We were wrong," Faelar continues. "About everything. We promise to make it right."

“We all make mistakes, Elder, but, um, I am getting a little feeling of Déjà vu here... please tell me you’re not going to flip tomorrow and find a new reason to be upset with us next week...”

“No, no, no... I am looking forward to working together moving forward. I must say this temple discovery is most exciting!”

The tavern door swings open again, and this time it's Whisper who enters.

The Bullhorn is absolutely bustling today.

There's a new confidence in his stride that makes my chest swell with pride. Several young female sasquatch wave from their table, giggling behind their hands.

"Would you look at that," Zoe says to Mia, as her and Olivia and their mates come in from the bier garden. "Seems like someone's got admirers."

"Our little star," Mia agrees, beaming. "Hey, and where have you guys been?" she asks, turning to Olivia.

"Oh, just fixing the fairy lights in the bier garden," Olivia responds, giving Whisper a mock stern look. "Someone's re-installation... was less than professional..."

Whisper shifts, looking sheepish. "Sorry... we did our best to put them back like they were...”

"No worries, just playing with ya, kiddo," Olivia teases with a smile.

Murk, who's been listening nearby, chuckles. "Speaking of our young performer, I heard you had quite the spark about you last night. I can’t believe I missed it!”

“Somehow I think you will get another chance to see the younglings put on a show,” I say, smiling at Mia.

“Of course he will!” She replies, lighting up. “That ‘spark’ was just the beginning!”

So much is happening in the tavern, I almost miss seeing Mary Poppins saunter over to Mia's feet. My mate scoops up her cat with a delighted laugh.

"Look at us, Poppylicious!" she coos. "We both found our mates!" Right on cue, Othrix pads over, earning a playful eye roll from Thokk. "Though yours seems to have quite the reputation as a ladies' man..."

"The Slayer of Tiny Beasts has many admirers, it is true. But only one mate. Those two are inseparable." Thokk rumbles, but there's no hiding his amusement.

"Speaking of tiny beasts," Kalen cuts in, turning to Whisper. "What do you say we finally get that Cubicles and Chihuahuas campaign started? I think you've more than earned it after last night's performance." He glances at me. "What do you say, Chief? Maybe let the kid skip his homework for once? We can play this afternoon."

A laugh erupts from deep within my chest. “Maybe just this once...”

The smile that lights up his face makes my heart swell.

"But you have to do it tomorrow then," Mia adds with a wink, and I can't help but grin. My little tempest seems to be learning some balance as well.

The tavern door swings open yet again, only this time it’s Finn who strides in, travel pack slung over his shoulder, his satyr's hooves clicking on the wooden floor. "Hey all! Miss me?”

For a moment he just pauses as he takes in the lively scene, perhaps not accustomed to being the center of attention himself.

"Don't take this wrong, brother, but I've been a bit preoccupied," I chuckle. "But looks like you have been off on one of your adventures?"

"Spot on you are my big hairy friend," he grins, slinging off his pack before twirling a horn tip for dramatic effect. "And I have returned with presents. For the ladies..." With a flourish, he produces a few multicolored little sacks. "Some might call them... magic beans?"

Zoe and Olivia gasp in unison. "Coffee!"

"How did you-" Mia starts, but Finn just winks.

"A rogue never reveals his secrets...”

"We could set up a little coffee stand," Mia suggests excitedly. "Right outside here!”

“Hmm,” Zoe responds, “Not sure I want to see a bunch of monsters on their first caffeine high...”

"Seriously though," Finn interrupts, "what's got everyone so worked up? This Bullhorn is practically jumpin’!"

As the others fill him in on the show and Elowen's discoveries about the "Society of Destined Hearts," I pull Mia closer, still amazed at how perfectly she fits against me.

“Wait... so you are saying our town is full of secret portals? And that these portals connect to the human world...? Do tell me more...” Finn is suddenly very interested.

“Actually, they could connect to who knows where else!” Elowen pipes up!

“Easy there... let’s not give our resident bon vivant any ideas... we still have no idea how to really access or even control them...”

“I hope there’s one that goes to Hawaii!” Zoe interjects. “I’ve always wanted to go.

“Well, I would settle for Monstertown,” I add. “Would make visiting our relatives a lot easier...”

Mia turns to her friend, Zoe. "I just can’t get over all this. I mean... who knew working at your aunt's estate would lead you – would lead us – here!”

“I know right? She says?”

“Well, I, for one, am glad you did!” I say. “Cause, it brought you to me.” I pull Mia in for another kiss, relishing the way she feels at my side.

“Fate would have brought us together, one way or another furbaby.”

I don’t argue, because I know she is right.

I pull her in for yet another kiss, this time a little awkwardly, unintentionally pulling at her dress...

“Oh my god, you got your mark!” Zoe suddenly gushes.

Zoe and Olivia crowd around to admire the black and white tornado.

“When will it color in like yours? Does that take a few days, or what?” Mia queries innocently.

"Ooh, just wait till you see what comes next," Zoe teases.

Looking around the tavern - at my friends, my son, my mate - I feel something I haven't experienced in years: completeness. Mia catches my eye and smiles that smile that first captured my heart, even if I was too stubborn to admit it then.

Nine hells, but I'm the luckiest sasquatch in all of Fablewood.


EPILOGUE 1 - MIA


Spring sunlight bathes the town square as a chorus of young voices rises above the usual morning bustle. Monster children of all kinds are practicing for a new show we have been working on, their natural abilities blending in ways that would have been unthinkable just months ago. Pixie wings create crystal chimes while young trolls tap out complex rhythms on hollow logs. A group of sasquatch younglings harmonize, their traditional calls weaving through the melody.

I almost have to pinch myself.

This is all real.

And in the center of it all stands Koda’s son – our son - no longer Whisper, but now proudly calling himself "Spark."

"I have to admit, the name fits him," Thokk rumbles, fighting a grin as we walk along, making our way to the Bullhorn.

"Oh, it sure does!" I laugh, “It spread immediately, like wildfire you might say,” I laugh again. As soon as Murk called him that, it just stuck.”

Koda grumbles, "It's just until he's sixteen. Then he'll get his proper adult name."

I catch the mischievous glint in his eye. "Oh? Like you did? Speaking of childhood names..."

"Don't even think about it," he warns, but I can’t resist.

"Fluffy?" I whisper, and Koda growls playfully. “Was it Thokk or Kalen who told you? They will pay,” he says with a mock scowl.

I dodge Koda's attempt to grab me, teasing, "Don't worry, Fluffy. Your secret's safe with me."

“So, this is the place?” Zoe and Olivia interrupt our banter, as they look up at the old storefront we're considering for the youth arts center.

“This is it,” Koda says proudly. “Just needs a little paint... and maybe a few extra beams to hold up the roof,” he adds with a smile.

"I think it’s perfect," Olivia announces. "And there's room next door for a café too."

"Thank the gods for Finn," Zoe adds. "But we are gonna need to talk about getting a steady supply."

Koda shakes his head. "You humans and your coffee."

“Like monsters don’t have vices?” I say teasingly.

“None that you’ll ever find out about!” he jokes back.

“Oh, we’ll see about that,” I laugh stroking his strong furry arm. But I can see he's already mentally calculating renovation costs.

Manly men stuff.

“I guess we should go get ready,” I say to Koda as he continues to survey the storefront.

“You think so!” We’ll see you there! This is so exciting!” Zoe beams.

[image: ]


Holy magical wonderland!

I can barely believe my eyes as I take in what they’ve done with the beer garden. Kalen's fairy lights have been woven through what looks like a thousand blooming vines, creating a sparkling canopy overhead. Did they raid every flower shop in twenty miles?

Do they even have flower shops here?

Wherever they came from, the effect is breathtaking.

"Wow, they really went all out," I whisper to Koda, whose specially-oiled fur practically gleams in the twinkling light. He looks like some kind of majestic fairy tale beast...

I guess he kinda is... but he’s my beast.

Just the sight of the intimate gathering makes my heart swell - Zoe and Olivia with their mates, little Spark practically bouncing with excitement, and all our friends who helped make this possible.

"Ready to make it official?" Elowen asks, eyes twinkling as she takes her place before us. Her silver hair catches the light, making her look properly witchy.

"Born ready," I say, adjusting my flower crown. Koda squeezes my hand.

. "Dearly beloved monsters, mythical beings, and... one very special human," she begins with a wink.

As she speaks about fate and destiny and love that bridges worlds, my eyes scan amongst this magical place, and all my new magical friends.

I realize my human friends are pretty magical too.

My heart is full to bursting as I give Zoe and Olivia a wink.

But my eyes keep coming back to my big teddy bear. He catches my eye and gives me that soft smile that makes my knees weak.

"Under the eyes of the ancients, and the all-that-is," Elowen's voice rings out, "I now pronounce you Sasquatch and wife!"

The crowd erupts in cheers of "Huzzah!" as Koda pulls me into a kiss.

And it’s almost immediate.

Suddenly, warmth blooms across my chest. It can only be one thing.

With all eyes on me, I can’t help but look down as my claiming mark bursts into vibrant color.

“Haha!” I cry out in delight as it finally reveals itself... it’s not just a tornado, it’s as if the tornado has sucked up a rainbow full of sparkles!

“Isn’t it pretty!” I can’t help but gush.

"Just like you," Koda rumbles softly. "Beautiful, wild, and kinda unstoppable."

I beam up at him through happy tears. "I love you, my big fuzzy teddy bear."

And I love you my little whirlwind.

As I turn, I am surrounded with love on every side. New friends and magical adventures await us both. I can’t wait for whatever will come next for my friend and I.

But mostly I can’t wait to spend forever with my furbaby.


EPILOGUE 2 - AMANDA


"Well, I guess like everything else around here – increasingly – I will just handle this myself.”

I am losing it.

“Talking to myself.”

I just did it again.

I head down the hall of the soon to be Winthrop House Museum – that’s just a working title of course. We still need to test other potential names... The Winthrop Galleries, maybe The Charlotte Winthrop Collections. Whatever will bring in the funds to get this place in shape to attract the crème de la crème.

This will not be some backwoods rinky-dink sideshow. Nope, Zoe’s Great Aunt Charlotte’s pile of old-world goodies is gonna be my ticket to big league New York fundraising, grant writing... who knows where from there.

I glance at a portrait of the old girl as I pass it. One of my favorite’s actually. The image shows Charlotte in her classic adventuring gear, one hand on her hip as she grins at the camera.

"You were definitely a woman who knew what you wanted – and how to get it.”

Damnit, still talking to myself.

And why not?

With Zoe, Olivia, and now Mia all mysteriously vanished, and no help from the incompetent temp agency, I’ve practically been sleeping here, just to keep the soon-to-be museum on track this week. As I continue down the hall, I glance in one of the exquisite wall mirrors, giving myself a once over.

Ugg. My perfect French twist is falling apart. And my cute little jacket looks like it might have some coffee on the lapel.

Great.

Not that it matters. No one here to impress anyhow. Certainly not Douche-bag Dan...

Ewww.

I push away the nagging thought that there has been a pronounced lack of men to impress for quite some time.

Yeah, like for forever.

Shh. When I get to New York, it will all be different.

Right.

I stand up straighter at the thought.

Yes, I just need to put in the work.

Who needs men anyhow.

I quickly duck into Olivia’s office to grab the Collections report I need before returning to my own desk.

Okay, let’s do this.

As I scan the report in search of eye catching items I can feature in my pitch to donors I spot something rather intriguing.

“Olivia? Why didn’t you tell me we still have whole rooms that have not yet been cataloged?” I mutter, already imagining the possibilities.

How am I supposed to sell the dream here, when no one tells me anything?

The reference leads me to one of the mustier rooms in the east wing.

I flick the light switch to enter, but of course it doesn’t work. Wonderful...

Of course, cause a light that works would be too easy. Seems everything around here has to be an adventure.

Hey, you never know, this room might just hold the key to securing the big fish donors that could really fast-track the Charlotte Winthrop Collection...

I chuckle. That is my favorite name at the moment.

I peer into the dim room, letting my eyes adjust. The faint light filtering through grimy windows reveals shapes of crates and boxes, and... is that a massive candle on the table?

Well, would you look at that.

Fishing in my purse, I find a book of matches from some overpriced cocktail bar downtown. As I strike one, the flickering light reveals ornate lettering on the candle's base: "S.D.H."

Below that I make out part of an inscription” Light me-“

Wiping away more grime, I make out the rest: "Light me and all will be illuminated."

Well, someone had a sense of humor...

Funny. And useful.

I strike the match...

Thank so much for reading Mia and Koda’s story! I will soon be hard at work on Amanda’s story, of course. You know what’s gonna happen when she lights that candle, right?

In the meantime, if you haven’t read Books One and Two in this series, (Zoe and Olivia’s stories), please check them out!

If you have, then maybe check out this other story in the Mates of Monstertown series. It is actually the first book in this universe. It’s a story I did with Cynthia Wilde...

Get Troll Charming here on Amazon

Forget the frog—I kissed a troll and liked it...

One minute I'm dying of thirst. The next, I'm cradled in muscular green arms.

My savior is seven feet tall, built like a god, and definitely not human. He's also looking at me like I'm his long-lost treasure.

Now I'm trapped in a hidden village of magical creatures. Where humans are public enemy number one.

I should be terrified. Instead, I'm falling hard for my forbidden prince.

Can a curvy human and a hunky troll find their happily ever after? Or will this fantasy romance go up in flames?

[image: A Handsome Green Troll embracing a content looking young woman]


Get Troll Charming here on Amazon!

[image: ]


Or you can check out the Dragons of the First Flight in Shifters of the Wellsprings by clicking here!
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