Greg wasn't sure. He was definitely sure how he felfiI ‘
about Sush, but he wasn't sure if those feelings
would be accepted by his little sweetheart. Still, he
wanted to give this a chance.

Sush was more nervous about meeting the pup than
she was about meeting the other octopuses on her
first day as a hunter-in-training. She unpacked her
clothes the previous day and had been going

through her options so long that she and Greg didn't
have time for sex.

Greg was on his routined call with Enora as he

watched Sush swap one shirt for another on the bed,
pondered, then swapped the pants for another pair
of pants. Brows arched deep like she was trying to
crack a code, she then brought the shoes she
intended to wear and placed them at the foot of the
bed, then swapped the shirt again.

Enora excitedly told Greg that she wanted to share a
secret with him the next day. At the end of briefing
her uncle on her day, she then asked about his day,
and he had to clear his throat before admittinghe
was bringing someone to her archery competition.




~ Though sounding less upset, Enora was nonetheless-. “,
skeptical, her earlier eagerness to see him the next
day was now fogged with conflict. And it was the
first time Lucy didn't have to remind her about
needing to hang up for bedtime. She tried to sound
normal when she bid her uncle goodnight, but a
pup’s acting could only go so far.

Greg linked the queen right after, practically
confessing to upsetting Enora. Lucy assured him that
she and Xandar would take care of it.

At the dining table, Enora numbly welcomed the
apple and pomegranate flavored ice-cream her
father was bringing to her mouth as she sat on his
lap, eyes downcast, facing her tiny hands on
Xandar's much larger one as her mind wandered.
Her parents repeatedly told her that it wasn't going
to be Izabella, and suggested she might feel
differently about her uncle’s mystery guest.

Ken climbed out of bed when he found the lights in.
the corridor still on and followed the scent of hi

something akin to injustice and a
his mother s voice rang throug
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[ice-cream, gettmg a scoop and pu‘(’éil
a bowl before seating him on her lap as he d
‘wooden spoon and rushed through the cold, cr
dessert. \}

Reida came next, frightened by the thunder that
came out of nowhere outside her window before
rain fell. The eldest princess would normally go to
her parents room and climb on her father's side of
the bed if she needed to feel safe, but like her
brother, her nose led her to the kitchen and Xandar
got out the peppermint and blueberry tub, repeating
the process in another bowl, planting his eldest on

the other side of his lap, holding his girls like a proud
father.

The pups rambled on about school and classmates
when Enora murmured that their uncle was bringing
a stranger. Reida choked and Ken dropped his
spoon. A modicum of relief entered the youngest
pup’s eyes when her siblings shared her pessimism,
her mother getting her sister a glass of water. Only il
when the choking stop did the room mellow fmm.li 3l
panicked state.

Before any debate, discussion or argumem @J -
unfold Xandar hastlly placed Enora on st




ayed behind to wipe the ice-cream stains off |
oor with Lucy, then admired the clean floor with
a proud smile as his mother washed the bowls and
spoons, holding her hand afterward as she flipped
off the lights and walked him to his room, tucking
him into bed and kissing him goodnight again,
leaving when his father's figure appeared at the door.

###

The skepticism remained even in the morning. The
pups began wondering what Sush would look like,
whether she'd be as creepy as “that woman" and
whether her fingers would be as cold.

Lucy sighed, meeting Xandar’s concerned gaze, and
instead of telling her children to "be nice” like she
did with Izabella, she said, "Be honest with your
uncle about his guest, but also remember to be fair
and be kind.”

“Yes, Mommy,” the pups chorused, albeit reluctantly.

If Enora had it her way, she wouldn't want to meet
anyone new at all. So when she saw her uncle at the
kindergarten archery range with a brown-skinned
woman, she surprised herself when curiosity
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