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      Lilja pounced. He knew that his sister must be somewhere behind the fern. She couldn’t escape him this time. His black tail flew behind him as he jumped, ears up and teeth bared, huge paws flailing in front of him. To his surprise his sister was not behind the large plant and he fell through the air, rolling onto the ground.

      The wolf pup stood up expectantly. He scanned the forest quickly, realizing he had been tricked. He froze and all his training leapt out of his mind. At that precise moment a silver mass flew at him, tackling him to the ground and pinning him, white fangs and teeth at his throat.

      He felt the mockery of defeat looming ever closer. If it had been a real battle she would have already delivered the killing blow. But he hadn’t been beaten just yet.

      Lilja pushed his sister off of him and tumbled into her, swirling in a mass of fur and fang. Lottie may be smarter, he thought inside his mind. Craftier and faster too. But when it comes to the real rough fighting, I can win. I’m stronger than her. He pushed Lottie onto the ground and had his teeth at her neck. But he got too cocky, and Lottie could sense it. Using this she flailed her legs and kicked Lilja’s paws out from underneath him. He fell onto the ground. Within seconds she was up and the position had switched yet again. They scrabbled for a bit longer but it was no use. Lottie had gained the upper hand.

      When he surrendered she backed off slowly and let him up. He sat up and looked at her, a little sour from being beaten twice.

      “That was low what you did, tricking me like that,” she said, staring disdainfully at Lilja. “I had already beaten you.”

      Lilja smiled, pulling his lips back and baring his white teeth in a way so that he looked like he was laughing. “I saw an advantage, and I took it.”

      “It was still low.” Lottie shook her head and started walking up the path to the large clearing. Around her, trunks with many colors clambered to the clouds, hundreds of feet high. Uneven paths were marked by yellow grass and spring shoots, and they had to jump over patterned seedlings such as acorns that were the size of their heads. They kept on running into more and more flowers, trying not to step on them as they passed, enjoying their sweet scent.

      Spring was beginning to bloom. The air smelled like fresh pine and rain. They crawled under a fern the size of a normal tree and slid down a purple colored rock, skipping over a few mud puddles afterwards.

      Lilja followed Lottie, walking to her right and being ever watchful. It wasn’t safe living alone, even if the Verinian Forest was the best place that they could be. Lilja wondered what could have happened if they both had stayed near their own territory. Maybe their missing pack would have come back. They would have been taken care of by all those older than they. But they chose to run away in the darkness of the night. Little ones, the adults had always called them...

      But we’re not so little anymore, thought Lilja, gazing at his sister. We’re almost twelve moons old. Soon we’ll be fully grown. No one will dare challenge us, and we won’t have to hide from our enemies, for they will hide from us. We will be the strongest wolves in all the Lands.

      That happy thought was enough to swell him up with pride. He thought of the hard first days of their escape from the pack. They were always hungry. Hunting was hard without an elder there to teach them how. There were too many nights where there was barely enough to eat. He remembered licking his wounds after he and Lottie had chased a foe out of his dwellings or huddling together under any type of brush, if they had lost the battle. There were many nights they wondered if they should go back home. But they were so lost that they couldn’t go back even if they truly wanted to.

      After being away from home for so long, things became easier. The pups were skilled hunters from having to learn on their own, and knew things about the prey that few other wolves did. Their coats were thick from the harsh weather, and they rarely ever lost a battle. The siblings were amazing in combat together. Apart wolves were formidable, but together they worked as one, joining together to become a force that was to be reckoned with. Despite their strengths however, the two cubs were still fighting for their lives out here. Everyday each pup woke up having to wonder if they were still going to be alive the next morning.

      They came to a little creek of water and stopped for a drink. As they quenched their thirst, Lottie looked into the water and stared at their reflections. Gazing back at her were two wolf pups of the same size, with very large paws and two very bushy tails. Lilja’s midnight fur was sleek and shiny, and glistened in the morning light, while her silver fur stood out against the forest brush.

      Lilja’s brown eyes were cast down into the water. Lottie peered into her own, pondering the strangeness once again of the deep brown of her right eye, and the odd pale blue of her left. Two differently colored eyes. Other creatures had often wondered how Lilja and Lottie had known how to tell the difference between one color from another, as canines were color-blind, but Lottie remembered how her mother had taught them what each color looked like and how to tell the difference using the various tints of grays, whites, and blacks.

      Lottie looked up, always making sure that she knew her surroundings. Something caught the corner of her eye. She took a closer look and gasped as she noticed something plummeting to the ground. It was a small black dot in the distance, and it seemed to be falling fast. “Lilja,” Lottie said as the dot faded into the trees. “What do you suppose...”

      The dot hit the ground with a colossal BOOM, sending shock waves throughout the earth. Birds started screaming as animals everywhere ran for cover. The two wolf pups ran as fast as they could until they were far away from the small creek, taking cover under a few large bushes. Panting, Lottie turned to Lilja and exclaimed, “What was that?’

      “I don’t know,” said a perplexed Lilja slowly. “Maybe a sky rock?”

      “Or something more dangerous,” she suggested.

      The twins gazed at the sky. It wasn’t until Lottie suggested they keep moving that Lilja tore his eyes away. His paws clattered along the dirt and grass as the giant trees waved around him. Lilja led the way this time, his tail dragging along the small boulders they climbed over and his fur ruffling with the sound of the wind.

      They walked along for a while until Lilja’s stomach started to rumble. “Hey,” he said, turning his head towards his sister, “You hungry? I bet I could fetch us a quick bite.”

      She nodded. “I’m starving. It feels like we haven’t eaten in days.”

      “That’s because we haven’t,” Lilja said. He looked around for something to hunt. His eyes widened when he saw a huge brown rabbit that was trying to hide in the bushes, failing because of its massive size.

      “Hey,” he said to her, “Let’s get that rabbit. He’s almost as big as us! We might not need to eat until tomorrow night if we catch him. He’s so big he won’t have time to run.”

      Lottie nodded her agreement and they both slunk into a low crouch. They assumed the usual hunting formation; Lottie, would creep up behind the prey silently, and then would scare it into Lilja’s jaws. The wolves moved closer into their trick, every step placed as if known by heart. The rabbit stiffened, its nose sniffing the air, but Lottie and Lilja remained still until the creature was ready to move.

      Lottie sprang and the rabbit ran right into the sharp fangs of Lilja. He proudly clenched the rabbit in his jaws, raising his head high. “You got it!” Lottie said in excitement.

      Lilja chuckled. But then he felt his jaw begin to open, and not of his own accord. He wondered what was going on. Lilja looked down at the rabbit and realized that it was growing.

      He dropped the rabbit in alarm. The twins stared with widened eyes as they watched the beast twist and turn in the air. The rabbit’s cotton tail soon grew long and spiked, growing a tip in the shape of a menacing arrowhead. Its furry body stretched and became enormous and scaly, the trees uprooting around them as the creature’s back reached their tops. Its head became reptilian, its long ears turning into two elegant horns, the four legs growing claws that looked sharper than swords. The eyes were golden yellow. Lastly, the rabbit’s back began sprouting giant, bat-like wings with a spike at the tip. Lottie and Lilja quivered in fear at the humongous creature. The rabbit had grown into a young, green dragon.

      The dragon gave a roar that shook the trees, demanding silence. The pups couldn’t run, for they knew the dragon would easily catch up. Their only option was to surrender. Lottie and Lilja bowed their heads as low as they would go, hoping that the dragon would spare them.

      The dragon growled, showing its sharp teeth. “Arise,” he mumbled, smoke furling out of his mouth. Shaking, the pups got to their feet and looked up at the dragon.

      “Why did you try to catch me?” it asked in a deep, male undertone. His voice was mysterious and powerful, and it echoed around the clearing that the dragon had created. Lottie and Lilja stayed silent.

      “Why did you try to catch me?” he asked again, louder this time.

      It took all the courage Lilja had to stammer; “We...we were hungry.”

      “Hungry?” echoed the dragon. “Can’t you feel the life of the prey around you? Why did you hunt me, going against your own instincts?”

      “You’re a Changer!” Lottie bursted out. “I can’t believe it!”

      The dragon smiled, showing his pearly daggers. “It is as you say.”

      Lilja was filled with awe. A Changer! A being of the skies, Changers were creatures that could change into any animal at any time, though most Changers stuck to one main form. They were stronger and more intelligent than any other creature alive. Changers were very rare, even rumored extinct, and for anyone to see it in their lifetime was miraculous. Lilja was amazed by the great privilege that had been bestowed upon him and Lottie.

      “What do you mean, instincts?” asked Lottie, looking at the Changer.

      The Changer dropped his head until his glassy eye was staring into their souls. “If you had paid attention to your feelings instead of listening to your growling bellies, you would have felt that a Changer was nearby. You would have strayed somewhere else.”

      “Oh,” said Lottie in a small voice. “We’re sorry.”

      The dragon looked amused. “Do not worry yourselves. You are very young.” He went to move on, but before he could do so Lottie yelled, “Wait!”

      The dragon paused and looked back at her. “Yes?” he asked.

      Lottie bowed once again, and Lilja had a feeling she was being a bit of a show-off. Without looking up she said, “With deepest respect, may I ask what your name is?”

      The dragon looked a little surprised. He quickly hid it behind a strong mask of indifference and said, “Ionan.”

      “Ionan,” whispered Lottie with small wonder. She rose to her feet as she asked, “Where is your Accompany?”

      

      The breeze tickled his tan skin, strangely warm for such an early spring. The wind ruffled both the tall emerald grass and his black hair and he sat up, trying to get his bearings as his head swam around him. His strong muscles contracted and his bright golden eyes opened slowly. He put a hand to his head slowly and winced. Ouch…that was a nasty fall. Good thing he had managed to grab that branch on the way down or he could have broken his neck. Couldn’t say the same for the tree though…his strength had uprooted the thing on the way down.

      After he was sure nothing was broken, he rose to his feet. What exactly had happened? He looked down and moaned as he saw the state of his clothes. His pants were now even dirtier than they had been for the past few days. His weathered boots were scuffed from the branches and his baggy, long-sleeved white shirt was the worst for the wear, as the trees he had hit had caused it to snag on the way down. He couldn’t wear it like this...he would have to find someone to fix it. As he stared at the empty forest, he frowned. It looked like there was nobody around, so he was going to have to fix the shirt himself. It would look terrible, but oh well. It wasn’t like he never had worn patched clothing before, right? It was only for the past few years he had nice things. Ionan wouldn’t like it very much, but he would live.

      He was over six feet tall so he thought he would be able to survey his surroundings easily. But everything in this forest seemed to be huge, as indicated by the giant trees. As he saw where he was, a great wave of dread ran him through. Of all the places to crash...only one human settlement in the Lands, and he had to land right by. Or was it really a human settlement? He had never really paid that much attention in class back home…Ionan had always been the smart one. He started walking, taking steps in deep strides. If he was silent, he could sneak back into the forest and quickly find his Changer before he was discovered. He thought he could make it without being caught. Four years of military training had to count for something. Then he heard the brush crackle nearby, and before he could halt, something crashed into him.

      Still he stood. He didn’t stumble, but the thing was sent sprawling three feet onto its back. He looked down at it and gasped. Lying on the ground was a creature with a pair of brilliant eyes that stared intensely into his.
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      The eyes were pink. It was a strange color for a human but he thought nothing of it. He had spent little time in The Lands so he had no clue on how to tell the difference between male and female humans. He/she was a lot shorter than him, and it was wearing a brown dress cut unusually short, with no shoes on its bare feet. Its hair was a vibrant green and was cut in layers around its small ears, with snow white skin and a curvaceous body. It was around his and Ionan’s age, twenty two, but it could have been as young as nineteen. Butterfly-like white wings flickered once from its back, and then vanished. He couldn’t remember if humans were supposed to have wings or not.

      The human in front of him got off the ground and brushed off its dress. “Watch where you’re going! Didn’t you see I’m walking?”

      “No,” he answered truthfully. He was at least a foot taller than the human, so he had looked right over it. “Who are you, and what is your name?”

      “What kind of a stupid question is that?” it snapped back angrily, eyes flashing.

      He was taken aback. This creature had an attitude. “Well, I uh…I don’t…what is your name?” he repeated again, stumbling through his words.

      “Kiatana Abrilion Shaman,” it said. “And if you think you can come in here and whack me around you’ve got another thing coming.” It placed a hand on the dagger tied to its belt.

      “I would never dream of hurting you, what have you done to me?” he said in surprise. He saw the anger in the human’s eyes vanish, only to be replaced with wariness. “My name is Keota Morimoti. I must know, are you male or female?’

      “I’m a girl,” she said in a tone that implied he was an idiot for not knowing.

      “Thank you. That was very informative to me,” he nodded, smiling at her. She looked at him blankly, and then started to walk away.

      “Hey! Where are you going?” Keota asked, starting forward.

      “Away from you,” she retorted. She began to walk a little faster but her short legs were no match for his long strides. She moved over the instant he was next to her.

      “What do you mean?” he said in a confused voice. “I’m stranded! I might need a little help…”

      “Too bad,” she said in a sharp voice. “The farther apart we are from each other, the better.”

      She really seemed to mean it. Maybe she was diseased…it would surely explain her odd behavior and the strange color in her eyes. He didn’t want to be walking next to a sick person. “Why are your eyes pink?” he questioned abruptly.

      “Excuse me?” She turned around and met his gaze, her one hand on her hip. Her eyes  were almost hypnotizing. He couldn’t pull away from her stare, but even so, he backed away.

      “Your eyes are pink. They look kind of funny if you ask me. I just want to know why. Are you sick?”

      “The same reason that your eyes are gold. They just are. And unless you mean I’m mentally incompetent like you, no, I’m fine,” she said.

      A small bird came zooming past his head and landed on Kiatana’s shoulder.  “Hello Scarlet.” She greeted the small animal and gave it a few seeds from her pocket, ignoring Keota completely.

      “Hello Kiatana,” the little bird said anxiously, hopping up and down. “I don’t have time for seeds today. The forest needs you! Some strange creature has moved in and is prancing around like he owns the place. You have to put a stop to it. If you don’t the wolves are going to kill the thing!”

      Kiatana sighed, as if this was something she dealt with on a regular basis instead of a onetime occasion. She rolled her eyes and flung out her hand carelessly. “Lead the way Scarlet,” she grumbled. She paused to look around at Keota. She sighed once again. “Well, are you coming, or are you just going to stay here? Heaven knows every weakling that comes along into my forest I’m volunteered to look after.”

      Keota ran after her. “You could understand him? The bird?”

      “Of course I could. I understand all the animals. They are my only friends in this pathetic place that I am forced to call home.” Kiatana spat into the bushes.

      “You don’t like it here?” Keota said, even more surprised that she didn’t like living in such a beautiful place.

      “When’d you figure that out, Mister Intelligence?” Kia said as they climbed over logs and streams. “I’ve been stuck here since before I could wipe the drool from my chin. I just wish I could fly away to somewhere new and never have to see this stupid place again…but why does it matter to you?” Ignoring him once again, she called out to Scarlet, “So what is this thing’s name or does the beast simply not have one to our knowledge?”

      “I don’t know. Those little wolf pups found him and keep calling him a Changer but I highly doubt that. Changers no longer exist. They went extinct hundreds of years ago,” Scarlet said snobbishly.

      “I have to disagree with that one,” Keota said. “There’s about a million of them back where I come from.”

      “Where do you come from? I’ve never seen you around,” Kiatana asked. Her hand was on the dagger again.

      Keota looked away. “I needed to get away from home for a long time…I don’t think I’m going back.”

      “Why not?” Kiatana said.

      “I was in the army back in Nesting’s Haven, that’s where I live. Ever heard of it?”

      “Not really,” she said quickly.

      “It’s really far from here, not anything like this place. It’s an enormous dead volcano and we all live inside, it’s tropical and has lots of beaches…” Keota went quiet as he realized Kiatana was staring at him. “Sorry, I’m sort of rambling. Anyway I was in the army and we sort of got into trouble...”

      “Whatever. I don’t want to hear your life story, I get the picture,” Kiatana said, cutting him off. Scarlet continued to lead them until they came to a large clearing. In the clearing were many animals from all over the forest. They were all circled around a dragon that seemed to be telling a story of some kind.

      “Ionan! There you are! Are you okay?” Keota said instantly as he recognized his friend. He ran to the dragon’s side and instantly began checking him for injuries.

      “I fare well, do you?” Ionan asked. “It was quite a nasty fall we had.”

      “I’m fine,” Keota said, but Ionan looked him over as well.

      “You know this monster?” Kiatana asked Keota, her face turning red.

      “Of course, he’s my Changer,” Keota said, laying a hand on Ionan’s side.

      “Your Changer?” her eyes widened. “You’re an Accompany?”

      “Yes, super tall and super strong, with the ability to communicate with my Changer through mental pictures. What did you think I was?” He smiled quirkily.

      Kiatana’s face convulsed into such a snarl that Keota couldn’t believe it was possible for a person to look so mean. She gnashed her teeth and said, “Then that changes everything. All of my creatures get over here right now! You too, Lottie and Lilja.” The girl gave a stern look to the two wolf pups who were trying to hide behind Ionan’s large claws. They regretfully slunk over to her side and lied down.

      “Hey lizard breath!” Kiatana said, pointing a finger at the dragon, who brought his head back sharply. “This is my forest and I want you out of it right now! If you don’t get moving I’ll be forced to hurt you.”

      The dragon stared at the girl like she was a tiny bug. “I am Ionan and I don’t think a mere mortal could do much harm to me. I am a Changer you know.”

      “And I am the ruler of this forest, so get out!” she said.

      “I don’t mean to interrupt,” Keota began, not noticing the tension, “but in order to be ruler of the forest you would have to be...”

      “A fairy? No duh genius. What did you think I was, a human? With these eyes?”

      Keota didn’t know anything about humans, so her eye color had never struck him as odd, but he had been taught a little bit about fairies. Now that he thought about it fairies were naturally smaller than humans and had wings too. Their hair and eyes were oddly colored as well, and could come in any color. If she really was a fairy, it was no wonder she didn’t trust him. He had trespassed on her realm, the area she had authority over. If things went wrong with the land or the animals, it was entirely her fault.

      Kiatana wasn’t letting him out of her sight for a minute. She instead stepped closer to Keota, her finger still up, beginning to poke it into his chest. “Listen here you. I’m a forest fairy and this is my forest. If that thing belongs to you, then you need to get it and you both need to leave.”

      “You need to hold your tongue,” Ionan threatened, taking a warning step closer. Kiatana waved a hand at him in irritation, not bothering to turn her head.

      “If you are a fairy then why are you living so close to humans? They could catch you at any time, you know. Humans kill fairies. You’re lucky they haven’t eaten you yet!” Keota gasped.

      “You actually think that humans still exist,” Kiatana rolled her eyes. “They all died off years ago. That settlement is a bunch of abandoned old houses.  The other fairies and all the animals are all that’s left of the world.”

      Keota gave her a confused look. Ionan stepped in and said, “Keota, stand up for yourself! Tell this tiny speck to leave us alone!”

      “You really are an idiot aren’t you?” Kiatana said, pushing the boundaries even more. Ionan hissed a warning, but she paid him no attention.

      “No, I am not an idiot. I’ve just never been here,” he answered. He didn’t mind being insulted by her…he was used to being verbally abused anyway, and his curiosity overwhelmed his injury.

      Kiatana looked at him with distaste, and then something seemed to come to her as she stepped away and began pacing. “You’re not from around here, right? And you want to get away from your family, right?”

      “Well, I’m sort of already away…” Keota said.

      “Keota, how much did you tell her...” Ionan growled.

      “Of course we want to get away. As far away from home as possible, at least for a little bit,” Keota said quickly before Ionan could finish.

      “Well then, maybe I should give you the grand tour,” Kiatana smiled mischievously. “We both want to run away, and I don’t personally care who you are. Don’t ask me questions and I won’t ask you any. You’re the perfect excuse I need to leave. What do you think?”

      “Go for it Kiatana,” Keota answered. He realized how badly she wanted to get away by her willingness to run off with two complete strangers, especially ones whom she thought were dangerous (and ones she practically hated in the first place). “I’d be happy to see the earth all the way through.”

      Ionan shook his head. “I must object to this idea. Keota and I should go alone.”

      “Call me Kia. I hate my full name.” Kiatana said to Keota, ignoring Ionan completely. “Now come on, let’s go! I’ll just hurry up and grab some things and…”

      “Wait! You’re leaving?” a tiny voice cried out.

      It was the small bird that had spoken to Kiatana a few minutes before. He fluttered up and over the three and hovered expectantly before them.

      “Yes. He wants to see the world. What we know of it anyway,” Kia jabbed at the Accompany as if it were not obvious that he had just spoken these things a little while before.

      “You can’t leave!” the little bird burst. “If you leave the forest you’ll die! We’ll all die! I don’t want to be killed!” Scarlet sobbed. The other animals moaned in annoyance at his panic.

      “I won’t die Scarlet…I think,” Kia said. “That’s just a silly rumor.”

      “It could be true,” Scarlet shot back. Confused, Keota asked, “Excuse me, what does he mean by…”

      Kia held up her hand in his face to cut him off. “I want to leave, Scarlet. You’ve known this forever. And if I want to go, I’m going. You can come with me.”

      The bird shook his head. “Just like that?” he asked. “No supplies, no food, no idea where you are going, and not knowing how long you’re going to be gone for?” It was obvious he was scrabbling for whatever excuse he could to get her to stay.

      “I have no need to eat, and neither does my Accompany. We do not feel the weather or bodily needs as you do,” rumbled Ionan.

      “He’s right,” Keota nodded. “We never eat or sleep. We get our energy from sunlight.”

      “Well, that's just dandy for you and His Majesty here,” puffed Kia, “but I however do have to eat and sleep sometime, your Royal-ness!”

      Ionan gave her a loathing look and Keota frowned. Scarlet almost fell out of the air as he begged, “Well, can you at least prepare for whatever you’re going to be doing before you go galloping off?”

      Kia looked at him. They knew she was battling with her desire to leave immediately and the fact that she would need a decent plan. Ionan and Keota looked at her expectantly. Finally, to their disappointment and Ionan’s even greater annoyance, she said, “I guess I do have to pack. We can leave in a couple of days.”

      Kia didn’t even glance at the other two before walking back into the forest with her animals. He noticed that she rose up on her bare toes when she walked and the lightning in her pink eyes when she looked at him. Those pink eyes seemed to give his whole body a shock.

      “Ridiculous. There’s so much we could be seeing already!” Keota was shaken out of his thoughts as Ionan began to complain. “May we leave her here now? She doesn’t exactly seem like a jolly old traveling buddy. Come now, let us go.”

      “We’re not leaving without her, Ionan. That would be mean,” Keota said to his Changer in a reprimanding tone.

      “And she was just so polite to you back there? She’s as welcoming as the outside of a cactus,” Ionan said, snorting.

      “Enough,” Keota ordered. “We’re going with her, and that’s an order.”

      Ionan sniffed, smoke furling out of his nostrils. “Absurd...silly bodily needs…” Angrily he changed into a brown hawk and flew up into the trees to pout. Keota watched him leave, then followed the path Kia had taken, wondering what mysterious items fairies took with them when traveling.

      

      All the other animals had left the clearing Ionan had fallen in. Only Lottie and Lilja still sat in the image where Ionan’s giant front paw had rested, their bushy tails wagging with wonder and excitement. A real live Changer! Some of the other animals hadn’t believed him, said Changers had died out years ago, but they were wrong! The twins quivered with happiness and excitement. Soon after everyone was gone Lottie whispered to her brother, “Lilja?”

      “Yeah?” he answered quietly.

      “Did you hear what the Changer and the Accompany were going to do?”

      “Yeah. They were going to travel the Lands.”

      “Oh, Lilja,” said Lottie, barely able to contain herself, “wouldn’t it be wonderful if we could go with them?”

      “It would be amazing,” he said.

      Just then a hawk flew down from the trees, and changed into a green dragon before their very eyes. The wolf pups cheered when Ionan did this but he gave them no attention, only started plodding grumpily into the trees. At an instant Lilja got an idea.

      “Ionan?” he asked eagerly and loudly.

      The green dragon stopped to give a hasty, “What?”

      Lilja gulped and said, “May Lottie and I please come with you on the journey? We want to see the world so badly. We may be small, but we can hunt and fight, and can even be of some help! We promise we won’t slow you down.”

      Ionan was still for a moment. Then the dragon sighed and gave the siblings a sad smile with his fangs. “Little ones, you know not what the world is yet. The things that are out there, waiting...I have not been on this land for a long time, but I know there are things out there you cannot dream of. This journey could be perilous. It is no place for two young wolf pups.”

      “But...we’re almost twelve full moons!” said Lottie in a small voice.

      “Stay here,” he rumbled. “Ourselves and…Lady Kiatana…will be back soon and then maybe, by the time we get back, you will be big enough to make another journey.”

      He walked away, his big green tail dragging unto the ground behind him. Disappointed, Lilja turned away. He turned to his sister and was shocked to see a trail of tears in her eyes.

      “Lilja,” she whispered. “I forgot Kiatana was going. Kia’s a forest fairy, a protector of this territory. She can’t leave Lilja, she can’t. Do you remember what happened the last time, when our fairy left our territory?”

      Memories came flooding upon him, overwhelming the small canine. He padded over to Lottie slowly and buried his head into the fur behind her head. “How could I forget?”

      Lottie took a deep breath and said, “I won’t go anywhere without a fairy within reach, Lilja, I won’t! Never again. The forest will be chaotic without her. I can’t lose anything else. I’m going with her, no matter what it takes.”

      Lilja pulled away from her, studying her face. He remembered the things that had happened, and knew that he wouldn’t go anywhere without a fairy close by ever again either. Not after that terrible day.

      Lilja looked over at the small moss-covered cottage were Kiatana lived. He saw her loading up a small knapsack with food, about the size of Lottie and Lilja together. An idea clicked in his head and leaned over to whisper into Lottie’s ear.

      “Listen,” he said. “I have an idea to get us on that journey, but we have to be quiet and we can’t make a sound until we’re too far away for them to take us back. So, on the day that they leave, here’s what we do…”

      

      Kiatana packed her bag as full as she could, ignoring the curious stare Keota was giving her. She gazed back at him as if they were children in a staring contest. He didn’t avert his gaze, but looked on with interest. Disturbed, she pretended as if he wasn’t even there. He acts as if he’s never seen a fairy before, she thought inside her head. She then realized he probably hadn’t. When he still goggled at her she cast her eyes on his features instead, to distract herself from those probing golden eyes. He was the type of muscular you only noticed when he flexed his muscles or didn’t wear a shirt. The thought made Kia’s insides flip and she quickly turned her attention back to her bag, smiling.

      “What’s so funny?” Keota asked, noticing her smile. Kia wiped it off her face.

      “Nothing,” she said. “I’m just really glad to get out of here.”

      “I don’t see why you find this place so bad,” Keota shrugged. “It’s beautiful here.”

      “I bet Nesting’s Haven or whatever you call it is pretty too, but here you are,” Kia said, throwing a shirt into her bag.

      “You don’t understand. I had to get away.” Keota’s face crumpled. “When Ionan and I graduated from Dinkleberry...”

      “What is that?” she asked in a patronizing tone.

      “It’s a school,” he said. “Dinkleberry University? Ever heard of it?”

      Kia looked at him blankly. “Not really.”

      He sighed. “Anyway, after I graduated I didn’t have the money to do what I wanted to do, so I joined the army. Things were never the same. My big sister Ana and her Changer Maekrel, they decided to go into law enforcement and got promoted into these really impressive positions, so we never see them anymore. I really needed her help with a...problem I had.”

      “And what was that?” Kia asked.

      “There was another Accompany who joined the army with me. He was in my battalion and he nearly killed us all, not to mention he made our lives as miserable as possible while we were still in school. There was this girl Luciana that I knew, too. She was my best friend and he broke her heart. When our time in the army was up Ionan and I tried going back home, but all we caused were arguments between my parents. There were our other friends Galien and Gail, and we tried housing with them a bit, but it soon came down to the same thing, arguments. We only just left their place a week ago.”

      “Wow, spill your guts much?” she asked, stuffing in another short dress.

      “Not really,” Keota said, not realizing she was being sarcastic. Kia shook her head and said, “Sounds like you had it rough.” Kia started tying up the bag. “So why does Ionan want to leave?”

      “Same reasons.” Keota shrugged, yet avoiding her gaze. She said nothing and he added, “Oh alright. Don’t tell him I told you this, but he was in love with this Changer, the same one who belonged to the Accompany that hurt my friend and almost killed us. He wouldn’t let them get married.”

      “Wouldn’t let them? What do you mean?” Kiatana asked.

      “Changers are forced to obey orders. They can’t disobey them even if they want to. If they had gotten married without our permission they would have broken the law. A Changer can never disobey a command from their Accompany. Our laws are magically binding, and they force the Changer to do whatever the Accompany says.” Keota leaned back in his chair. “All I want to do is to find somewhere to live so I’ll never have to go back. Ever.”

      “You and me both,” Kia began rummaging through her small kitchen for food, flinging open wooden cupboards. “Your family isn’t the only one with issues. My father ran everybody out but me. I’m the third oldest out of four kids but I’ve still inherited the forest because he chased everyone away. My oldest sister Flare is living in another realm called Mt. Deathern with her husband. I haven’t seen her in years…I bet she has kids already. My youngest brother left four years ago with my mother to a land nearby. He’s probably living with Flare now. I had to stay behind and live with my dad because I was so young, so I got stuck taking care of the forest. He sure wouldn’t. He likes to suck the life out of things, obviously.”

      “What about the second oldest? You didn’t tell me who that was,” Keota asked.

      “I thought we said we weren’t going to ask questions,” Kia hissed.

      “Oh yeah, that’s right. Sorry.” He dropped his head.

      She sighed. “If you must know, my dad ordered her off the realm when she was sixteen. She was playing around with stuff she shouldn’t have.”

      “Like what?” Keota became curious.

      “Black magic. She became a witch.” Kia closed her eyes. “She destroyed everything she could get her hands on. Dad says he banished her because she was dangerous, but I think he was scared of her. We all were.”

      “So that’s why you want to leave so bad. This place reminds you of her,” Keota said.

      “Obviously.”

      “What was her name?” Keota asked again.

      Kiatana didn’t look at him. “Nineva.” She finished packing, putting one more pair of ripped shorts into her bag. “If you two want to fly around and admire the forest for a bit, I don’t mind. I’ll only bore you.”

      “No, you won’t. You’re a very interesting person.” he smiled.

      “I don’t want your Changer tearing up my lawn.” She looked out her window and Keota saw that Ionan had changed into a stag and was pacing back and forth impatiently, ripping up grass. Keota got up from his chair and flew out the door, hurrying to his friend.

      “Relax Ionan. We only have a little more time to wait. Kia is as eager to leave as you are,” Keota said, patting the animal on the shoulder.

      The massive twelve pointed stag dropped his head. Keota walked to his side and said, “Come on, let’s go see some more of this place. It’s a start to our new adventure, anyway.”

      “A start? Our adventure has already begun,” Ionan said. He transformed into a dragon and they found a clear spot to take off, flying just over the tree tops and leaving Kia behind.

      They both were a bit wary about flying after they had fallen from the sky, but they soon found that, after many years of companionship, they were able to remain in the air comfortably. Keota spread his arms wide and closed his eyes, letting the wind buffet his hair. Ionan rumbled in glee. If there was anyone who loved flying more than Keota, it was Ionan.

      Both of them found this place amazing. Some trees were so tall, Ionan found them impossible to fly over. Other trees had spiraled trunks and leaves as big as Keota. When they landed Ionan became a stag again and they poked around in the foliage, admiring the strangely colored bushes and flowers.

      Along the way they ran into Lottie and Lilja. The little pups were whispering to each other quickly yet stopped the instant they saw the two adults make their way over.

      “What are you two up to?” Ionan asked in amusement, twirling his tail slowly.

      “Nothing,” the pups answered in unison. They looked at each other once, warily and guiltily, before trotting off.

      “Now where do you suppose they went to?” Ionan chuckled as he watched them leave.

      “Not sure. Maybe they have a den somewhere,” Keota said. “How do you know them?”

      “They were the ones who first found me when we fell. Witty young rascals, they are.”

      “What are their names?”

      Ionan rubbed his giant antlers on a tree trunk. “Lottie and Lilja, I believe. If I’m correct it would seem they are traveling alone.”

      “Don’t they have a pack?” Keota asked.

      “I don’t think so. Kiatana probably watches over them.”

      Keota didn’t think Kia would do anything more than she absolutely had to, but he said nothing. Dusk was beginning to fall so they headed back, darkness encompassing the land once they reached Kia’s one bedroom hut. She greeted them as they landed and went to open the door.

      “I know you don’t need to sleep, but you can lay on my couch if you want,” Kia said reluctantly. “It may make the time until I wake up shorter.”

      Keota shook his head. “Thanks, but Ionan and I are used to resting on the ground. We sort of enter a half awake half unconscious state when we rest, and if anything exciting happens, we would prefer to be outside right away.”

      “Suit yourself.” Kia went inside her house and locked the door tight.

      “She obviously doesn’t trust us,” Ionan said as the dragon sunk to the ground.

      “I know. But she will.” Keota lay against Ionan in a sitting position and they closed their eyes, wondering what more this new world had in store for them.

      

      The next several days passed like this, with Ionan and Keota going exploring while Kia prepared to leave. As she was filling up her bag with the last bit of food she had, Scarlet flew in.

      “Kia!” he said, panting.

      “What’s wrong Scarlet?” she asked, alarmed by his panic.

      “It’s...it’s Twitten,” he started, “My daughter. She’s sick, and we don’t know what’s wrong with her. She’s been ill for a few days. We thought it was the usual, nothing serious, until today.”

      Kia’s insides dropped. She hated when any of her animals were sick. She ran out the door, grabbing her medicine bag. “Take me to her, Scarlet, and tell me her symptoms along the way.”

      “She refuses to eat, and is very weak,” he panted as he flew. “We knew something was wrong when she fainted trying to fly.”

      Kia rushed along, a curious Keota tagging along behind her. Scarlet flew up to a branch on a tall tree and Kiatana used her wings to follow. She looked in the nest. A small red bird was panting and puffing inside, a mother bird perched anxiously on the edge.

      Kia looked at the little thing, feeling helpless. She had never seen something like this before. She pulled various medicines and treatments out of her bag, trying them all, but nothing helped. Just when she had run out of options a harassed squirrel jumped on her shoulder. He nearly fell off, he was shaking so much.

      “I’m a little busy at the moment,” she told him, aggravated.

      “Oh, but Kia,” the bushy animal squeaked, “My son Sabbit isn’t eating, and he’s just fainted...he's very weak, oh help!”

      Her stomach plummeted. She told Scarlet to keep Twitten warm and, promising to be back soon, ran after the squirrel. When she found Sabbit, the little rodent looked the same as Twitten…panting and puffing, and very weak. Out of supplies, she stood there uselessly. When a small kitten tumbled out of the brush, Kia felt like her head was going to explode.

      “What is it now?” she asked, worried enough with two sick animals on her hands.

      The kitten looked frightened. “Uncle Klaw is sick,” he shivered, and Kia’s heart skipped a beat.

      It turned out Uncle Klaw was very old. He wheezed and puffed heavily, and his ruffled black coat was missing patches of fur. She turned and looked at the small black kitten, who had tears in his eyes.

      “I’m sorry,” she told him truly. “I don’t know what else to do. Maybe it will go away with a few days.”

      “It won’t pass,” a raspy voice sounded behind her. She turned to see Uncle Klaw speaking with great difficulty. Kia turned and knelt by his side, stroking his black, matted fur. “Go on,” she encouraged. “Tell me what you know.”

      He breathed in and rasped, “It’s a disease. An epidemic that has not been seen since the last days of human inhabitation.”

      “Is that why there are no more humans in the Lands?” she asked, an eyebrow raised.

      Uncle Klaw nodded. “Some of them died from the sickness, but most of them left, in fear of the epidemic.”

      “You mean you can actually die from this?” she said, horrified.

      “Yes.”

      “How do you know this is true?”

      “The symptoms,” he said, gasping for breath. “I saw my great-great-grandfather suffer the same disease when I was very small.”

      Kia shook. “Is there any cure?” she asked, hopeful.

      “Yes,” he scratched. “But of it I do not know.”

      “Do you know anyone who does?"

      “I heard, long ago, that the cure lies with the unicorns.”

      “The unicorns! But they haven’t been seen since the humans left!” she said in despair.

      “The answer lies with the unicorns,” he repeated. “Find them, and you’ll find the cure.”

      “And what if I can’t find the unicorns?”

      He coughed several times before answering. “The Night Death, it is called. The Night Mares and Night Terrors will come with it, in the shadowy dark to steal the life from your body…”

      “Night Mares? Night Terrors? What are those?” Kia asked, confused.

      “Night Mares are dark spirits that kill all creatures by scaring one to death… they inhabit the bodies of the dead sick and take their shape when they are summoned. Night Terrors, however…” The cat shivered, and would say no more.

      Kia sat back and pondered the options. If she stayed here Klaw could be right and the animals that were already sick could die. If she left, she would get the journey that she was so desperate for and she had a chance of curing the animals. But what if he were wrong? She would hate leaving the forest in such a weak state and risk the animals getting sicker. How in the world was she going to find unicorns in the first place?

      Finally she said, “I think I’ll stay a while longer, just to make sure.”

      “Don’t take too long,” wheezed Klaw. “The Night Death will spread quicker with each passing day and the longer you wait, it will get worse.”

      

      Kiatana was working harder than ever. Keota and Ionan tried not to get in her way, to help even, but she refused every offer they gave her to rest while they tended to the animals.

      “Please Miss Kiatana, I know a bit about illness. I was in the army you know,” Ionan pleaded, but the fairy stubbornly resisted all help. A few hours later she finally broke down and let them at least fetch water for the poor creatures, but she herself refused to stop.

      “Why won’t you let us do more?” Keota persisted as she tended to an ill rabbit, who didn’t look like she would make it past dawn.

      “Why do you ask so many questions?” she snapped. “I don’t even want you around.”

      “Yeah, but for what reason?” he asked. She waved him away and told him to get another bucket of water from the stream.

      Kia brushed the hair out of her eyes. She knew what reason. Despite what she was telling herself, she liked Keota enough to want to be a friend to him. There lied the problem. The forest had nested enough hurtful relationships, and no matter how handsome Keota was or how kind he and Ionan were to her, she couldn’t get attached to them.

      She left the rabbit to go tend to others. All she would have to do was imagine Nineva’s face in Keota’s eyes and she would never get too close. She wouldn’t risk having her trust broken more then it already was. It was that simple.

      At least, Kiatana wished it was.

      

      As night began to set the pups laid next to each other in a bed of leaves nearby Kiatana’s house. They had developed their plan…now they just had to see whether they had the nerve to pull it off. Lilja was out of it in an instant, but the same couldn’t be said for his twin.

      Lottie twitched in her sleep, her eyes shuffling rapidly back and forth as her head rested on Lilja’s back. Little whimpers echoed from her mouth.

      “Mother…” she whispered. “Mother, where did you go?”

      

      That night Kiatana returned to her hut to find Ionan and Keota waiting patiently outside, staring up at the stars. A chill ran across her skin, promising that it would be a cold night. Sighing, she turned in the doorway and asked, “Still want to pass up my couch?”

      “Now?” Keota smiled. Ever since her offer two weeks ago she hadn’t asked them since.

      “We don’t get as cold as you, Miss Kiatana.” Ionan flicked out his forked lizard tongue and refused, if only to try to be polite.

      “Just get in here,” she pointed. The Accompany and Changer looked at each other, then Keota shrugged. Ionan changed into a white cat and followed Keota in as Kia shut the door behind her.

      “Goodnight. Don’t try anything,” she threatened. She went into her own bedroom to sleep, and they noticed she didn’t lock the door this time.

      Keota smiled. This was the nicest Kia had been to them all week. He lay down on her rugged old lounger and stretched out, sighing as Ionan lay next to him.

      “Kia seems very tense as of late,”  Ionan said. “Perhaps a good laugh would help to ease some of her stress.”

      Keota looked at the ceiling and thought. After a few minutes he smiled and said, “I know what we should do.” He whispered his plans into Ionan’s ear and the cat let out a laugh, his fangs catching the moonlight that flickered in the window.

      “Be quiet!” Kia’s voice rang through the door and the boys fell silent. Keota turned on his side and said, “Goodnight Ionan. I hope you think of good memories.”

      “And you as well,” the cat purred. “Goodnight, my Accompany.”

      

      Kia awoke when a loud thud echoed through the small house. She rushed out of her room to find the couch knocked over so that one side was on the ground and the other side almost touched the ceiling. “What on earth did you do?” she yelled, glaring at Keota, who was hiding behind the large piece of furniture.

      Keota’s head peeked around the cushions. “It wasn’t me, I swear it,” he said, sounding like a small child afraid of getting in trouble.

      “I don’t care who did it! I just want my stuff put back the way it was!” she ordered. “Where’s Ionan?”

      “You shall never find me,” Ionan hissed in repressed laughter. The sound echoed around the room, but the Changer was nowhere to be seen.

      “This is not funny you two!” Kia’s voice grew louder. “Whatever it is you’re trying to do, I don’t like it!”

      “All we’re doing is making this place more comfortable.” Ionan said, still hiding. Kia’s eyes flickered up to see him as a white cat crouched on a shelf.

      “By putting my couch onto its side?” Kia asked angrily.

      “By moving it elsewhere. This place is too small to fit such a large item,” Ionan replied.

      “Well, put it back,” she commanded. “I liked it where it was.”

      “Come on Kia, lighten up.” Keota smiled at her happily, and the corners of her mouth twitched. “He didn’t hurt anyone or break anything.”

      “Listen, this is my couch, my house, my forest!” Kia yelled, her small smile dropping. “I don’t have time to deal with your stupid tricks. Animals could die and you’re playing pranks? This better be fixed when I come back, or I’ll murder you both.” Kia grabbed her medicine bag and stormed outside to tend the sick.

      When she was gone Keota looked at Ionan as if it was all his fault. “Don’t blame me, you flipped the couch,” Ionan said, jumping down and landing by his side.

      “Only because you said we needed to help relieve some of her stress and that a good joke would do it,” Keota replied in irritation.

      “Well, perhaps I was wrong. You never know.” Ionan said, slinking out the door and leaving his Accompany alone. He had persuaded Keota to flip the couch, but his reasoning was not to relieve stress. The cat climbed up a tree and watched as the fairy helped a young sick dog off the ground. His eyes flickered and he laid his head on a branch, watching as Keota ran out the door to try and find out where Kiatana had went.

      “I will not let this be,” Ionan said. “This cannot happen, and will not. Not as long as I am here.”

      

      Later that same day Kia collapsed on a tree trunk, close to tears. Klaw’s words had turned out to ring true. The sick animals hadn’t gotten any better and the sickness had spread to two more animals. Kia had gotten little sleep and had been on her feet all day. A moan of despair rose from one of the sick beasts and her heart clenched. Was there any chance of getting away from the forest now?

      “Are we ready to leave?” asked Ionan, Keota lounging across one of his large dragon paws.

      She looked up at the pair, wondering what to do. Leave? When everyone was ill? How ironic…she had wanted to leave so badly, and now she was being forced…

      “There doesn’t really seem to be any other option,” Keota said softly. “Nothing you or anyone else is doing is helping. Let’s go find a remedy.”

      Kia looked into Ionan’s eyes. They seemed so sure, so positive, that going on a journey would be the right thing to do. Still, she didn’t trust them. She turned and was captivated by Keota's golden eyes, the only gaze she had seen in a few days that was friendly and warm, not empty and dying. In them she found the answer. They would leave immediately and search for the answer to the mysterious illness, lying hidden with the unicorns and their secrets. She would not rest until they found the cure and returned. She promised it.
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          Attack On The Plains
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      Kiatana gathered her things and loaded them into the saddlebags of a beautiful animal, small in stature but proud in stance. It was a milky-white winged horse, with pretty little hooves that looked like silver and a shimmering mane that reached below her neck. Her tail tumbled in a wave behind her, in the same flowing way her eyes seemed to soften and spark. Her body had just the right stature for a small person to ride, and her tiny face complimented it. She stood about fourteen hands but her wings, covered in stormy-gray feathers, were almost twice that size.

      “How are you doing, Snow Drop?” Kia greeted, fixing the bags so they weren’t lopsided. “Think you’ll be able to carry me on top of all this stuff?”

      You could have sworn the mare rolled her eyes as she shook her long neck. “Oh please Kia. You act like you’re loading the whole house onto my back.”

      “You don’t stop your sass maybe I will,” Kia said in a playful sort of way.

      “Did you bring the apples?” the mare asked abruptly, smelling the bags. “I won’t have as much time to graze while I’m traveling and I think I deserve a treat.”

      “Yes, but those apples are for me. Your little mouth isn’t getting any of them. You can make do with what you can find,” Kia said, tightening the cinch around the mare’s body.

      “If you don’t share the apples I swear I’m not going anywhere. I’ll stand here till winter comes before I take another step. I won’t go,” Snow Drop pouted.

      “You’re lying. You’d never abandon me,” Kia smiled.

      “Yes I would. You can just clip clop along on your own way without me.” The creature tossed her head in the air.

      “You just can’t budge until you get your way, can you? Fine then. I’ll share the apples.”

      The white mare whinnied in triumph while Keota looked on, stunned. Kia, for the first time since Keota had seen her, had lost an argument.

      “Pardon my asking, but what the heck is that thing?” Keota asked, his curiosity bursting.

      “What does it look like I am?” Snow Drop snorted.

      “If I had to say you were something I would call you a winged horse,” Keota started. “But only Changers can transform into that…”

      “Snow Drop is a pegasus,” Kia replied. “A perfect mix between a horse and a unicorn. All fairies use them for traveling purposes. My mother found her abandoned one day in the forest as just a tiny foal. She was my fifteenth birthday present.”

      “So she can’t change?” he asked. Keota found it extremely difficult to imagine animals being stuck in one form.

      Snow Drop huffed. “No, I can’t.” Obviously insulted, she flicked her tail and moved away to chomp on some grass.

      “But can’t you just use your wings to fly around?” Keota asked the fairy.

      “We could, but unlike you and your all powerful mightiness, fairies eventually get tired. And who wants to carry all their stuff around when a pegasus is willing to do it for you every time?”

      “Can we just hurry up and get going? I am getting extremely bored with this forest and all its inhabitants.” Ionan’s voice boomed in the yard, smoke furling out of his nostrils in impatience. He was pacing around the small, moss covered hut and had been doing so for the last twelve hours, his head clearly visible from around the other side of the dwelling.

      “Yes. I just have to say goodbye!” the fairy said. Kia walked off into the forest before either of the boys could complain about her taking so long to get ready, not caring if they were irritated or not.

      “Kia, you can’t just leave like this with all these animals getting sicker,” Scarlet complained. The two of them were checking up on all those who had caught the illness. These few creatures had been isolated to the best of Kia’s abilities to prevent anyone else from catching or spreading the epidemic.

      “I have to, Scarlet. I need to find the unicorns so I can discover the cure for this stupid sickness. If I can do that then no one else will get sick and I can save my forest.” Kia finished her rounds with the little bird right behind her and she headed back towards her small cabin.

      “But we don’t want you to go…” the bird whined.

      “There’s no option,” Kia said in a very final sort of way. She turned to the hovering bird and said, “While I’m gone I’m putting you in charge.”

      “WHAT?” The little bird promptly fell out of the air. She sighed and stooped down…fainting at shocking news was one of Scarlet’s vices, and she had seen it too many times to even try to count.

      “Come on now, wake up,” she muttered as the little bird came around. She cupped him up in her hands and said, “I need you here, Scarlet. Please do this for me.

      Scarlet shook his head a few times while getting up, hopping worryingly from one foot to another. “But I know nothing about being a leader. I’m tiny and edible! They’ll never listen to me!”

      “You and Snow Drop are my only friends here, and I can’t leave her in charge because she’s coming with me,” she whispered. “The others won’t eat you if I order them not to. I don’t need you so much to boss people around as to be a messenger. Try to find me if anything bad happens. My father can watch over things when you leave.”

      “Can you really trust your dad with this?” Scarlet asked, quivering. “You never have before.”

      She grimaced. “It’s not like I have a choice, do I? If I did, you can bet I wouldn’t be dragging those clowns along.” She looked back at Keota and Ionan a few hundred feet away.

      The red bird sighed. “I’ll do it, but only if you promise to hurry back. As they say, don’t kill the messenger. I certainly hope I don’t end up on the menu.”

      Kia shook her head and chuckled. Scarlet snuggled his head up against her cheek. “I’ll miss you Kia.”

      Kia kissed him on the head. “And I you, my feathered friend. I wish I could bring you along instead of them.”

      “No thank you!” Scarlet became petrified at the thought. “You’re due to meet plenty of danger out there, mark my words, and I’d rather have to deal with all the complaining animals and have a nice nest to greet me when I go to sleep then go along with you and risk life and limb! You go and have a scary time. I’ll stay home.”

      “That’s my Scarlet,” she beamed. She put him on a tree branch and said, “Be careful when dealing with the wolverines, by the way. They tend to be temperamental.”

      Scarlet seemed to shrink down on his branch as she turned her back on him and walked away. “Wolverines?”

      

      When she reached her home Ionan and Keota were impatiently waiting. As she approached them from the back, an idea came upon her. She walked quietly up behind Keota, making no noise. Then she hovered up so she could lean right over his shoulder and shouted, “BOO!!”

      Keota jumped at least two feet and screamed. Ionan jumped around and Keota tripped, sprawling onto the ground. When he realized it was only Kia he stood up with an unhappy glance, brushing off his pants. “Don’t do that to me! I don’t like being messed with,” he complained.

      “You scream like a girl,” Kia said with a laugh.

      “I do not,” Keota looked hurt. He wondered if she had done that just to be mean or possibly to get him back for the couch incident.

      “Actually, yes you do. I have always wondered if it was really true or if I was just hearing things wrong, but I guess it is true.” Ionan let out a deep chuckle and Keota turned red in the face. Ionan swished his tail and said, “Can we get going now, Lady Kiatana?”

      “Of course we can.” Kia called to Snow Drop, gathering up the reins. “First I have to see someone though. I’m sorry,” she said as she saw the look on their faces, “but this is very important.”

      

      “Are you sure this is a good idea, brother?” Lottie spoke softly so she didn’t give away their hiding spot, her nose begging to sneeze. “What if she needed all that food we emptied out of here?”

      “Be quiet Lottie, you’re going to give us away,” Lilja whispered harshly. The pups were curled up inside one of Kia’s bags, keeping silent as the grave. They weighed as much as the pack, and as long as they didn’t squirm she would never suspect that the wolves were hidden inside. The pegasus wouldn’t know either, not as long as she didn’t smell them. By the time everyone found out, they would be too far away to turn back.

      “I’m just saying that if she needed that food Kia would be really mad that we dumped it into the river. I don’t want to get in trouble,” Lottie whined.

      “Do you want to be here when chaos starts up? I know I don’t, so I’m not going anywhere no matter what you say or think, sister. Her getting mad can’t be any worse than what we‘ll face back there,” Lilja said. The tone that he used made him sound much wiser than he really was.

      “Fine, I’ll be quiet. I just don’t think it was very nice to waste all that food,” Lottie said with a sigh.

      “We didn’t waste all of it. We ate some.” Lilja responded in an effort to defend his plan. He really didn’t think his idea was that great anymore either, but it would still get them out of a forest without a fairy to guard it, and that was all that mattered to him.

      “I know. I’m going to try and sleep a little while we’re here, since there’s nothing better to do.” Lottie yawned, and curled into a tight ball to sleep.

      “That’s a good idea,” Lilja said with a yawn bigger than his sister’s. It didn’t take long before both of them were out.

      

      The small group stopped outside another small hut on the other side of the forest. As they came to a landing Keota tried not to make a face. He had to wonder what business Kia had with anyone here. The hut was dilapidated and the outside of it was unkempt. Thorns were crawling up the sides of the crumbling walls, as well as weeds, and trash was scattered all along the brown grass. If Keota could have guessed who lived here he would have assumed it was a hermit or an outcast. Ionan’s nose scrunched up in distaste as he stepped over a cracked wooden bucket, shooting his Accompany a look as he changed into a cat.

      Kia walked up and knocked on the small door. An older man answered, opening the creaky door with squinty eyes. His wrinkles showed deeply on his ghostly face and his thin mouth was pulled back into a regretful smile, showing yellow teeth. His robe was old, baggy and dirty, with patches and various holes. His wings were a dingy dulled green that matched the color of his murky eyes.

      “Yes?” he answered in a cackling voice. “Oh, Kia. How good to see you.” His tone indicated how good it was not to see her.

      “Hello father. I just came to let you know that I’m going on a journey and need a few maps.” Kia hugged the man awkwardly.

      “I heard what happened to your forest,” he said, ushering her to his side. “Come on in and I’ll get them for you.”

      Keota stepped forward. “Hello sir, I suppose you must be Kia’s father, Malaki. She told me about you on the way here. I’m Keota…” The Accompany held out his hand but the older fairy slammed the door in his and Ionan’s faces. Kia tried to ignore the sound of Ionan hissing through the wood.

      It was very dark inside the house. Malaki had boarded up all the windows so little light shone in. The man was a horrible pack rat, with bunches of broken glass and various items huddled all over his floor. There were odd looking books clustered on the small table with only one chair and the wooden fireplace looked forgotten. It was obvious he had few visitors. When Kia looked through the open door to the only other room in the house she saw that Malaki had left his bed unmade, and a horrible smell was rising from it. In the middle of the floor, there was a bump in the rug that Kia tripped over.

      “So your entire forest has been taken, then?” Malaki asked. “The whole place is infected with the Night Darkness?”

      “Not all of it. There are still quite a few animals who are well.” She didn’t want to give the impression that her realm was weak, especially to her criticizing father.

      “But you have to leave to find a cure, yes?” the old man wheezed. “That’s why you’ve came to me now, after not speaking to me for years.”

      Kia felt a pang of guilt. “I’m sorry Father. It’s been too long…”

      “Leave it in the past, my darling,” the old man waved his hands. “It’s been almost five years since you came to own the Verinian. We don’t need to bring anything up again. You’re nineteen now; old enough to make your own decisions.”

      Kia sighed with relief. So her father had finally forgiven her. “We need to find the unicorns, Dad,” she started. “It’s the only clue I have. Do you know where they are?”

      A glint seemed to flash in Malaki’s eye. “Nobody knows where the unicorns are. They are a shadow of a dream, a mere fantasy. Most people say they don’t exist. You must be silly to chase after them.”

      Kia gritted her teeth. “It’s the only chance I’ve got. And if you’re not going to help me…”

      “Patience, my dear. I never said that I wouldn’t tell you what I know,” he chuckled. He went over to the cupboard and flung it open. Dirt, paper and moths all came fluttering out.

      “Here we are,” he said. He placed a large map on the table and smoothed out the crinkles. It was a map of the Lands, an island surrounded by ocean on all four sides. The top of the map was of a large forest, and then as you moved south you met the plains, which were clustered with small mountain ranges and patches of woods, though nothing as large as the Verinian. The plains split into two directions; one towards a vast desert with a few volcanoes on its edge in the west and the other towards a group of large mountains that were drawn to be very pointy, menacing, and bitter looking in the east. It was obviously the worst place on the map.

      “Here is where you must go.” Malaki pointed to the mountains and inwardly Kia groaned. “The Ice Borns. Here is where the unicorns supposedly roam. You should go through the plains, and then travel to the Blue Sky Peaks. That’s where the last known unicorn was killed. Going through the middle of them may be your only hope...after that I have no idea. The land is foreign to me.”

      “Wait a minute. This path isn’t owned by fairies at all!” Kia protested. “It’s bound to be festering with thieves!”

      “It may be a dangerous road, but it’s the fastest,” he said, folding up the map. “Unless you want me to trace a safer route? It would take longer.”

      Kia shook her head. “No. I want the fastest way possible.”

      Malaki put his arm around her and said, “I want you to be safe, Kia dear. You are my only family after all.”

      There was mourning in his voice, and she actually felt sorry for the old man. Kia put her arm around him too and said, “Don’t worry Dad, I’ll be fine. Now can you spare some clothes for my…friend out there? He needs supplies too.”

      Malaki looked disgusted at the thought, but went into his bedroom and pulled out a bag, stuffing clothes into it that had never been worn and were horribly mismatched. “Here,” he said, shoving the bag into Kia’s arms. “Didn’t like the look of him when I first saw him, or his fancy big lizard either. This should be enough, along with a heavy coat if the idiot manages to make it that far.”

      “Thanks,” Kia nodded. She began putting the map on the table into her bag and she heard Keota call out, “Kia, are you ready yet?”

      Malaki’s eyes narrowed at his voice. Kia noticed and said, “Come on Dad, you don’t even know him. Give him a chance.” Even to her ears, her words seemed ridiculously ironic.

      Her father didn’t hear her. “Watch him,” he pointed to the door. “He’ll betray you yet. I don’t like the look of that buffoon. If I were you, I’d lose him as fast as I could.”

      “I’ll try to,” she laughed. He gave her a face before retreating into his bedroom, shutting the door and not coming out. Ten minutes later Kia emerged from the house with two more packs and at least twenty more maps of the Lands, each one drawn by someone different.

      “Why do you need all of those? I thought you knew the way,” Keota demanded when she came out of the front door.

      “How am I supposed to know how to get from place to place in a land that I have never seen? I’ve never left the forest before, let alone the realm,” Kia retorted.

      “What were you doing in there that took so long?” Keota complained.

      “Figuring out a way to get us to where we need to be,” Kia shot back.

      “I just hope we don’t run into anything nasty along the way. Unfriendly elves and such,” Ionan flicked his tail. He was obviously still irritated by Malaki’s rejection.

      “Better those things than Ortusans,” Kia said darkly.

      “Ortusans? What are those?” Keota perked in interest.

      “Don’t you know anything?” Kia snapped. When he still looked blankly at her, she sighed and said, “Ortusans are dark fairies. They have no wings, and drink blood to stay alive. They’re almost as strong as you are and can change into wolves, at any time, though they’re forced to when it’s a full moon. You can become one by being bit by another. But even they aren’t as bad as their fullest forms, Bloodlusters.”

      “And why should we be afraid of Bloodlusters?” Ionan growled.

      “They’re the cruelest beings alive. They’ll hunt you for days and make you suffer by giving you the most painful wounds, and when you finally beg for mercy they eat out your heart,” Kia said simply.

      “Don’t worry Kia. Ionan and I will protect you from Bloodlusters, no matter how horrible they are,” Keota beamed.

      Kia attached the two new packs to Snow Drop without comment and placed the maps in the only empty pack she had left. She then remounted and took up the reins on her young white mare. “Let’s go and find that cure. I need to save my forest.”

      

      “Are you sure you didn’t pack too much Kia? The one bag feels heavy,” Snow Drop moaned.

      Kia grimaced. “Sorry Snow. It’ll get lighter when I start using up supplies.”

      Ionan hovered closer to them as well. To better suit Snow Drop he had changed into a pegasus himself, his fur a rich sorrel color and his shorter mane rippling. Keota sat upon his large back without a saddle or bridle as well, gripping with his legs and holding clumps of Ionan’s mane gently to hang on. He watched Kia, wondering if she had any idea where they were going. The great forest was just about to end and they were getting into a vast yellow plain, which looked scraggly and unkept.

      “I need to eat,” Kia announced to her companions as they soared over the last of the trees.

      “Already? But it’s only been a day.” Keota had complained every time Kia had to go to the bathroom or stop to rest.

      “I have to. You can keep going if you want,” Kia yelled as Snow Drop began to descend to the earth. She landed on the side of a cliff gently, only a few feet away from the edge where the plains began. Once grounded, Kia slid off of the Pegasus’s back and opened up her pack. What she found there was certainly not food but two wolf pups, both snoring gently as they slept. Her face instantly twisted into rage. “Lottie, Lilja! I will kill the two of you!”

      The pups awoke. Lilja jumped as Kia tilted the bag over and Lottie fell out of the pack and onto the ground with a thud. She let out a yelp, then got to her feet gingerly. “I told you this was a bad idea Lilja!” she growled as she limped over to him. She had sprained her ankle.

      “I said you could go any time you wanted to, Lottie, so don’t go blaming me for all this!” Lilja snarled back.

      “It was your idea to hide in her pack!” Lottie retorted.

      “And you were the one who said you wanted to go with them all even though Ionan said we were too little!“ The two of them started growling and circling around one another.

      “Both of you need to stop right now or so help me!” Kia yelled. “You are both very lucky that my father insisted that he pack me food as well or I would have starved out here! If Ionan told you two you couldn’t come then you should have stayed! You are both old enough to know that you should listen to your elders!” The pups cowered at Kia’s voice, which seemed to shake the leaves off the trees.

      “Calm down Kia. They’re only a couple of kids. They were probably only trying to help you.” Keota, who had landed nearby when he heard all the yelling, placed a hand on Kia’s small shoulder to try and calm her down.

      “I did tell the two of you to stay home. Why did you disobey me? I am more than an elder, I am a superior being and I know more about the earth than both of you combined. How dare you go against my orders!” Ionan snarled at the young wolves. Both of them recoiled shamefully.

      “I am going to kill both of you!” Kia ran at the pups and didn’t look where she was going. A rock tripped her up and she went flying forward; the ridge crumbled and she fell off the side.

      Keota grabbed onto the back of her green dress, saving her from falling. He caught her just in time, for if she had fallen with the ridge she wouldn’t have had enough time to start flying before she hit the ground and the rocks crushed her. He had just saved her life.

      He pulled her closer to him and held her in his arms. Kia froze, unsure of what to do.

      “Good catch,” she finally breathed.

      “Like I would have let you fall,” Keota shook his head. As he let her go a black raven dived between the two of them. The bird swooped and pecked at Kia’s pretty face. Keota tried to slap the bird away, but he was stopped by a big brown bear tackling him to the ground. Ionan changed back into a huge green dragon and let out a monstrous roar. Kia stumbled forward, grabbing Snow Drop’s halter. The raven was still attacking. Kia swatted him away, but she knew that he would come back. She ran forward over to Lilja and Lottie who were growling fiercely at an adult female wolf, Lottie holding up her weak paw. Kia knew that they had no chance. She grabbed Lilja quickly at the scruff of his neck, still growling, and picked Lottie up. She then hurried over to Snow Drop and dumped them inside the saddle bags, and with no time to refasten them, she let the reins go.

      “Fly high away from here Snow Drop!” she yelled.

      “No Kia, I want to fight!” the mare protested.

      “Do what I say for once!” Kia ordered, pointing to the sky.

      Snow Drop immediately spread her wings and took off. The two wolf pups struggled to hang on as Snow Drop’s body fought the currents. The bags now unfastened, Lilja began to panic. He whined as the ground grew farther and farther away.

      “Hang on, brother!” Lottie’s said. She wasn’t scared or frightened at all. Snow Drop swerved as an eagle soared right towards her eyes, and without warning the bag began to loosen around him. Lilja felt the leather beneath him slide away and his paws touched thin air as he began to drop.

      Snow Drop whinnied as he fell. Water clung to his fur as he toppled through clouds on his way down. Then he heard a sound he had prayed he would have had to hear again...Lottie’s scream.

      As he saw the heavens, a calm voice in his mind sounded, “Gotcha,” and he felt scales under his feet. Ionan had caught him, and just in time too. He looked up at Snow Drop and let out a yippy howl to let her and Lottie know that he was okay. He then turned his attention to the battle below.

      Kia’s wings had appeared. They were glittery and frosted white as she fought both the raven and the she-wolf at the same time. She had a silvery dagger in her right hand as she warded them off, going for the kill. Lilja scanned the ground for Keota. A few yards away from Kia he found him, swirling in a mass of brown fur and white clothing. A bear was fighting with Keota, huge and furry. Lilja realized that Keota carried no weapon, but used his hands to fight the creature off. Lilja watched as Keota pushed the bear to the ground and pinned him. The bear squirmed and escaped, hitting Keota. But Keota was only flung sideways as the bear hit him. Lilja watched the Accompany and bear wrestle in awe. It wasn’t until he heard Kia scream did he tear his eyes away. Lilja watched in horror as she fell on the ground, the raven and the wolf preparing to spring

      “Ionan!” he yelled against the wind. “Take me over to Kia!”

      “My instructions from her and Keota were to keep you safe,” he responded.

      “We can’t let Kia die!” he screamed. “Please just take me down! I have an idea!”

      Ionan hesitated, and then dived.  He swerved around Kia like a buzzard, waiting for Lilja’s next move. When Lilja saw the moment was just right, he called, “Ionan! Twist to your left!”

      “What?” the astonished Changer asked.

      “Do it!” he cried. Ionan swerved when Lilja wasn’t expecting it, but he caught himself as he fell through the air once more. He hated the feeling, but pushed it aside as he focused on his goal.

      It was a twenty-foot drop to where Kia stood. There was no room for self-doubt or anxiety as he focused and felt his claws connect squarely with his target.

      The raven squawked loudly as Lilja collided, surprised from Lilja’s dead weight.

      Soon they were swirling in the dust, fang and beak tearing at each other.

      “Enough!” a voice cried through the air.

      The raven, wolf and bear all halted their attack, and began to back away from their foes. Lilja looked up to see a twenty year old fairy standing on the edge of the battle, smirking. He had blonde hair with gray-blue eyes, and his gray wings weren’t hidden. His blue cloth looked expensive and the opposite of Kia’s modest green dress, and he had a cocky look on his face. Lilja envisioned a spoiled prince and felt a strong dislike for the fairy already.

      “Casiff,” spat Kia, wiping her hair out of her eyes. “I should have known it was you.”

      “Not so bratty now, are we, Kia?” he asked, looking amused.

      “Actually, I was about to tell you what an arrogant moron you are, but I’ll save the manners for later,” she snapped back.

      “Charming as usual,” Casiff said, shaking his head.

      “Why did you send your animals after us? One of ours almost died from your little stunt!”

      “I deeply regret that,” said Casiff in a bored tone. “Really, I do,” he said when Kia cast a doubting look at him. “But you know how protective I am of my territory, and you were crossing my land.”

      “You selfish pig, you know me! I wasn’t going to do anything to your stupid plains!”

      Casiff only sent a smug smile her way. Kia made a disgusted noise and motioned for Snow Drop to come down. As soon as her hooves hit the ground, Lottie fell out of her pack and hobbled over to Lilja. “I thought I lost you,” she whispered. “It was so stupid, but so brave, to do what you did…”

      “Shhh,” he told her, his eyes returning to the argument.

      “I would absolutely love to stay and chat, but…” Casiff said, staring at Ionan’s massive white teeth, “I have to get going.” Casiff walked away, his animals following behind him. As he was leaving Kia called out, “Idiot! I’ll bash your brains out one of these days!”

      He didn’t look back. Kia knelt beside Lottie. “Your ankle’s still hurt, but it should only take a few days to return to normal, as long as we don’t run into any other problems. You should stay in Snow Drop’s bag until it heals.” She pulled out some bandages and a splint out of her medicine bag, and wrapped it around Lottie’s left front leg. She then picked her up and started to make things cozy for her inside the bag.

      “What was up with that guy?” Keota asked.

      “Sometimes,” Kia said as she put a blanket inside the bag, “Jerks like Casiff get so protective and power-hungry they’ll attack any other fairy that comes in. I wasn’t thinking when we landed here. From now on, we’ll have to be careful where we travel.” She finished the bag and put Lottie in, closing it up. She then motioned for Lilja to get in the other one. He was a little apprehensive as he remembered his last experience, but jumped in when he saw Kia’s stern and impatient look.

      Kia didn’t hesitate to leave on Snow Drop once more. Keota slid on Ionan’s back, knowing his Changer was suspicious on why he could not defeat the bear, when he had taken down enemies ten times more dangerous. Ionan knew his mind was, for the first time in his life, not on fighting, but instead on the strange actions of the fierce fairy in front of him, and how she could have died only a few moments before.
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      As Kiatana and her companions disappeared in the distance, Casiff stood silently and watched them.  “Foolish girl,” he sneered into the sky. “Leaving her land unprotected, with only her stupid father to watch it. Someone may come and steal it.” He looked down at the white wolf beside him and stroked her fur. “Isn’t that right Caini, my girl?”

      “I would love having more space to run,” the wolf snarled greedily. She couldn’t help but notice that the two wolf pups had looked oddly familiar. Where had she seen them before? It was no matter, however…Casiff was what mattered.

      “Then more space you will have Caini, more space for you and all my other lovely creatures.” Casiff threw his head back and laughed. The deep sound echoed throughout his land, calling his creatures to battle.

      

      Kia turned her head around abruptly. “Did you hear that?” she asked Keota and Ionan. Now that they were out of Kia’s realm and into Casiff’s, the land looked completely different. The plains they were flying through were terribly barren. The yellow grass stuck out in patches along the dirt, most streams were dried up and the only trees in sight were a few withered branches. Compared to Kiatana’s flourishing land, this place seemed robbed of life.

      “Hear what?” Keota asked dreamily.

      “That noise. Just now, coming from the plains. I could swear someone was laughing.” Kia looked around nervously, shivering against the wind.

      “I have heard absolutely nothing,” Ionan said grumpily, his pegasus nose wrinkling in irritation.

      “What’s eating you?” Keota pulled out of a daze and stared at the Changer beneath him.

      “Nothing.” Ionan stared back. “Except the fact that somebody has gotten involved with someone he should not be with because it is forbidden,” Ionan looked forward and avoided eye contact with his Accompany.

      “You’re jealous. For the life of me, you act like we actually like each other or something. Like I could ever fall for this buffoon.” Kia broke out into rapturous laughter.

      Ionan looked at Keota with one disapproving eye as he turned his head away. “I am not jealous. It really is forbidden for an Accompany to have any sort of relationship with any fairy. It is simply unheard of and should never happen. Keota, you could be killed because of all of this.” He made the word relationship sound filthy and disgusting.

      “Well that is the stupidiest thing I’ve ever heard,” Lilja popped his small head out of the pack.

      “I think you mean most stupid,” Lottie corrected, also popping out of her pack.

      “No, I mean stupidiest. If it is too stupid for words you come up with a better word to describe it,” Lilja argued.

      “But stupidiest sounds like something a stupid head would say.” Lottie informed her brother in confidence.

      “Exactly my point,” Lilja shot back at his sister, who had been left speechless by this last remark. He had won yet another argument.

      “The two of you need to just shut up and go back in your packs so you don’t fall again. You’re not even supposed to be here,” Kia commanded. The two pups whined, but both of them sank back into the packs slowly.

      “Ionan is right,” Keota said with a sigh. “If the Great One found out about me even talking to you I’d be dead.”

      “What the heck is the Great One?” Kia asked.

      “He is the ruler of all the Changers and Accompanies. He makes all the rules and keeps everything in order. Don’t you have a ruler here on earth?” Keota slipped and almost fell off of Ionan’s back.

      “Not in a long time,” Kia replied quietly. “Go down by that house below. I need to have another little chat.”

      The party descended to earth and Kia ran up to the small hut. She banged on the door as hard as she could. No answer came. She moved to knock again just as the door sprung open.

      “Ah, Kiatana.” The man in the doorway had large white wings that glittered in the sunlight. His graying hair was cropped short and his orange eyes looked at Kia softly.

      “Hello Aeolian.” Kia said in a loud voice. “May we come in?”

      “Of course my dear. I always have room for you.” Aeolian moved out of the way and gestured for Keota to come in as well.

      “What about me? I want inside as well.” Ionan took the shape of a hunting hound and trotted inside.

      “Why I never…is that a Changer?” Aeolian gasped as Ionan passed him.

      “I certainly am. And you will treat me as such or you will meet your doom. The name is Ionan and my Accompany is called Keota,” Ionan barked.

      “Ionan! You be nice or I’ll send you right back outside, do you understand me?” Keota said. He glared at the Changer until Ionan said a fragile yes.

      “I need to talk to you about your son,” Kia said as she sat in one of the chairs around the table.

      “What has Casiff done this time?” Aeolian grumbled from another chair, acting as if this was an argument that never ended.

      “He attacked me while I was passing through with my companions. This attack almost cost the life a young wolf, and my own life,” Kia said. “I will not stand by while Casiff is being the most arrogant asshole I have ever seen. I demand that you do something about it.”

      “Kia, Casiff is your betrothed. You must learn to get along with him or you will never like your marriage,” Aeolian told her, rubbing his eyes.

      A chair was knocked over as Keota leapt up, his eyes wide. “YOUR’RE BETROTHED!?  You never told me you were engaged!”

      “Keota, wait!” Kia shouted, but her words meant nothing as Keota ran out the door. Ionan quickly followed.

      “Who is this man you’re traveling with?” Aeolian asked. “Are you breaking the promise your father made me?”

      Kia bit her lip. “That’s none of your concern. I think we’re done here.” Not knowing what to do, Kia went out the door to follow Keota.

      “Keota! Wait!” she cried, grabbing his arm as he was walking away. He turned around and Kia was surprised to find he looked angry, even upset.

      “Kia, how much more are you keeping from us? I can fight whoever you want me to, but it might be important to know that the fairy trying to kill us is your fiancé!” he shouted, unable to contain himself.

      “I absolutely hate him and I didn’t think that it was important to mention it!” Kia shouted back. “My father and Aeolian set this up when I was a girl. I had nothing to do with it!”

      “Well, well. The truth is finally revealed. So is this the reason why the attack was stopped? Or is he always that kind?” Ionan hissed gently.

      “He stopped because of the engagement,” Kia responded gravely. Her lip was starting to twitch. “I never wanted to be with him. I was forced into all of this, the stupid taking care of the forest thing and marrying Casiff. I just want to make my own decisions for once in my life. You have no idea what it’s like being heir to the throne. I am constantly being thrown around and told what to do!” Kia began to cry.

      “I thought you said there was no ruler here,” Ionan said calmly. Keota walked over and took Kia in his arms.

      “Not yet. My mother is queen of the fairies, but once I turn twenty, the throne is mine. Flare can’t be queen, because she married outside her engagement. She was supposed to be the one to marry Aeolian’s firstborn,” she said, tears in her eyes. “And Nineva’s banished, which makes me next in line. Casiff is to be my husband and king. I want nothing of it!” With nowhere else to go, Kia buried her face against Keota’s chest and began to bawl. It wasn’t long before Keota’s shirt front was completely soaked in tears.

      “It’s okay Kia. I’m here for you. Just, please stop crying.” Keota held her close to his chest while she continued to cry.

      “I’m… sorry.. I didn’t….tell …you before.” Kia choked through tears. “I...should have...let...you know.”

      “It’s all right. I shouldn’t have gotten mad. It’s your business and I shouldn’t be butting in on it.” Keota comforted her the best he could.

      “R...really?” she stammered. “You’re not mad at me anymore?”

      “Of course not. I wasn’t even really mad in the first place.” He leaned down and kissed her on the forehead. Ionan’s mouth dropped open as he stared at his Accompany in outrage.

      “Th-thank you” she sniffed. “You know, you’ve been really nice to me all this time, and all I’ve been is rude. I’m sorry.”

      “It’s okay,” he said.

      “No, it’s not. I think you deserve this.” Kia smiled up at him and she placed a small, light kiss on his lips.
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          Lottie’s Nightmares
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      Lottie snuggled up to her mother’s white body in the early fall month, trying to sleep like her brother next to her. The leaves were in the middle of turning and it was starting to become chilly, turning into something the twin’s mother had called “winter.” Lottie and Lilja did not know what winter was, but their mother did. She told them it was the wolves favorite time of year, where frozen rain she called snow created a powdery playground for all the wolves to play and hunt in. Their mother eagerly awaited the day she would wake up one morning and have the joy of escorting her only litter to their very first snowfall. Lottie and Lilja were the only two pups she would ever have, their mother said, that she would never mate with another wolf after their father died from the bear attack.

      It was the middle of the night and Lottie could see the sky outside the den. On a full moon like tonight, the wolves were usually awake and playing, perhaps skipping the usual meal in wait for the rush and excitement of a midnight hunt. Lottie loved those days. She and Lilja weren’t allowed to go with the adults, but they always brought back more food than she could eat and their mother said it wouldn’t be long before she could start to take them hunting. Their training had already begun, and the two waited anxiously for their very first hunt. On full moon hunts, the wolves ate so much their bellies would hurt and the games would not cease until far into dawn. Lottie felt so proud when her mother came home from a hunt, her white muzzle dripping with blood and snarling as she guarded the prey she had taken down.

      But there would be no full moon hunt tonight. Their fairy Rota had become very sick very quickly in the first weeks of Fall. She had left with another group of fairies to a city far away in hope of treatment, and had instructed the mountains and the surrounding forest to take extra precaution. She had been gone for fourteen sunrises, with no sign of return. Lottie could see that the pack was worried. Rota guarded a massive space of land. Everyone was on edge with the thought of what could happen.

      That night she felt someone shaking her awake. She wearily stumbled up to her feet and gazed sleepily around.

      Lilja was trembling, and her mother had fear in her eyes. Lottie smelled something she did not recognize, and heard a crackling sound that was unfamiliar.

      “Mama,” she asked, sniffing again, “What’s that smell?”

      “It’s smoke, my fierce one,” she whispered calmly. “Come quickly. We have to move.”

      “But why Mama?” asked Lottie. “Where’s the rest of the pack? Where did they all go?”

      “I do not know, my strong pup,” said their mother, looking uncertain. She turned and said, “I want both of you to run. Run as fast as you can. I'll be right behind you. Run!” She nipped at her pup’s heels and the three wolves began running, to where Lottie did not know.

      Lottie could hear her mother's voice in the distance call, “Run! Run faster! Don't look! Just run!”

      Lottie awoke shivering against Lilja on the ground. She looked upon the ground where her legs had been resting. The dirt had been swept up back and forth with her legs, as if they had been running.

      

      Kiatana yawned and rolled up her sleeping pelt. She packed her other supplies away, thinking about last night. I can’t believe I kissed him, she thought, looking over at Keota, who was resting against Ionan’s side. Do I have feelings for him?

      The sun was high in the sky. She had slept long before she meant. Looking down at the ground, she saw a rock, picked it up and threw it at Keota.

      “Hey!” he said, surprised as the rock hit him. “What was that for?”

      “For not waking me up when you were supposed to,” she said.

      He grimaced. “Even I was tired yesterday, and you were dead on your feet. You needed to rest.”

      She rolled her eyes and said, “Lives are at stake here. The whole forest is in shambles. We don’t have time to be lazing around.” She turned her back on him and went over to the wolf pups. “Hey, get up,” she said, shaking Lilja with her foot. He yawned and looked disdainfully at her before getting up, stumbling over to the bag on Snow Drop, and jumping in. “Happy?” he asked grumpily. Kia heard nothing in the bag and knew Lilja had gone back to sleep. She began to wake up Lottie but she saw that the pup was already up, her head on her paws, her eyes bloodshot and blank.

      “Um, Lottie, time to go,” she said impatiently. Lottie looked at her. Then, as if it took a great deal of effort, she rose upon her paws and padded slowly over to her bag. She jumped inside but Kia knew that, unlike her brother, she was anything but asleep.

      “I sense a great disturbance in her,” rumbled Ionan. “She is consumed by it. Something is devastating her, and it rolls off her form in great, guilty waves.”

      “Do you think there’s something they're not telling us?” Keota asked.

      Ionan shook his head. “I know not, but whatever it is, something’s wrong.”

      “Do you think we should ask them?” questioned Keota. Ionan shook his head again. “No. It is better if they want to tell us. I have a feeling that the truth will come out in due time, and my instincts are usually right. You should know that, Keota.”

      An embarrassing silence came over the three as Ionan glared at his Accompany. Sensing the tension, Kiatana changed the subject. “How did you and Ionan fall from the sky? Couldn’t you have made a funnel pop out of nowhere and suck you back up to whatever weird place you come from? Smoky over here seems to be able to do it all.” She glared at Ionan, who was blatantly ignoring her once more.

      Keota sighed and said, “You must not know anything about Accompanies and Changers.”

      “No. What the heck are you, really?” she asked.

      “There’s an old story that says the first of my race and the first of Ionan’s were actually a fairy and a phoenix, best friends changed by a light spirit. You know what those are, right?”

      “I’ve heard of them, but I didn’t believe spirits actually existed,” Kia said.

      “Well, the legend says that the light being made it so that my ancestor, Philialoha, was very tall and very strong, and her children continued this trait. The magic that the light spirit gave us made us stronger and stronger, until soon we were the most powerful creatures alive. Nothing can rival our strength.”

      “And him?” Kia pointed at Ionan. The Changer blew a puff of smoke her way and she coughed as she inhaled, while Ionan chuckled quietly.

      “Ionan,” Keota said, being careful to use his name, “Is a Changer, and Changers are a bigger mystery than Accompanies are. The light spirit gave her gift of change to them so that the phoenix and his descendants could morph into any animal at will. Changers are animals, but that’s about all we know. Or we think.”

      Kia stared at the pair, struggling to comprehend all this new information. “What about how you fell from the sky? You two fly so well together, it doesn’t seem like you’d crash easily,” she said.

      Keota went to answer but Ionan held his tail over his mouth to stop him. “Keota, no. It’s a secret.”

      “Why? Because I can’t be trusted?” Kia’s eyes flared.

      “No,” he said softly, but Kia saw that his gaze was guarded.

      “Can’t she at least know what we were doing?” pleaded Keota. “She doesn’t have to know why!”

      Ionan hesitated. Keota turned to Kia and quickly said, “We were arguing.”

      “Arguing?” she asked. “About what?”

      “That’s…” he started, “The part I can’t tell you.” He swung up onto Ionan’s back. “Now, how far are we from where the last known unicorn was sighted?”

      

      Casiff slunk among the bushes. His beloved female wolf was beside him, his army of predators behind him. It had only taken two days to get to Kia’s forest. Casiff had finally gotten the opportunity he had desired for years. He had wanted to take over Kia’s small forest since he was a young child. Soon he would be able to take more land from other fairies, with the help of Kia’s abundant resources. Her forest was lush and healthy from all the care she put into it, and her animals were happy and fat.

      Too happy and fat. Casiff could never get his land to respond back to him the way hers did. Everything withered and died under his care. The animals were skinny and tough there, hardened from years of suffering. But Casiff did not care. What did it matter if every last animal died, as long as his land grew and his darling she-wolf was by his side? He smiled menacingly, climbing up on a ledge and looking down on the plains to see a few hundred scraggly and half-starving animals gazing up at him with hungry eyes. He commanded his army, “Move forward quickly. Cut down anyone who resists. Let the ones who obey the overrule live. Make it fast. I want Kia’s forest to be mine by tonight.”

      

      Lottie dodged all the animals running the opposite way as she tried to reach her brother and mother. Things much bigger and scarier stepped on her and pushed her around, and snakes slithering along the ground threatened to bite. But Lottie paid them no attention. Nothing was more important than getting back to her family. She jumped out of a snarling raccoon’s way and leaped over a fallen, flaming log. It was getting harder and harder to make it to them with each step. She needed to reach them, before they all became smoke and flames.

      She was so close! One step, another, but before she knew it a bear cub came out of nowhere and barreled over her. She was dazed, but she still could see the terrifying shape of a larger bear as it moaned in fear and batted her through the air, tumbling around and around down the hill. Her small body was spiked by rocks and hard gravel as she bounced down the side. She thought of the rapid currents raging beneath, and of all the times she had heard of small young creatures perishing in the deathly waters. I’m dead, she thought.  I’m going to die. Oh, please, I don’t want to die! Her head screamed this over and over, and she saw Lilja, then her mother, flash before her eyes in a silent goodbye as she rolled over the edge.

      Lottie once again awoke, shaking worse than ever. The stars glistened as she got up from the grass and passed the fairy, Accompany and dragon resting by a few stray boulders. She looked over at where Lilja was sleeping, and panic rose inside her as she saw that his spot was empty. “Lilja? Lilja!”

      She was about to take off looking for him until a voice behind her said, “Don’t be scared. I’m right here.”

      She wheeled around with a growl only to meet her brother. She saw him looking into her panicked eyes. Embarrassed, she turned away.

      “Lottie,” he said with a soft voice, “It’s okay.”

      Lottie watched as he strode over to the dirt and collapsed, drifting off to sleep once more. The silver pup herself knew she wouldn’t be able to rest, so she simply lied down and began counting the stars.

      

      Kia awoke just after sunrise. The earth was bathed in newborn sunlight as she looked up at Keota to see the light swarming around him like a halo. “Good morning.” he whispered. “Good night’s sleep?”

      She grunted. Mornings were not her favorite. But she smiled and gave him a small kiss on the cheek. He smiled broadly, and she laughed. Keota acts like he’s never had a girlfriend before, she thought.

      Was she his girlfriend? She didn’t know. Right now, she counted it as messing around. Messing around with a stupid boy who didn’t know any better. She started to laugh.

      “Why are you laughing?” he asked.

      She giggled and said, “Nothing.” She pulled away from him, still smiling, and turned to Ionan. “Hey,” she yelled, “It’s time to go!” She then rose up and went to wake the pups. She was surprised to find that Lilja was still sleeping, though Lottie was nowhere to be found. She looked around and saw she was watching the sun come up on top of a hill. It took her a while to realize that she had never seen Lilja and Lottie that far apart before. Oh well. Maybe they’re growing up. She walked over and went to saddle up Snow Drop.

      Without warning pain wracked through her body like never before. She screamed as she felt a thousand stinging knives run through her. But the worst of all was a sharp, slick pain inside, as if a fiery arrow had pierced her heart. Ionan felt her pain and turned his head. He growled with anger and started looking for an immediate cause or enemy. Keota ran to her side and caught her before she fell, saying words that were garbled to her ears. Lilja awoke and barked to his sister, who came running down the hill. Then everyone was gathered around her, and they were all growling and talking at at once. But as soon as the pain came, it was gone. She knelt on her knees, gasping for air while Keota held her.

      “She’s alive!” the pups began screaming. Keota wouldn’t stop asking, “What’s wrong? What happened?”

      “Give her some space Keota,” rumbled Ionan. “Can’t you see she needs air?”

      She gasped for breath, stuttering, “Something’s wrong with the forest.”

      “What?” Keota asked.

      “The forest!” she yelled. “The rumors are true. When a fairy’s land is in trouble they feel excruciating pain. I thought that it was only a story my father told me to keep me in the Verinian, but now I know he wasn’t lying. I have to go back.” She got to her feet and hurried over to Snow Drop. Without pausing to put on the saddle bags, she threw one leg over her pegasus and prepared to journey home.

      “Kia!” Keota yelled. “You can’t leave! Not now! We’re close to finding the unicorns and the cure! I know it!”

      “Okay, first of all, we don’t even know where we’re going,” she said. “The unicorns could be days, even weeks away. Second of all, if the pain is this bad, obviously something terrible has happened, maybe even worse than the plague. I have no choice but to go back home.” She went to take off but before she could Keota grabbed her arm. “Kiatana!”

      “What!” she snarled nastily.

      “What good will it do you if you go back?” he asked. “You haven’t found a cure. Most likely it’s just the sickness and…”

      “It’s getting worse.” she finished off his sentence. “I have to be there.”

      “How will everybody react when you return home? What are you going to say to them when you come back empty handed?”

      Kia winced and tried a different approach. “If someone has attacked my home...”

      “It doesn’t matter. You’re a very strong fairy, but you can’t hold an entire army back. And with the sickness spreading there will nobody left to fight. You have no option, Kia.”

      Kia glared at Keota, then said in a strained voice, “Alright. But the faster we travel, the better. We can reach the Blue Sky Peaks by noon, where the last known unicorn was slain. If we get there tonight it may give us a clue on where to go next.” Kia called to the two wolf pups. They jumped into her pack and she took off into the sky, with Keota and Ionan following close behind.

      

      While they flew Kia raised her head off Snow Drop’s mane and asked, “Tell me more about your life, back in Nesting’s Haven. It may take my mind off the pain.”

      “There’s not much to tell,” Keota said, avoiding her eyes.

      “Then tell me about your dreams then,” Kia asked. “Both of you,” she said to Ionan as well.

      Ionan answered first. “I had wished to become a professor at Dinkleberry University. I had received an offer, but we entered the army instead. Keota never was a scholar and I only wanted to make him happy. That is the duty of a Changer.”

      “I only entered the army to make money,” Keota said to Kia quickly. “What I really wanted was to be an architect, but my parents didn’t think it was a good idea because they only take the best in Nesting’s Haven. During the summer, when we weren’t at my home or in the school dorms we went to Ionia’s Palace, that’s where Ionan’s parents dwell, and lived there. It’s miles wide. The whole first floor could fit your entire forest. It’s so large that Ionan can walk through the halls in his main form.”

      “You’re lying,” Kia said, laughing.

      Keota shook his head. “No I’m not. I had wanted to build something even bigger than that one day, something even more beautiful, but everyone thought I was stupid to try. Besides, I can’t build it if I’m broke.”

      “I always was a gardener. Taking care of the forest is my thing,” Kia yawned.

      “I thought you hated it there,” Ionan asked.

      “I only hate the place because of my dad. If he wasn’t forcing me to stay and telling me how to do things all the time, it might actually be a little fun. Besides, I’m good at it. Might as well keep doing something you have a talent for,” Kia shrugged.

      “We’re hunters,” Lottie said, and both the pups poked their heads out of the pack. “Though I wouldn’t mind being a healer for my pack.”

      “I would be leader,” Lilja put in. “That’s what my father was before he got killed. I would want to be the alpha and make sure that everyone was safe and well fed.”

      “Kia, I’m taking us down,” Snow Drop neighed, and the pegasus descended to a craggy mountain slope. It had taken until sundown to reach their new destination, and now they were running behind. Ionan’s large bulk couldn’t land on the mountain as a dragon, so he simply dropped Keota off with his talons onto the rocks, and then changed into a hawk in midair to land on a boulder carefully. Lottie and Lilja stayed in their packs, as one false misstep would send them spiraling to the bottom and they preferred not to take chances.

      “It’s twilight, Kia, we might as well make camp.” Keota suggested.

      Kia shot him a dirty look. “Obviously something’s missing in your brain. We could roll right off the edge here if we lay down.”

      “But you’re exhausted, and so is everybody else! We don’t even know where to go next!” Keota snapped in protest. She went to throw back a reply but at that moment a wooden arrow whipped by her green hair and embedded itself in the rock, inches from her head. She took one look at the arrow and snapped, “Elves.”

      Their heads all turned to see four thieves lined up on the edge of the cliff. The elves were dark skinned, bulky with muscle and rugged. Their clothes were ragged and their ears were pointed. The only female of the group pointed another arrow and sent it flying. Kia easily ducked and Ionan transformed into a lion, roaring fiercely. The eager looks of the bandits vanished to be replaced with terror and they started down the mountain again, running for their lives. They noticed the one skinny elf’s bag was a dark brown fur, streaked with silver; Kia raced forward and tackled the elf to the wall. When he tried to slip away Keota grabbed him with one hand and easily raised him up off the ground by his shirt.

      “Your bag is made out of a unicorn’s pelt,” Kia snarled, her knife at his throat. “Tell us where you got it.”

      “Why do you want to know?” the thief wheezed, trying to pry Keota’s hands away.

      “That’s none of your business. You tried to kill us,” Keota said and he lifted him higher.

      The rouge gasped and said, “Alright! I stole it off an elf who used to hunt unicorns!”

      “Used to?” Keota asked.

      “He died a long time ago. The fairy that protects the unicorns did him in.”

      “And where is this fairy?” Kia asked.

      “If you go into the Ice Born Mountains you’ll find a valley there, that’s where the fairy hides them. But you’d be mad to try. If the cold doesn’t kill you first, she will.”

      “My father was right,” Kia groaned. “We do have to go through the Ice Borns.”

      Keota set him free. Grabbing his neck the elf stumbled down the cliffs to catch up with his companions, taking his bag with him. Ionan turned to the group and said gruffly, “To the Ice Borns we go.”

      

      Lottie gasped with fear as she felt herself flying through the air, knowing what she faced down in the rushing water was death. As she fell, she saw a white streak flash by and before she knew it she had stopped falling.. A pair of strong jaws enveloped her belly. They soared through the air and Lottie was put down on a small cliff as her mother opened her jaws.

      “Stay here,” she said. “I’m going to get your brother.” Mama gave her a lick and pushed her to the wall. Then she leapt with what was incredible strength over the humongous gap, back to where Lilja was waiting. Lottie looked up and saw that the fire had progressed to a terrifying speed. It was right behind them, and Lottie understood why her mother had jumped to the other side...there was nowhere else to go.  Mama picked up Lilja by his scruff and focused on a ledge that Lottie knew was too high and too far to reach.  She called out but stopped in mid-sentence as she watched her mother fly across the edge, landing on all fours and setting Lilja down. Her mother began to make the slippery descent to Lottie. Slipping and stumbling, the wolf grabbed Lottie and began carrying her upwards toward salvation.

      Mama was no longer steady and strong. She was growing weaker, and her breathing became ragged. Lottie thought, We’re not going to make it! But she looked back into her mother’s eyes and saw strict determination, refusal to accept their deaths. She put one mighty, bloody white paw on the brink and threw Lottie to her brother.

      Lottie looked up and saw her mother scrabbling for a grip. “No!” Lilja cried and ran over to help. But before he could reach her, their mother slipped and she fell right into the raging water below. The last thing Lottie saw when her mother fell was two pairs of eyes, one brown, the other blue.

      “Mama!” she screamed, bumping her head on the rocky boulders. Lilja got up and moved close to her, setting his head on her shoulder as she cried.
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      Kia leaned against a tree, scrolls of paper and vials of ink spread out in front of her. She scribbled something on the paper, then crossed it out angrily. “What are you doing?” Keota asked, plopping down next to her.

      “I’m trying to write a letter to my father,” she answered. “I need directions once we get to the Ice Borns, and we also need food.”

      “No we don’t,” Keota said. “Food is a useless thing right now.”

      “Okay, we’ve been over this a thousand times! You may not need food, but I do!” she snapped. “And so do the pups and Snow Drop.”

      His face went from complete confusion to utter revelation. “Oh. You guys do have to eat, don’t you?”

      “No, we’ve been eating for the fun of it,” she said sarcastically. “Why don’t you go find something to do? I’m a little busy here.”

      “What am I going to do? It’s incredibly boring out here,” he said with a sigh.

      “Why don’t you go jump out of a tree and try to fly,” Kia hissed. “I really don’t care, as long as you go away. I’m not in the mood for cutesy couple stuff today.”

      He looked at her with a hurt expression, then rose to his feet. “Fine.” He sulked away, his arms crossed over his chest.

      Kia immediately went back to her writing. When she was finished she tied the letter to a messenger bird, whom she had hired on the road. “Keep the letter safe, okay?” she told him.

      “Of course, Princess Kiatana,” he nodded quickly.

      “I’ve told you a hundred times, call me Kia, not Kiatana,” she ordered.

      “Yes, Princess Kiatana,” he nodded again. Kia groaned and then sent the bird on his way with a wave of her hand, watching as he vanished into the deep blue sky.

      

      Malaki’s reply came back three days later. When the bird arrived Kia was sitting against a tree. She was staring cruelly at Ionan, who sat in his dragon form about twenty feet away. “You know I’m right and you’re wrong,” Kia snapped. “Keota and I are great together.”

      “The two of you shall never last,” Ionan growled back, baring his sharp teeth. “I will guarantee that by next week you won’t be able to stand the sight of each other.”

      “Isn’t that happening already?” Lottie wondered, who was sitting nearby. Everyone ignored her.

      “Okay, whatever you say, lizard breath!” Kia shouted at him.

      “Lizard Breath! Why I never…” Ionan began.

      “Never what? Had any sense?” Kia cut him off.

      “Now listen here…”

      “Come on guys, can’t we all just get along?” Keota stepped in between them, his arms raised.

      “Why should I ever have to get along with that thing?” Kia said with disgust. “He doesn’t like me, so I don’t like him.”

      “Oh, you are very mature, aren’t you,” Ionan replied.

      “Like you’re any better,” she said.

      “Shut up already!” Keota yelled, finally taking charge. “Kia, the letter from your dad is here!”

      “It’s here?” Kia turned to see the falcon sitting on a branch behind her. The falcon cocked his head and she tried to hide her blush. “Oh, I’m so sorry you had to listen to all of this. It must seem so stupid.” She removed the letter from the tube on his back. “Thank you.”

      “You are welcome,” the bird replied. “He says your supplies will be here soon. He sent them with a larger animal.”

      “Okay, thanks again. You can go now,” Kia nodded, unrolling the letter.

      “Goodbye, young princess.” The falcon spread his wings and left.

      When the falcon was gone Kia complained, “Why does everyone have to be so formal? Is it that hard to figure out that I prefer to be called Kia over anything else?”

      “Maybe they just want to be nice,” Keota suggested with a shrug.

      “Or maybe they do it because they know it annoys you and they dislike you as much as I do,” Ionan snarled.

      “You are a horrible little thing,” Kia told him.

      “You must be blind, for there is nothing little about me,” Ionan said.

      “Can you read the letter? I want to know where we’re going already,” Keota asked, stepping in before things could get worse.

      Kia looked down at the paper in her hands and began reading it aloud.

      

      “My Dearest Daughter:

      In my opinion the best way to the Ice Borns is to first pass through the Blue Sky Peaks. They are only a short distance from the Ice Borns and will give you some experience passing over smaller mountains. There is one spot where the Blue Sky Peaks actually connect with the Ice Borns. If you travel to the top of the middle Peak, there is a large cave marking the top. Travel around it, and you will find a bridge made of a tree that has linked the two mountain ranges together. The cave is a rather nice place and that is where your supplies will be waiting for you. It was easier to give the wolf a place to go rather than to tell her to wander around until she found you. I love you darling, have fun.

      Sincerely,  Father.”

      

      “So we’re in the correct location. We just have to make our way through these mountains,” Kia said. She pulled out her map and began to scan the many landmarks.

      “Have fun? What does he think this is, a parade?” Ionan said.

      “I don’t know. I’ve heard some stories about caves. Their paths often end in death or horrible injury of some kind for travelers,” Lottie threw in.

      “What are you talking about? Caves are great!”  Keota said.

      “You may as well be in a parade,” Ionan mumbled.

      “Here it is!” Kia declared, pointing at a spot on her map.

      “Well that’s not all that far,” Keota said, examining the map.

      “Not far at all,” Kia said, proud of herself. “We can find that cave in no time.”

      

      The takeover was going very well indeed. None of Kia’s animals stood in Casiff’s way as his army ran through the forest and established complete control. “How strange,” he said to himself. “You think the beasts would try to keep their fairy’s land safe. Why aren’t they fighting back?”

      Casiff looked around in worry, trying to spot his lone she-wolf. Casiff knew Caini had lost her pups to a forest fire only a few months ago, so in her grieving state she was more vulnerable to attack. If he hadn’t found her in the river one night, she would’ve died. They had become amazingly close in the past few months, as Caini was the only one who had compassion for him...who actually understood him. He had tried to persuade her to stay behind, but she refused. His blue eyes searched back and forth among the trees.

      Then he saw her. His beloved Caini limped through the woods, slowly moving toward him. She wheezed and struggled to catch her breath. As she reached him she fell upon his feet and sat her head onto her paws. “My Caini! What’s wrong?” He fell to his knees beside her. “Who has done this to you?”

      “The land has done this to me,” the wolf wheezed. “This land carries the plaque of a million deaths that killed off the humans. We never should have come here.”

      “No, it can’t be! I will not let you die Caini! I will keep you safe,” Casiff told his beloved companion.

      “It’s already too late for me,” Caini huffed. Those were her last words, and she died in the arms of the fairy that loved her.

      “No!” Casiff screamed into the sky. He picked the wolf up and held her above his head. “Why have you done this to me? She was my only true friend in this miserable world! Why?” He fell back to the ground and broke into tears. His only friend lay dead in his arms, her head tilted to one side. He had lost the one thing he had loved. He had lost his Caini.

      

      The rest of the day passed and Casiff stayed with his friend only long enough to bury her properly. As he mourned his loss, the anger began to well up inside him. He knew who was at fault for this.

      Casiff took off through Kia’s land, stomping over flowers and small plants. He found the house easily enough. He banged on the door, stamping his foot impatiently. “I know you’re home, old man!”  he yelled. “Malaki, if you don’t let me in right this instant I swear I’ll…”

      Just then the door swung open and Kia’s father stared out, wrapping his robe around him. “I’m sorry Casiff, I didn’t hear you,” Malaki apologized, dropping his head slightly. “Come in, come in.”

      “I blame you for this, every last bit of it!” Casiff yelled angrily, pointing at the old man as he burst through his door.

      “What is it that I’m being blamed for?” Malaki asked, confused. The older man pulled out a chair and gestured to it, utterly baffled that this young fairy was bursting into his house and erupting like a volcano.

      “My beautiful Caini is dead!” Casiff said, his anger turning into sadness in a matter of seconds. “She died because of that plague!”

      “Well, I’m sorry to hear that,” Malaki said, genuinely upset. “She was a good one, wasn’t she? Very useful.”

      “It doesn’t matter! She’s dead and it’s all your fault!” Casiff yelled, rising to his feet.

      “Casiff, you were the one who wanted her land, not me,” Malaki replied, placing his hands on Casiff’s shoulders and gently pushing him into his seat. “It can all be worked out. Her suffering is over, at least.”

      “Don’t you go and try to pull that nonsense on me!” Casiff roared, although he stayed in the chair this time. “I will not have you trying to tell me that she’s happy! She’s dead! And Kia and her dream team is still running around like nothing’s wrong!”

      “The dream team?” Malaki asked. “Never mind, just calm down. It’s all right.”

      “I can’t stay here listening to you!” he screamed, standing up and overturning the table. “You will not tell me what I should do! I will calm down when I feel I should!” With that he turned and stormed out, slamming the door behind him.

      “Oh my, he does have a temper.” Malaki mumbled to himself, beginning to pick up the table and the clutter of things that had been on top. “He really should work at getting rid of that, or else it may come back to bite him.”

      

      It took the group two days hiking around the mountains to find where the caverns began. “Hey, there they are,” Keota said, looking up. “I bet the cave we’re looking for is in there. We found them!”

      “Yes, we finally found them, no thanks to you,” Ionan said grumpily. He sat down and pulled a thorn out of one foot. “Remind me again why we went through that field of bushes?”

      “Because it was faster than going around,” Kia snapped. “Two little thorns aren’t that bad, Ionan.”

      “When they’re shoved into your foot they are,” Ionan said.

      “You lived, didn’t you?” Kia replied.

      “Keota, what do you see in her?” Ionan questioned.

      “He sees everything he’s ever wanted to because it was meant to be,” Kia told the dragon, making it as gushy as possible so Keota would swoon. It worked. She saw his eyes melt into butter once she stopped speaking.

      “Oh, disgusting,” Ionan said, snorting out a bit of flame.

      “We can get the other thorn out, Ionan!” Lilja said, and he and his sister started dancing around his feet to try and pull the thorn out.

      “No, I would prefer not…ouch!” Ionan let out another flame as Lottie yanked out the thorn, tail wagging.

      “Come on you two, let’s climb these mountains already,” Keota said, starting up at the caverns.

      “These don’t seem like mountains to me, more like hills,” Kia said with a laugh. The joke was soon on her, however. After an hour the mountain went from a gentle incline to incredibly steep.

      “How close are we to the top?” Keota asked, slipping down onto a small ledge.

      “I have no idea,” Kia replied from her spot at the front. She lost her footing for a second but quickly regained it with slight difficulty. Snow Drop flew just above the ground, following her fairy faithfully.

      “My wings hurt and this ground is too steep for me to get a good grip on,” Snow Drop said. “We had better get there soon or someone’s losing a head!”

      “Calm down Snow Drop,” Kia said. “We’ll get there whenever we do. For now, just be patient.”

      “Hate to say it, but I told you I didn’t trust going to this cave,” Ionan told her. He walked next to Keota in the form of a mountain goat, not having half as much trouble as the others.

      “You never said we shouldn’t climb the mountain,” Kia snapped. “Now shut it or you won’t get there in one piece.”

      “I don’t feel that I will, with you in the lead,” Ionan replied.

      “Ionan,” Keota said impatiently. “We don’t have time for this.”

      “Fine. I shall keep quiet.” Ionan gave in, a smirk on his face.

      “Thank you,” Kia said shortly. Something, either a rock or a branch, got in the way of her climbing. Kia fell forward onto her face, her whole body slamming into the ground. Instead of getting up, she laid there. “That hurt,” she mumbled.

      “Do you want some help up?” Keota asked, offering his hand.

      “Actually, I think I’ll stay here, the view of the dirt is just so lovely,” Kia responded.

      “Are you sure?” Keota asked blatantly.

      “I’m joking!” Kia replied. “Help me up, you idiot!” She grabbed his hand and he lifted her to her feet, not remembering to control his strength so she dangled several inches off the ground. There was a small scrape across her nose but other than that, she was perfectly fine.

      “I can’t take this for much longer,” Snow Drop whinnied in frustration. “My wings are going to give out and I’ll blame you!”

      “Snow Drop, I just fell on my face. I don’t want to hear it,” Kia said.

      Even though the adults were thoroughly miserable the pups, for one, were having a great time.

      “Lottie! Lottie! Look what I can do!” Lilja balanced on his back paws and hopped from stone to stone, finally landing on a steep ledge on all fours. He rose back up again and started balancing a rock on his nose, dangerously close to falling. “Ta Dah!”

      Lottie cheered and Ionan said, “Lilja! Get down from there!”

      “Okay!” Lilja jumped back down and went into a fast slide down the side of the mountain, gathering speed until he crashed into Ionan’s fur.

      “Ooh, that looks like fun!” Lottie said in excitement. She ran up a ledge and came sliding down, spinning round and around until she too came slamming into Ionan.

      “Oof! Why I never…”

      “Yay! Ionan, your hair is so fluffy,” Lottie said, snuggling into it. She cuddled into his warm fur, and Ionan instantly fell silent.  Lilja kept on running back and forth, climbing higher and higher and sliding down less often as the group kept scaling the rock. When he could no longer slide anymore he huffed, “That…was…fun. Can…we…slide…down…other side…now?”

      “There’s the cave first,” Ionan told him. He didn’t mind Lottie’s snuggling, and after hours was only just beginning to get annoyed with Lilja slamming into him. “We have to go through that next.”

      “Oh yeah,” he said, and took Ionan’s other side.

      “I think I see the top!” Keota exclaimed, beginning to run. “Yeah, that’s it, we made it!”

      “Marvelous,” Kia said, picking up her speed slightly as well. “I just want to stop climbing.” With just a few more minutes of ascending, they made it to the top of a large ledge that went all around the mountain, with a few weeds growing here and there. The group stood on the ledge and looked to where the Ice Borns loomed. They were much larger than the Blue Sky Peaks, and had a reputation to go with them. The mountain range was the most dangerous in the known world and had killed many travelers who had taken its dangers lightly. The mountains were enormous behemoths, hundreds of thousands of feet tall, frozen blocks of both glaciers and rocks.

      “We get to climb those next,” Kia informed the group. “Won’t that be so much fun?”

      “Yes, fun,” Ionan answered unenthusiastically.

      “I can’t wait,” Snow Drop moaned.

      “You’ll most likely only climb part way up, Snow Drop. I don’t trust it with you going all the way.” Kia said.

      “You mean I’ll get to go home, while you and the others climb?” Snow Drop asked. “But why?”

      “Because it may not be safe,” Kia told her.

      “I can start the climb though, right? I don’t want to leave you alone Kia, you’re my fairy,” the Pegasus said, changing her tone.

      “I know. You’ll come with us until I say it’s too dangerous.” Kia replied.

      “Okay,” Snow Drop nodded. “I can live with that I guess. But I’m not going back,” she muttered under her breath.

      “It’s so going to be great!” Lilja said in actual excitement. “Look at all those ledges to climb!”

      “And all that snow to play in!” Lottie bounced.

      The adults looked at each other tiredly and sighed, pondering the long walk they had ahead.

      “I found the cave!” Keota called. “It’s right over here!”

      “Well done,” Ionan congratulated, walking toward his Accompany’s voice.

      “Let’s get over there,” Snow Drop shouted, running after Ionan.

      “Slow down or you’ll fall.” Kia called, following at a much slower pace. The cave mouth was large and dark. It took up a good portion of the rock the ledge ran around.

      “Look, it echoes.” Keota said, leaning in to the cave. “Hello!” he called.

      “Hello, hello, hello,” the cave called back. Kia giggled at Keota’s easy amusement. Reaching into her bag, she pulled out a torch and lit it, the flame burning warmly and brightly.

      “Let’s just go in already!” Ionan growled.

      “Way to spoil all the fun Ionan,” Kia said, bumping into him as she walked past. “Come on Keota.”

      He followed Kia into the cave without waiting for the others. Kia was close behind him and the wolves followed her, all of them going into the cave without any sort of fright.

      “I’ve got a bad feeling about this,” Ionan muttered as he followed them reluctantly. As they went inside the tunnel entrance became farther and farther away, until they could only see a speck of light behind them.

      “Kia, how far back did your father’s servant carry these things?” Lilja asked, watching as a bug scuttled across his path.

      “This cave is starting to creep me out,” Snow Drop said, unhappily brushing away a spider’s web with her tail.

      “Everything’s going to be fine,” Keota said. “What could possibly go wrong?”

      “You know, I couldn’t count how many times you said that in the army and every time you did...”

      “Kia,” Lottie whined. “Look over there.”

      Kia turned to see what the pup was talking about. The skeleton of a wolf lay in one corner. There were small bits of flesh still clinging to the white bone, blood all over the floor. Two packs lay beside it, most likely containing what her father had sent them. “It’s fresh.” Kia bit her lower lip and gagged slightly, a tear slowly rolling down one cheek.

      “I told you I didn’t trust this,” Ionan snarled. He looked around nervously for whatever had killed the wolf.

      “Who could have done this?” Lilja asked. He walked around the skeleton, confused. “Why would they do this?”

      “I don’t know,” Kia answered. She walked toward the corpse slowly. “Keota, grab these packs.” She told him.

      “Why can’t you grab them?” he asked.

      “I plan on burying this poor thing,” she replied. She sunk to her knees next to the skeleton.

      “Just do what she says so we can get out of here,” Ionan hissed.“We all know you’re strong enough to carry everything. Let’s go.”

      “Quiet!” Lilja said, and everyone came to a standstill. “I think I hear something.”

      No movement came from any of the companions. Something stirred in the caverns… it was so soft though, half of them assumed it was a falling rock.

      Lottie noticed it first. “Oh…by my father’s fangs…what is that awful smell?”

      Lilja smelt it next and he covered his nose with his paw, trying to scrape off the scent. “I don’t know but it’s just…ugh! It smells like…dead carrion!”

      “No,” Ionan said, his eyes watering. “It smells like a sick beast.”

      “What is everyone talking…” Kia’s words halted and she flung a hand in front of her face. “Gross! Seriously, that’s disgusting! Is it the caves?”

      “Well it’s not any of us! I had a bath the other morning!” Snow Drop said, covering her face with her wings.

      “Oh seriously guys, it’s not that bad,” Keota rolled his eyes, looking at them. “I’ve smelled worse.”

      “Well of course we have but…gah!” Ionan stomped his hooves angrily. “Is it the wolf carcass?”

      Lottie shook her head. “I’m not sure but we...”

      Her sentence was cut off as a feral snarl rung throughout the caves, and the light from the entrance of the tunnel was blocked out for a few precious seconds. “What’s going on?” Kia yelled, but she screamed as she was knocked to the ground and her torch went out.

      “Ionan!” Keota shouted in the dark. The next thing the Accompany knew he was pinned against the wall by his shoulders, the rock cutting into his back. He reacted instantly and he grabbed whatever it was, digging his hands into its fur and pitching it against the wall.

      There was a snarl of anger, and of pain. It was still dark, so Keota scrabbled to find the light. Lilja, who could see in the dark, grabbed the torch with his teeth and pulled it over to the Accompany. Keota lit it quickly, swinging the torch around the room.

      When the light was back they set eyes on what had attacked them. There was no other way to describe it except…horrid. One side of its face was a brown dog’s, the ears and the nose crooked and twisted. The other side was of a reptile, with long teeth growing in curved lines over the edges of the mouth and brown scales peeling off its body. It had the body and tail of a cat’s, while the feet and the claws were reptilian as the one side of the face.

      It didn’t look very big at first, not until it rose to its feet. It stood up on its hind legs and walked backwards warily like an Accompany. Even so, everyone knew it was an animal. Keota was more scared than the rest of them. The way he had thrown the Thing should have broken its back, yet it stood among them, unharmed. Even more of an oddity about it was that there was a tiny diamond tiara atop its head, a three spiked crown that was the only thing about the creature that seemed clean. Kia on was on her feet, holding her knife out in front of her while Snow Drop stared in revulsion at the Thing. Lottie, who had a bit more pity, averted her eyes and pretended that she was merely looking at something else. The three boys, now able to clearly see what was in front of them, glanced at the Thing once and looked away too.

      “What are you?” Snow Drop asked, not bothering to be polite.

      The Thing cocked its head, and the tiara on top of it tilted. When it spoke, it had a voice like a Changer…a raspy Changer with a sore throat. “I’m Nagli. You’re a pegasus, no? I haven’t seen a pegasus in…forever.”

      “No, what are you,” Snow Drop asked, stomping her hoof. “What?”

      Nagli blinked. “What are you asking me?”

      This was getting them nowhere. Kia raised her knife higher and said, “You attacked us. Why.”

      “Would you attack someone if they walked into your home uninvited? I’d think so,” Nagli said, falling to her four feet. “Just waltzing in here like you owned the place. These caves aren’t exactly empty, you know. There are nastier things in here than me.”

      “I’d doubt that,” Snow Drop snorted. Below, Lottie whimpered.

      Nagli ignored her, or didn’t hear. “I nearly killed you, like I killed the wolf. It is a good thing I was feeling lonely today.”

      “Lonely?” Ionan asked.

      “I like to talk to the bones, not that they ever talk back,” Nagli said, disgruntled.

      “You killed the wolf because you were lonely?” Kia asked suspiciously, raising her knife.

      “No. I was going to eat it, but I decided I wasn’t hungry,” she said.

      “What a waste,” Lilja said in disdain, crinkling his nose.

      “I can’t help it. Sometimes I’m hungry, or at least I think I am, but I never eat.” Nagli looked at the torch, seemingly dazzled by its appearance. “That’s fire, isn’t it? I haven’t seen fire in a long time either. Let me just look at it, just a bit longer…”

      “Nagli. A very dear friend had a name like that, before she died. Isn’t it a common name?” Ionan asked Keota, looking at his Accompany. Keota put up his hands and said, “Do I look like I would know? She’s definitely not the Nagli you’re thinking of.”

      “My name is an old name. It means, ‘remembrance.” Nagli said, moving towards Ionan and starting to twirl around him. “But I’ve ceased to remember so many things. My name should have meant forgotten. I’ve drifted in these caves for years and years, so much that I’ve grown nearly blind and cannot see. I’ve forgotten the look and feel of grass and the feel of the wind underneath my wings…”

      “Your wings?” Lottie asked, looking at her for once.

      “I was once like him,” Nagli said, pointing her tail at Ionan. “That much I can remember. I got stuck in-between changes one day. How and why, I do not recall. I am such an old, old soul.”

      “Why don’t you leave then, so you can remember again?” Lottie asked, confused.

      “I’ve tried,” Nagli blinked. “But I think a curse holds me here. It is a promise broken, a chain that has forced me to remain in these dripping halls for many years.”

      “Anything we can do?” Lilja asked.

      Nagli shrugged. “No, not really. Only the person who cursed me, or bound me, or whatever they did, can release me from here.”

      “What about your Accompany? Isn’t there something he or she could do?” Keota said, confused.

      Nagli looked puzzled. “What’s an Accompany?”

      “This dunderhead over here is one example,” Kia said, pointing to Keota with her elbow, still not letting down her knife.

      Keota sighed and said, “One minute you adore me and the next you insult me. Will you make up your mind?”

      “She changes her personality a lot. It happens,” Lilja said.

      “No I do not, you little brat,” Kia snapped.

      “Yes you do, don’t be mean,” Lottie said, her ears back.

      “Do you know a better way out of these caves?” Keota asked Nagli.

      Nagli bounced on her paws. “You can follow me. I know a quick way out.”

      “Can we trust her?” Snow Drop said, not bothering to lower her voice.

      “I know the way,” Nagli said. “It is better to trust me than to wander these endless labyrinths of caves by yourselves. I would find you eventually, and then I would get to talk to YOUR bones. But if you don’t want to go through here you can always take your chances with the elves.”

      “Caves it is!” Keota said loudly, making the decision for the group.

      “What about the wolf?” Kia asked stubbornly, still wanting to bury it.

      “The bones stay with me if you want to leave the cave,” Nagli said, not letting her gaze drop from Kia’s. “The bones stay with me.”

      You could see the protest in Kia’s face, but she bit her lip and said nothing as they moved on.

      They followed Nagli throughout the caves, Kia going first and Keota bringing up the rear. Ionan changed into a rabbit so he could maneuver around the caverns easier, hopping along after the pups and snapping at Snow Drop when she stepped too close.

      “I can’t help it, maybe I’m getting you back from all the times you’ve nearly stomped me with your large, giant feet!” Snow Drop said.

      “I do not stomp. I glide,” Ionan said regally. Snow Drop resisted the urge to kick silt into his face.

      “Why is it so quiet down here? I thought you said there were other scary things?” Lottie asked.

      “There are many things hidden under here,” Nagli said. “Things that no one else is supposed to know about, large monsters that lie in the underground and go boom boom.”

      “Boom boom?” Ionan asked.

      “Yes. Boom boom.” Nagli’s tail curled.

      “Why are you telling us this if we’re not supposed to know?” Kia asked.

      “Because I can only tell the person who’s looking for them where they are. It is all I remember, but it is my job. Are any of you the people that are looking for the boom boom?” Nagli stopped in her tracks and the tiara jilted on her head.

      “We’re looking for a cure to an illness, if that helps. Do you have any of those?” Lottie asked hopefully.

      Nagli shook her head. “I’m sorry, I’ve got none of those. Forget about the boom boom.”

      “Wasn’t even planning on remembering it,” Keota said happily.

      The group continued on, until the torch was nearly out and you could see a light at the end of the tunnel. Keota shielded his eyes and said, “Hey, am I dead?”

      “That’s the exit,” Lottie said helpfully before any of the others could bite back a nasty comment.

      “I can’t go out into the light,” Nagli said. “But you can. Have fun with whatever you’re doing or wherever you’re going.”

      “I wouldn’t exactly call it fun, but thanks anyways,” Lilja said with a wolfish smile. “It’s an adventure, at least…whoops!”

      “Watch it there!” Nagli said. Lilja slid on the slope outside of the cave and he bumped into Nagli, causing the crown to fall off her head and onto his own.

      “Oooh…pretty there,” Nagli said, her eyes shimmering as the diamond tiara morphed into a jet-black crown in the shape of wolf fangs.

      “Woah,” Lilja said, looking up at his head. “Did that just happen?”

      “Oooh, let me try, let me try!” Lottie said, racing to her brother. She scooped the crown to her ears and it changed into an ice-crystal headband.

      “How unusual. It changes,” Ionan said, looking at it with interest. He hopped out of the cave, changed back into a dragon and asked, “May I?”

      Lilja took the crown off of Lottie with his teeth and set it atop Ionan’s head. The thing grew long until it was a large golden crown with many jewels.

      “Let me try again!” Lottie said, hopping up and down.

      “No me, me!” Lilja barked.

      “You two are acting like such children,” Snow Drop said, shaking her head and snorting. “It’s a stupid crown.”

      “Actually it’s not just a crown…” Nagli said, but Snow Drop didn’t hear her. The pegasus trotted to her companions, flew up, knocked off the giant crown from Ionan’s head, and slipped her ears inside.

      Snow Drop squealed as the crown turned into a wreath of beautiful flowers. “Oh, the crown turned into those flowers I like! And they’re not poisonous!” She flung the wreath to the ground and attacked it with an open mouth, but once her teeth were about to chomp off a bite the crown turned back into a diamond tiara again.

      “Oh…” Snow Drop said in disappointment before trying again and failing. While the others watched on in interest Kia turned to Nagli and said, “So…thanks for leading us out of the caves.”

      “It was a small adventure, and you are very welcome,” Nagli said. “Back to the bones.”

      “Uh, don’t you want the crown back?” Kia asked, starting to go get it.

      Nagli shook her head. “What use are fancy things to me if I only have the bones and myself to share them with? You can have it.”

      “Thanks,” Kia said, smiling. “Maybe one day I can come back and visit...”

      Nagli was already gone. Kia looked at Keota, who was standing next to her, and the two of them glanced back once before climbing down the small slope.

      Snow Drop kept on playing with the crown, tossing it on her head and off again and trying to eat it before it turned back into metal, but she failed every time. Eventually the mare got tired of her game and, frustrated that she couldn’t eat the blossoms, she told Kia to leave it in her saddlebags, and that’s where it stayed.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seven

          

          The Ice Born Mountains

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      “How much longer?” Keota moaned from Ionan’s scaly back as they flew around the mountain. “I’m beginning to see things! A white ghost thingy was on the ground following us, I know it!”

      “Are you daft?” Ionan said, looking down for the white “thingy.”

      “Just a little longer,” Kia answered. “I know the Ice Borns are just ahead.”

      “Where?” Lilja questioned from his pack. “I’m getting tired of traveling.”

      “Then maybe you should have stayed home instead of becoming a little stowaway,” Kia said harshly. “If you want to keep complaining, you’ll be sent back to the forest.”

      “And how do you plan to do that, Miss Kia?” Ionan asked dryly.

      “She’ll magic us back!” Keota said, his eyes wide. “Just wave her hands around and poof! We’re gone! You know fairies can do magic!”

      “Fairies can’t do magic, you dunce,” Kia snapped.

      Keota’s scared look was replaced with confusion. “They can’t?”

      “No! If you think they could do you really believe I’d be walking all this way? Oh sure, let’s just have Kia forget about her magical teleportation powers because she wants to help the tourists!”

      “I don’t see you doing much walking,” Snow Drop muttered under her breath.

      “But…” Keota said weakly, “There’s stories in Nesting’s Haven of fairies being able to heal in an instant and control the weather…you can make plants grow really well, can’t you?”

      “Maybe that was true long ago, but not anymore. Fairies can’t control the weather and my talent with plants is only a talent. We can’t heal.”

      “But isn’t there magic in the Lands?” Keota asked.

      Kia nodded. “There is magic, but there’s only so much to go around. It’s what makes the animals talk and gives fairies the ability to fly. If every fairy had powers, we’d use up all the magic in a day and the Lands would begin to die. That’s why witches are such a terrible thing for the Lands; they use up all the magic in one area, kill it, and move onto the next one. The Lands is made of magic, and needs magic to survive. Without any magic there’d be nothing left.”

      “But isn’t there another way?” Keota said.

      “The only way for a fairy to become magical is for them to become a witch. End of discussion.” Kia urged Snow Drop to beat her wings faster and the mare let out a grunt of protest.

      “That’s not what I was taught,” Keota protested.

      “Well, what I was taught about you wasn’t correct either. You’re not extinct and you’re certainly not a myth.”

      “Our races seem to have the tragic flaw of never understanding each other and never wanting to,” Ionan said. “That, of all things, may be our downfall.”

      “Like my family,” Kia whispered.

      “Like my friends,” Keota said.

      “Excuse me?” Ionan asked. “I hope you’re not including me.”

      When Keota didn’t answer Ionan let out a small spurt of flame. Lottie, who had said nothing all morning, let out a sigh from her bag.

      “Don’t worry Lottie. We understand each other pretty well, so we won’t fight all the time like they do.” Lilja stuck his head into his sister’s pack, whispering so the others didn’t hear.

      “No, it’s not that. It’s the day we lost mother,” Lottie answered. “I keep dreaming about her ever since we saw Casiff and that wolf that was following him.”

      “Yeah, she looked pretty familiar, didn’t she?” Lilja jumped into her pack to offer his comfort.

      “Not just looked familiar, she smelled familiar too.” Lottie told her brother. “Do you think that maybe…”

      “Maybe. But I’m not entirely sure. What if she was, Lottie?” Lilja suddenly got excited.

      “That would be the best.” Lottie smiled at her brother. “I would be so happy if she was still alive.”

      “Me too.” Lilja smiled back at his sister. The two pups curled up together and were asleep within minutes. The fairy and Accompany looked at them sadly.

      “Poor Lottie.” Kia said softly so as not to wake the pups up. “She’s been having nightmares lately. She hasn’t been eating much either.”

      “I’ve been watching her,” Ionan rumbled. “It is an affair of the heart that ails her, not the traveling.”

      Keota nodded his head in agreement. Kia saw a bright red flash behind Keota and Ionan. “Duck!” she yelled. Ionan flew lower to avoid being struck by whatever the red blur was. It was Scarlet, the small red bird from the forest.

      “Kia!” the bird yelled as it collided with her.

      “Scarlet? What’s wrong?” Kia said in a worried tone.

      “It’s Casiff,” Scarlet told her. “I’ve been flying nonstop for days to try and catch you. He’s taken over the entire forest. All of his animals have fallen sick now and he’s blaming you. He’s going to try to find you so he can kill you!”

      “That arrogant asshole!” Kia yelled into the sky. “How could he do this to me? I’ve only been gone a little while and he takes over all of my land? I’m going to KILL him!”

      “Calm down Kia. We still have a long way to go until we make camp, so let’s not get carried away here,” Keota told her gently.

      “Stay calm! You expect me to stay calm after what he has done! He had no right to take my land! No right at all! Just wait till I get back to my land, I will hit him so hard his grandchildren will feel it!”

      “Keota is right. You need to keep yourself calm. All this talk of killing each other is horrible. The more you upset yourself the better chance you’ll have off falling off Snow Drop.” Ionan flew closer to them, looking happy at the thought.

      “I have a little bit of good news too, if you could call it that.” Scarlet informed the group.

      “Well, out with it then.” Kia commanded.

      “Caini, Casiff’s right hand uh…she-wolf, caught the sickness and now she’s dead,” Scarlet said.

      “Caini?” Lottie and Lilja awoke, saying the name in unison. “That was our mom’s name.”

      “Your mother?” Kia looked at the two wolf pups.

      “Yeah. Her name was Caini. She disappeared when we were only a few moons old,” Lottie explained. “Did she have mismatched eyes, like me?”

      Scarlet thought. “She had white fur, and the same eyes as you. Some animals were saying she had lost her pups in a forest fire a few months ago.”

      Lottie became very still. In a hushed voice she replied, “That was her.”

      “We thought that wolf with Casiff looked familiar, but we couldn’t figure out why.” Lilja said softly. A single tear fell down his cheek.

      “And now she’s dead!” Lottie began to cry with her brother.

      “I’m sorry, Lottie and Lilja. We’re all here for you.” Kia lifted the pups out of the packs and placed them onto her lap, compassion replacing the anger on her face. “I love you both and will make sure your mother will be buried properly. Even though I hated her fairy I can at least do that.”

      “I am sure she is at peace,” Keota offered, not knowing what else to say.

      “Yes, certainly,” Ionan told the young wolves, offering what comfort he felt he could. “The Creator will give her rest.”

      “The Creator?” Kia said, looking at Ionan. “I didn’t know that the Accompanies had the same deity we do.”

      “You worship the Creator here? I thought that fairies had different gods,” Keota said in astonishment.

      “Some do. But the main religion follows that of the Creator,” Kia said. “I’m really surprised that you know about the Creator in Nesting’s Haven.”

      “I’m surprised you know about him in the Lands,” Keota smiled. “I suppose that’s one thing fairies and Accompanies have in common.”

      “We all have much to learn about one another,” Ionan said. He turned his attention to the pups, who were still crying. “Your mother loved you both very much. I’m sure you make her very proud, being so brave on this journey.”

      “I hope so,” Lilja said quietly. “At least we finally know what happened to her.”

      “Yes,” Lottie sniffed. “It’s better than never knowing. Creator give her rest. I love you, Mama,” Lottie said softly to the sky.

      

      Two days later they reached the Ice Borns. The mountains were enormous giants, with caverns existing within them, tempting the group to come and warm up from the shelter of the constant blizzards. Kia did not trust them though, and purposely avoided them in case they wandered too far in and became sacrifice to the endless tunnels within, for there was no Nagli to save them this time. Freezing white snow was up to Snow Drop’s knees as she landed. There was a cliff side that was large enough for Ionan as a dragon to land on, and he nearly fell in through a pit of seemingly harmless snow hundreds of feet deep.

      “Be careful!” Kia cried. Ionan struggled to get himself out of the sucking snow trap and when he had managed to, landed gingerly on an icier patch nearby.

      “Dismount here,” Kia commanded when she saw that it was safe for Keota to walk.

      “Why?” Keota climbed off Ionan and walked over to Kia and Snow Drop.

      “The mountains are too dangerous to fly over. The wind and snow will almost certainly knock us out of the sky, if we don’t lose air to breathe first,” Kia told him.

      “That’s fine with me,” Ionan took the form of a small cat and jumped on Keota’s shoulder. “This is a rather comfortable spot. My turn to ride, instead of the other way around.”

      “Please get off of my shoulder. I don’t want to carry you,” Keota growled.

      “Oh, but it’s fine for me to carry you, I see,” Ionan hissed.

      “Be nice Keota. It may be dangerous for him to walk on his own.” Kia said softly. Ionan’s eyes widened, and he said, “Thank you Kia.”

      “I hate having to make the pups walk, but they’re too big to carry now,” Kia said. “Do you think you guys can handle it?”

      “We’ll do it for you, Kia,” Lilja said bravely. With that their climb up the mountain began.

      

      Members of the party had fallen many times on the treacherous slopes. Kia pushed her companions to travel long periods and they only stopped for a few minutes at a time so they wouldn’t freeze to death in the icy temperatures.

      “I’m so cold,” Lilja complained. “I want to go home.”

      “I’m cold too,” Lottie added. “And I’m hungry.”

      “I know,” Kia gasped through the thin air, hanging onto Snow Drop’s halter. “But you’ll just have to be patient. We’re almost to the top, the valley shouldn’t be far.”

      “Kia, it’s been six days since we started up this mountain. You’re going on a thief’s word here! We all need a break!” Keota yelled from behind her.

      “Don’t you go whining like a child,” Ionan commanded. “We have no time for it and you know that.”

      “Don’t be mean to him, Ionan! He has all the reason in the world to complain right now!” Kia reached back and took Keota’s hand in hers. “I hate what I’m putting you through. I’m sorry.”

      Ionan’s face rose up in a snarl. As she said this Keota’s foot struck a patch of ice. He fell back and was saved by Kia grabbing tightly onto his hand. Ionan, however, was not so lucky. He slipped from Keota’s shoulders and plummeted, and no one reached out to catch him. Keota let out a cry as his Changer’s claws caught on a shaft of ice leaning off the rocks far below, too tiny for Kia or Keota to navigate. Under his weight, the ice began breaking.

      “Help me!” Ionan yelled.

      “What’s going on? Why can’t he change shape?” Kia looked at Keota desperately for answers.

      “It’s too cold! Most Changers can only morph in warm temperatures! He’s going to fall to his death!” Keota answered hastily. “We have to help him!”

      “I can do it!” Lottie took off onto the ledge, racing down to save Ionan.

      “Wait for me!” Lilja quickly followed his sister down the snowy mountain.

      “Pups, wait!” Kia cried, but they didn’t hear her.

      “Ionan, are you okay?” Lottie called as she ran, snow blasted everywhere by her paws.

      “Yes! I have grabbed the ice but I can’t hold on much longer!” the Changer called back.

      “I’m coming! Just hold on!” Lottie called back.

      “Slow down Lottie! You’re going too fast!” Lilja stopped to take a breath while his sister continued to race towards the Changer. Lilja shook his face of snow and cried, “I can’t catch up to you! You can’t do this on your own!”

      Lottie didn’t hear her brother. She was too busy thinking about what would happen if she didn’t make it to Ionan in time. If he fell she would be mad at both herself and life. But if she caught him, she would be a hero. Saving Ionan would make up for her mother’s horrible death. Caini’s fall kept replaying in her mind, over and over and over. “I’m almost there Ionan! Just a little bit farther to go and I’ll have you!”

      “Lottie, it’s too dangerous! Go back!” Ionan demanded.

      She ignored his orders and ran over a sheet of rock, that fell apart to the depths below once she had crossed over. She turned to face the top of the mountain again. Lilja hadn’t moved since the last time he had called to her, stranded due to the collapsed rock. “Grab on to my tail and I’ll get you to the top,” she commanded, looking Ionan in the eyes.

      Ionan did as he was told, latching onto her tail with sharp claws. Lottie swung him up to where she stood and grabbed the scruff of his cat neck. She then began to run back up the snowy peak. Lilja paced back and forth while Lottie struggled to make the climb. Finally there was nothing left to latch onto…it was a clear jump from where she was to Lilja. She wasted no time and took the leap but as she was hurtling through the air she knew that she couldn’t make it. In an effort to save the Changer she threw Ionan onto the ledge, latching onto the ice with her claws and struggling to get herself up. But her paws slipped at the last minute. In the moment she fell Lilja saw his mother, plummeting to her doom in the flowing river.

      “Mother!” he yelled, and reached out to grab Lottie. His teeth dug into her scruff and he pulled Lottie up onto the ledge in an immense feat of strength. The two pups collapsed into a heap of fur, panting heavily.

      Kia had slid down next to them. She carefully lifted the pups up the slope and scooped Ionan up into her arms last, carrying him to safety. With help from Keota she climbed back up to the ledge where they had been when Ionan had fallen.

      “Thank you for saving me, young wolf. I owe my life to you,” Ionan said, lying in the snow and trying to catch his breath.

      “And I owe my life to my brother,” Lottie looked at her brother with a grateful expression.

      “I just couldn’t lose you, Lottie. Not after losing mother. I wouldn’t be able to handle life anymore,” Lilja replied, coughing.

      “I’m just happy everyone’s okay and that no one got hurt in that whole ordeal,” Kia smiled, if not in a frightened away. “I think we should get moving. We only have a little ways to go.”

      “Watch out for ice. It’s dangerous,” Keota said in a joking tone, clinging to Ionan. They all laughed nervously and then continued their steep climb.

      

      Two hours later they stood at the top of the large mountain. The other side was smooth and flat, with no ledges standing out against the white surface. Kia stopped and stared down at the steep decline, pondering all the sharp boulders.

      “Come on, we could roll down this side no problem, and I’m sure the valley’s only a short walk away,” Keota chuckled.

      “Yes we could. Or we could just walk about forty feet to the left and go visit the unicorns,” Kia said with a grin.

      Keota turned around and gasped. Down a small path and under the mountains the snow ended and became a lush, green valley, the most lovely he had seen in his life. The valley seemed to be permanently stuck in a warm spring, with wildflowers blooming and the grass greener than emeralds. It was a strange sight with the snowy mountains all around it. He saw at least fifty unicorns, all of them with coats in all shades of the rainbow. “Yes, there’s always that,” he said in a soft, embarrassed tone. Kia threw back her head and laughed at him.

      “Come on. We have a cure to find.” She began the short walk to the herd where the cure for the sickness lay. As she did so, her friends cheered in happiness.

      The unicorns could have cared less about their presence. They simply went on with their simple lifestyle of eating and sleeping. The travelers, however, were amazed by their existence. Some were just as they imagined, the most beautiful horses in the world with horns. Others were nothing like they had assumed. Some had cloven hooves and the heads of deer, other’s ox tails or twisted horns instead of straight. Some had scales and there was one who looked more like a dragon than a unicorn. The one thing about them all that was the same was they were the most pure and lovely creatures they had ever seen, and the flowers bounded around them as if they enjoyed being a part of the valley the unicorns called home.

      Snow Drop became quite jealous in their presence. Keota and Ionan couldn’t rip their eyes away. Changers could turn into unicorns of course, but the ones back in Nesting’s Haven were not anywhere near as wonderful as the beasts that resided here. Ionan looked at them longingly, wishing for the first time in his life that he could transform into a unicorn instead of just a horse.

      “Now be on your guard. We just have to ask a unicorn what the cure is and get out of here. I don’t like the sound of whoever takes care of them,” Kia whispered.

      “She can’t be that dangerous,” Keota said. He started walking slowly towards a green mare with a long mane. The group walked towards the creature, spreading out and walking around the mare in a circle. The unicorn’s head rose up and it began to do a nervous dance, skittishly jogging away.

      “Easy girl, we just want to talk...” Kia started, holding out a hand.

      “Leave that unicorn alone!” a voice cried, and everyone jumped. They turned to see a tall, scrawny fairy with her hand at a dagger in her belt. She had blood red streaks running through her black hair, with the ears and tail of a fox that were the exact same color. Her black eyes seemed more ancient than anything they had ever seen. She didn’t look that scary, but there was something about her that was.

      “I need help,” Kia told her carefully and the group stood still, fearful of the fairy. “My forest is infected with a plague and I was told I could find the cure here. Is that true?”

      “Aye, ‘tis true,” the fairy said, putting away her dagger slowly. “How long has your forest been infected?”

      “Since spring,” Kia said. “I know summer is almost over, but I’m hoping it’s not too late.”

      “There may not be hope for your creatures. Then again, there may be a way to save them,” the fairy said simply. “Vixen’s name is Vixen, keeper of the unicorns.” The small fairy spread her arms wide as if to show the group the perfect animals they had already seen, and they got the feeling she thought they were blind.

      “I am Kia, keeper of the Verinian Forest. This is Keota and Ionan, Accompany and Changer. The pups are Lottie and Lilja, and my pegasus is Snow Drop,” Kia told her. “I must return home soon, my land has been under siege and the only reason I haven’t returned is because I need this cure.”

      “Come with Vixen. Vixen can get you the cure.” Vixen led the small group through the herd and to a small shack on the other side of the open field. They sat on the lawn outside until Vixen came prancing out with a black bag, something hidden inside.

      “Where is it? I can’t save my forest unless you give me this cure,” Kia demanded.

      “You will not receive what you ask for until after you answer Vixen’s riddle,” Vixen replied. “It is a protective charm that the first keeper of the unicorns put on this land long ago. Everyone must answer a riddle before taking anything from the herd. Vixen is unable to help you unless you figure it out.”

      “Ask, and please hurry. I don’t have time to play games,” Kia said quickly.

      “Very well,” Vixen said softly. “What is as red as the blood that drips from its protrusions, yet is as soft and sweet as a babe’s hair? The gods bow before its might and the angels write sonnets to celebrate its beauty. It is the one thing that is the same color as Vixen’s hair.”

      “That’s easy. The only thing that’s the same color as a vixen is a fox,” Keota answered.

      “You are wrong, my friend. Terribly wrong,” Vixen smiled slyly.

      “Keota, what if by saying Vixen she’s referring to herself?” Kia asked him.

      “Then it’s a rose,” Lottie said. “Her hair is the same color as a rose, which is also the same color as blood. The protrusions are thorns, your blood drops off them when you prick yourself. A rose smells very sweet and the petals are soft. The gods fear their might because a rose is far prettier than even the most beautiful god. The answer is a rose.”

      “You answer correctly, young wolf. Where did you get to be so wise?” Vixen asked gently.

      “I’m not wise. I just happen to adore roses.” Lottie replied.

      “Very well. Here is your prize.” Vixen handed Kia the horn of a unicorn. “Stab it into the ground in the center of your forest and all will be well. Vixen promises.” With that the fairy vanished on the spot.

      As they were sitting around in the fields, each one of them pondering where Vixen had gone, the biggest unicorn they had ever seen stepped out of the shadows of the giant mountains. The stallion stood nineteen hands high, with silver hooves like giant dinner plates and eyes that sparkled like starlight. He was a perfect, spotless cream, and had a magnificent golden horn nearly three feet long in the middle of his head. His mane reached down to his knees, his tail nearly to the ground. They were wavy and shiny, flowing behind him like a robe. He seemed as old as Vixen, but his body was one of a young and very muscular animal. This, they knew, was a king among beasts.

      “Greetings to you.” The unicorn dipped his head, and his low voice echoed along the valley.“My name is Dragonstar, leader of the herd and Vixen’s right hand. I heard whispers of your journey from across the mountains and saw you on my patrols. You looked like you needed guidance.”

      “You were the white thing that was following us,” Keota said defensively.

      “On the contrary,” Dragonstar said, “You were following me. You couldn’t have gotten here without my careful guidance. Look over there.” He pointed his horn at a group of unicorns that were standing up on a hill nearby, their manes blowing in the wind. The group tore their eyes away from these creatures to look back at Dragonstar, but when they did, he had disappeared as well.

      “Here one minute and gone the next,” Snow Drop muttered irritably. But before she could make another comment the group of unicorns walked down the hill and began circling the group. There were seven of them, and they all seemed to travel in pairs, every shade from red to purple. The unicorns circled them, whispering amongst themselves.

      The unicorns and travelers stood there blinking at each other for a long time. Finally Kia snapped, “If you’re not going to say anything then let us pass.” She stepped forward but a blue stallion put his curved, knife-like horn down in front of her.

      “No,” he said. “You will hear us out.”

      “May you speak then,” Ionan said. He was looking at the equines with curiosity, and his cat ears peaked in attention.

      “Casiff’s own have turned against him,” the gray mare spoke up. “The sickness of your land has spread now to the plains. They have grown weary and tired of fighting for him. You need not worry about them now. The biggest enemy is yet to come.”

      “Excuse me?” Lottie said. “How do you even know anything about the…”

      “We have our ways. We listen to how the land cries and hear the gossip that travels from creature to creature. News of the Night Death has spread far and wide.”

      “If there’s anything worth knowing about back home my father will send a letter to me. I don’t need silly rumors to get me all panicked.” Kia crossed her arms and stared the unicorn down.

      “Family!” one of the mares cried. ““There is betrayal from within, and not only one! Each will turn on the other until there may be none left, lover against lover, and brother against sister. Many bonds will be broken to be retied with the enemy, but this may not pass until the first that is yet to come!”

      “What in all the Lands are you talking about? Have you gone off your tail?” Lilja asked.

      “The prophecy is nigh!” a stallion cried.

      “Did you just say ‘neigh?’” Keota asked slowly.

      “No, nigh!” he screamed. All of the unicorns began rearing on their back legs and screamed, “The prophecy is nigh!”

      “Kia, I’m scared,” Lottie shivered. The fairy patted her fur, her own mouth wide open. Lilja snarled and began to pounce but not before Ionan stepped in front of him. “Wait,” he whispered.

      They stomped their hooves as the leader proclaimed, “And she is coming, the child who brings the prophecy! In order to unbind and to set free, they must find the items three! And there shall be many, and they will form as one! Prophesy, young ones, prophesy!”

      “But not yet!” another mare cried. The unicorns grew silent and the travelers huddled against each other, frightened. “First they must face the Night Mares,” he whispered. “The Night Mares and the Night Terrors will be waiting for them, hiding in the bodies of the dead sick. He will sell himself to control them, and by his master’s bidding he will flood each of the Lands one by one.”

      “I don’t think Casiff would go that far,” Kia said with doubt.

      “Heed me,” he said. “There will be much to face when you get back.”

      With these last words the unicorns left. They filed out one by one in a long, curving line that writhed like a snake.

      “Spooky,” Keota said.

      “More like silly. Whatever that fairy has been feeding them, I think she should look into it.” Kia picked up one of her bags that had dropped on the ground.

      “I will remember their words,” Ionan said. “Most of what I heard made absolutely no sense, but I will remember it all the same.”

      “Then you are a fool,” Kia shot at him. She turned her back on the Changer and he snuffed, his cat tail twitching in irritation. He cleaned his paw and said, “Whatever you may think, what they told about these Night Mares must be true. Casiff has sold himself to take control over the sickness in its darkest, most real form. We’re up for a real fight once we get back, and I thought I had seen the last of war.” His claws retracted in and out of the ground.

      “By the sound of them you’re going to see a lot more of it. That was scary!” Lottie said, eyes wide.

      “It was only frightening because you didn’t understand what they were telling you.” Ionan cuddled next to the pup in a very father-like manner. “Don’t worry about it and it will all sort out.”

      “I like Dragonstar,” Lilja said excitedly. “He doesn’t go around saying crazy things. He just slips in and out when he wants to and if you’re bad you go splat under his feet. I wonder if we can find him again.” He looked around eagerly.

      “This isn’t a game of hide and seek. We’ve got the cure, now let’s go,” Kia said.

      Ionan started pacing back and forth and muttered, “Prophecy…three items…a child? What does all this mean?”

      Kia jumped as something landed on her shoulder. It was only Malaki’s messenger falcon, and it had a new note on its back.

      “Thank you,” Kia replied, taking the note. She unraveled the message and began to read.

      

      Kia,

      There has been news of the sickness growing worse as Casiff moves in his forces. You had better take a shortcut through the Black Woods if you want to make it home before Casiff destroys everything. Don’t worry about finding it; it’s circled on the map from previous use. Careful. Too many people get hurt or lost in there.

      

      “The Black Woods,” Kia murmured. She crumpled up the note and stuffed it in her dress pocket before grabbing her bag.

      “Let’s get going. It’s going to take a while to get home,” Keota urged.

      “Home?” Kia asked with a strange look.

      Keota looked cowed. “Oh, sorry…is it alright if I call it that?”

      Kia smiled. “You’ve done as much as I have on this quest. I guess you can.”

      Keota laughed, but Ionan didn’t even smile. He looked at Keota and whispered under his breath, “But Nesting’s Haven is our home.”

      The Accompany didn’t hear him.
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      Another long, cold six days and they were back out of the mountains. They traveled eagerly now, with the cure in hand and hope renewed. Ionan’s and Snow Drop’s muscles soon were too strained to fly anymore, and the group began walking for a few days to rest their wings. Lottie and Lilja decided to walk on the ground to ease Snow Drop’s load, and were able to keep up with the horses due to their growing bodies and the immense endurance they had inherited from their ancestors.

      Trees soon began where the Ice Borns ended and they charged through the brush, wondering which fairy owned this land. It was soon obvious however that no fairy resided here. The animals were too wild and the plant life too mangled to indicate being taken care of by a master. Indeed, the deeper they went into the trees, the darker it got.

      “Be on your guard,” Kia warned. “Anything could be hiding in this forest.”

      Ionan himself was more cautious than usual. His hooves danced nervously on the ground, and he jumped at the crackling sounds of the branches, shielding Keota and the pups from harm with his wings.

      “What’s his deal?” Kia asked sharply, more apprehensive than annoyed.

      “Changers are naturally overprotective. It’s a survival instinct to keep us alive, and a reason why they get jealous so easily,” Keota explained behind Ionan’s neck.

      “Better me than him,” Ionan said in a hushed voice. He perked his ears forward and said, “Some creature is moving out there. I suspect we’re being followed.”

      “What do you smell, Lottie?” Kia asked, noticing the wolf’s nose flaring. The pup took a few steps forward and said, “I’m not sure. It smells like…blood.”

      “Not a good sign. Let’s hope something has died nearby, instead of it being what I think it is.” Kia’s face looked grim.

      “What do you think it is?” Keota asked, looking fearfully at the groaning trees.

      “An Ortusan.” Kia said nervously. She urged Snow Drop on, who kept shying at the faces in the tree trunks.

      “Well if we do run into one…” Keota asked. “How do we kill it?”

      “We don’t,” Kia answered. “Ortusans can only be killed by a true wolf’s bite.”

      “A true wolf’s bite? What does that mean?” Lilja asked from her side.

      “A wolf’s bite is poisonous to Ortusans. Since they only take the appearance of wolves to better hunt and deceive they are simply an image, a lie of what they really are. If a real wolf bites them a poisonous reaction spreads and kills them.”

      “We can protect you then. You have nothing to worry about,” Lilja said by her side.

      “I’m not risking your necks to save mine, thank you very much,” Kia snapped. “Who do you think I am, sending kids out to fight monsters while the adults run away? You must always be aware when fighting Ortusans. They have the power in their venom to make you forget.”

      “Forget what?” Keota said.

      “Forget everything! You can’t remember your past, your loved ones, or even your name. They use it while hunting to get their prey confused. If you get the venom in your blood your memory will vanish. If you survive it will return eventually, but usually the victims don’t last that long. Luckily Ortusans don’t use their venom that often. Takes too much energy, so much that they often lose their dinner while doing it.”

      “I thought if an Ortusan bit you and you lived you turned into one of them,” Keota said.

      “It takes a lot of venom for an Ortusan to change you into one of them,” Kia said. “They’d rather just make you their dinner.”

      “If they’re that horrible why don’t you just cast them out of the Lands?” Keota asked.

      “I can’t get rid of the Ortusans. It’s a law that you can’t banish any race from the Lands.”

      “But I thought you were the princess,” Keota said with a small voice.

      Kia let out a skeptical noise. “Technically I could override them but that would make the citizens of Mortica very angry.”

      “Mortica? What is that?” Ionan said.

      “It’s what the Lands were called many years ago, back in the old fairy language. Nobody uses the name anymore, ever since the humans came and taught us their tongue. It’s easier to speak like a human than to remember all the different words in fairy. I just used it out of old habit, because my mother always calls it Mortica. Unlike your Great One, I don’t have unlimited power.”

      “The Great One is not all knowing,” Ionan said. “He dwells in the forms of anything he wishes, whether it be a fairy or an animal or even a plant. At first appearance the Great One is a normal creature, but when his need is called he changes into a shining, otherworldly being of light and power.”

      “So really, the Great One is a light spirit who watches over Accompanies and Changers,” Kia said.

      “The Great One guides lost Accompanies and Changers to their true destinies and stops wars with his peacekeeping manner. The last and current Great One ended the Despondent long ago.”

      “The Despondent…” Kia whispered. “Why is that name familiar?”

      “Didn’t you learn any history?” Keota asked. The group stopped in their tracks, shocked he knew more than Kia did. He looked at them and said, “What? I know stuff too. The Despondent was a ten year war fought between fairies and Accompanies. There was a horrid famine in the Lands and my people never got any sun since we had to hide all the time, so both sides were malnourished. The population dropped like a rock and if you lived through the next night, you were considered lucky. I had always considered the Despondent to be just a fairy tale, but I realize that it must be true now.”

      “Didn’t the Ortusans and other dark things flourish during this time?” Kia asked, recalling her schooling from years ago.

      “I would think so. It was when the laws of Accompanies being the masters of Changers were first laid down.”

      “So who won?” Lottie asked, interested to hear this story.

      “The fairies,” Keota said. “There were too few of us and too many of them. The fairies got the Lands and we fled to Nesting’s Haven.”

      “So that means your races are natural born enemies,” Lilja said in wonder, looking at the two.

      Keota shrugged. “I guess. That’s why it’s forbidden for me to associate with Kia, though I’m still going to do it anyway.” He smiled sweetly at his companion and she smiled back.

      “If the Great One found out that you two were in love, he’d kill us all,” Ionan said. “Which is why you should not be together. It’s irresponsible.”

      “What do you know about being in love, Ionan?” Kia said. “If you felt this way you’d understand.”

      “I know exactly how love feels, Miss Kia. Probably more so than you, and you’re both putting us all in danger,” Ionan argued. “Fairies and Accompanies shouldn’t be together. It isn’t right.”

      “I’d rather risk death to be with Kia than survive and pretend we didn’t have feelings for each other,” Keota said. “Besides, how would the Great One ever find out?”

      Lottie and Lilja looked at each other, then at the couple. The past history of war between their kinds didn’t seem to bother Kia and Keota much, if at all. Lilja went to speak again but Ionan suddenly halted in his tracks and said, “Hush. I hear it.”

      “Hear what?” Kia whispered.

      Ionan didn’t answer right away. “I have a feeling we’re being…hunted.”

      Kia put her hand on her dagger. As the stars loomed ahead all of them felt an ominous chill in the air. There was a rustling in the bushes ahead and the group prepared to spring, but it was only a simple she-wolf, one who had black fur with caramel streaks. She looked well fed and was almost as beautiful as the unicorns they had seen before.

      “Are you lost?” the she-wolf asked, putting out a small paw daintily. “You look very tired.”

      The travelers sighed wearily. “We’re not exactly lost, but we do need a place to stay,” Kia said. “Who are you?”

      The wolf flashed her white canines prettily. “I am Carmilla. I live here in the Black Woods. There’s an old castle further down that you could rest in. I could lead you to it.”

      “I don’t know…” Lilja said in mistrust. He began to walk the other way

      “I can help you,” the wolf replied sweetly, blocking his way. Her black eyes had a flash of gold in them, but unlike Keota’s golden eyes, hers were colder. “Follow me and I’ll get you out of this mess.”

      “Kiatana, I wouldn’t,” Ionan warned. For some reason the sight of the wolf made him bristle in apprehension.

      “She’s just trying to help. Do you want to get to the Verinian or wander around in these trees forever?” Kia asked. She urged Snow Drop on, who was spooking even more so now that the wolf had appeared. The she-wolf started walking through the trees, and the group began to follow. The twins fell behind and Lilja whispered to his sister, “Be on your guard, Lottie. I don’t trust her.”

      “I don’t either,” Lottie growled. “Something about her doesn’t smell right. She’s not normal.”

      The wolf led them up to a rickety old castle made of black stone and wood, which was crumbling to pieces around them.

      “It’s not much,” Carmilla said, and she pushed open a large wooden door with one paw. “But it’s enough. My pack lives inside here.”

      Once Carmilla opened the door the foul smell of blood met the animals’ nostrils. Snow Drop refused to go in until Kia dismounted and led her in herself. The travelers peered inside and saw several differently colored wolves lying on the stone, their eyes glittering greedily. Lottie and Lilja went to go in after Ionan and Keota but Carmilla and the other wolves blocked their entrance.

      “We want to stay with our friends,” Lilja said, and tried to shove past her. Carmilla growled however, and towered over him threateningly.

      “It looks like the wolf pup has forgotten his place. There’s not enough room in here.”

      “What are you talking about? The castle’s huge!” Lottie protested.

      “There’s no more room. If you care about your friends, you will sleep outside.” Carmilla and the other wolves turned on them and shut the large wooden door before they had another chance to protest.

      Neither of the pups could rest that night. Their eyes twitched and glittered under the stars until they got up from the ground to stand warily under the half moon.

      Lilja started pacing back and forth. “They don’t want us inside for some reason.” The pup sat on his haunches. “But for what? It’s obvious that what they told us was a lie. Why would they want to keep us out?”

      “Because…” Lottie’s eyes widened. “Oh Lilja. Because we’re the only ones who can protect them! The wolves, and that blood smell…they’re Ortusans!”

      At this realization the wolf pups jumped forward and started slamming themselves up against the wooden door but it wouldn’t open, no matter how hard they struck it.

      “They’ve bolted it. They knew we would figure it out eventually,” Lilja breathed. “There’s got to be another way in.”

      Lottie rose up on her hind legs. “Up there!” she pointed with her paw. A large round ruin fallen from the top of the castle sat atop a hill nearby. If pushed at the right speed, it would slam right through the door.

      They raced up the hillside. “Ready?” she asked. “One, two, three!”

      Both pups pushed on the rock but they found that, like the door, it would not move.

      “We can’t do it Lottie, it’s too heavy!” Lilja groaned, shoving his shoulder into the rock. Lottie shook her head and said, “It’s not an option to fail, Lilja! We can do this! One more time! One, two, three!”

      The pups closed their eyes and shoved with all their might. The rock moved at the touch of their paws and surprised, they jumped back. The ruin started rolling down the hill, gathering speed. Then with the sound of breaking wood, the ruin crashed into the door and the pups jumped over the stone and in through the opening, fangs bared.

      

      Inside the castle in a room far away from the exit, the pack of wolves watched the group with hunger in their eyes. Ionan looked around nervously, eyeing the clothes that were scattered along the floor. “The big one’s a Changer,” a large black male whispered to a silver colored female at his side.

      “So he is,” the female replied, licking her paw clean. “I’ve never had Changer before.”

      “Wonderful catch Carmilla, I knew we could count on you for dinner,” a white and black female said softly, wagging her tail.

      “It was nothing Iris,” Carmilla responded proudly.

      “Darling, why don’t you ever call me Mother anymore? It breaks my heart,” Iris said with a voice that was sickly sweet.

      “You may have made me, Iris, but you will never be my mother,” Carmilla said, eyeing Kia.

      “What’s going on here?” Kia asked, her voice cracking nervously.

      The wolves around them snickered as the head female grinned. “I’m surprised you haven’t figured it out yet,” Iris said, snatching a purple velvet dress from the floor and throwing it into air. Her body twisted and contorted into that of a human and the dress slipped easily over her head as she transformed. Her hair was black with streaks of white running through it, her eyes a sharp gold color. “We’re the predators and you’re the prey,” she smiled.

      “Wait, you’re…” Kia choked on her own words.

      “Ortusans,” Iris said, her voice dripping with poison. The group watched in horror as the twenty or so wolves changed, tossing on their clothes as easily as Iris and staring at the group eagerly.

      The Ortusan called Iris smiled at them devilishly. “Get them.”

      At Iris’s command the pack attacked. The group dove out of the way, scattering around the room.

      “What do we do?” Keota asked, looking desperately between Kia and Ionan.

      “We do our best to fight them off and hope a miracle occurs,” Kia said, drawing her knives. “Wound as many as possible.”

      Ionan changed from pegasus to lion and began charging at a silver haired female wearing a long, black gown. He tackled her to the ground and tore into her pale white flesh, only to find that any wound he made would simply heal within a few seconds. “We can’t hurt them, they heal themselves!” he called to the others before the women dug her sharp fingernails into his side. She scratched at him until he jumped up and set her free, his loud yowl echoing throughout the chambers. Long gashes ran down his sides where she had clawed while red blood dripped from them slowly.

      On the other side of the room Kia stood in front of Keota defensively, swinging her knives at Iris and two blonde males who appeared to be twins. The silver of the knives flashed in the pale light as she attacked but the Ortusans were too fast. She swung out at one of the blondes and he bent backward before coming up and swatting at her face with sharp nails. As this occurred the other blonde struck at her neck like a cobra, his fangs glistening in the moonlight. Keota grabbed him and flung him across the room into a small female.

      “Let me see one of those knives,” Keota said quickly, reaching his hand toward Kia.

      “Why?” she asked, dodging a blow from Iris then stabbing one knife into the remaining blonde’s side. He snarled angrily and reached for her, only to be caught and dragged off by Ionan.

      “I can do more damage,” Keota answered, wheeling around and punching a small white haired male who was trying to sneak up behind them. The Ortusan doubled over and Kia quickly handed Keota a knife. He took it quickly and stabbed it into his opponent’s throat. Blood gushed from the wound and onto Keota’s shirt before the cut vanished completely, healing around the blade.

      Snow Drop had been pinned in a corner by two silver haired females, one much taller than the other, and a black haired male. The pegasus got up on her hind legs and swung out at the predators, striking one in the jaw and shattering another’s arm.

      Out of nowhere a loud boom echoed throughout the palace. The door buckled from some immense weight and caved in, shattering into thousands of small wooden splinters. Two small figures stood in the doorway and it wasn’t long before Iris figured out what they were. “Wolves!” she called. “Quickly, get upstairs!”

      “Lottie, Lilja!” Kia cried happily as the Ortusans began to flee. At second glance it didn’t look very much like the pups that they had been traveling with before. Red blood ran down their coats and mouths and their fur was standing on end as their fangs remained bared. One large white haired male simply stared at the two small pups.

      “They’re only little ones,” he said, a smile spreading across his face. “It’s so easy to take care of the little ones.” He then rushed forward to pin down Lottie. She yelped in pain and Lilja jumped on top of the large man, sinking his teeth into the flesh of his neck.

      The Ortusan jumped up, throwing Lilja to the floor. The pup lay unmoving as the Ortusan roared angrily and then began to cry out in pain, collapsing onto the floor. A few seconds later his cries stopped and it was certain that he was dead. Lottie rushed over to her brother and nudged him gently. “I’m fine,” he said, getting up. “Just a little stunned.”

      “What did you do to him, you filthy mutt!” A blonde female came tearing down the stairs and toward the pups. “What did you do to him!” She fell by the dead man’s side and scooped his head into her lap. “Please Orlanta, you must wake up, you must be okay!” Tears of black ran down her cheeks and she jerked her head up to glare at the two wolves. She pushed her fallen love aside and charged toward them, screaming her hatred as she did. Lottie jumped up and latched herself onto the Ortusan’s arm. The woman screamed and slammed Lottie against a wall before falling in a heap next to the man she had called Orlanta.

      “My daughter!” a female with brown hair and strangely long limbs called from the stairs.

      “It is too late for her Marinia, we must go!” Iris grabbed the woman’s arm and pulled her up the old staircase.

      “But she’s my baby!” Marinia began to sob and pulled against Iris’s hold.

      “The only thing that lies back there is death, Marinia!” Iris tugged harder, but the woman broke free, running toward her fallen daughter. Lilja jumped in front of the stairs and snarled, barring the way.

      “Make a choice, leech. Die now or leave with the others,” he growled fiercely.

      Mariana looked desperately from her dead daughter to the wolf in her way. “I beg the gods that one day, wolf, you’ll feel the pain of losing your child!” she cried before running back up the stairs to where the others had retreated.

      “I feel kind of bad for her,” Lottie said, walking up next to her brother. “She did lose her daughter after all.”

      “Are you insane Lottie? She tried to kill us!” Snow Drop protested, still shaking.

      “But she chose to run, so she will keep on living.” Lilja answered. “Is everyone else okay?” he asked, turning to where Kia now sat on the floor.

      “I’m fine,” the fairy said, examining a cut on her arm. “This seems to be the worst of it.”

      “Not quite. Your head is bleeding.” Keota used his shirt to wipe the blood from Kia’s forehead. “Looks like one of the slivers of wood from the door got you there,” he said, placing a finger on her nose playfully.

      “Well, what happened to you? You’re just about covered in blood,” Kia said, pointing out his shirt.

      “None of its mine,” Keota answered. “Most of it is either yours or that one Ortusan’s.”

      “How about you Ionan? You okay?” Lottie asked, walking over to the large lion.

      “One of them got me pretty good on both sides but it appears to already be healing. I should be alright,” Ionan answered, gasping with pain. The long gashes on his sides had stopped bleeding and were now just long scabs, but you could tell it was a very painful injury. “How are you, brave little wolves?”

      “I have a bruise on my head from when I fell and Lottie has one on her side from hitting the wall,” Lilja answered. “But we’re good.”

      “I am fine as well. Just a slight scratch but I can walk,” Snow Drop said.

      “Good, now let’s get out of here.” Kia said, standing. “We’re all fine.”

      “Fine! We are not all fine! That was completely and utterly insane!” Ionan heaved, his sides shaking. “You nearly got us all killed in here! I told you not to follow her, but don’t listen to the Changer!”

      “If I remember correctly, you followed me in here!” Kia shouted back. “Stop trying to blame me for everything that happens!”

      She walked off, out of the castle and back into the woods. Keota glared at Ionan before following her into the trees, not bothering to change his blood-caked shirt. He found her sitting on a tree stump, bawling her eyes out.

      “Hey, it’s okay. Don’t listen to Ionan, he was just a little upset.” Keota sat by her and put his arm around her shoulders.

      “He has every right to be!” Kia sobbed. “I nearly got us killed!”

      “I didn’t say anything to you to stop you from following Carmilla. It’s just as much my fault as it is yours.”

      Kia’s sniffing subsided a little, and she wiped her eyes. “You should tend to Ionan. He got hurt worse than the rest of us back there.”

      “He’ll be fine. What matters now is taking care of you.” Keota said.

      Kia looked up at him with her pink eyes. She kissed him softly, and he kissed her back. But they didn’t stop there. They continued, the seconds growing into minutes and their terror changing into desire. The sickness, the traveling, the exhaustion...Keota and Kia thought it was too much. Without another thought they gave way to passion under the leafy black of the trees.

      

      Ionan was left alone to lead the weary Snow Drop and the brave pups out of the castle. He found a clearing and the lion changed into a dragon, waiting for the other two to come back. As the hours passed he grew anxious. He sensed where Keota and Kia were and knew they were safe…all the same he didn’t have the heart to go looking for them.

      He looked after Snow Drop and the pups, tending to their injuries while he himself hobbled from his sore wounds. He finally lay down after he had taken care of himself and the pups collapsed next to him, having said nothing at all since Kia left.

      “Ionan, what’s wrong?” Lottie asked, placing a paw on his scaled claw.

      Ionan looked away from her. “Nothing that should bother you, young pup. Nothing at all.”
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      They traveled mainly in silence, the only conversation seeming to pass between the wolves or Kia and Keota. Ionan ignored the other travelers as best he could.

      “What’s your problem, Ionan?” Keota asked on a day that Ionan was being particularly grumpy.

      “Oh nothing. Why do you care?” he snapped before turning away from his Accompany, flicking his horsy tail at his face.

      “Well, fine, don’t talk to me then,” Keota mumbled, upset that he was being rejected.

      “It’s okay Keota,” Kia said, placing a hand on his shoulder, coming up behind him as Ionan stalked away. “He’ll get over whatever it is soon enough, I think, and everything will be as close to normal as possible.”

      “Close to normal?” Snow Drop came up by her side. “Kia, we’re traveling in the middle of nowhere with two wolves, an Accompany and Changer who aren’t supposed to exist, all to bring back a mysterious cure for a mysterious illness from a couple of wacko unicorns, who are also not supposed to exist. Not to mention dealing with Ortusan’s, elves, monsters…oh yes, just your ordinary day alright!”

      “I get your point!” Kia said, shoving the mare away. “But really, Keota, just don’t think about it. The tension has to die down eventually.”

      “Yeah, okay.” Keota shrugged and walked back up toward the front of the group where he had been before.

      “After all this time the tension is only getting worse. What makes you think it’s going to get better?” Snow Drop said, trying to comfort her fairy.

      Kia pulled an apple out of her bag and gave it to Snow Drop to shut her up. The mare chewed happily and Kia sighed, hoping that after all they had been through, the group wasn’t falling apart now.

      

      Kia thought that the plains couldn’t have gotten much worse when she left them, but they had.  Sparse grass grew here and here, but most of the time the ground was dusty and dry. They had to go hours out of their way just to find water, and the water they did find was little. The group fought for their share against other creatures. It was lucky Ionan and Keota were there to scare others away, because the few animals they had come across at the waterhole were vicious. Snow Drop was getting hungry from not finding anything to eat, and was losing weight rapidly. Maybe that was the reason nobody noticed what happened until it did.

      The next day when they all woke up, Kia got a feeling that something was wrong. She cast aside her sleeping bag and sat up to see Snow Drop pawing at the ground halfheartedly, her ears back and her eyes clouded over.

      “My tummy hurts,” Snow Drop moaned. Kia held out an apple, but she shook her head no.

      “Hey Kia, how are you?” Keota asked drowsily, fuzzily walking around with a smile. He was oblivious to Snow Drop’s pain.

      Ionan rose and yawned, emerging from his deepest thoughts. When he saw Snow Drop he snapped awake, his eyes narrowed. With his giant scaled tail lashing he clenched his claws and said, “Keota, how long has she been like this?”

      “Been like what?” he asked. Kia pointed to her mare and Keota said, “Oh. I just got up an hour ago. I thought she was just grumpy.”

      “Why didn’t you wake me sooner?” Kia asked in a panic. Keota rushed over, tripping over himself to get to Snow Drop, but Ionan got there first. He was only a few steps away from the mare before Kia blocked his way and said, “Don’t you dare come near her!”

      “I can find out what’s wrong with her,” Ionan said. “It’s in my blood to feel illnesses. Now let me pass!”

      Kia glared at him. Ionan growled and Kia finally relented, moving aside. The dragon snorted but Snow Drop didn’t jump. She had either gotten used to Ionan by now, or was too sick to care. Ionan moved his nose over her fur and listened to her body, smelling and hearing.

      “What did you give her to eat recently?” Ionan asked.

      Kia thought it over. “All she’s eaten is grass. Do you think she ate something spoiled in the brush?”

      “Maybe.” He still looked perplexed.

      “I saw you give her an apple yesterday,” Lilja said. The pups had just woken up and were listening in. “Was it bad?”

      “I don’t think so,” Kia rushed, stroking her mare. “My dad sent them, but they were meant for me. He probably filled them with some sort of vitamins for me that pegasi can’t have.”

      “Or poison,” Ionan said. “In the least, that’s what I smell.”

      “What?” Kia snarled. “You’re all crazy.” She shoved the dragon’s head aside and moved closer to her pegasus.

      “How big was it? The apple?” Ionan asked.

      “Not very,” Kia said. “Tiny.”

      “You need to keep her walking,” Ionan said. “We can find an antidote if we hurry and if the plains contain it.”

      “What would be helpful?” Lottie asked, trotting up to her friend.

      “Look for a plant that has small buds, and is yellow. You do know what yellow is, correct?”

      “I’ve learned to tell the difference,” Lottie said. “Come on Lilja.” The two pups took off to find the plant but to no avail. The plains were barren as ever. Keota and Ionan returned hours later after flying far in every direction without a single plant. Kia looked devastated at their empty hands.

      “We’ll take turns watching her throughout the night,” Keota said. “To see if she gets worse.”

      “Not you,” Kia shot at him. “You couldn’t even tell when she got sick.”

      His face fell. Hurt, Keota threw a blanket over himself and leaned against a rock to rest.

      

      Late that night it was Lottie’s turn to look after Snow Drop. She stood vigil and watched everyone breathe slowly, checking up on Snow Drop every few seconds. Lottie wandered through medical techniques in her head that she had learned from the pack healer long ago. Nothing seemed to quite fit Snow Drop’s ailment. It wasn’t a common Land poison, she knew that. Since only Ionan knew what it was, it had to be a foreign substance.

      Lost in thought, she didn’t notice something creeping up to the pegasus in front of her. It was too dark to tell who the figure was, and Lottie was quite sleepy. At the last second she saw that a small shape had appeared next to Snow Drop’s side, near her neck. She thought it was Kia at first, but this person was shorter and smelled different than Kia.

      “Hey!” Lottie yelled and charged forward to the figure, but before she could strike, whoever it was had vanished. Lottie looked Snow Drop over but as far as she could tell the figure hadn’t done anything. For the rest of the night, Lottie kept her eyes wide open.

      

      The next morning everyone was surprised. Snow Drop was eating and acting better than ever, prancing around and being her old sassy self.

      “Thanks for the antidote, Kia!” she said, dancing on her hooves. “I feel so much better now!”

      “Excuse me?” Kia asked, worried. “I never gave you any antidote. We’re out in the middle of the wilderness! We couldn’t find anything to help you.”

      “You gave me an antidote,” Snow Drop said, halting in her tracks. “Last night.”

      “I never did,” Kia protested. The group looked around at each other, confused. Lottie stepped forward with her tail tucked between her legs and said, “Somebody did, during my watch. I couldn’t keep my eyes open and they did something to her. I’m sorry Kia.”

      “A stranger helped? What if it’s something worse?” Kia shrieked.

      “Relax, Kia.” Keota smiled. “Does she look like she’s sicker? If you ask me, we should be finding this mysterious person and thanking them.”

      “You’re a blundering bubblehead,” Kia shot back at him.

      “Yeah, let’s go seek them out!” Lilja said eagerly. He went to bound forward but was stopped by Kia’s shaking head. “There’s no time for that,” she said. “We need to get a move on. We should still keep an eye on her though, just in case.”

      As the group started packing and Snow Drop gorged herself on grass, Ionan moved closer to Keota.

      “In any case, Kiatana should consider herself lucky. Snow Drop is much larger than she is, so it didn’t affect her as bad. If Kia had eaten the fruit she would have been dead before morning.”

      “Her dad made a terrible mistake!” Keota whispered back, furious. “Couldn’t he have checked to make sure the fruit wasn’t spoiled?”

      “I have a feeling those apples were meant for her,” Ionan said.

      “Could Casiff have intercepted the supplies and poisoned them?”

      “Possibly. Keep an eye on your friend, Keota.” Ionan gathered his breath. “Especially… especially now that she’s…”

      “Keota! Stop chit chatting and come help!” Kia shouted. He ran off to help her and Ionan sighed. It was no use.

      

      The dryness of the plains got worse and worse, so much that the travelers were choking on the dust. It became quite irritable soon enough, getting in their eyes and stinging their flesh, until all of them were filthy.

      “Isn’t there anything out here besides dust?” Keota yelled. He suddenly screamed as he tripped over something in his path. There was a clanging noise made by his boot as he stumbled. As he struck the ground they all rushed over to see what it was, babbling and neighing and barking.

      Ionan picked Keota up with his fangs and the pups wiped off dirt from a large, metal square in the ground. What Keota seemed to have tripped over was a handle.

      “It’s a door!” Lottie said. “A door in the ground!”

      “Don’t be ridiculous,” Snow Drop snorted, but that was what it was. It was large enough for two of her to fit through, and looked airtight.

      Kia used her hand to clean off letters that were embedded on the door’s middle. “Bomb shelter,” she read softly, rolling her tongue over the words.

      “What’s a bomb shelter?” Lilja asked, cocking his head.

      “How should I know?” Kia asked. “Does it look familiar to you guys?” she asked Ionan and Keota as they moseyed over.

      The dragon shook his head. “This is unusual to me. I have never seen anything like it in my life.” He picked up a claw and put it on the door. “Not even my talons can get through this wall,” he informed them.

      Keota knelt down and pulled the door open. They all looked down and saw nothing but darkness. Lilja got too excited at the prospect of more adventure and rushed down right away.

      “Lilja! Get back here!” Kia yelled, but he ignored her. You could hear the pup’s nails clattering on the metal floor and Ionan changed into a cat, going after him. Lottie stayed behind; she didn’t like the underground.

      Lilja came back out a few minutes later, panting and wagging his tail as Ionan pushed him up the stairs. “It’s huge down there! It goes on for a long, long time! There are endless rooms and tunnels, you could probably fit the whole forest in there.”

      “The whole forest? Is it really that big?”

      “Even better,” Ionan said. It seemed even he was interested. “If I am right, it is not inhabited. You could live a while underneath and be perfectly fine for quite some time. At least, you all could. Keota and I need sunlight.”

      “Let’s remember this place,” Keota said. “It could come in useful in the future, if we ever need to hide.”

      They marked the shelter with a big X on the map and then moved on.

      

      As the plains began to end Kia halted Snow Drop in her tracks. Ionan stopped walking and Keota, who was riding him, turned in his seat. “Kia, what’s wrong?” he asked.

      “The forest,” she said softly, so softly that they all had to strain to hear it. “We’re getting close now. It can’t be more than a few days ride.”

      Lilja lifted his head higher. “You’re right. I can almost hear the trees in the wind.”

      “There’s a nice fresh smell too,” Lottie added before putting her paw to her nose. “Though the Night Death and these plains make it reek of decay.”

      “Let’s move,” Kia said, and she urged Snow Drop into a gallop, the wolves following at a sprint. Ionan reared up and struck out with his hooves, braying a challenge before following the mare. Keota’s face however, was screwed up in confusion. Just as they had broken into a run, he thought he heard a small, suppressed laugh.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Ten

          

          Discovery

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      They had made up a lot of ground in two days. On the last day, the one in which they would return, Keota noticed as they ran that Kia seemed to be growing weaker. She was barely holding herself up on Snow Drop, and every so often she clutched at her stomach, her hands shaking. What’s wrong with her? Keota wondered. He decided to ask Ionan, but not aloud.

      Accompanies and Changers were connected in the mind, and each pair could share thoughts, emotions, or images with one another. Keota sent a picture of Kia in his mind to Ionan as a question, her image ailing weaker each second.

      Ionan didn’t want to respond right away. He avoided Keota’s gaze and pretended not to notice him. Keota nudged him in the sides with his heels and asked in a whisper, “You know what’s going on, I know you do. You’re a Changer. You can sense it when somebody’s sick. Why is she so pale?”

      Ionan still said nothing. Keota was about to order him to tell before he saw that the trees were coming up fast.

      “There’s the forest! Let’s go!” Kia shouted, leaping off Snow Drop. Keota watched as she hurried into the woods, the two wolf pups rushing after her in a fierce charge. Keota clambered down from Ionan’s back, watching his Changer. Ionan’s horse form became an emerald dragon once more, and he raced quickly after them, knocking over trees that were in his way. Snow Drop was going the completely opposite way, but there was no time to ask where she was going. Keota braced himself for what he might see, and then dashed down the clear path Ionan had left behind him.

      Kiatana knew something was wrong. Altogether, it was too quiet. The wolf twins were even faster than she was, frightened at what could have happened to their new home. Ionan had found the battle stage of a dragon too difficult to hold while giving chase through trees and brush. He kept changing his form over in over in a flurry of emotion, a strong lion through the trees, a large rabbit down the hill, a raving wolverine through the bushes, a stag as he jumped over streams and logs, only to change into a ferocious hawk in mid-air...

      The forest had grown wild in her absence. It was obvious there had been struggles everywhere from Casiff’s raid. Dens were torn apart and the plants had taken over, growing over everything that lied in their path. The pups crawled under them all and managed to maneuver the decimated forest much quicker. When they were traveling Keota had been faster than most of them. But now that Kia was back in the forest she found him lagging infuriatingly behind Ionan. She needed him to go faster so he could help her fight Casiff. She couldn’t beat him alone.

      The pain in her chest was stabbing harder the closer she got to the heart of the forest, and there was an unknown aching in her stomach. The farther in she ran, the worse it became. What was left of a blackened tree caused her to let out a single dry sob. Signs of a struggle were everywhere. The dirt and twigs on the ground were kicked around in circles. Burrows had been dug out, and there were bloody claw marks on some of the trees. Some plants were left untouched, and others were dead in her path. Just as she wondered where everyone could be, she saw a little scarlet shape lying petrified on the ground.

      “Scarlet!” she cried, and scooped up the little red bird in the palms of her hands. Tears came to her eyes as she held the fragile little body, his wings spread out wide. “Scarlet!” she cried, “Answer me!”

      He must be...The thought was torturous to think. But her heart gave a rush of hope as the little bird’s head stirred and he sat up weakly in her hands.

      “Everyone’s gone!” he wailed. “Hope’s lost. Even Casiff has lost control. The sickness has spread so far. It’s too late to save anyone!” He sobbed into her palms and Kiatana herself wanted to break down and weep with him. But she felt Keota laid his hand on her shoulder. Ionan (a dragon again) said, “Do not give up yet. I sense that all is not lost. But we must hurry, for he speaks the truth. Death will come quickly within the hour.”

      “Keota, how much time do we have left?” she asked quickly.

      Keota looked at the position of the sun and groaned in despair. “Five minutes at the most.”

      Kia left out an anguished cry as she sank to the ground, Scarlet still in her hands. “We’ll never get to the heart of the forest in time!”

      “Yes you will,” a familiar voice behind her said. Kia turned around and stared as Vixen and two mighty unicorns emerged from the trees, one a soft violet mare with a crooked horn, and the other the knightly Dragonstar.

      “How did you get here?” asked Keota.

      Vixen giggled and shook her black-red hair. “Vixen knew you needed help, so Vixen chose her two strongest and bravest unicorns and came along. The balance of the Lands cannot be upset. We need the Verinian like we need you, princess.”

      “You were the one who saved Snow Drop!” Lottie said.

      Vixen nodded eagerly. “Yes, that was Vixen. Vixen always carries with her an antidote, to give to her unicorns if they get poisoned. She did not tell you before because she was afraid you would refuse her help.”

      “Well, thank you so much for saving the life of my pegasus,” Kia said. “But what about your own land?”

      “Vixen’s unicorns are strong and smart. They know how to defend themselves.” She beckoned the purple unicorn over to her. “This is Lavender,” she said. “She is the fastest and most sure-footed. Ride along with me to the center of the forest.”

      “But I’ve ridden Ionan as a dragon to the center of the forest before when we first came here, and it will take much longer with both of you on Lavender,” Keota protested.

      Vixen puffed with annoyance and said, “Vixen grew up with dragons and unicorns both. Unicorns are the fastest animals, even faster than dragon flight. And they can go much quicker through trap and twig and stream. Two fairies on one unicorn are faster than one Accompany on any Changer, believe her.”

      She strode over to Lavender and gave Kiatana a leg up. “You do not mind galloping, do you?” she asked as Kia put Scarlet safely inside her bag.

      “I have experience,” Kia assured her. Lavender took off at once and Keota watched the two leave. “Try to find others!” Kia called to him as she raced off.

      There was a rustle in the trees. All of them spun around as many creatures crept out of the bushes. The most prominent were a pack of six wolves that looked hungry for battle. “Tell us!” the biggest and oldest of them exclaimed. “Are you with Casiff or against him?”

      Keota didn’t know how to answer, so he responded with the truth. “We will never side with Casiff!”

      To Keota’s surprise, the group seemed to relax. The large gray wolf muttered, “Good,” and sat down on the forest floor. “Casiff’s forces are growing larger. We hoped you were not part of them.”

      “Who are you?” asked Lottie inquisitively.

      The old male wolf smiled at her and said, “I am Kikan. We’re all the animals that are left who haven’t gotten the sickness. It has spread to both lands quicker than anyone has expected. Everyone, even Casiff’s own, have grown weary, tired, and angry and have turned against him. My mate and I,” he gestured to a gray she-wolf beside him, “Were of Casiff’s own wolf pack, and the charging brigade on the forest. At first we thought it a great honor, as an opportunity to expand our territories.”

      He sighed. “We were wrong. The few that were not lost in the battle fell ill, and now we are all that is left of our pack. The other wolves from this land joined together with us, and now we are leading all healthy creatures and beasts from both regions in a rebellion against him. But now we have a bigger problem. Somebody, it seems, has awakened the Night Mares and the Night Terrors,” Kikan said.

      “Casiff,” Ionan growled, but Kikan shook his head. He stepped forward and said, “We know nothing about that, except that Casiff is not the culprit. He has never sold himself to control the Mares or the Terrors.  All Casiff ever does is pine for his Caini.”

      Lottie and Lilja both responded in one voice, “Caini?”

      “Casiff’s dear she-wolf. She died of the illness. We all despised her with a passion. She was very cruel to us all,” Kikan growled.

      “She,” replied Lilja coldly, “was our mother.”

      Kikan looked sympathetically at the two pups. “I grieve for your loss,” he replied gently. “Casiff cries and makes threats to kill Kiatana, your fairy, and is so maddened with grief that he refuses to eat or sleep. It doesn’t help that her spirit passes through the forest howling every night.”

      “What!” Lilja yelled. He turned with a look of hurt and anger at Ionan. “I thought you said she would be at peace!”

      “Don’t despair small one,” Ionan said and he put his right wing around them both. “Her soul will be at rest before this is all over, mark my words.”

      “Then who sold their soul to the Night Terrors?” Keota asked.

      “I’ve told you, I don’t know,” Kikan said. “It is already noon. The Mares and Terrors will arise and fight at dusk. Will you join us?”

      “We will,” Ionan rumbled.

      “We are fighting too,” Lottie said.

      Kikan looked at the pups in amusement. “You are only pups. How can we expect you to fight?”

      “I’ve fought before,” said Lilja. “My sister and I have killed Ortusans.”

      “That may be,” Kikan said thoughtfully, “But you know war is not a game or fun, nor noble and great, as many tales and stories make it out to be. Are you prepared to see your friends, even your sister, fall on the battleground?”

      Lilja looked into his sister’s eyes and knew that he was not, and never could be. But still he said, “We both would fight against the enemy in order to make sure this never happens again, to any land.”

      “I strongly go against it,” Kikan muttered, “but I can see your causes are good. I cannot deny that you help. But you will be under strict orders from me. Our soldiers cannot waste their energy protecting you. Night Mares and Night Terrors are ruthless. They will not pause to harm you because you are young. You are fighting a great evil. If all goes well, we should be able to push them back, and if not…let’s just say I hope it doesn’t come to that.”

      

      Kiatana and Vixen raced along on Lavender. Vixen did not lie; unicorns really were the fastest and best form of traveling quickly. Lavender never missed a step, and it seemed to be mere minutes before they reached the heart of the forest.

      Kia turned and looked over Lavender’s ears and her great silver horn. Finally, in what was only a miraculous matter of three minutes, they were there.

      A large rock stood in the middle of the forest, glowing with a strange white light. She rushed to the boulder and saw something in a crack that looked just like black poison. She stared at it and realized that it was all around her...on the ground, on the trees, everything. She ripped the unicorn horn out of her bag. Lavender squealed in revulsion and tried to run, but Vixen held her back.

      “A horn of one of my brethren!” Lavender screamed, struggling against Vixen. “What dark madness has fallen upon us?”

      “Kiatana, stab the horn in now!” Vixen yelled.  Without another thought Kia plunged the horn into the crack. At once the blackness grew away from the horn, and the healing qualities of the unicorns spread throughout the forest to the trees and the grass and all else. Kia could hear animals in the brush sigh in relief, and the birds finally began singing again, something that hadn’t happened in months. The silence was gone. It was over. The soreness in her chest was gone, and Kia knew the forest was well.

      With Lavender now calm, Vixen was looking dangerously at the remaining traces of the black poison. “Vixen knows what this is,” she whispered. “This is a terrible toxin. It affects plants first, then grows as animals eat the plants. It spreads fast and is dangerous to make. It is not a natural cause. Humans made it, long ago. When it got out of control, they left.”

      “That’s why there are no humans,” said Kia in wonder. “Do you think Casiff made it?”

      Vixen shook her head. “Casiff is too young and too inexperienced to make this. Not even memorable and knowledgeable Vixen can make this. It had to have been done by a fairy with much more skill and cunning than Casiff, in order to plant it without your knowing in the heart of the forest. It had to be someone who could sneak in and out of your territory without you realizing it.”

      An unexpected answer clicked in Kia’s mind. She recalled the monster in the caves, the Ortusans in the Black Woods, and Snow Drop falling ill. Most of all, she remembered the letters that constantly sent them into danger, even when it seemed like they were giving help. She shook her head quickly, for the unicorns had been right.

      She knew who her attacker was.
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      Once she had made her way back and found her group in a clearing, Kia took the next few hours to explain what she found out to Keota and Ionan. Lottie and Lilja had gone with Kikan to ready for battle, along with Dragonstar and Lavender. As Kia’s story continued the pair listened intently.

      “It makes sense, but I can’t believe it,” Keota commented as she finished. “How in the world did your father manage all of this?”

      “All he’s ever wanted was my land,” she said, and tears were welled up in her eyes, her fists clenched. “He never actually loved me. All those letters he sent…they were tricks to hurt me, and his so called concern was just a ruse. He’s never wanted a relationship…all he wanted was to chase me away like the rest of my family so he could take the forest for himself. If he kills off all my animals then that just makes it easier for him to start over and run things his way. He used me, just like he used my mother to try and get the throne. But she was smart enough to run when she had the chance, unlike me, who fell right into his trap.”

      “We must find him and try to knock some sense into his thick skull,” Ionan growled, twirling his long scaled tail around his hind legs.

      “I agree. This is wrong, all that he’s done to you,” Keota said angrily.

      “We must find and stop Casiff first,” Kia said sourly. “If my dad has been using him as a pawn, then he’s going to try and kill me.”

      “How do you expect to find him? Even half destroyed, your forest is huge!” Keota threw his arms out to emphasize his point.

      Kia didn’t answer. Ionan tapped his claw impatiently against the ground, thinking. His sharp eyes spotted something on the ground, a large shape that was glowing white. “What may this be,” he whispered, and the group knelt down to get a better look.

      “It’s a wolf print, I think, and it’s pretty big,” Kia stated. They glanced farther ahead and saw that there were paw prints all along the ground, glowing white and hidden by the long, dying grasses.

      “It could be tracks from the Night Mares,” Keota shivered.

      “No…” Kia stated. “Night Mares don’t leave tracks like this.”

      “Then what does?” Ionan asked, perplexed.

      “We’d better find out. It could be another weapon Malaki has in store for us,” Kia said.

      “You will not go without Vixen. She wants to see some sort of action before she leaves for home.” Vixen walked up behind her from out of nowhere, cockily skipping through the grass. Her black wings glimmered in the sunlight and her black fox ears were back again, along with her long black tail. “Vixen hasn’t seen a battle in many moons.”

      “Be ready for an ambush,” Kia told her, and Ionan changed into his white lion form. They followed the prints cautiously, step by step. The thing that had made them seemed to be heading towards the stream. Kia took Keota’s hand in hers and led him through the forest. Ionan and Vixen followed close behind them, ready to strike. “If something happens to me I want you to take care of my forest,” Kia whispered to Keota. “I fear that either Casiff or my father may cause my death.”

      “I will, and I will see to it personally that Malaki won’t get away for bringing sickness into such a beautiful place,” Keota replied. “You can be sure of that.”

      “Thank you.” Kia got up on her toes and kissed him on the corner of his mouth, making him blush.

      As they broke out of the trees a short time later later they all peered out from behind the bushes, gasping at what they saw.

      Casiff sat beside the river, his head in his hands. He looked like he had been crying. A very large white she wolf sat behind him, her head on his shoulder. He didn’t seem to notice her there. When the group broke away from the shelter of the trees she looked straight at them with two very familiar, mismatched eyes.

      “That’s Caini,” Ionan rumbled. The group began to back away, but the wolf simply walked towards them and passed straight through their bodies. The group watched as Caini’s paw prints faded away and she melted into the air behind them. In less than a few seconds she was gone.

      “The Night Mares never took her body,” Ionan said. “She will live on in peace.”

      “Thank the Creator for that,” Kia whispered. With Caini gone they turned their attention back to the broken Casiff. It was if he had never seen Caini’s presence. This was the look of a devastated man, not a killer. He didn’t seem malicious at all, not in this miserable state.

      Like it mattered to Kia.

      “Casiff, I demand you leave this place at once. This land is not yours!” Kia commanded, her voice echoing around the river.

      “Just leave me be!” Casiff turned, yelling. “Can’t you see that I’m in pain? This is all your fault, Kia! Your filthy land made my beloved Caini sick, and now she’s dead! My only friend! I’ll…I’ll kill you!” Casiff rose and charged at Kia at full speed.

      Kia dodged him with ease and he ran right into the arms of a war hungry Vixen. “Hello there, little man,” Vixen cooed. “It’s all okay, Vixen won’t hurt you.” The fairy smiled evilly. “Yet.”

      “Unhand me this instant!” Casiff pulled away from her and flung himself at Kia a second time. Vixen flipped into the air and landed perfectly before him, and he crashed once again in her arms.

      “No, no, no. You cannot harm the queen. If you do the Great One will be very angry,” she said softly.

      “Queen?” Keota asked. “I thought you were the princess?”

      “As soon as I turn twenty, the throne is mine,” Kia said.

      “That’s right. And you will be turning twenty in about three days now, darling,” Vixen smiled at Kia. “A new queen will soon rule and peace will be restored to our world! Vixen is thrilled!”

      “Will you please let go of me? I won’t attack her again.” Casiff’s moan was muffled against Vixen’s chest, and he sounded thoroughly miserable. “I swear I won’t.”

      “Vixen does not wish to let you go yet,” she said. “Vixen likes Casiff very much indeed.” Vixen stroked Casiff’s hair gently.

      “You were looking to kill us all,” Kia growled, furious.

      “All I wanted was some more land,” Casiff grumbled. “I didn’t want to hurt anyone!”

      “You weren’t exactly my best friend growing up,” Kia hissed.

      “Ok, so yeah, I was greedy.” He rolled his eyes and Vixen squeezed him tighter. “But if I’d have known that your father was going to backstab me and take it all for himself then I wouldn’t have done it. If I’d have known about the plague I wouldn’t have even tried! It wasn’t worth the death of all my animals and…” he breathed raggedly. “Caini.”

      Casiff frowned and said, “What if I told you that I was guilty and I really feel sorry for what I did? There’s not a day that goes by that I don't regret this…and not just because of what I lost. Forgive me, please?”

      Kia glanced at Ionan. The Changer raised his head and said, “He’s telling the truth.”

      Vixen was still choking the life out of Casiff. Kia sighed and said, “Let him go, Vixen. I think you’re scaring him a little. As far as I know, he’s no threat to us. But we need to hurry up and get to my father as fast as we can.”

      Vixen released him reluctantly. “I will find you again, my little fairy,” she said softly into his ear. “Vixen will find you. Just you wait.”

      Casiff gulped. “I don’t know if I should be afraid or flattered,” he whispered to Kia.

      “With her you can never tell,” Kia replied.

      “Come on, we have to go. There’s not much time left,” Keota said. They started to hike back, but turned around when they saw that Casiff was following them.

      “Why do you want to come, Casiff? This isn’t your fight,” Kia asked.

      “Because that bastard caused my Caini to die. Your father’s been playing me, all this time, getting me to do his dirty work. He needs to go down!” the fairy snarled.

      Kia thought. “As princess, if you help us to win this battle then I will declare you free of all crimes against my forest. But no turning on us. Vixen,” she said, and the fairy snapped to attention. “Be with him at all times to make sure he doesn’t become a traitor. Again. And as for my father…” she narrowed her eyes. “I get first dibs on him.”

      “I can handle that,” Casiff hissed, a smile hungry for vengeance spreading across his face.

      “Vixen will take you to her unicorns. She and Casiff can ride on Lavender and Dragonstar on the way,” Vixen bounced up and down eagerly.

      “I’ll have to ride with you on Ionan, Keota,” Kia said.

      “Where is Snow Drop to carry you?” Ionan asked.

      “She’s gone to round up who’s left for battle,” Kia said. “Who else is going to command the army? If we cut through the center of the forest we can meet her on our way.”

      “Let’s get going,” Casiff said. “I have a feeling I know exactly where the old man is hiding.”

      

      Malaki Shaman sat in a large armchair in front of a fire, his house filthier than usual, papers and dishes strewn about everywhere. His plan to destroy the forest was unfolding perfectly, which would make it simple to start his own reign from scratch. His idiot daughter had fallen right into his trap and had left when her forest was more vulnerable than it ever could be. The only thing left to do now was to use the Night Mares to kill every creature who stood against his rule.

      Malaki’s face stiffened like stone. There was the slight problem of the Accompany and his she-dragon...he would take care of them later, once he had gained enough power. Who did this Accompany think he was anyway, barging in here and giving him orders? Of course it was he who had come up with the idea to butcher all those creatures, and his plan had worked ingeniously so far. Malaki couldn’t help to admit he never could’ve gotten this far without his help...

      He jumped when someone began to bang on the door. Was it the Accompany again? But Malaki only gritted his teeth when he heard who it was. “Open up this instant, father! I will not be ignored!” Kiatana’s voice echoed through the small cabin.

      Putting on a cheery face he called, “Come in, child. What brings you here?”

      The door flew open. “The sickness that nearly killed my forest, that’s what brings me here!” she snarled at him as she hurried into the room. She and her friends crowded into the room, Ionan resisting the urge to roar.

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Malaki said.

      “Don’t tell me you haven’t known, all this time!” Keota yelled. Ionan’s mane bristled at the sound of his voice.

      “The one that you planted, Malaki. Vixen thought that you were better than this, but maybe she was wrong.” Vixen stepped forward and smiled, but it was a very cruel smile.

      “I did no such thing. How could I have gotten the poison to do so?” Malaki shouted at the group.

      “My father gave it to you. He didn’t know why you wanted it, but he still gave it to you, because he trusted you,” Casiff answered. “Because of you and your stupid plot, I lost Caini!”

      “You’ve killed the creatures I was responsible for with this stupid disease! You’ve taken everything away from me, my mother, my siblings, my friends, everything that I’ve loved! I’m not going to take it anymore!” Kia yelled at Malaki. She took a sudden step forward, her arms outstretched. A cry rose from her throat as she did so and she bent down in agonizing pain, one hand against her stomach.

      “What’s wrong?” Keota ran forward and placed a hand on her back. She didn’t rise up and his eyes widened in fear. “What are you doing to her?” he shouted at Malaki.

      “Nothing, I haven’t done anything to her,” Malaki said quickly.

      “You had best be sure. Because if she dies and I found out it was you who caused it, it shall be you who will die,” Ionan hissed as he came up next to Kia. His protectiveness was swarming over him, taking all of his emotions over completely. Keota and Kia were merging into the same creature in his mind, into one person, as they had been ever since the attack of the Ortusan’s. He was confused, trying to differ one from the other. Keota loved her, and because of it, Ionan had to struggle not to love her too.

      Kia struggled to her feet with help from Keota and looked down. The remains of her lunch now sat on the dirt floor of the cabin. She wobbled slightly and clung to Keota for support.

      “Are you all right?” Keota asked worryingly.

      “Fine, I just don’t feel all that well. My stomach is a little…” She leaned forward and lost the little amount of her lunch that she had left. Keota leapt back before any of it could land on his shoes. Malaki cowered even more against the wall.

      “Vixen knows what is wrong with the girl,” Vixen spoke up. “Do you want to know?”

      “Please,” Kia said slowly. Even though she had asked the question, she looked like she knew the answer. Casiff and Keota looked towards the fairy, perplexed. Ionan turned away.

      “Kia is going to have a child!” Vixen said in a congratulatory tone, throwing up her arms. “Another fairy to help her run the forest! Keota can’t go home now!”

      “Why can’t I go home?” Keota questioned. Casiff smacked his own head with his hand and Ionan glared at his Accompany, ears back.

      “Because the child is yours,” Vixen said happily. “You have to stay here now. You have to stay with Kiatana.”

      “The child’s…mine?” Keota asked, stunned.

      “No, it’s Casiff’s.” Kia said sarcastically with a hint of annoyance.

      “I thought you hated Casiff!” Keota said, completely shocked, an expression of hurt swimming across his face. “What about me?”

      Kia rolled her eyes, still hunched over. “Keota I’m joking, of course it’s your kid. Who else could have possibly made him?”

      Keota stood there with his mouth open. He then let out a cheer and tried to spin Kia around but she pushed him away, still feeling sick. He ran his hands through his hair and said, “This is wonderful! A baby…but Ionan!” he said, turning to his Changer. “Why didn’t you tell me that she was...”

      “I tried,” Ionan rumbled, clearly upset. It was all he could say. Casiff was forgetting about the excitement in the corner of the room and was inching towards Malaki, who looked at him shiftily.

      Kia smiled, her nausea slowly passing. “I had figured I was. I swore that I would never have kids, but now that I’ve met you, I’ve changed my mind. If I’m going to have a baby, I want it to be yours.”

      Keota knelt down to embrace her in a hug. As he did the back door banged against the wall and there was a scuffle between Malaki and Casiff. Ionan charged forward to help but didn’t get there in time, and Malaki managed to slither out of Casiff’s sloppy grip. Keota and Vixen went to go after him, but Kia gagged. They rushed to her side in concern, and in the chaos Malaki got away. Ionan longed to go after him, but his confusion made it hard to think. There was anger in his veins, death in the air and life growing in Kia’s body all at once. Most of all there was jealously, and Ionan hated it. Ionan hated it with every fiber of his being.
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      Speed was of the essence as they flew back to the heart of the forest. With the battle looming closer, there was no time to give chase and they were forced to let Malaki escape from them once again. Keota hoped that Malaki would be commanding his army from a close enough location so he could be easily captured. Even in the clouds above, Keota could tell that the air was thick with impending battle. Crows and other scavengers nearly blocked out the sun, so numerous they were. It was cloudy, but not gray. Yellow rays shone through the sky on one side and a dark storm the other, so it looked like the very heavens were ready to fight. Kiatana and Snow Drop had been reunited on the way there as intended, and they flew back together so Kia wouldn’t have to ride Ionan again. Vixen was riding one of her unicorns on the ground to meet them, along with Casiff. Keota looked at Snow Drop, and then his eyes traveled up to Kiatana. He found himself staring at her stomach. I’m going to be a father, he thought. He was amazed at the life that was growing inside her, and was stunned to think that he had been a part of it.

      “We can never go home now,” Ionan said, and Keota felt the dragon’s stomach getting hotter underneath his legs as fire burned within it.“Keota, what were you thinking? We don’t belong here!”

      “This is our home now, Ionan. I never told you that we were going back to Nesting’s Haven, even before we met Kia,” Keota said. “I love her and I want to be with her. There’s nothing more to say.”

      “Do you realize you’ve bonded your heart and soul to this girl by doing this? You’re tied to her now! I never expected this out of you.”

      “That’s your problem, Ionan. You’re always expecting people to turn out exactly like your expectations. Stop preaching to me! We did nothing wrong,” Keota protested.

      “Your actions have consequences that somebody is going to have to pay. Did you possibly think for one second that I didn’t want to spend the rest of my life here?”

      “All you want to do is accuse. It’s done and over with now.”

      “No it’s not! She’s having a child!” Ionan said, his voice rising to a furious note.

      “What’s your problem?” Keota asked nastily. “You’ve never acted this way before.”

      “Me!? What about you! Ever since we fell into this silly patch of green all you can think about is her! I don’t even know who you are anymore!”

      “I guess you don’t care for her or my child?” he said.

      “I care! I just care for you as well! Whatever happened for caring for me? I’ve noticed you haven’t done much of that recently.”

      That stung, and Ionan knew it. He had been neglecting Ionan for Kia. The run in with the Ortusans had proven that much.

      “And if that’s not worse enough,” Ionan stated, “The Great One is probably furious with us. You couldn’t just leave well enough alone, could you? No! You had to go and get her pregnant!”

      That was going too far. Keota’s temper broke and he yelled, “Well at least I’m brave enough to be with the woman I love! You’re the reason we fell into this forest in the first place!

      Ionan bucked in mid-air. He twirled and twisted as Keota tried desperately to hang on. Kia pulled Snow Drop around and yelled, “Ionan! Stop!”

      But he wouldn’t listen to her. He wouldn’t listen to anyone. “I was doing my best!” he thundered. “I was trying not to think of her!”

      “She left you, Ionan! She couldn’t love you!” Keota screamed. “She loved her Accompany more than you! You’ll never find a mate! Just because I’ve found someone and you couldn’t hold onto Vera doesn’t mean you have to be bitter and angry all the time! You take out all your pain on everyone, especially Kia! You’re ruining the chance we have to be together!”

      Ionan let out a roar that seemed to shake the clouds. Shocked by the noise, Keota let go. Kia screamed as he fell through the sky, Ionan diving after him.

      “I thought you loved me,” he said as they dove, “I thought you cared. Who helped you get your best friend out of prison? Who saved your life time and time again in the army? Who has done all you’ve asked him to all these years, just to get a slap in the face in return?”

      “The only reason you helped with Luce was because Rex was Vera’s brother!” Keota yelled back. Neither one of them seemed to care they were hurtling towards the ground at a terrifying speed.

      “Well maybe I should have left your precious Luciana there to die! That foolish girl vanished soon after we rescued her!”

      “If you had let her die Vera would never considered loving you! Never!” Keota hissed.

      “How dare you say such things! Rex was my friend too, I wouldn’t have just left him there to rot! And after all I’ve done to keep you safe,” Ionan roared. “You care nothing for me, don’t you?”

      “I do care!” Keota yelled quickly.

      “But not enough,” Ionan argued. “You love Kia more than me and expect me to be agreeable while I’m heading the mission, keeping everyone on track. Blast it all, even Snow Drop has shown me more concern on this journey than you!”

      “What are you saying?” Keota asked, frightened.

      “I’m going back home,” Ionan said. “We just don’t work together as a team anymore. You will be quite happy here, with her. All a Changer ever wants is to make his Accompany happy. Now I can see…the only way to make you happy is to have me gone.”

      “No…”

      “Before I go I want you to know this. Yes, I loved Vera. But I was more loyal to you. I thought you would have done the same. If anything else, I wish you had not picked favorites.” Ionan caught Keota with his talons and flew back up to Snow Drop, the fire in his eyes gone. Ionan put Keota gently on the pegasi’s back, looking Kia in the eye.

      “Take care, Keota,” he said. In an instant he had vanished…Ionan had turned into something too small for them to see.

      “Ionan!” he screamed. “No! Come back, please! I didn’t mean what I said!”

      Kia was too stunned to react. Ionan would be far away by now, and it would be impossible to track him down. Keota sat behind Kia, staring blankly ahead. Without a word, Kia urged Snow Drop onward and they descended into the same clearing they had found Casiff in. They dismounted, Keota clambering off stiffly, seemingly detached from the earth. Kia wrapped her arms around him and looked desperately at Vixen.

      “There is little a bond so strong,” Vixen whispered, and the fairy put a hand on Dragonstar’s head, “As the one between a Changer and his Accompany.” There was silence for a minute and they all let it fall, wondering how they were going to win the battle without Ionan there. When some time had passed Vixen said softly, “Let it slip, my friends. Concentrate on what lies ahead, for danger is on the horizon. Night Mares and Night Terrors are nasty creatures to deal with.”

      

      Lottie and Lilja watched as the animals around them prepared for battle. They were posted as sentries at the top of the hill on a large rock, to watch for the enemy. When the time came they would sound the alarm with howls and join the back battalion. They stood anxiously at the top of the rock, expecting a charge at any moment, though Kikan had assured them that the battle would not start until the sun began to fall. The place where the fight was to happen was large and wide, a separation between the plains and the forest, a virtual no mans land. Most of the ground was dust or dirt out there, and if it rained there would be mud to deal with. The pups didn’t know what Night Mares looked like…Kikan hadn’t described them very well. They knew that they could be killed just like any other animal though, by ripping out their throats or going for crucial veins. For Lilja, that was all he needed to know.

      There was a rustling in the trees and they both turned to see Kiatana, Keota, Vixen, Dragonstar and Lavender walking towards them. Kia was carrying what looked like slender metal.

      “I’ve picked up a few things for you back at my hut,” she said. She set down on the ground eight slender pieces. “Hold out your legs,” she said. Lilja gave her his left front leg and she started fastening the pieces onto all four limbs. When she was done, she put the four extra on Lottie.

      “What are you doing?” Lottie asked.

      “Battle armor,” Kia said. “To keep you safe.”

      “What! No,” said Lilja, jumping up at his new gear. “We don’t need it! Give it to someone else who does.”

      “Everybody else has already been fitted. The armor that they have was handed down to each creature generation to generation, the original protectors of this forest. This armor was especially designed for you as a gift. See these markings?” She pointed to the leggings. They had twirling designs in shape of tree bark, with the tails of wolves within them. “Those are the battle insignias of your ancestors.”

      “It must have been made by a professional, to be able to fashion it in a moment’s notice,” Lottie said.

      “Only dragon’s fire has had a talent for making armor so quickly. I believe it was forged before we made the trip with some of my old junk metal. Somebody must have gotten bored,” Kia said.

      “Did Ionan make it? Where is he, Keota, I want to thank him,” Lilja exclaimed, jumping into the air. Keota flinched and quickly looked away.

      “What’s wrong, Kia?” Lottie asked. “Where is he?” She looked around and all she saw were animals in uniform, an iron-tipped stag, a badger with metal claws, a brown hawk…

      “Never mind. You might see him later.” She pulled out two helmets from her backpack that went down to the nose, around the eyes and over the head.

      “Lilja, son of Caini, brother of Lottie, I anoint you a warrior of this forest.” She placed upon him the black head plate, with a shining opal in the center of the forehead. “I, Kiatana, protector of this land and queen to be, ordain you with your official title. From now on, you shall be called Lilja Nightcoat of the Blackened Heart Stream. Carry this name in honor. Shall it serve you well.”

      She turned to Lottie. “Lottie, daughter of Caini, sister of Lilja, I also anoint you as a warrior.” She lifted up the most amazing piece of all, an ice-blue head piece that had small diamonds going from the top of the helmet to the bottom. “I, Kiatana, protector of this land and queen to be, ordain you with your official title. You shall be called Lottie Silverstorm of the Crystal Snow Light. Carry this name in honor, and it shall serve you well.” She placed it upon Lottie’s head and nodded. The two wolf pups bowed.

      “Here,” a gruff voice behind them and they turned to see Kikan with a branch of blackberries in his mouth. He smashed them with his paw and smeared markings under their eyes. “This is the way we accept new wolves into our pack. Normally you would have a ceremony, but I would think this battle will be proof enough.” When he was done the two wolves ran over to the river. They were amazed at how ferocious they looked.

      “Now,” Lottie growled fiercely, “We are ready for battle!”

      Lilja bared his fangs. This was the proof, wasn’t it? He was grown up now. He was no longer a pup. This journey had grown him into a wolf.

      He and his sister trotted back up to the hill and sat, watching the sun sink lower and lower. When it looked like red had lit up the landscape a long black line appeared at the edge of the plains. Lilja looked closer and saw that there were animals standing perfectly still, forming the line…yet they weren’t animals.

      They looked like beasts enough, but there was something about them that was unearthly and cruel. They took the shapes of the dead sick and were thick like smoke, twisting and twirling around in the air as black fire spurted out of their gray bodies. They were transparent, so it looked like fog was encasing the landscape. A smoky horse was running up and down the line. Even from far away, Lilja could see that his eyes cast off a sheen more pearly than the moon.

      “How are we supposed to kill clouds?” Lilja asked in a squeak. “The first charge will swallow us whole!”

      “They only look like smoke, Lilja,” Lottie whispered, though she was scared too. “You can bite through them and grab flesh, just like Kikan said. If we can get most of them down before nightfall, we may stand a chance against the Terrors.”

      Lilja shuttered. The Night Terrors. They were another matter entirely. Formed from those who died at midnight and with skin tough like iron, they would be much harder to kill. Whatever they looked like, the pups knew it wasn’t going to be good. Lilja readied himself, and Lottie threw back her head.

      “The Night Mares are coming!” Lottie yelled, and she let out a strong howl. Her brother did the same, baying out his ferocity to the skies. Let them come! He had been through fire and blizzard and rain, had killed Ortusans with his own fangs and traveled places many wolves had never seen. He had lost his mother and his home, and he would be dead before losing more. He was a warrior, and they all should be terrified. He was Lilja Nightcoat of the Blackened Heart Stream. He was invincible.

      “Places!” yelled Kikan. There was a sudden rush to align as everyone prepared to attack. Snow Drop rose up in the air, pawing her hooves at the skies. “Show no fear!” she cried. “I am afraid of many things, but I cannot and will not be afraid of death!”

      The army bellowed back in response. The pups felt adrenaline surge through them and they rose up on their hind paws, gnashing their teeth. Any minute now, the fighting would begin.

      

      Kia walked back over to Keota. He was sitting under a tree stump, motionless. He looked like he had already fought ten Night Mares. Kia was concerned about him. Unlike the rest of them, he had no armor, and though his Accompany body could withstand more blows than the rest of them, she still worried that he would be hurt.

      “You shouldn’t be fighting,” he said blankly. “Not with the baby and all.”

      She sank down beside him. “The baby will be fine.”

      “Unless you die,” he said.

      Kia looked at him. “If it helps,” she said, “Vixen will be taking the front line instead of me. This is my home. I would feel like I was betraying my friends if I hid while they risked their lives.”

      Keota looked blankly at her. “Ionan is the reason I met you, although it was an accident we fell. His mate had left him for her Accompany that day. He had told her to stop seeing him, and she obeyed. I suggested that we leave Nesting’s Haven to try and start a new life, though I promised him we’d go back home eventually. There was nowhere else for us to go, if you recall. We had been thrown out of our friend’s house and I was too proud to ask Ionan’s parents for shelter. I was scared about running away and said the wrong thing to him. He was upset and lost control, and we fell out of the sky. I owe him my new life, owe him everything I have with you, and I betrayed him.”

      Kia took Keota’s head in her hands and brought it to meet her eyes. Those golden orbs of his were so lost, so empty…Keota was losing the spark that she had always loved to see in him…and it was Ionan who had been the spark in the first place. Kia knew this was something she couldn’t fix.

      Kia sighed. “Ionan needed you. But he’s gone now. We have to focus on the present, not the past. If you’re distracted, even more lives could be destroyed. If you had never shown up the sickness would have spread. My father would have taken over. Lottie and Lilja would have had to see their mother die. I wouldn’t be carrying your baby, and most likely would have been dead long ago. It’s not a mistake that you’re here.”

      Keota knew everything she said was true. He opened his mouth to thank her, but was stopped by Vixen’s voice.

      “The princess must be guarded,” Vixen said, covered in her own black armor from head to foot. At her orders several various guards, badger, bear and wolf, traipsed up to Kia’s side. “Do whatever is in your power to keep her safe,” she told them, and they all bowed in response.

      “Thank you Vixen,” Kia smiled. “Your kindness is greatly appreciated. I’ll have to repay you sometime.”

      “Ask your previous fiancé to come back with Vixen. Vixen likes Casiff very much.” Vixen giggled and mounted Dragonstar. As she did so, the stallion’s muscles twitched. The stance he had was one of an old war general, who had seen many battles and would see many more.

      Vixen pulled out a lengthy sword from her belt. “Vixen always knew it would come to this,” she whispered. “It’s a good thing she brought her gear along.”

      Kia looked at Vixen’s long weapon warily. It was a deeper black than Vixen’s armor, and covered in etchings of foxes. Kia somehow knew that it had shed more blood in its lifetime than they carried in all their bodies.

      “Are we ready?” Casiff asked. He had managed to run back to his house unseen and grab his own blue armor, and a spear that had a curved blade at the end. Kia didn’t have much, just her daggers and the armor of her mother’s that she had scrimmaged for in the back of her closet. Keota had nothing besides a spare knife Kia had found in her home. He would have to fight with his bare hands.

      “The battle will begin any second now” Kia said. Casiff and Vixen went to the front of the line. Kia started walking away, but before she could Keota stood up and grabbed her arm, pulling her into a tight and passionate kiss.

      “You’ll be careful out there,” he murmured. “You don’t let anything happen to yourself. If you’re in danger, run…don’t bother being a hero. If not for you, for me, and if not for me, for the baby. I’ll fight enough for both of us.”

      “And you watch yourself as well,” she said in response. “My child needs a father, and I need you.”

      Keota kissed the top of her head. He then drifted slowly away and Kia held on to his fingers until the last possible second. Her guards tightened around her and she saw on Keota’s face not the happy, cheerful face that she loved so well, but one of a natural-born soldier.

      

      “Ready…” Snow Drop shouted, and the animals jumped in place. “Wait for it…” her nostrils flared and her head tossed. “Charge!”

      A huge roar filled the pup’s ears and they raced down the hill at the fastest speed they could manage without tumbling head over heels. The Night Mares moved much faster towards them, seemingly floating along the ground, and Lilja could see the pearly whiteness of their eyes as they loomed closer and closer. Before he had time to take a second breath the front line hit and the two sides collided. The lines held for a few minutes, but then the masses absorbed and it became chaos. Lilja was pushed out of line and he ran into his comrades as the fighting around him erupted, nearly getting stomped by a Night Mare as it chased him with its hard hooves. “Lottie!” he called, but he had lost her. Worried, he began searching for her, but the enemy behind him kept following. Unable to avoid it any longer, he turned to face the Night Mare.

      It was a fearful yet beautiful sight. It took the form of a gray horse, with a flaming white mane and ruffling tail. When it snorted black smoke furled out of its nostrils, and it clenched its teeth in rage. Lilja couldn’t understand what caused people to die on the spot…until he looked into its eyes.

      There were no pupils, only deep moons inside the sockets. Lilja was paralyzed as he saw the depths of them, the terrifying whiteness. The battlefield seemed to sink around him and there was no noise or sound. There was no up, or down, or left and right. Life was devoid, blank, just a large white box that he couldn’t escape. There was no smell, taste or touch to the whiteness, and it was like he was floating on solid air. Every step he tried to take led to nowhere, and Lilja thought that there was no forest. There was no prairie, no Kia or other wolves or friends. He had all just made it up, and it had all been a lie. There was no such thing as him…he had never existed. It had all been a lie! His chest began to pound and he knew right then his heart was going to explode.

      “Don’t look them in the eyes!” he heard a voice roar in his ear. He was snapped out of his trance to see Kikan leap upon the Night Mare and begin tearing at it with his large, exposed fangs. The battlefield came back into Lilja’s view and he saw dozens of animals transfixed, calling out for help while they walked around in a panic, seeing nothing. Many were simply dying of fright on the spot, while others resisted the white power that was enveloping their minds. The Mares just drifted over to them and finished them off, crushing their limbs or tearing at them with their teeth or claws.

      Lilja saw a fox crawling along the dirt, his eyes blank while he called out, “There’s nothing here! It’s all gone!” Lilja leapt upon the smoky coyote that had him spellbound and bit sharply into his neck, tasting blood. The blue liquid ran from its veins and the coyote attacked him next, opening its mouth and spurting out red flames. Like Ionan, the Night Mares could breathe fire.

      Lilja rolled aside and bashed the coyote’s head down against the ground with his large paw. They tumbled and tussled for a bit, until Lilja finally used his heavier weight to force him down and rip out his throat.

      The Night Mare moved no more. With the fox saved Lilja took off, his eyes scanning the crowd. One down, he thought. Now to find Lottie.

      Lottie herself was doing quite well. She had already fallen two Night Mares and was starting on a third. But before she could launch herself to claw at the Mare’s face Kia was behind it, slicing its throat with her knife.

      “I’m glad I found you! Where’s your brother?” Kia asked.

      “I’ve lost him! We got separated!” she yelled over the roar.

      “Find him, and don’t lose him again! It’s too dangerous for you both already!” Kia urged her guardsmen forward and surged back into the crowd.

      Lottie pushed her way through the battle, snapping at a Night Mare’s heels as she went. She wondered how she would ever find her littermate in this mess, but she looked as hard as she could, tearing out the throats of her enemies along the way.

      

      Vixen and Casiff had met up along the center. They had managed to stick together through the chaos, and had fallen more Night Mares than they ever could alone. Casiff wasn’t exactly an amateur, but he was impressed with Vixen’s skill of the sword. This battle was certainly not her first.

      “You are strong,” Vixen said, kicking down a Night badger as Casiff blacked the eye of another.

      “Yes,” he said, “but you are much stronger.”

      She smiled at him and they continued, taking down foe after foe. Their unicorns fought beside them, a brilliant glow emitting from their horns. Dragonstar himself was taking down five at a time. When a smoky Night bear tried to pull him over Dragonstar simply let himself fall on top of her. His weight crushed her instantly.

      Kia appeared out of nowhere, all alone. Vixen’s eyes dilated and she yelled, “Where are your guards? Vixen told them to stay by you!”

      Kia shook her head. “They’ve all fallen, and I couldn’t save them. Have you seen Keota?”

      “We thought he was with you,” Casiff said quickly.

      Kia swore. “Where is he? He has to help!” She brandished another Night Mare down and Casiff stabbed it with his spear. “Nice one! I’m going looking for him. Don’t let them push us back!”

      “Princess, you must not be unprotected!” Vixen screamed in a panic. Kia didn’t seem to hear her. Vixen tried to follow her but it was useless. She had lost Kia in the crowd.

      

      Keota raced through the forest as fast as he could, far from the battle but not abandoning his friends. He knew unless he found Malaki and stopped him from commanding the enemy, it would all be useless. He had seen from the huge forces the Night Mares commanded that there was no chance for them. The enemy was far too organized and the forest was too outnumbered…there was only one chance. If he killed Malaki, he killed his army. The Night Mares were conjured by whoever had sold their soul to own them. If you killed who summoned them, there would be nothing to keep them tied to this earth.

      Keota wished with all his heart that Ionan was here to help him. But he was not, and now it was up to Keota alone. The only thought in his mind was to find Malaki, otherwise, they were all doomed.

      

      “Die, pitiful beasts!” Snow Drop snapped, and she knocked a Night vulture out of the air so it was sent spiraling to the ground. She whinnied in triumph and turned in the sky, but her laughter was cut short in her throat.

      Birds the size of dragons hurdled towards her at a vicious speed. Black like tar and with beaks of silver, they opened their mouths and screamed out a shriek that sounded like nails scratching steel. They could have been eagles, yet there were large, long feathers on their heads that flowed behind them like a veil. The fire they breathed was hot enough to be felt from hundreds of feet away. The only one left to fight in the sky, Snow Drop held her ground. The Night Terrors didn’t even notice her as they buffeted her out of the air.

      Snow Drop’s scream could be heard from the deepest parts of the forest as she plummeted to the ground. Once she hit the earth a cloud of dust rose up from the battlefield and a loud crunch vibrated on her one side. Her left wing twitched once. Because she had managed to slow her fall, she wasn’t going to die, but her wing had paid the price. The adrenaline pumping through her kept the pain to a minimum. Staggering slowly to her feet, she simply watched as, one by one, more Night Terrors flew in to darken the skies by the spread of their wings.

      Snow Drop looked back to her army, most of them dead or already dying. The rest were tired, and very outnumbered. She saw the Terrors file in, circling while they decided where to dive. A Night Terror landed and started walking towards her, slowly planning to devour her whole with his massive, sharp beak.

      A large, formidable unicorn came forward and stood protectively in front of her. Dragonstar reared and shook his head at the Terror, demanding a challenge. The Night Terror cawed at him and struck out with its talons, but Dragonstar remained where he was. Lavender came up by his side and took her stand, while behind her were Vixen and Casiff, both with weapons at the ready. Vixen looked calm, relaxed even, but Casiff seemed as scared as Snow Drop was. He looked meekly at his spear. It would be like poking the Terror with a stick.

      Dragonstar lowered his horn and charged. Trembling, Snow Drop whimpered, “Creator help us. We can’t hold them back.”

      

      Lottie growled menacingly. Night Mares were closing in from all sides. She couldn’t handle all of them at once. She backed up slowly as they closed in fast, gasping as she bumped into something behind her. Frightened, she whirled around and saw her brother growling back at her. Once they saw it was each other, they smiled.

      “Together,” they said. Then they whirled into a frenzy of fighting. They fought as one, taking down Mare after Mare, until there were pools of blood on the ground. Triumphant, the pups threw back their heads and howled.

      Their victory didn’t last long. The pups stopped cheering and saw the Terrors file in, devouring the bodies of both sides of the dead or going for more live prey, breaking them with their talons or crushing them in-between their beaks.

      “Where’s Ionan?” Lilja asked, and he looked around in panic. “He could take them down!”

      Lottie shivered. “Lilja…I don’t think Ionan’s coming. I don’t think he was ever here.”

      The only sounds that could be heard were the screams of the dying. The pups watched the massacre but were helpless. Any closer and they too would be eaten.

      Out of the corner of his eye Lilja saw a fairy run from the scene behind the edge of the forest. “It’s Malaki!” he yelled. “The one responsible for Mama’s death!”

      “Let’s show him what happens when he messes with our family!” Lottie yelled.

      They bounded off after him. The chase was rough, with the battlefield littered with bodies and debris, but the pups made sure they kept up. Malaki tried to fly, but his wings weren’t strong enough to lift him into the air.

      Lilja reached him in the clearing first. He leapt up to try and tackle him to the ground but the old man spun aside and Lilja missed.

      The glimmer shone mockingly through the trees, creating a patch of moonlight, and Lottie finally caught up with them. “This is for Mama!” she yelled. She jumped up and clawed at Malaki’s face, turning the old, withered mask into a bloody pulp. He let out an anguished moan and slapped her aside into a tree.

      “Lottie!” Lilja yelled. A fury unlike anything he had ever known rose in his chest. “For my sister!” Lilja yelled and he latched himself onto Malaki’s arm.

      Lilja sank his small fangs in and drew blood. Malaki yelled and tried to shake him off, but Lilja held on. “You little runt!” Malaki roared. He grabbed Lilja and tossed him into a boulder and Lilja slunk to the ground, stunned.

      Malaki laughed and brought out a little blade within his coat. “Poisoned blades,” he snickered. “Very hard to come by but worth it for getting rid of little pests. The blade barely leaves a scratch, but once the poison sinks in you’re dead within minutes. Be glad I didn’t choose to kill you in a more painful way.”

      He threw the blade at Lilja. Time seemed to slow as the blade came rushing towards him. Still confused, he cocked his head to one side, and he stumbled to his feet slowly.

      Just as the blade was about to sink in he heard a scream vibrate in his ears. “No! Lilja!” There was a flash of silver, and the next thing he knew Lottie was lying still on the ground.

      

      Vixen looked around her with confidence. She knew they were vastly outnumbered, but her faith in those around her could only grow. They seemed at a loss, but she knew that they could win. These creatures, the ones fighting for good, had a power on their side that none of them knew. Casiff stood beside her, silent and tired.

      “Dragonstar!” she called.

      “We may not be able to take them,” Dragonstar said sadly as he trotted over to her. “There are far too many. You remember how it went last time. They will win.”

      Vixen smiled. “Have you forgotten who Vixen is? Vixen can do anything and Vixen knows this battle will be won!”

      “How?” Lavender questioned. She had a deep gash across her side that still oozed slightly. “We are falling quickly. Soon there will be no one left to fight.”

      “Vixen will fight even if no one is left!” the fairy declared, raising a fist into the air.

      “What about leaving them to win their own battles?” Dragonstar asked. “Though I do have to wonder…will she stay hidden or will she come out?”

      “Sometimes one must stand and fight even if it is not their place to do so. Vixen has stood by idly for too long! She must fight as who she is!” Vixen yelled back.

      “Then I stand by you all the way,” Dragonstar bowed his head slightly.

      “As do I.” Lavender copied Dragonstar’s bow.

      “Vixen wants to see blood!” The fairy whooped as she ran toward a group of Terrors. She launched herself into the air and screamed as she fell onto the back of the smallest of them. Vixen snapped its neck easily and kicked it to the ground, jumping up and landing on her feet as she did so. Casiff’s mouth dropped open. No fairy had the strength to do that.

      “Vixen will win for the princess of these lands!” she declared. “Join me, my friends!”

      

      Lavender and Dragonstar ran forward, responding to her battle cry. Their horns were pointed straight at the group of Terrors. Casiff charged with them, the will to fight written across his face. They would win or they would die trying.

      

      Malaki laughed as he stared at the tiny pup lying still on the ground. “Lottie! Lottie!” Lilja screamed, coming out of his stupor. Lottie didn’t respond, the blade sticking out of her shoulder like a thorn. Lilja grabbed it with his teeth and ripped it out but there was no use. The damage had been done. Somewhere close by there were footsteps, and Malaki fled.

      “Lottie! Lottie!” he cried. Her chest heaved up and down and her silver coat began to turn red. Lilja looked back and forth over her body, feeling helpless.

      “It’s…so hard to breathe,” she said. “My body is numb…I’m dying. I’m going to die.”

      “No! You can still make it!” he said, growling and begging all at once.

      Lottie put one paw on the ground and tried to stand, but her legs failed. “I…can’t. The poison is paralyzing me.”

      “You’re going to make it! You can’t…”

      “I am, Lilja. I’ll see Mama so soon…I can feel it. I know it.”

      “No…” He was shaking now, unable to comprehend the reality before him.

      “Lilja…look at me.” He gazed at her with her two mismatched eyes, the eyes that were so much like her mother’s.

      “I love you,” she said. She gave a last breath, and then she was gone.

      “Lottie! Lottie! Stay with me, speak to me! Talk to me one last time!” he licked her face and nudged her body. It was motionless.

      “No!” he yelled and his anguished cry turned into a howl.

      Keota appeared out of the bushes. He saw Lottie lie still and he whispered, “I was too late.”

      Kia, her hair full of branches, appeared behind a tree and let out a cry of joy when she saw Keota. She ran towards him and buried her head in his chest, but when he did not return her affection, she turned around and looked to where he was staring.

      “Creator…why?!” Kia cried out as she saw. Together they ran to Lottie’s side. Too shocked to think, tears began sprouting from both their eyes. Sick with pain, Lilja backed away from his old friends. He couldn’t stand it anymore. He had lost his pack, his mother, and now the wolf who had meant everything to him. He turned from them all and ran away, his black tail fluttering behind him. He ran from his life, his pain, and the memories of those he lost. His life would never be the same. It never had been the same, since the fire. His life was now even more shattered than before, and he would run from it as long as he could.

      “Oh Ionan,” cried Keota, Kia sobbing as she ran her hands through Lottie’s coat. “I needed you! If you had been here it wouldn’t have ended like this! Why did you go!”

      “I never left.”

      Kia and Keota both gasped, gazing upward. They saw a brown hawk trail down from the skies to land and become a powerful green dragon, his face full of grief.
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      The silence was only broken by the sound of the wind ruffling through Lottie’s white shroud of fur, and Kia’s gulping sobs.

      “Ionan!” Keota gasped, and he fell against his Changer’s side. “You came back for us!”

      “I was never gone,” Ionan said comfortingly. “Didn’t you recognize the brown hawk following you? I was merely watching from afar.”

      “Why didn’t you help us?” Kia asked, her throat choked. “We needed you!”

      Ionan trembled. “I had been there…at the start. I followed you back into the woods and hid in some of the trees while everyone was getting ready. A short time later I scouted ahead and found the Terrors hiding in the low lands of the plains. I took down three of them by myself. I felt that Keota was in danger and I flew back to watch over him. I plummeted several times and took out a few Mares in order to let Keota look for Malaki quicker. I heard Lilja scream, and hurried here as fast as I could. But I failed them. I couldn’t get here in time.”

      “Is there a way to save her?” Keota asked, and he touched the wolf’s body. “Any way?”

      “We know that unicorn horns revert any poison. If I can find one and take its horn, perhaps I can jolt her body back to life. I haven’t much time though.”

      “You mean, kill a unicorn?” Kia asked, shaking.

      “There may be a way that I can take it without shedding its blood, or perhaps they will give it up…they can live without their horns, you know.”

      Kia and the others sat around the young wolf pup. No one spoke, but Kia cried softly and Keota’s tears ran without sound.

      “I can handle things here,” Ionan said gently. “You must go and fight for your forest while I do what I can. Go with her Keota.” He scooped the limp Lottie into his claws and pushed the two away from him.

      “He’s right.” Kia rose, wiped her face and started hurrying the other way. “Come on Keota, we have to find my father and end this, before anybody else gets hurt.”

      Keota grabbed Kia’s hand and began to follow her, pausing only once and looking back towards his Changer. “I’ll return, Ionan, I promise,” he said.

      “Please let it be alive,” Ionan said in a voice only his Accompany would hear. Then Keota and Kia ran off into the forest and left the Changer alone with the lifeless pup.

      

      Casiff and Vixen charged through the oncoming army and killed the Night Mares one by one. The enemy’s numbers were depleting, but so were their own. The Terrors were giving the other side a very unbalanced advantage.

      “I’ve got to gallop over and help the east side,” Snow Drop said, wincing because of her injured wing. “Try and get them out of there…”

      “Don’t go alone!” Casiff cried atop Lavender’s back, but Snow Drop had already whirled around before his sentence was finished and was battering her way through the crowd until nobody could see her anymore.

      “It’s going to take a miracle to have us win this,” Dragonstar said with a meaningful look at Vixen as he crushed a Mare beneath his hoof. The fairy glared at him from his back and hissed under her breath, “What would you have Vixen do? Vixen hasn’t brought her out in years…”

      “You must summon her!” Dragonstar snapped at her. “Only you can end this! It’s what you were ordained to do! As your second in command I demand that you let her emerge!”

      “Not yet,” Vixen said, and she sliced off the head of a Mare as she did so. “If Vixen does now all the power will be gone from her and we will still be outnumbered! She hasn’t been able to roast a whole army since she was chosen!”

      “Make her come out fast, or more of us are going to die!” Dragonstar said.

      “Vixen,” Lavender wheezed, “I’m getting tired.”

      The fairy looked at her animal sympathetically. The battle with the Terrors had taken more out of her than the rest of them. “I’m sorry. There’s nothing Vixen can do.”

      “Or nothing that you will do,” Dragonstar said. He brought down a smaller Mare but not before another one, a mountain lion Mare, leapt for Vixen and was inches from pulling her off. Dragonstar let out a loud bray and Lavender leapt into action, charging forward with her violet horn down and not looking where she was going. In an instant Lavender got a long leg stuck in a rabbit hole. The unicorn fell, and her leg snapped. Casiff began to fall under her, knowing he would be crushed.

      “NO!” Vixen shot out her hand and latched onto Casiff. She pulled him onto the back of her own unicorn and looked down at the wounded Lavender. The unicorn gasped in pain, her body wracking with terrible tremors. Vixen dismounted, and Dragonstar moaned, “Why her? Lavender!”

      “She’ll be eaten alive,” Casiff said, looking at the Terrors. A tear ran down Vixen’s cheek and with a shaky voice she said, “Oh, poor baby. Vixen is sorry, but she must do this.” She pulled a knife from her belt. She looked at Dragonstar before striking and he nodded his head. “Don’t let her suffer,” he begged.

      Casiff stared with wide, open eyes while the other unicorn looked away. With a single stroke she put the screaming animal out of its misery. “At least Vixen’s Casiff is safe,” she whispered softly. She kissed Lavender on the cheek and closed her eyes before leaping back unto Dragonstar. “Grab onto Vixen and we’ll get out of here,” she told Casiff.

      “Of course,” Casiff said in a comforting tone. “I would do anything for you, Vixen.” He smiled at her and she tearfully smiled back, pushing Dragonstar back into battle.

      

      Lilja stared down his opponent menacingly. Every vein in his body was pulsing with rage, every tear on his face shimmering with the beauty of a broken heart. The Terror in front of him was the only thing that stood in his way between the forest and the cliff. The giant bird cackled and Lilja shifted on his paws, his teeth bared.

      “I’ve got nothing to lose,” Lilja growled, and the Terror looked at him with gleaming, greedy eyes. “Try and take me on. I swear I’ll kill you.”

      The bird seemed to laugh. Lilja didn’t move one muscle. It was all over. Lottie was dead, Ionan was gone, and the forest had ceased to exist. The only thing that existed was this fermenting monster in front of him that he was going to fall.

      Even if it killed him in the process.

      Lilja’s hackles rose, and his fangs shone like ivory in the sunrise.

      

      Kia and Keota ran after Malaki, gaining ground on the old man. On the way they ran into Casiff and Vixen, riding double on Dragonstar. “What happened to Lavender?” Keota asked the two.

      “She got her leg stuck in a hole and snapped it like a twig,” Casiff informed them depressingly, saving Vixen from explaining. “There was no way we could have saved her. Have you seen your father, Kia?”

      “We’re chasing him now,” the fairy told him. Her small hand fell to her stomach. “We’ll find him. I’ve picked up on his trail.”

      She couldn’t have finished her sentence before the fairy responsible for the fighting appeared right in front of them. His old body had enough. He knew it was useless trying to run anymore. He glared at them and his eyes fell to his daughter’s middle. A small knife was raised in one hand.

      “Poisoned blades are cruel little things,” he said calmly, keeping his eyes locked on Kia’s stomach. “It won’t kill a full grown fairy, but a little one will be no problem. You’ve seen that with the wolf brat.” He flung the knife and Keota tried to pull her quickly out of the way, but it was too late. The blade sank deeply into Kia’s unprotected stomach. Kia lurched forward and would’ve fallen if Keota hadn’t caught her. He lifted her into his arms and set her on the ground. She yanked the blade from her flesh and pressed a hand over the wound as her clothes started to stain.

      But it was too late to stop the poison from taking effect. The child would die. Both she and Keota knew that.

      Blood spurted from her fingers where the wound was hidden. Keota held her up and they both began to cry in pain and sadness for their unborn child. Casiff let out a loud yell. Malaki laughed and Vixen stared with huge eyes at Kia.

      “Vixen, do it now!” Dragonstar cried, stomping his hooves.

      The sound of Dragonstar’s voice seemed to strike a chord in Vixen’s brain. The fairy’s eyes flashed a horrible color and her whole form seemed to ripple like a river. Her eyes landed on Malaki and her mouth was brought up in a raging snarl, her voice dark and deep. “NO, YOU IGNORANT FOOL! THE CHILD SHALL NOT DIE!!!”

      Vixen launched herself into the air with surprising strength, her skin contorting and beginning to change. She started to glow like the sun, and as they watched her hover in the air as they saw a beautiful maiden of old, every part of her made of light with a long black dress that trailed down over her feet. Her eyes glowed white as she rode upon a great eagle made of fire, engulfing every part of the sky itself yet not setting flame to the trees. Those on the ground covered their eyes against the brightness of her. When she raised her arm animals of fire seemed to spring out of the eagle’s wings and they galloped onto the ground, creating a protective ring around everyone except Malaki.

      “The Great One is a girl!” Keota exclaimed from behind Kia. “I can’t believe this!”

      “Great One!” cried Malaki in fear. “I had no idea you were here! I’m sorry! Please don’t hurt me, and I’ll do anything you ask! Anything at all!”

      “YOU CANNOT REDEEM YOURSELF!” the Great One boomed.. “YOU HAVE HAD MULTIPLE CHANCES TO STOP YOUR FOOLISH MISSION AND NEVER ONCE HAVE YOU EVEN CONSIDERED DOING SO! FOR YOUR IGNORANCE YOU WILL PAY WITH BLOOD!”

      “Please…I will change…I promise I will,” he stammered.

      “YOU LIE TO ME! YOU PLAN TO RUN FROM ME THE INSTANT I TURN AWAY, YOU SEEK NO FORGIVENESS!”

      “I…I…forgiveness?” Malaki whimpered. “Put myself aside? I…I have done nothing wrong!” Malaki said.

      “MANY LIVES HAVE BEEN LOST BECAUSE YOU HAVE CHOSEN TO FOLLOW A PATH OF EVIL AND DESTRUCTION! AND NOW I WILL END THE SUFFERING YOU HAVE CAUSED THIS LAND! YOUR BLOOD WILL PAY FOR THE DEAD AND THE DYING, YOUR DEATH SHALL BE MY REVENGE!” she snarled at him. “NOW DIE, FOOLISH FAIRY!”

      A blast of light shot from the sky and struck the fairy on the top of his head. The smell of burning flesh filled the clearing as his eyes burst from their sockets and onto his cheeks. Blood leaked from his mouth and his tongue was on fire. His lips curled back and burnt off, while his skin and clothes charred. The light vanished and all that was left of the elder Malaki was a burnt skeleton. Kia’s father was dead.

      Once the threat was gone the animals of flame that had been circling the group rose up to meet the Great One in the sky. She pointed her finger to the east and said, “GO AND ERADICATE THE NIGHT MARES AND THE NIGHT TERRORS FROM THE LAND! RUN THEM ALL OUT AND LEAVE NONE STILL HERE!”

      At her command the thousands of fire creatures raced off into the trees. Through a clear spot in the woods the group watched as the fire creatures took down each and every Mare and Terror, leaving none behind.

      “HA HA HA HA HA HA!” the female ruler threw back her head and laughed. The rich sound was of pure enjoyment and pride, and it caused shivers to run up Keota’s spine.

      “What about Kia and the baby?” he moaned. “You must help them!”

      The Great One grinned at them foxily. “YES, I WILL HELP! THE CHILD WILL NOT DIE TODAY!” Her skin began to ripple and contort once again. She turned back into the form of a fairy they had all called Vixen and walked over to the young couple. Keota drew Kia away from her protectively, but Vixen chuckled and said, “You knew me as Vixen before, no? You will still know her as Vixen now. Trust me,” she smiled.

      Keota slowly backed away. Vixen leaned forward and said, “Poor child must be scared to death! Vixen will make him better though. The young boy will live yet!” She beckoned to Dragonstar and forced the younger girl to remove her hand. “Vixen will fix it now. All will be okay.” She nodded to her stallion and Dragonstar put his horn to the wound. Kia felt the poison’s effect wear away and vanish completely, her pain ending and her health restoring.

      “Thank you, my lady,” Kia sank on her knee and bowed as low as she could.“I owe both my life and the life of my child to you.”

      “Vixen only does what she feels is right. Accompanies and fairies should live together in peace. Vixen only needed to find the perfect pair to fall in love,” she smiled slyly at them.

      “My lady, I owe you everything. I am sorry I disobeyed your laws, but I couldn’t help myself.” Keota bowed as low as Kia and stayed that way, ashamed.

      “Arise, and look at Vixen, child. Vixen forgives you and offers you her blessings for a happy marriage and a healthy young child.” She smiled at them and placed a hand upon Kia’s scarred middle.

      “Thank you,” Kia smiled at the ruler. “We accept your blessings greatly but we are unsure if we will be married.”

      “Will this make it a sure thing?” Keota asked. He got down on his knees and displayed from his pocket a golden ring. A small emerald and two smaller diamonds decorated the band, and the ring glimmered in the rising sun.

      “It was the one thing my mother gave to me before I left,” he admitted sheepishly. “She told me to keep it so when I found the right girl, I could propose to her. I was going to sell it, but now I’m glad I kept it. So, Kiatana Abrilion Shaman...will you marry me?”

      “Yes!” Kia flung her arms around his neck. Keota slipped the ring onto her finger and kissed her. When the sun finally rose over the trees the battle ended and all the creatures of the forest surrounded the clearing to see the newly engaged couple, to help repair the forest and to mourn over the dead. Rejoicing encompassed the land, but the joy never reached a small black wolf or the heart of a Changer, who was desperately trying to save what life, if any, was left in Lottie’s body.
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      The first thing Lottie realized was that she wasn’t in any pain. She looked around and saw she stood in a woody forest in the dead of winter. It was comforting, but very strange. For some strange reason, she felt at home. She whooped and jumped into the snow drifts, and danced with the large, puffy snowflakes. She was alone, but it didn’t matter. She tried catching snowflakes on her nose and danced on her hind legs as she pawed at the air. It was only a little while before she realized that she was back in her old home. She laughed, happy to be here again.

      “Lottie,” she heard from somewhere. Lottie stopped playing and turned around on the spot, confused.

      “Lottie,” it called again. She knew that voice from somewhere, but like the woods, she couldn’t recall from where. She followed the voice, enchanted by its sound.

      It was eerily silent in the forest. Even her footsteps didn’t make much noise. “Lottie.”

      She saw someone sitting in the snow. The figure was silvery-white and camouflaged against the falling crystals. “Lottie,” it said one more time.

      Then Lottie knew who it was. She raced joyfully towards her and cuddled up to her soft, warm fur, sighing with happiness.

      “Mama,” she said.

      The she-wolf laughed. “Hello Lottie.”

      “Mama,” she said again. “Why did you die?”

      “Lottie,” she said. “Do I look dead to you?”

      She looked up at her and saw how real she was, more beautiful than Lottie had remembered. She looked so solid, so shiny and happy…so amazing. “No,” she said.

      “My body may have died,” she said, “But my soul still lives, and that is the part that matters. I am still here.”

      “We miss you so much,” Lottie whispered, hugging closer to her.

      “I know.”

      “Mama, am I dead too?”

      Caini snuggled her and said, “No, little pup. You are still alive.”

      “Then why am I here?”

      “The poison nearly killed you. But your time has not come. You have too much work to do, and to prepare you for it I have a lot to tell you. First you must forgive the ones responsible for killing me.”

      “What? But they killed you and many others! How can I forgive when so much damage was done?” Lottie said in shock.

      “Forgiveness heals and cleanses, like water over a dirty wound. Some may even be able to turn their lives around because of it. You saw Kikan. He has changed.”

      Lottie nodded. “Yes. He helped Casiff with the attack, but when he saw the damage he stopped what he was doing and did the right thing. The other animals could have hated him for it, but they decided to follow him instead because they saw he was a good leader.”

      Caini kissed her daughter’s head “Hatred tears apart the soul so terribly. You can always forgive, no matter how terrible their deeds are. But don’t ruin yourself with hate. It was my time. I am much happier now.”

      “Even without us?”

      “Oh, Lottie. I want you and your brother to grow strong and old. I don’t want you to join me so soon.”

      “Will the forest be okay?”

      “The forest will be fine, as well as everyone living in it.”

      “How do you know?” Lottie whispered, pressing up against her.

      “Trust me. But there is one who will not be well, if you don’t help him.”

      “Who?”

      “Casiff.”

      “What!” Lottie jumped away. “But it’s his fault you’re gone!”

      “I loved him, little pup. He never received much love from his father. He lost his mother at an early age, just like you. His creatures don’t feel connected to him. I was the only one he has ever loved, and the only one who loved him back.”

      Lottie looked at her mother. “What must I do?” she asked.

      “When the time is right, you will know.”

      “Mama,” Lottie asked, and confusion swirled in her head, “What is planned for me to do? What are you saying, that I have things to achieve? There’s so much I don’t understand.”

      “You will be part of a revolution,” Caini hushed in her daughter’s ear, and Lottie’s eyes widened dramatically. “A movement that will affect all creatures in three separate worlds, to come to pass in many, many years. It has started with you and your friends. The work your group has done will ripple through each and every heart until nothing, for good or for bad, is the same.”

      “What will we be working for, Mama?” Lottie questioned.

      Caini lifted up her head and her eyes shone brightly, fiercely. “Freedom. It will be a long, hard fight, and I can’t tell you if you will win. The difficulties will be greater than any of you could ever imagine. One thing I must plead to you is to be loyal to your friends, and to always do everything out of love.”

      Caini snuggled her daughter one last time. “Take care of your brother. I’ll always be with you, in every paw step that you will take. Pay attention, but don’t fear disaster. In everything try to be gentle…your gift is for healing, and without it the entire revolution will fall. At times of most crippling devastation remember that we will be together again, all of us.”

      Her mother faded away and Lottie was left alone in the falling snow.
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      Ionan flew swiftly with the limp little wolf pup in his closed claws. He felt shivers of fear as he glanced quickly at the tiny figure in his grasp. She had certainly took on the appearance of death, though Ionan knew from the frail little heartbeat inside her that she was still alive, even if it was slowing faster every second.

      He smelled blood and descended. His heart wretched as he saw Lavender, one of Vixen’s favorite and best, with a broken leg and a cut throat. He laid Lottie down gently and looked at the purple horn. He put his claws around it and gently pulled, knowing he could crush it if he was too rough. It detached easily, and a gray stub was left in place. He took the horn and pushed the point into Lottie where the poisoned blade had sunk in.

      The horn’s healing powers spread through her blood faster than the poison and she stared to breathe again. Her heart pumped faster and life came back into her newly opened eyes as she whispered softly, “Ionan?”

      “Lie still,” he told her calmly. “You’ve just been healed. Don’t move or you might hurt yourself.”

      “Where’s Lilja?” she asked, and then she looked up and saw Lavender. She screamed when she saw she was lying in her blood and tried to sit up frantically.

      Ionan pushed her gently back down. “I’m taking you to the fairies and the Great One. I don’t know where your brother is, but I’m going to find him.”

      “The Great One?” she asked weakly and Ionan lifted her by the scruff with his teeth, putting her on his back.

      “I know the Great One. Do not worry. She will take care of you. She has been put in a high place under the Creator for a reason.”

      “She?” Ionan lifted into the air and flew as fast as he could. She slept on his back between his wings, and he wondered if she would ever recover.

      When they found the fairies Ionan dropped down into the trees, right next to Kia’s small hut. Kia rushed over and cradled the sleeping Lottie in her arms.

      “Make sure the Great One sees her,” he told Keota. “We’ll talk later, I promise, but now I fear for Lilja’s life.” He took off again and Keota watched him go, his face filled with guilt. Vixen took Lottie from Kia, looked her over quickly, and placed her into Casiff’s arms.

      “What are you doing?” he asked in bewilderment, cradling the wolf gently.

      “She is sick,” said Vixen. “Kia needs rest, and Vixen needs to take care of things in her place. Watch over this pup for me.” She then helped Kia flutter back to her house and Casiff looked at the sleeping little one in his arms, feeling strangely attached.

      

      Lilja hadn’t moved an inch from where he stood. The Terror in front of him let out a loud cry and began charging towards him, wrath in its eyes. Lilja broke into a run towards the beast, his paws extended furiously and ready to jump at the Terror’s neck.

      Before he got the chance a herd of unicorns made of fire bolted out from within the trees. They spread past him and leapt upon the Terror, goring it with their horns and setting him aflame, leaving him to smolder and burn as he slowly sunk to the ground and died.

      “No!” Lilja growled in frustration. He instead charged at the fire unicorns. All he could do was whimper as his mind thought over and over, She’s dead. Lottie’s dead. I have no family. My only sister is dead. His father and mother had both died, leaving them orphans. Now he was all alone. I loved her! I loved her! How could you let her die! He screamed in his mind at everyone he could think of...Kia, Keota, Malaki, Ionan, Vixen, the unicorns, Kikan, and even the Creator Himself. He ran as fast as he could towards his one destination, the creatures of flame. Before he got there, though, a certain dragon landed in front of him, spreading out his enormous wings wide and blocking his view.

      Lilja glared at the Changer with all of his might and then, in a final act of defiance, he ran to the cliff with what was certain oblivion under him. His body would bash onto the rocks and he would be thrown into the lake far below, where he would drown. It was an insane thought, but to Lilja it seemed saner than anything that was occurring. He ran fast as the fire that had taken the Terror to the cliff edge where he, without a second thought, catapulted himself off and let his body fall to what was a certain death, one that would be a sweet relief.

      Everything was in slow motion as he fell. He was seconds from cracking onto the rocks when he suddenly felt scales under his paws and a voice repeat,“Gotcha.”

      “No!” Lilja sobbed. “Let me go!” he cried. “Let me die!”

      Ionan let him struggle in his claws and Lilja gave up. What did a wolf have against a Changer, anyway? Ionan landed back at the top of the cliff and Lilja sat in his claws, not knowing what to do.

      Ionan let him go. Needing comfort, the wolf pup crawled over to his head and snuggled up next to it. He didn’t want to be a warrior anymore. He was tired of being Lilja Nightcoat of the Black Hearted Stream. All he wanted was to go back to his old den and sleep with his mother and Lottie beside him.

      Ionan lifted the pup up with his teeth and put him on his neck, and then began to hum. The beautiful sounds that only a Changer could make began lolling Lilja off to sleep, where he wouldn’t have to be bothered by the horrors of the current world. He watched the sun rise higher over the horizon and cast the forest in light. He hoped he wouldn’t have any dreams. He was too tired for nightmares.

      Ionan made sure he was asleep before taking off again.

      

      Lilja’s mind came about very slowly. The pup stood up and realized his battle gear was gone. Someone had removed it, and given him a bath as well. Lilja wondered who could have done this, but he was so miserable he couldn’t have cared less.

      He wondered how he could sneak away from the forest. He could become a lone wolf. Become one of those desperate wolves he and…no, he had always been so afraid of. He pondered it, but imagined Ionan must be keeping an eye on him after the dramatic run off the cliff. He saw Kia sitting near to him, watching the clouds drift by.

      He tried to sneak away, but there was no getting past his fairy. He tried to run but Kia got up and scooped him up in her grasp quickly, smiling. He decided struggling wouldn’t be a good idea and he sat in her arms grumpily. She rocked him back and forth and tried singing a lullaby, which was entirely off key.

      “What are you doing?” he asked.

      “Practicing my mothering skills,” she said. “Keota and I are going to be parents.”

      “What!” Lilja exclaimed and jumped out of her arms.

      She smiled and said, “We’re having a baby. The wedding will be soon. I’ve already got a ring, see?”

      She showed him her emerald ring and Lilja turned his back on her. “Great for you,” he grumbled.

      Kia reached a hand out to stroke his fur. He whirled around and snarled at her, and she recoiled her hand. Then Kia’s old self was back and she yelled at him, “Don’t snap at me! I’m pregnant, you little punk!”

      Lilja looked at her with sad, round eyes, realizing what he had done. Her face softened and she said, “Oh, Lilja, I’m sorry.” Kia looked at him and she suddenly smiled brightly, her wings fluttering in excitement. “Come on. I’ve got someone you really want to see.”

      She led him to a clearing, one with the brightest new flowers pushing out of the ashes and the prettiest little sprouts popping up from the ground. Ionan was lying down, with Keota relaxing against him. Casiff and Vixen were sitting up in a tree, with Dragonstar resting beneath. The one that Lilja wanted to see more than anyone was not here…and he knew she never would be again. His ears dropped and he shut his eyes, trying to block out the world…its hurts…its pain….

      Just then, Kia laughed behind him and he seemed to hear a sound…a light howl brushing past his ears and warming his heart. He turned around and couldn’t believe his eyes.

      At the top of a hill was his sister. “Lottie!” he cried. She turned and saw him, letting out another bright, cheerful howl. He ran towards her as fast as he could, whimpering and sobbing as wolves do when they truly love and lose someone. But he had her back! He charged and she hobbled down the hill, seeming to favor the shoulder the blade had sunk in.

      He jumped and they tumbled head over heels, laughing. She sat on top of him and he whispered, “I thought you were dead.”

      She giggled and said, “It’s not time for me to die yet, brother.” She playfully bit him and they romped in joy, batting each other with their paws gently.

      When they were finished, Lilja looked at her. “What’s wrong with your leg?” he asked.

      She glanced down at her leg and casually said, “Oh, that? Ionan said it’s injured. The unicorn horn that healed me had to go in pretty deep.”

      “Unicorn horn?” he said inquisitively.

      “Yes. Lavender fell and broke her leg. Vixen couldn’t save her. Ionan used her horn to cure the poison. But I could have a bad leg for the rest of my life,” she shrugged.

      “How can you say that so calmly?” he questioned.

      “When you know what I know now, you can face a lot with bravery,” she said, her eyes sparkling.

      “Know what?” he asked.

      She smiled mischievously. “Not telling!”

      Lilja noticed Lottie’s clean coat and lack of armor. “Where’s our gear? And who cleaned our coats?”

      “Ionan is keeping the gear for us, for now,” she said. “I don’t really know who gave us a bath, but I think it was Casiff. I needed it anyway. I was covered in blood.”

      “Casiff?” he questioned and looked over at the haughty figure in the tree in doubt.

      She nodded and they walked towards the others side by side. Keota and Kia had their arms wrapped around each other, with Ionan standing over them protectively although there was no threat. Kia smiled and she said, “Well, I guess everything turned out all right. You two are reunited, Keota and I are engaged and pregnant, the forest is well, Ionan is back and the other two can’t stop falling for each other.” She cast a glance at Vixen and Casiff still up in the tree.

      “It all did,” smiled Casiff and he took Vixen’s hand. “Especially since Vixen will be coming back with me,” he beamed.

      Vixen took her hand gently away. “Vixen likes Casiff very, very much,” she whispered. “But Vixen has her own land and unicorns to take care of, as well as her duties as the Great One. She can’t be with you.”

      Casiff looked at her, brokenhearted once more. They both jumped down from the tree. “But I don’t have anyone left!” he exclaimed. “Caini’s dead, my father hates me, and my own land creatures no longer trust me.”

      “Vixen is sorry,” she said, “But she can’t stay here.”

      Casiff cast down his eyes, trying not to lose control of his emotions. He sat on the ground, looking abandoned and lost. Lottie gazed at him with compassion in her eyes. A spark seemed to ignite in her brain and she looked at the fairy closer, as if in a new light.

      “You two fought like true warriors,” said Kikan, gazing at them proudly. “I would love to have you in my pack.”

      Lilja looked at him and said, “Thank you, Kikan, but I don’t think we’re ready to be true pack members yet.”

      “All the same,” he said, “I would like you to become one of us. Someday you will be strong enough to truly be wolves. Until then, we would love you to be a part of our family.”

      Lilja gazed in amazement at his sister. He then whooped and spun around her. “Did you hear that Lottie? Kikan wants to adopt us into his pack! We can be a family again! We have a home!”

      Lottie laughed and sighed, “Only one of us, brother.”

      Lilja stopped dancing and stared, confused.

      “Someone told me,” she said with a strange look in her eyes, “That when the time came I would know what to do. I was confused, but now I understand.”

      “What are you talking about?” he asked, puzzled.

      Lottie started to walk slowly towards Casiff. “We must go our separate ways. Your destiny is to live with Kikan and his pack. Mine is different.”

      “No!” he cried. “I just lost you!”

      She looked back and said with love in her eyes, “We shall always be more powerful together, and we will be, often.”

      “But not like we used to,” he said weakly.

      “It is time for us to be apart,” she said. “I will never leave you, but this is one thing we have to do alone. I know you understand.”

      Lilja looked at her and realized he did. He watched bewilderedly as his sister, the one who knew him better than he did himself, crawled into Casiff’s lap. The fairy was holding his head in his hands. She wiggled under his arms and he looked at her in confusion.

      “I’m Caini’s daughter,” she whispered. “I’ll be your companion now and forever. I won’t abandon you.”

      Tears welled in his eyes. He stroked her silver fur. “You look…so much like her,” he whispered. “And your eyes are her eyes. You’re just like my Caini.”

      Lilja walked over to take his place by Kikan. He rose his head up proudly and looked out towards the sun at a brand new tomorrow.

      The forest was quiet and gentle for a moment. Then Ionan spoke, gazing at each of his friends one by one and finally letting his gaze rest on Kia.

      “Everything is right once more.” Ionan said. “Let us all go to plan the wedding. These two are due to have a little one, and who knows what the future may bring us?”
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          A Promise Meant for Always
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      When Kia and Keota made it back to her house Kia saw Snow Drop standing by her front door, her one wing bent and her head bowed in pain. “Hello Snow Drop,” Kia called softly, and the lovely Pegasus’s eyes opened. She looked up and whinnied happily at seeing her owner. “I’m glad you got home okay,” the pegasus whimpered, breathing heavily.

      “My dearest friend,” Kia whispered, and she touched the wing that had been crushed. It quivered once and Kia drew her hand back quickly. “You fought for me bravely. Thank you for being my second in command.”

      “Anything for you, Kia.” Snow Drop let out a squeal when Kia touched her wing again.

      “I don’t think it’s broken, only a little sprained,” Kia said after a few more minutes of observation. “Keota, go to that tree over there and rip off a few branches.”

      The Accompany walked over to a young sapling and started tearing off the limbs. Kia took them and smoothed them down with her knife, then fashioned a splint out of some rope she still had in her pocket from the journey. She and Keota fashioned the splint on the mare’s wing, stepping back to observe their work.

      “That should work fine,” Kia said. “In a few months your wing will be healed and it should be almost as good as it was. But no flying until then.”

      “I’m okay with that,” Snow nickered. “After this long battle, and all the traveling too, I think that all I need is a long nap. I won’t be doing much of anything for a long, long time.” Snow Drop propped up her one back leg on the ground and closed her eyes, slowly falling asleep.

      “Don’t listen to her,” Kia rolled her eyes. “She’ll be frolicking around friskily in a few days.”

      She turned to Keota and she saw that he was watching all the other creatures crawling around in her front yard. All of those injured had been tended to by this time, and the head count had been totaled. There had been more who had perished than they had thought. The two walked hand in hand through the forest and watched as bodies were buried and tears were shed. It had taken all night to clean the battlefield of their own dead. Ionan was now on the plains burning the bodies of the Night Mares and Night Terrors, with Dragonstar to help him. If the couple looked up, they could see ashes flying through the air. It took a long time before they found someplace where they could be alone.

      “I think we should find a way to honor those who have died. Before we start planning the wedding,” Keota said quietly.

      Kia looked back from where they had come. “You’re right. We will do so first thing in the morning. But it’s getting late, and we all need a little rest before tomorrow.” Kia smiled at him with her hand on her stomach. “It feels wrong, somehow, with all this pain and grief going around, but a little bit of me is actually smiling. I’m so happy about this baby, I think I may burst.”

      “Well don’t explode until the baby is born, okay? I can’t lose you and my son all in the same day,” Keota said jokingly. They both laughed.

      Kia flew them onto the tops of the trees and they sat there watching the sunset. They rested in their own personal heaven, he with his arms around her and she so close to him that she could feel his heartbeat pounding through his body and into hers. The lovely pinks and oranges reflected on their skin and hair as they turned their back on the battlefield and towards the north, towards a great expanse of forest and sky. The day was calm at last. The fighting was over and the sickness was cured. Life was good.

      “KIA!!” a small voice screamed from behind them. They turned to see a tiny little red bird hovering in the air, his breast heaving with anxiety.

      “What is it now, Scarlet?” Kia moaned.

      “The Great One wishes to speak with you. She says it’s important,” the small bird told her quickly.

      With a moan, Kia pulled herself out of Keota’s arms and rose into the air, her wings sparking in the light. “I’ll be back.” Kia kissed Keota upon the cheek lovingly, and then followed Scarlet back to her hut.

      

      Keota remained in the trees alone. He watched her as she went away, smiling at the fairy he loved. When she vanished from his view he plucked a single leaf from the top of the tree. The lovely green color was almost identical to that of Kia’s hair, and he twirled it between his fingers gently.

      “What would I have done if I hadn’t met her?” he asked himself, looking off into the sky. “Would I have found happiness elsewhere or nowhere?”

      A face appeared in his head, one that he missed sorely and greatly. It doesn’t matter what would have happened. All that matters is what did happen, a soft voice said in his head, a voice he knew all too well. It was a saying that his best friend Luciana had always used when they were young. Keota realized that she had been right. It didn’t really matter what would have happened if he never met Kia, because he did meet her and a lot had happened.

      Keota sat in the tree and stared at the sky, truly happy for the first time since he had lost his best friend.

      

      “What do you need, Vixen?” Kia asked as she walked in front of her house. All the creatures were gone now. With one look at Vixen Scarlet let out a tiny peep, then flew off for the safety of the trees.

      “To tell you the most wonderful news,” Vixen beamed at her. “Casiff is going to live with Vixen and the unicorns!” The fairy began bouncing up and down, twirling around with the greatest of excitement.

      “That’s wonderful!” Kia placed her hands on Vixen’s shoulders to calm the woman down. “But why did you need to tell me now?”

      “Because there is more that Vixen must tell Kia,” Vixen smiled broadly at the younger fairy. “Casiff is giving all of his land to you because he cannot take care of it from so far away. Your territory is expanding.”

      “He’s giving me all of his land?!” Kia’s eyes widened in amazement, then began to jump up and down much like Vixen was. “I can’t believe this! I have to thank him! Where is he?”

      “I’m right here,” Casiff came out from behind a tree and smiled broadly.

      Kia ran up and wrapped her arms around him, nearly tackling him to the ground with her joy. “Thank you! I always loved the plains!”

      “Yeah, I would think so. You’ve made a lot of friends there, after the battle and everything. If that’s not enough for you, I have an early wedding present. You are also freed from our marriage. I talked with my father and he said that the deal was off. He’s not going to go crazy or attack you or anything if you don’t marry me,” Casiff told her, obviously extremely happy with the idea himself.

      “Yes!!!” Kia jumped into the air and screamed her excitement to the world. Casiff and Vixen sat on the ground and laughed as Kia zoomed around the sky and came to rest in a small tree. “Thank you so much, Casiff,” she smiled happily as she stared down at them. “You don’t know how much this means to me. No offense, but thank the Creator I don’t have to marry you.”

      “You are welcome Kiatana, and I take no offense whatsoever!” Casiff continued to laugh and he jumped into the air himself, looking even happier than she did.

      “I told you she would be more excited than ever.” Lottie came trotting out from behind the same tree Casiff had been hiding behind, her tail held high.

      “Lottie!” Kia shot out of the tree and snatched the young wolf off the ground. She flew through the air with Lottie hanging on for dear life. “Thank you!”

      “Calm down, child,” Vixen laughed. “Vixen knows that you are excited, but you need to settle or your head will explode. Vixen knows these things,” she said very wisely. Casiff gave her a funny look, and then scooted away from her side.

      “And put me down! I don’t want to fall,” Lottie demanded.

      “Sorry Lottie, I’m just so excited!” Kia gently placed Lottie on the ground and landed next to her. “I have to tell Keota!” She ran off in the direction of the trees and came to the large oak they had been sitting in.

      “Keota,” she called.

      “What?” he asked, jumping off the tree and landing in front of her, concerned that she was hurt.

      “Casiff is moving in with Vixen and he’s giving me all of his land!” she said. “And his father said that I’m free of the marriage contract! We can get married right now if we wanted!”

      “Then let’s go for it. We should get married right now, tonight!” Keota’s voice grew louder as he said this.

      “I think that’s a wonderful idea. We all need something happy to keep our minds off of those who have died.” Ionan came up behind them in the form of a rabbit, his task with the Mares and Terrors done. He shook his fur and said, “How about after sunset? It can be a midnight wedding!”

      “A midnight wedding?” Casiff and Vixen came running in, following Kia when she tore out of the clearing. “Sounds like fun to me!”

      “Vixen will perform the ceremony,” the fairy said, her eyes glowing.

      “And me and the animals can get it all set up,” Casiff told them.

      “You two won’t have to be concerned about anything,” Ionan hopped to Keota’s side. “It is a tradition where we come from, Kia, that the Changer arranges the wedding for his Accompany if he is to be married. Casiff and I will take care of all arrangements. After all, if there is one thing that my father ever taught me, it was how to throw a party!”

      “It’s true. Ignus did know how to party,” Keota said nostalgically.

      “Then tonight it is!”  Kia embraced her fiancé and their three friends traveled into the forest to spread the news.

      

      The clearing they had set up was beautiful. The entrance of the grassy isle started at the forest, going forward until there were no more trees and the wide expanse of the plain began. A dusting of stars glowed overhead. The fireflies shined multiple different colors thanks to handmade paints and the seats were a series of logs that had been covered with flowers of all colors. Keota stood beneath an arch of roses, dressed in a white suit that the others had made for him. His black hair was neatly combed. Vixen stood in front of him in a long, elegant black dress that had red streaks running up the sides like flames, her hair fashioned aside her head in a low bun. Casiff was on the other side of Keota, dressed much fancier than the others in a deep blue, frilly dress shirt with matching pants and shoes. Dragonstar was in the left front row, his creamy coat shining while a long red robe trailed down over his back and rump. Ionan and the wolves were in the second front row. The wolves wore their battle gear and the dragon’s scales had been shined so much that they looked like emeralds upon his back.

      There were gasps of wonder as Snow Drop trailed out from the darkness of the woods, a silver bridle on her head with a long blanket trailing over her back made of the finest lace. Kiatana sat upon the mare, her wings shining as brightly as her lovely face. She wore a long sleeved gown the color of her pink eyes, finely laced at a corset in her middle and fanning out into a lovely round buttercup train. The veil was made of the same fragile lace on Snow Drop’s blanket and covered her face ever so gently. Kia got down from the mare and began walking up the isle with Casiff’s father. The gown’s train was held up by Scarlet and his family. Only Kia knew that the dress had once been her mother’s, worn for such a wedding, but her mother had married a man she never loved while Kia was here for the love of her life. A bouquet of bright red roses stood out brightly in Kia’s hands. She walked barefoot. Snow Drop went ahead of her, leading the way until the mare came to a halt next to Dragonstar.

      Kia smiled lightly behind the veil when she saw Keota. He reached out and took her hand when she came to him. They stood looking into one another’s eyes, gold into pink, as the ceremony took place.

      Vixen smiled at them. “So here it begins…forbidden lovers, friends and family, all working together towards a new life. May the Creator bless your new life together, and may you never leave the other one no matter what obstacles may come your way.”

      Yes, Lottie thought, her heart pounding. Don’t ever let go of one another, whatever comes.

      “Do you promise to give yourselves to the other fully and to never love another, to sacrifice yourselves in each and every way, until death do you part?” Vixen asked very seriously.

      “Until death do us part,” both of them said in an almost trance like state. They never took their eyes off one another.

      “Do you, Keota, take Kiatana to be your wife?”

      “I do,” he replied as a tear fell down Kia’s cheek.

      “And do you, Kiatana, take Keota to be your husband?” Vixen turned her head slightly.

      “I wouldn’t have it any other way,” Kia said softly.

      “Do you have the ring?” Vixen asked. Keota turned to Ionan and the dragon lifted up his wing. There beneath it was the precious emerald band. Keota took it with a thankful look at his Changer and slipped it onto her hand.

      “Then you may now kiss the bride,” Vixen finished. Keota flipped over the veil and Kia rose up onto her toes to kiss him. It was there, in front of the entire forest, when the forbidden marriage occurred and the couple shared their first kiss as husband and wife. It was there that life changed completely…for everyone.
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      It was a month after the wedding. It was to be Lilja and Lottie’s last day together, and everyone knew that they most likely would not see each other until Kia’s baby was born. Vixen and Casiff were preparing to leave, Lottie with them. Lilja would stay with Kikan and his pack, close to Keota and Kiatana. Lilja wished Vixen and her unicorns weren’t so far away. He would really miss her.

      “I want to make one last stop at the memorial before I leave,” Lottie said.

      “It’s not good to enslave the memories of the lost,” said Ionan, flying above them as a hawk. “It’s not their wish for you to become shadows in the face of loss.”

      “I know,” she sighed, “but it is good to keep their memories alive. And I won’t be here for a while.”

      “So let’s go,” said Lilja.

      The three went up to a high, rocky hill. It was steep, but they soon found the path that had been made from the multiple hikes up. They followed it, knowing that the residents of the forest called the path the Trail of Tears. Soon they had arrived and they gazed at the beautiful, sad sight before them.

      There was a gorgeous waterfall that trickled slowly into a tiny pond below. Inscribed smooth stones lay around it in a circular path. In the front of the pond, a marble boulder held a poem.

      

      
        
        The memories of those lost to sickness or battle,

        Lie here in peaceful rest,

        They whisper to our sorrow-tears,

        It was all meant for the best.

        We love you, they say, our cherished ones,

        Now do not shed a tear,

        We are in a greater place,

        And are much happier here.

      

      

      

      Below the poem was an inscription.

      

      
        
        To all those who were lost, who thought they were lost, or lost someone dear. We will never forget.

      

      

      

      Lottie looked around. Such destruction all because of the the madness of one man. She weaved her way among the stones silently, Lilja and Ionan following. It was a common rule noise louder than whispering was not allowed.

      She passed the first stone that was a dark gray with the claws of a cat scratched on it. It read, Klaw. Lottie knew that his nephew had been there recently, for there were small paw prints in the dirt. He was placed first in the circle, for without him, they would have never discovered what was wrong with the forest. They passed his stone respectively. A great number of stones were passed before they came to the second name they were looking for. A full moon and a wolf paw were painted on it, one that the twin pups and Ionan did themselves. The name read Caini. The brother and sister touched their noses to it, trying to absorb the memory of her.

      Finally, Lottie found the stone she had been looking for. Vixen had taken hours to specially make this. The purple unicorn on it stood bravely, the name swirling above it, Lavender.

      “It’s because of you that I’m still here,” whispered Lottie, touching the stone with her nose. “It’s because of you that my name isn’t among these tombs.” Indeed, Lottie had often imagined herself appearing slightly before Lavender, her name inscribed on one of these silent stones. They were the only piece left of the loved ones that the few left behind had. “Your death was my life,” she hushed. She stood with the stone a little longer, then they left the site to its peaceful rest, the sunlight casting rays on all the stones and reflecting to make a rainbow over the fall. Everything laid in peace.

      

      Keota was leaning against a tree trunk, waiting for Ionan to show. The Changer came around the tree, and ruffled his black hair with his breath.

      “I’ve been waiting for you. Where have you been?” he asked.

      “Up at the memorial,” he rumbled in dragon form. “The wolves wanted to go and I had to tag along. It just felt right.”

      Keota smiled. “That’s okay. If you knew what Kia and I were doing…”

      “I know what you did. Spare me the details.” He whipped around as a sorrel horse and motioned for him to get on.

      Keota swung himself up on his back and he cantered off. They came to a cliff side and Ionan jumped off, soaring into dragon-form. When they found a quiet spot near an old oak Keota climbed up the tree and Ionan changed into a hawk. He flew up on the highest branch where Keota rested and began preening his feathers. Keota swung his legs back and forth on the tree.

      “Ionan,” he said, puzzled, “You knew Kia was pregnant before I did, didn’t you?”

      “Yes. I was the first one to know.”

      “Even Vixen?”

      “Even before the Great One knew.”

      “How?”

      “The second you and Kia chose to mate was when I felt the young life stirring inside of her.”

      “Were you hurt?”

      He cocked his head. “I was. But I was even more upset you didn’t tell me what you two did. By the time we met Vixen, I had figured out that you were going to keep hiding it from me.”

      “I thought you would be angry.”

      “You should understand that Changers know everything their Accompanies do. We are too close to not feel what you feel, to think what you think.”

      “Why did you act so shocked after Vixen had told, if you already knew?”

      “I was in a bit of denial then. I didn’t want to think of the possibility. Kia having a baby meant that she was more important to you than I was. I felt that I was the only one who was fully concentrating on the mission while you were falling in love.”

      Keota dropped down and sat against the tree trunk, while Ionan followed and sat on his shoulder.

      “You’ve fallen in love too,” Keota murmured. “You know how that feels.”

      “I do. I haven’t forgotten what it feels like,” he ruffled his feathers. “I was…so jealous of you two. I was too overbearing. For that I apologize.”

      “You were a grump,” laughed Keota. “If it was any other girl than Kia, you would have scared her off.”

      “Not her,” Ionan chortled, fluttering off and changing into a dragon once more. “She’s too bull-headed to be frightened off by a mere fire-breathing, dagger-toothed, dragon!”

      They both laughed. “Ionan,” Keota asked, hoping he wasn’t taking things too far, “Do you ever miss her?”

      Ionan reared on his back legs and said, “I do. I miss her laugh and the way she snuggled against me, I miss her touch and her scent. I miss everything about her. She was so perfect and all I ever wanted was to make her happier than anyone could.”

      “She wasn’t right for you, Ionan.”

      “It was more than that. Changers are so bound to their Accompanies…you have no idea what we sacrifice for you. Accompanies have so much freedom. We do not. We are so closely bound to you, it is almost like slavery.”

      “Do you think I’ll make a good dad?” Keota asked, changing the subject.

      “I think you’ll make excellent parents.”

      “You’ll help me take care of my child?”

      “Of course. I’ll watch over him as closely as I watch over Lottie and Lilja.”

      Keota knew that this was the best promise Ionan could ever make. The Accompany threw his arms around the Changer’s head, giving him a hug.

      “Let’s get back. The others will be waiting for us. From now on I promise to love both you and Kiatana. No more favoring.”

      “And I’ll try to control my jealousy,” Ionan said. “For the rest of my life, I don’t want anything separating you and me.”
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          The Rise of Two Leaders
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      Kia stood in front of her small cabin and watched Ionan and Keota come up over the horizon. One hand was cupped over her eyes to block out the harsh sun. In the other she held a small shovel. Her simple clothes were covered in dirt and her face was smeared with the rich earth. Her green hair was put up in a messy bun and most of it was flung about in random directions. She raised the shovel into the air and waved. “Hello boys!” she called into the sky.

      “Hey Kia,” Keota waved back to her. Ionan did a loop in the sky and then landed in front of the fairy. Keota jumped off and wrapped Kia in his arms. He kissed her gently and she smeared dirt on the back of his clean, white shirt.

      “You’re a mess,” Keota smiled at his wife.

      “I happen to like being covered in dirt,” she said. “It makes me feel somewhat useful around here.”

      Keota laughed. “When are we planting the roses at the memorial?”

      “How about right now? I have all the roses packed and ready to go, if I can borrow you and Mr. Big Scary Dragon over there,” she gestured toward Ionan and both of them smiled.

      “Why not? We need to get those roses planted somewhere before they die on us,” Ionan told them cheerfully.

      Kia gathered up the flowers and the three of them hiked up to the memorial, finally reaching the wondrous place and planting the flowers next to the waterfall. Each rose were planted in memory of all those lost. As Keota was busy planting roses on the other side of the waterfall, Kia turned to his Changer.

      “Ionan,” she said, and the dragon looked at her. “Are we friends?”

      The Changer blinked at her. Then he bent down to touch his nose to her growing stomach, humming. “Yes, Miss Kia. We are friends.”

      Kia was now eight months pregnant and the bulge of her stomach was obvious. During the last few months the forest had remained calm. She, Keota, and Ionan worked hard to keep the memorial beautiful and clean. Nothing seemed to be going wrong in their simple, yet pleasant, world.

      

      Lilja was now the size of a full grown wolf and, quite honestly, he enjoyed being large. The younger wolves in the pack all respected him because he had proved himself stronger than all of them even though he was only two years old. In his age he had turned into a strong, fierce young wolf. His fur had lost its childish softness and was now a gorgeous shade of midnight black. He wore scars from many battles but none of them had come close to being fatal.

      Lilja steadied himself. Today was going to be his day. He was going to prove himself stronger than all the others. Today, he would take down Kikan. He would be the leader of the pack.

      He walked in large strides through the forest. His plans were simple. A few feet ahead, Kikan hunted in a large clearing. Lilja crouched down in the bushes and waited, savoring the moment. Kikan walked towards Lilja’s hiding spot. As he reached the bush Lilja launched himself out at the older male. Kikan was unprepared and fell beneath his competitor. The two wolves snarled and snapped at each other, biting and clawing for the upper hand. Kikan was stronger than Lilja, so he quickly pinned Lilja beneath him. Lilja lay on his stomach and couldn’t escape the older wolf’s hold. It looked like he was going to lose.

      Then he remembered his sister. He remembered her beating him long ago because of one moment. He had been too confident and she had been able to use that against him. He only needed Kikan to think that he had won the battle.

      Lilja rolled over onto his back so his stomach touched that of the current leader. His plan worked. Kikan stepped back, believing that he had won. In the moment that Kikan let his guard down, Lilja gained the advantage. He shot at the older wolf and pinned him against a tree. He bared his teeth but instead of delivering a killing bite to the neck he bit Kikan’s shoulder. Blood gushed from the wound, but it would heal quickly. All Lilja needed to do was prove he could defeat the older wolf.

      “I have been beaten.” Kikan said softly as Lilja unpinned him. “You have proved you can lead a pack better than I.”

      “That was my purpose.” Lilja’s once high pitched voice now had a deep tone to it that made him sound wiser and fiercer.

      “May I ask where you learned how to take advantage of a cocky wolf?” Kikan bowed his head as if he were speaking to a king.

      “From fighting with my sister. I always got far too confident for my own good,” he replied softly. “She would always use that against me, but it seems I have mastered my own confidence now.”

      “It would seem so,” Kikan replied.

      The bushes rustled and by her smell Lilja knew that it was Kikan’s mate. The older wolf fell to the ground and exposed his gray belly to Lilja. The younger wolf stood over him in the traditional stance of power and an old female walked into the clearing.  A look of shock fell across her face as she saw the two of them, closely followed by one of understanding.

      “Children,” she called. Five pups about ten moons old ran to their mother’s voice. “Show your respect to our new leader. He has bested the old.”

      The young pups all rolled over to show Lilja their tender stomachs. Lilja only stood there, a smile of joy spread about his face. He was on top of the world.

      

      Kiatana had just taken a bath and cleaned the dirt off of her. She couldn’t believe how filthy she had been. The mud came out in clumps, and her green hair had been so horribly tangled it took forever to comb it out. Now that she was clean she decided to go for a walk alone. She needed time by herself and, she was reminded by a strong kick in the inside of her, with her unborn child.

      It was late afternoon and she spotted Ionan as a speck in the sky, with Keota upon him. Kia was grateful Ionan was able to distract Keota long enough for her to appreciate the forest again. If she really thought about it, he had been very helpful to her during these past few months.

      “Enjoy your flight, my friend,” she whispered to the dragon high above.

      She sat down on a flat stump near the stream. She couldn’t understand why carrying a baby made her so tired. She had been so full of energy before. She put a hand on her huge belly. It wouldn’t be long now.

      A person emerged from the trees and appeared in front of her. She went to get up but decided not to as she saw who the fairy was in front of her. Her hair was gray and long, and she wore a dress that trailed upon the ground to match her large, purple wings. Her eyes were pink, and she had a golden crown on her head.

      “Hello mother,” Kia said, smiling.

      “My dear,” The fairy cooed and she engulfed her in a hug. “I only just got your letter yesterday, and I hurried here as fast as I could. I assume you know what that means?”

      “Yes,” Kia said. “It’s my inauguration day.”

      “You are right,” she said. “It’s time you took the throne.”

      “Do we have to have some big ceremony or something? Because I think it’s a waste of time if we do,” she sassed.

      The queen laughed. “Still my Kia. No, my dearest daughter. Here will be just fine. All I have to do is put the crown on your head,”

      “That’s it? I’m not exactly dressed,” Kia murmured, looking down at her modest brown dress.

      “You don’t need to be,” said her mother. She held out the crown. “I, Carolinia, queen of all the Lands and ruler of all who inhabit them, now pass the crown on to my daughter, Kiatana. May she rule with great wisdom and strength all her days, until it is time to pass on the crown onto her child.” She placed the crown upon Kia’s head. It sparkled and Kia closed her eyes, holding her head up proudly.

      “You were once a princess,” said Carolinia with joyful tears, “but now you are a true queen.”

      “Thanks Mom,” she grinned.

      “I’m so sorry that I couldn’t be there for your wedding. But I’m so happy for you and Keota! A child! I’m so glad you found him. The first fairy to ever marry an Accompany! Well, you were never one to be ordinary.”

      “No,” laughed Kia. “Not me. But I’m glad that Casiff has found someone as well. He’s completely in love with Vixen.”

      “I’m very happy for both of you. An arranged marriage was something I never wanted for you.”

      “Is that why you left Malaki?” Kia asked, thinking scornfully of her father.

      The queen sat beside her and sighed. “After Flare was married and Nineva was banished, I stayed until you were fifteen and old enough to inherit the forest. I never truly loved Malaki. My parents told me I had to marry him like they promised his family, or they would take the forest and the crown away from me and give it to him.  I couldn’t leave this beautiful land in the care of that cruel man.”

      “It’s all right now,” Kia told her mother. “We won’t have to worry about him again. He’s gone.”

      “Thank the Creator,” Carolinia said. “I heard what he has done to your forest. I’m so very sorry.”

      “How long will you be staying?” Kia asked her mother.

      “Until the baby is born. I can’t wait to see him. I’ve wanted a grandchild from you for a very long time, but not so soon! It was quite unexpected.”

      “I agree with that,” said Kia. “We probably should have waited, but it would have happened sooner or later.”

      Carolinia laughed and she hooked her arm around her daughter’s. They set down the dirt path, the sunlight enlightening the trail and making their wings sparkle.

      

      Lilja was hunting a rabbit to feed the pups back at camp. It was a few hours after he had defeated Kikan, and he planned to announce his new position as leader once he got back. Kikan had returned to his den to sleep. Lilja was surprised how pleased the old wolf seemed that Lilja was now the leader. Lilja knew that the Kikan had wanted to retire for a while now, but he couldn’t give up his position until another had proven stronger. Lilja wondered how his pack would respond, but decided it did not matter. He was leader now, and the only way he could be knocked out of the position was if another wolf challenged him, and he knew that none of the other wolves could defeat him in battle.

      The rabbit stood up on hind legs. He charged after it, but instead tumbled into a brown, snarling creature.

      It was another wolf on their territory!  The wolf was female. She snapped at him and jumped high in the air, landing on his back and biting every inch of him she could. This wolf was desperate. Having enough, Lilja used his strength to spin her off of him. She paid no attention as she fumbled and snapped at his legs, screaming hysterically, “That rabbit was mine!”

      Lilja stopped and looked at the she-wolf. He knew that voice from long ago. He thought hard, then whispered, “Cornia? Is that you?”

      She stopped and stared at him. “How do you know my name?”

      “It’s me,” he whispered. “Lilja.”

      The she-wolf’s eyes widened and she hushed, “Lilja? Lilja who’s a member of the High Mountain Pack? My old playmate?”

      Lilja barely recognized her. Her brown fur was matted and her ears were bitten. She looked truly miserable. The only way he recognized her was the black fur that was splotched around her eyes and face, the one thing that he could compare to the pup he had once known and this sad, lonely wolf before him.

      “I’m not a member of the High Mountain Pack anymore. I now am the leader of Clear Plains Pack,” Lilja said.

      “You a leader?” she spat. “That’ll be the day. It seems everyone wants to forget the life we once had. Not that it matters anyway, because there is no High Mountain Pack anymore. Everyone’s dead or missing. Where’s Lottie?” she asked.

      “She’s living with another fairy now, near the Ice-Born Mountains.”

      “That’s so far away! Don’t you miss her?” Cornia asked.

      “I do,” he sighed. “I bet it’s quite a shock to see us apart. Do you have a pack?”

      “I’m stealing prey off your land, so what do you think?” Cornia snapped.

      Lilja wagged his tail. “You can come home with me, and be a part of our pack.”

      Cornia’s eyes widened. “Really? You want me to be a part of your home?”

      “Anyone from the High Mountain Pack is welcome here, especially you,” he told her. “Follow me. I’ll lead you to our den.”

      Lilja returned to the pack’s home in the forest. Everyone looked cheerfully at him, and then grew suspicious of the new arrival. A prickly gray male known as Fang pushed rudely into him. “What is she doing here?” he sniped.

      “Don’t you know a leader when you see one?” he answered coldly. “She is a new member of our pack.”

      “You can’t do that! Who died and made you leader?” Fang accused.

      “Well certainly nobody died,” said Kikan’s mate, “But he is the new leader. Ask Kikan.”

      The whole pack turned their heads and Kikan said proudly, “It’s true. He beat me fairly. He’s now in charge of this pack.”

      There was stunned silence. For one horrible moment Lilja thought they were going to turn on him. Then cries of congratulations rang up and a lot of wolves started dancing. Lilja relaxed. Everyone seemed to approve of him.

      Cornia wagged her tail at him before going to lie down by some other females. “Thank you,” she whispered. Lilja’s heart gave a jump as he realized that behind all the dirt that was on her face, Cornia was very pretty.

      Lilja hiked up to a tall hill and kept watch over the land and wolves he loved, thinking of all his friends and where they might be now. A soft voice twirled around him and he felt a breath in his ear. He listened intently and heard the gentlest words whisper, “I’m proud of you, my son.”
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      “Welcome back, young leader. We have missed you,” Ionan greeted, putting his large scaly head down to look at Lilja and his pack more closely. It had taken the wolves two days to reach the forest, just enough time to be there for the birth of the new prince.

      “Hi,” Keota smiled his goofy grin, his eyes widening. “Man, you’ve grown a lot.”

      “I’ve been getting that a lot. Where’s everyone else?” Lilja looked up at the Accompany.

      “They are all back at Kia’s cabin,” Keota answered. “We have to hurry. She could pop at any time now.”

      Ionan took the form of a deer and Keota climbed on clumsily. “Run with me young leader. We must make haste,” Ionan said, and bounded off. They rushed through the forest so fast that they appeared to be flying, hooves and paws lightly grazing the ground as they ran upon the grass.

      As the cabin came into view Keota launched himself off of Ionan’s back and ran into the small building. There was a large crowd gathered there, with so many animals in the yard that it was difficult to make room for the pack. Casiff was standing nervously by the front door, and headed inside when he saw the others. Ionan changed into a cat and followed Keota in. They didn’t even bother to close the door.

      “You can’t go in there! Foaling is a woman’s job!” Snow Drop protested as the males rushed in. She snorted angrily and began guarding the open door. Dragonstar beside her simply pretended to graze, at the most absolute calm.

      Lottie stood outside the door, her back to them. Lilja skidded to a halt and his pack did the same, bumping into each other and knocking each other over. He howled a greeting and Lottie turned. Upon seeing her brother she barked happily.

      “I can barely recognize you, brother,” she said softly as they stood together, tails wagging. “You are so handsome now.”

      “You look more like mom than you look like my sister,” he replied. Lottie looked at the pack of obedient and curious wolves behind him.

      “Who are they?” she asked inquisitively.

      “My pack,” he told her. “I’m leader since I beat Kikan.” There was a hint of pride in his voice.

      “I’m really happy for you.” She looked back and continued to examine the pack. Her eyes widened. “Cornia? Is that you?”

      “Great to see you,” Cornia said with a yawn. “Happy you’re alive and everything.”

      “Don’t sound so excited,” Lilja laughed at her, shaking his head.

      “You know Lilja, now that you’re leader you’re going to have to choose a mate…” Lottie whispered excitedly, making sure her old friend couldn’t hear.

      “Not now, Lottie,” Lilja whispered out of the corner of his mouth, glancing back at Cornia in embarrassment, and Lottie giggled.

      “OUT, OUT, OUT!” The sharp voice of Vixen came out through the open door. Casiff, Keota, Ionan, and several members of the forest were pushed out into the yard, Ionan changing back into a dragon once he was outside.

      “GET BACK IN HERE KEOTA!”  Kia yelled. “THIS INSTANT!”

      “Coming!” Keota ran back into the house and closed the door behind him.

      “All he was doing was being annoying. I say in about five minutes they’ll kick him out again,” Casiff grumped.

      Sure enough, a short time later Keota came out of the cabin and was followed by Kia’s annoyed yell. “IF ALL YOU’RE GOING TO DO IS GET IN THE WAY YOU CAN JUST GET OUT OF HERE!”

      “I wasn’t trying to get in the way,” Keota said quietly as he walked over to the rest of the group. As soon as the door was closed he began to pace in front of it, stopping every so often to place his ear against the dark wood.

      “For goodness sake just sit down already. There is no need for you to panic,” Ionan snapped.

      Keota sat and clapped his shaking hands together. He then began to tap his foot against a small stone, and started running his tan hands through his hair nervously.

      “Knock it off already!” Casiff yelled, smacking Keota with his shoe.

      Keota fell over with a scream. “What was that for?”

      “You’re lucky he was the one that hit you and not me,” Ionan growled. “You need to learn how to sit still. You’re making all of us panic.”

      “Sorry, I’m just so nervous.” Keota said, rubbing his now red cheek. He got up and began to pace again.

      Time went by slowly for all of those outside the cabin. Finally, Keota jumped up from where he had been crouched in front of the door. “I hear it!”

      “What are you talking about, you fool?” Casiff yelled.

      “I hear the baby!” Keota banged on the locked door, acting like a complete madman.

      “I hear something too,” Cornia said, and she perked up her ears to listen closer.

      The door opened and the loud cry of the child drifted out. Keota ran into the house with Lottie, Lilja, and Casiff following.

      Vixen walked out the door and nodded at Ionan. She climbed onto his back and they took off into the sky urgently and with great speed.

      Kia lay exhausted on her small bed with the newborn in her arms. The child’s hair was green, but he had tan skin with golden eyes. “He needs a name,” she whispered to Keota as he came into the room.

      Keota couldn’t speak. His mouth was dangling open in amazement, his eyes wide with joy. Casiff hit him in the shoulder and he snapped back into reality. “A…a name?”

      “Um, yeah. I’m pretty sure ‘Baby’ isn’t going to cover it when he’s older,” Kia laughed, but it was only a soft, tired laugh.

      Keota thought, his eyes looking at the infant’s face. “What about Kennu?’” Keota stood next to the bed and he gently stroked the boy’s forehead. “It…it’s my middle name. I always liked it, and if you do…”

      “Yeah, it’s lovely.” Kia whispered softly. “Prince Kennu Abrilion Morimoti.” She raised the child just enough so Keota could take him. Keota did so gently and with great caution, staring in wonder. He was so pale…were babies supposed to be that small? Lottie and Lilja hopped up onto Kia’s lap in order to get a glimpse of the young prince.

      “Hello my friends,” Kia laughed, and she stroked the soft fur on Lottie’s back. “You have grown so much since I last saw you.”

      “Lilja’s the leader of his pack,” Lottie informed the fairy, never taking her eyes off the child.

      The queen smiled even deeper. “I’m so proud of you. I knew you could do whatever you dreamed to.” Kia wrapped her arms around Lilja in a congratulatory hug.

      Casiff looked at the small boy in Keota’s arms closer, almost as if he were observing a minuscule object. “There’s the godfather,” Kia laughed from the bed.

      “What?” Casiff threw her a questioning glance.

      “I agree. You should be the godfather,” Keota said, oblivious to everything but the baby.

      “Really?” Casiff said, awed.

      “Why not? Vixen is already the godmother,” Kia told him. “We had it settled a week ago, so we thought…well, why not?”

      Casiff was shocked. Then his mouth opened and he whispered, “I’d be honored.” Casiff gave a bow so low it was almost comical.

      “Where is Vixen?” Lilja asked from Kia’s lap.

      “I don’t know, but Ionan is missing too,” Lottie added.

      “Vixen and Ionan are right here!” Vixen informed the group as she came inside. Ionan had his head near the window and Vixen opened it slowly, drawing out the moment. A small yellow butterfly sat upon Ionan’s nose and fluttered over to Vixen. “You know who you’re here for,” Vixen told it softly. It flew over to Kennu, naturally and of complete free will. The fragile creature landed softly upon the child’s nose.

      After staying there for a second it took off into the air again and changed, hitting the floor as a newborn baby lynx. “A Changer?” Keota looked over at Vixen. “Where is its Accompany?”

      “You’re holding him,” Vixen smiled at the small infant in Keota’s arms.

      “What on earth are you talking about?” Keota stared at Vixen in confusion.

      “Isn’t it obvious? Kennu is half Accompany,” Casiff said.

      “That’s wonderful,” Kia looked happily at the little Changer. “What’s her name?”

      “Allakenzie,” Vixen told them.

      “No, Allie,” The baby Changer demanded. She hopped up on Kia’s bed and started bouncing on the end of it.

      “Oh, how cute.” Kia stroked the fur on Allie’s small head in adoration.

      “She is only two weeks old, and her parents are gone. She has nowhere else to go,” Ionan said softly. “Vixen brought her back from Nesting’s Haven yesterday. She’s perfect for Kennu. I knew it the instant I saw her. She was clinging to me all the way here…”

      “All she has to do is say Kennu’s name and they will be sealed,” Vixen told them happily.

      Allie got up, changing into a newborn fawn. She walked over and stood at Keota’s feet, staring up at the baby in his arms. Everyone waited anxiously for her to say the child’s name. Allie merely sat there and stared up at Keota.

      “Are you going to say anything or just sit there and look at me all day?” Keota asked the fawn, getting nervous.

      Allie blinked. “Kan-new.” She said. “Kan-new. Allie say Kennu. Kennu and Allie. Allie and Kennu. Always.”

      “Good job Allie. That is Kennu.” Kia smiled softly and held up her arms for her son. Keota handed him over reluctantly. “Come on up here Allie. Come see Kennu.”

      The small Changer jumped up and looked at the boy in Kia’s arms. Kennu blinked with his golden eyes and his lips rose into a soft grin. He gently stroked Allie with his small hand while the other was shoved into his mouth. His first laugh was gentle and all of them felt it vibrate in their hearts as it rang about the cabin. Allie touched her nose to Kennu’s, and both of the newborns shut their eyes. Everyone knew that it had been true love at first sight.

      

      The handsome young Accompany walked hastily through the forest, a small brown sparrow flying obediently behind him. New spring buds were squished angrily under his feet as he walked, and he glared at the plants as if he wished for them to begin burning on sight. At first glance this Accompany would seem kind, but if you looked closer, it was immediately obvious that this was a very mean person. Even the very trees seemed to want to shrink from his gaze.

      The Accompany was average height, muscular and strikingly good-looking, while the small bird’s body looked neglected and battered. The wind ruffled the Accompany’s deep brown locks, and his steely brown eyes squinted at the skies above him, as if keeping look out for something. He pulled his black trench coat more tightly around him. Although it was only March, the chilly weather seemed to be an indication of a cold summer this year. He quickened his pace and the bird behind him flew faster. They had to hurry if they weren’t to be discovered.

      Finally he came to what he was looking for. Though it had only been mere months, nature was beginning to take over Malaki Shaman’s small hut. He kicked the wooden door down and tore apart the vines blocking his way. The little sparrow flew closer to him slowly, hesitated, and then landed cautiously on his shoulder. He paid no attention and instead knocked various items out of the way and onto the floor.

      “Where can it be?” he asked in aggravation. “I need it!”

      “Forgive me master, but why are we here?” the little bird asked, afraid.

      “Shut your mouth and help me look,” the man said harshly. The little bird shrunk down and started zooming around the room, unsure of what she was even searching for.

      When the room had been torn apart and nothing had been found the Accompany gave a furious yell of impatience and rounded on the sparrow. Scared, the shaking little bird whispered, “Could it be under the rug?”

      The Accompany paused. Then he bent down and removed a large, filthy carpet from the floor. A trap door lay hidden under it.

      He laughed. “At least you’re good for something.” He lit a torch lying on the ground,  then opened the door and started going down the dark steps. Thrilled by this small praise, the bird flew down and settled on his shoulder once more. Down the dark steps he went until finally he came to an iron doorway. He grabbed the handle and tried turning it. The door opened easily and he chuckled. “What an imbecile to not lock his own laboratory. He must have thought his little rug trick was enough to hide his secrets. But not from me.” He opened the door quickly and went in.

      A smile came upon his attractive face as he looked around the room. He walked slowly around the room, taking in all the violent weaponry, evil liquid concoctions, and old books piled up near the walls. He laughed and strode over to a black object with a leather case and small, silver pieces in a box.

      “What is that?” asked the tiny bird in fear. Already, she didn’t like where this was going.

      He picked it up. “This, my little dear, is a gun. A weapon used by humans before they left. It will kill quicker than any sword or arrow. One fire of this thing called a trigger pointed in your direction, loaded with these things called bullets, will instantly take your life.”

      “How horrible! Put it back!” the bird told him in revulsion. But the Accompany took the gun and buckled it in its case, then fastened the case to his belt. He put the small black bullet box in his pocket. He then moved to a bunch of empty vials spilled all over a table.

      “Unicorns aren’t affected by the sickness because of the healing powers in their horns. I need something that will take down even a unicorn. The Great One will not be so powerful without her precious nags.” He said the words as if there was poison in his mouth.

      “Master, can’t we do something else?” The bird flew from him shoulder and hovered in front of him. “There are many lands out there that would be easy to take from weak fairies. You could get what you want without destroying so many lives. Stop thinking about revenge...”

      “You dare question my actions?” he shouted, and he brought his hand up and slapped the poor creature out of the air. He hit her with such force that she was thrown against the wall. “I told you I won’t stand for disobedience anymore!” He turned away and left the small sparrow to weep softly on the floor.

      “Stop bawling,” he said coldly. He went over to the books and looked at the covers. He threw each one aside, one by one, until he had picked up a leather book that was stained black and red. The bird hopped up to his side and looked curiously at it.

      “It looks evil,” she whispered cautiously.

      “As if we’re not evil,” the man laughed softly. The bird winced at his words and wanted to turn away, but forced herself to stay put.

      “Yes,” he whispered and he stroked the spine delicately as if it was a newborn. “This book will have what I need to make the Great One fall. And as soon as she is distracted…we will have the young one in our grasp.”

      “What are you saying?” she asked.

      “You know as well as I that her powers are many times stronger than any normal Changer! She will be key to our victory!”

      “We’ve already tried to capture her once. She’s just a baby!” the bird protested.

      “All the more reason we get her on our side now, when she’s young,” he said. “It’ll be easy to kidnap her now that the Great One has been drained of her power. She’s very old. She’ll not be able to sense me now that she wasted all her power on that stupid battle, not for years.”

      “So you never wanted to kill the forest then. You just wanted to drain the Great One of her power so she wouldn’t see you coming,” the sparrow spat in disdain.

      “We’ve fought her before, remember?” he said. “Or is your memory so dull that you cannot remember the riot we incited two weeks ago?”

      The sparrow flinched again. Tears sprang up in her eyes and she said, “I killed them. I killed them both. Why did you make me do it? They were in love like I had been.”

      “You’re not in love unless I say you are,” the man snapped harshly. “I know who you’re talking about. As for the smart one, well…I admit you were intelligent to play up the romance with him, but his Accompany was as dumb as a doornail.”

      “He was a good person,” whispered the sparrow dejectedly.

      “Why are you worrying about him? His Changer is the one we need to be concerned about. He’s way too clever to let my scheme unfold. If we are to be successful, we need to get him out of our way quickly, one way or another.”

      “What do you mean?” she said, but by the stunned look in her eyes it looked like she knew exactly what he meant. The man clutched the book tighter in his hands. “What about his Accompany? Do you want to hurt him too?”

      “I wouldn’t bother. The idiot can do it himself.”

      “What about the fairies?”

      “Fairies are weak. Look the wrong way at their land and they fall to the ground writhing in pain. I’m not concerned with frail little fairies.”

      “And if I refuse?” The little bird trembled but held her ground.

      He turned and looked at her. For a terrible second she thought he was going to hit her again, but he merely stared at her with those brown eyes and said, “I will kill to get what I want.”

      “I’m not afraid of dying.”

      “I didn’t mean you.”

      The little bird shook. “You wouldn’t!” she shrieked.

      “I’ve done it before.”

      The sparrow looked at him, defeated. He turned his attention back to his book and opened it.

      “Damn,” he said as he stared at rows and columns of complicated diagrams and paragraphs. “It’ll take years to decipher this. It’s a good thing I have plenty of time.  When we have finally understood the entire book, then I will make my move.” He gestured for the bird to follow him back up the stairs, tucking the book into his coat.

      He walked out of the house and slammed the door shut, whirling away from the place while the sparrow hovered in the air beside him. The man took a deep breath and called in a soft voice, “You can come out now, my darling. Nobody’s following.”

      A deadly beautiful fairy with blood red hair and pitiless black eyes floated out of the woods, her bat-like wings barely moving as she landed upon the ground. In her arms she cradled a tightly wrapped bundle, her cherry lips pursed and strict. “Are we going to leave this place now, my dear? It pains me to be here anymore than I have to.”

      “You’ll never come back,” he promised her sweetly. The tone he used with her was nothing like the one he used with the sparrow. He removed one flap of the bundle to see a sleeping toddler, the child’s features almost identical to his own.

      “After Soran is old enough you can join me then. A king always needs his queen, correct?” he smiled.

      The fairy shook her head and smiled. “No. A god always needs his goddess.”

      Both of them liked that. “Can you start trouble then, in Nesting’s Haven? We need your people on our side,” the fairy stated.

      “I’ve got friends there that will cause rebellion for me. It’s all going to plan. And if everything fails,” he smiled bigger. “We can still re-summon the Night Mares.”

      The fairy nodded and she turned her gaze on the sparrow, glaring at the creature as if she wished she could tear it apart with her own two hands. The man looked back at the tiny bird as well. “There can’t be any evidence. Everything will be ruined if we leave just one clue behind to be discovered. Burn the house.”

      The sparrow blinked a few times, observing them both with her deep blue eyes. The Accompany started towards, and at once the sparrow began to transform. Her body grew large with light purple scales as her face turned long with a spiked face and dagger-like fangs. Her back was covered in spikes, with a crevice near her shoulders for riding. Her wings were covered in pink feathers and attached to her front legs instead of her shoulders, the wings of a great bird. Huge claws grew on her feet and feathers sprouted at the tip of her heels. Four gigantic spikes grew on either sides of her tail.

      The dragon rose up on her hind legs and opened her mouth. Fearsome flames lit the shack instantly. The Accompany climbed on her back, as well as the fairy and child. The Changer rose up off the ground and carried them into the air, leaving the small hut to spout flames into the smoking sky.

      The burning hut was only the beginning of the destruction they would cause.
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      The child stood silently at the edge of the garden that was buried deep within the Verinian Forest. His mop of green hair was sticky with sweat from playing out in the sun, and his tiny bare feet were covered in dirt. His tan skin and golden eyes stared out in front of him as he watched his mother bustle about the large garden that was under the shadow of their tiny cottage. One hand was held up to his mouth as he sucked his tiny thumb, and the other was jammed into the fur of a small lynx that sat next to him.

      He looked down and smiled at the young cat, smiling. “Allie,” he said softly, never taking his hands from his mouth.

      “Kennu,” the Changer said back, wagging her small tail in joy at being acknowledged. Kennu stroked her lightly and she arched her back. A low purr ushered from her throat.

      Kennu looked back towards his mother. She had green hair that matched his, and she wore it in a long braid that almost fell to her knees. A small amount of dirt clung to her face and the simple green dress she wore. Her pink eyes kept floating back to check on her son. Her frosty white wings carried her about and prevented her from stepping on any of the small flowers she had spent all afternoon planting.

      Kennu smiled and made his own wings appear. They were black, and had a dusting of yellow on them that appeared to be stars glistening in the night. Allie looked up at him nervously, but he simply laid a hand on her soft head, a gesture that said everything was okay. She calmed down instantly, knowing the boy only wanted to show off his wings. He couldn’t fly yet. He was too young and simply couldn’t gain his balance once he was in the air.

      “Where’s my big boy?” a familiar voice asked from behind him. Kennu whipped around, smiling brighter.

      “Daddy!” He held up both of his thin hands and his father scooped him up and spun him in the air.

      “Daddy!” Allie copied her Accompany and looked up at his father expectantly, wagging her tail.

      “Oh, yes. I forgot about you. I’m sorry Allie,” Keota laughed. He picked up the lynx, holding both of them close. “Why are your wings out, Kennu? I thought Mommy said you weren’t supposed to try and fly?”

      “No fly,” Kennu agreed.

      “No fly.” Allie repeated.

      “Maybe he was just copying his mother, Keota.” A bright emerald dragon walked up and joined the group, chuckling lowly in his throat.

      “Io,” Allie said happily. She jumped from Keota’s arms immediately and onto Ionan’s back, snuggling against him and purring loudly.

      “I missed you too, Allie,” the dragon laughed merrily. “I could’ve never imagined being away from you would cause me such deep loneliness.”

      “Keota.” Kennu’s mother came fluttering out of the garden and into Keota’s spare arm, kissing him on the cheek with a slight smile. “You’ve finished cleaning up the memorial already? That storm was huge. I’d expect you to be up there until midnight.”

      “We had some help from a few of the animals that live up in that area.” He drew her into a kiss, holding her there for a moment tenderly. “So, what have you been up to all day, Kia?”

      “Gardening. Kennu and Allie were trying to catch butterflies earlier. It was so adorable! And they only got away from me once today!” she said proudly, as if this was something to be excited about.

      “Well, I guess that’s better than the usual seven times,” Keota said.

      Kia instantly turned red. “At least I don’t lose them every five minutes,” she snapped.

      “I’m just teasing,” he said playfully. “Be glad that losing our children is the only thing wrong in our perfect world.”

      “Oh, sure,” she said, shaking her head but still smiling. “That’s something to say if the only thing that has gone wrong in the last five years is consistently having our son go missing. Maybe our world is a little too perfect.”

      “KIA!!” The couple was startled out of their reverie by the small bird known as Scarlet, zooming into the clearing in an obvious panic.

      “What is it now Scarlet?” Kia moaned at the bird.

      “One of my eggs is MISSING! It was there this morning, but now it’s gone! My mate and I are so worried. What if something ate it?” Scarlet cried.

      “Mommy.” Kennu tugged lightly on Kia’s braid.

      “Not now Kennu, Mommy’s busy.” She pushed his hand away and turned back to look at Scarlet. “I highly doubt that it was eaten. I’m sure it just fell out of the nest and will be right there on the ground, unharmed.”

      “Noooooooooooo!” Scarlet said. “You’re wrong Kia, you’re wrong this time and I know it! This forest is far too peaceful. Chaos is bound to happen sooner or later, and it’s starting right now, with the vanishing of my egg!”

      “You’re being overdramatic Scarlet, as always.” Kia rolled her eyes. “My son wanders off all the time, and he always comes back.”

      “Yes, but he’s not an EGG,” Scarlet demanded.

      “Mommy!” Kennu tugged her braid a second time.

      “Not now, sweetie.” Kia pushed her son towards Keota with a look that commanded the Accompany to take the boy. Keota scooped him up in his arms, while Allie circled his feet, looking up at Kennu.

      “We already looked on the ground below the tree. It’s not there,” Scarlet told her.

      “Are you sure?” Kia asked in a rather annoyed tone of voice.

      “Yes, I’m sure. There is no way it fell onto the ground,” Scarlet replied, equally annoyed.

      “MOMMY!” Kennu yelled at her from Keota’s arms, and the overwhelmed Accompany set him down.

      “Yes! What is it, baby?” Kia wearily turned to look at the five year old.

      “Kennu found it in tree,” he said proudly. In his hand he held a small egg. “It’s for you, Mommy.”

      “For you,” Allie copied. Kennu held it out to her and she took it gently.

      “See, we found your egg.” She walked with Scarlet back to his nest and she placed the egg inside. “No harm done.”

      “Thank you Kiatana. I appreciate it very much,” Scarlet said glumly, clearly upset his promise of disaster wasn’t directly upon them.

      “And if you please, Scarlet, would you try to keep your panic to a slight heart attack next time?” Kiatana said. “Nothing has happened in this forest for years. We’re all safe here. This place is happily boring.” She combed her hand through her son’s hair affectionately.

      Scarlet looked at her grumpily. “That’s what you said last time,” he muttered under his breath.

      The bird sat in his nest next to the newly found egg and waited for his mate to return. Kiatana walked back to the cabin and looked at her son, hands on her hips. “You can’t take things, Kennu, that egg belonged to someone else.”

      “I’m sorry,” the boy said back with his head hung low.

      “We’re sorry,” the Changer said from behind Keota, her little tail wagging slowly.

      “It’s fine. Go get your shovel and you can help Mommy in the garden,” she told them. He and Allie ran inside to get the gardening tool, and she looked at her husband. “Keota, you may want to get yours too. I’m going to need a lot of help.”

      “With what?” Keota smiled.

      “I need ten holes dug to plant some things. Go make yourself useful, instead of standing around with that stupid, yet really cute grin of yours.” She tried to hide a smile of her own, tweaking Keota on the nose, and went inside to help Kennu find his shovel.

      “Is that her idea of flirting?” Ionan said, chuckling. He went inside to help as well, leaving the Accompany to his task.

      When Kia came back outside she immediately fell into a giant hole. Kennu and Allie followed her, and she caught them at the last minute before they went tumbling into the pit. Gathering her bearings, she stumbled to her feet and poked her head out of the hole. There were ten large pits dug a ridiculously far distance from the garden, so deep that you could only see Keota’s head as he kept shoveling out clumps. Kia fluttered out of the pit with an open mouth, the children in her arms, horrified at what he had done to the lawn. “Keota, what did you do?”

      “I dug holes like you told me to,” he said, scooping out another large mound of dirt with his enormous Accompany strength. Kia fluttered to the ground, putting the children down.

      “I meant in the garden,” she groaned. “And they only need to be small, for flowers. Not pits Ionan could fall in!” She placed one hand in the middle of her forehead in frustration. Kennu looked up at her and copied the gesture, while Allie tried to do the same.

      Ionan laughed the minute he walked out of the house and saw the mess, his loud roar echoing around the forest and causing birds to flit away from the trees. “I can’t leave you alone, can I?”

      “Sorry Kia, but you really need to be more specific. Your instructions were rather unclear,” Keota told her. Ionan only laughed harder.

      Kia let out a large sigh. “Come on. We’ll work together to fill them in.”

      “No! Tag!” Allie screamed. The two children began running from hole to hole, and the adults charged after them, falling into the pits constantly. Kia and Keota slammed into each other while chasing after their son and fell into a hole together, Kia landing on top of Keota with a thud.

      “Oof!” Keota cried. “Can’t keep your hands off me, huh?”

      “In your dreams,” Kia giggled, and she kissed him deeply on the lips. “You make so much extra work for me.”

      “Yes, but I’m always fun,” he said, playfully flitting with the bottom of her dress. She laughed and batted his hand away, flying out of the hole and leaving him to climb out after her. Husband and wife began chasing each other around the yard, laughing loudly as they ignored the children who attempted to run from them.

      “Mommy and Daddy forgot us,” Kennu said to Ionan, pointing.

      “They didn’t forget,” Ionan said, crouching down and changing into a white lion. “They just knew you couldn’t outrun me!”

      The children screamed happily as Ionan began chasing them. After tag was done, Kia gasped for breath and said, “Alright everybody, we’ve got to repair the lawn, before it gets dark.”

      The small family, including the two Changers, spent the last few hours of daylight filling the holes. When darkness fell Kennu and Kia ate, they all bathed, and Kia and Keota went to their room, leaving Ionan to put the children to bed.

      “Yes,” Kia sighed against Keota’s chest as they laid on their shared bed. “My world with you is absolutely perfect. And I wouldn’t want it any other way.”

      Keota kissed her on her head, staring out the window at the stars above. “Of course it is. What could ever go wrong, as long as we’re together?”

      Kia didn’t answer. She had fallen asleep.

      

      The next day Ionan rested under a willow tree, his head on his claws. Kia and Keota had taken Allie and Kennu on a picnic in Casiff’s old territory, and Ionan vouched to stay behind and watch over things. Usually he would have gone along, but he resisted today. In the five years that had passed since the battle, everything had been peaceful and normal. Yet Ionan grew weary. He wanted more than anything to go back to Nesting’s Haven, the birthplace of Changers and Accompanies. Ionan knew someday Kennu and Allie must go to the land of their origin, but to get there they had to fly, and Allie showed no interest in changing into any creature with wings, not even a little bird. Every time Ionan had asked she had refused harshly.

      He, for the first time in his life, envied those creatures that sleep could carry away. Ionan knew it was selfish to complain, but he was still homesick. In time he had grown to love the forest, but in his heart he knew it could never replace where he grew up.

      Ionan sighed. He couldn’t sleep, but he could think. He closed his eyes and darkness came around him. Take me back, he thought. Back to the place where Accompanies and their Changers roam. Take me back to our finding ceremony. Take me back to see…Vera...

      All at once the darkness vanished and was replaced by a dreamlike vision. He was in a perfect land, where the wind whispered and the light shone down on his scales to warm him. It was a bright, warm day, with sandy shores as far as the eye could see and palm trees waving in the cool ocean breeze. The hills behind the beach were lined with beautiful flowers that made a lovely scent float through the air. There was laugher from all around as two dragon hatchlings flew together over the tropical flora.

      One was a purple female. Her body was long and slender. She had short, spiky horns from the tip of her nose to the back of her head in a blaze-like fashion. The spikes went down in a line down her neck to her upper back, leaving a slight dip between the shoulders. Her wings were attached on the back of her front legs, and were covered in stringy, pink feathers. She had four spikes sticking out the sides of her tail., the tip also covered in feathers. Lastly, there were sharp claws on her digits, to compliment the fangs that stuck out of her mouth. But the most beautiful thing about her was her eyes, which were a deep ocean blue that sparkled and shone like sunlight upon the waves.

      “Can’t catch me Ionan!” she giggled. The dragoness twirled in the air, sucking her wings into her sides.

      Ionan smiled in his subconscious as he gazed at his former self. Unlike his friend, his body was not smooth and willowy, but bulky and rough. His wings sat on his shoulders and were not feathery, but bat-like and had a spike at the tip of the membranes. He didn’t have multiple horns, but two giant ones at the back of his head. His eyes were golden yellow, and his spikes went all the way down from his neck to his tail, ending in a giant arrow tip in the end. He had no feathers, but only shiny green scales around him. But he shared the sharp fangs and long claws that the other hatchling also acquired. Both of them were no larger than a child’s forearm.

      Ionan laughed and dove under the other hatchling, colliding into her and fluttering down onto a bed of lilies.

      “That was so much fun!” she laughed and swiped her tail at him, jumping up and landing on his back with a thump.

      “Ooof,” he sighed. “Get off me Vera!”

      She smiled and did so, twirling her tail around her legs. He sat up and shook his horns free of the flowers that entangled it.

      “Are you excited for the finding ceremony tomorrow?” she asked exuberantly.

      He jumped up and swished his tail. “I’ve never been more excited. Are you nervous?”

      “No. I’m just as excited as you are.”

      “Aren’t you afraid of not finding an Accompany again?” he questioned.

      Vera smiled and changed into a Pegasus foal with a creamy white coat. “Not really. I know my Accompany is out there this time. I can feel it. You know how we can tell things Ionan? Well this time I’m sure my Accompany is out there, waiting.”

      The one called Ionan changed into a tiny rabbit. “I can’t feel anything. Does it mean my Accompany isn’t going to find me?”

      Vera laughed and walked over. She laid down in the flowers next to him. “Just because you can’t feel him near you doesn’t mean you won’t get one. Besides, this is your first time. I’ve already tried it once. All you do is travel around until you find your Accompany.”

      “What if you don’t find them?” he asked. “Do they punish you?”

      “That’s just a stupid story Lukas likes to tell you. Don’t listen to him. You just come back here and wait for next year.”

      Ionan shook his fur and changed into a kitten. “I want to find an Accompany more than anything. I want to train for battle, so I can become strong and protect everyone.”

      “I’m glad I didn’t get chosen. I’m happy I spent the entire year with you and my friends, instead of going to school with someone I’ve never met.”

      “I hope we both find Accompanies,” he mewed. “Then we can go to school together.”

      “I hope so too.” Vera changed into a baby sparrow and started to preen her feathers.

      “Can’t you change into something without wings?” he asked, amused.

      “I could, but I don’t like to. It’s uncomfortable for me.” She changed into a fluffy, very cute puppy but soon was shaking with the effort and turned back into a sparrow.

      “I mean it, Vera,” he said, changing back into a dragon. “I really want to be chosen.”

      “Some Changers don’t get an Accompany for years. Besides, you’re the smartest out of all of us. You’ll be chosen.” She pounced on him and he laughed, rising up into the air.

      “Do you think my Accompany will be a boy or a girl?” he asked her as he avoided a sharp rock.

      “I’m not sure,” she said. “But I think mine will be a boy.”

      “But most Changers and Accompanies are the same gender!” he said, amazed. “You must be really special, to be able to tell like that.”

      “I don’t think I’m special,” Vera said in a small voice. “I just...I don’t know. It’s like I feel as if I already know him.”

      The sun was beginning to set. Ionan looked at the sky and said, “Come. Let’s head back home before it gets too dark. My father and mother will worry.”

      “Mine too,” Vera said. The two hatchlings headed off towards a dot in the distance and Ionan sighed, wishing more than anything that he could go back to that moment.

      

      Keota leaned against a tree trunk, exhausted. Allie and Kennu were relentless. A few days ago Allie had discovered she could change into a baby giraffe. She kept changing, almost on the hour, between fawn, lynx and giraffe form. Kennu was thrilled, and kept begging Allie to become a giraffe. His parents didn’t mind…until Kennu had decided to climb on her back. The two adults had finally sat down when Allie started to race around, Kennu squealing with delight. It had taken an hour to catch them. Although Kennu typically listened and did everything his parents said, Allie rebelled constantly and only went faster when Kia told her to slow down, using her favorite word: “No!” Kia was finally able to convince them to settle down and nap on the blanket they had used for their picnic, Kennu’s lunch still partially uneaten. Kennu needed food and sleep, unlike Allie. Keota knew it must be his fairy blood.

      “I don’t think I’ve been this exhausted since boot camp in the army,” Keota moaned, gazing at his wife with a dull stare. “I never knew parenting could be this challenging.”

      “I can’t imagine what Allie’s mother felt like during her pregnancy,” Kia shook her head. “Nine months with her in my belly would’ve been torture.”

      “Changers don’t have nine month pregnancies,” Keota said wearily. “It’s nearly impossible for them to change if they’re pregnant, so gestation only lasts three days. Once they’re born, Changers can also begin talking and walking within a matter of days. It’s a defense mechanism, so they can be matched with Accompanies they can defend more quickly.”

      “Making babies in three days. Is there anything Changers can’t do?” Kia sighed.

      “They can’t disobey a direct command, but that’s about it,” Keota shrugged. “Which I feel like we all should be grateful for. If they weren’t under an Accompany’s control, they’d be running the place.”

      “Changers would be wonderful rulers. They care about others far more than themselves,” Kia said.

      “That’s true, but I know if Ionan was the boss that all his rules would’ve prevented me from marrying you,” he said, pushing her down playfully and tickling her sides.

      She laughed, smacking his hands away and tackling him to the ground. “Well I suppose I have to be thankful for that,” she whispered, and she gave him another gentle kiss.

      Keota sighed happily. “If Ionan had his way we’d be back in Nesting’s Haven. And I already know I never want to go back.”

      “Don’t you miss your family?” Kia asked.

      He shrugged. “I guess. But I’m happier with you around than I ever was with them. I was always thought of as the dumb one in the family.”

      “Imagine that,” Kia mumbled, and then she sighed. “I’d do anything to bring my family back to the Verinian, but it’s too painful, even for mother and my siblings. I’ve written to them since Malaki died, but they’ve insisted on staying where they are.”

      “All of them?” Keota raised an eyebrow. “Even...Nineva?”

      Kia stilled at the mention of her witch sister, obsessed with the dark arts. “No. I don’t know where she is. I just wish that...” Her voice dropped into a whisper, and Keota could tell she was about to cry. Keota laid a hand on her shoulder, bringing the fairy into a tight hug. “I promise you one day that we’ll find her, Kia. She’ll come back to this forest. She can’t run from you forever.”

      Kia embraced him tightly. “I know she can’t. And that’s what I love about you. You’re my steady, stable rock. You always believe things will turn out right, no matter what.”

      “And that’s what I like about you,” he said, fiddling with her braid. “You’re fiery and loyal. I know you’ll be devoted no matter what. You won’t even turn your back on the sister who left you.”

      “I never will, not even if she does use black magic,” Kia said. “And someday, like you said, I’m going to meet her again and bring her home.”

      Keota’s eyes were drooping. Kia noticed and asked, “Do you need to rest? With fall coming, it’s been rather cloudy lately. There isn’t as much sun out as there usually is. You have no energy.”

      “I don’t want to leave you to handle them while I lay down,” Keota protested. “It’s not fair to you.”

      “Allie won’t get up until Kennu wakes,” Kia said softly. “You know if something happens, I can take care of things.”

      “Alright,” Keota sighed. “But are you sure?”

      “Positive. I need the quiet anyway. I’ve had a headache since we got here.” She rubbed her temples slowly.

      Keota nodded. He sat down and leaned his head against the tree. I wonder what Ionan is doing? he pondered. He thought of his Changer and saw him resting upon the ground back at the cottage. He searched his feelings and an image of young Changers and a starting line came into place. Our finding ceremony. Why is he thinking about that? Curious, Keota closed his eyes and began to search his own mind.

      He saw his younger self standing anxiously with another group of child Accompanies at the edge of Nesting’s Haven, the tall city looming in the background. He was about eleven years old and had a determined look on his face.

      “Come on Keota, cheer up,” a boy with light red hair said happily. “Just because you didn’t get a Changer last time doesn’t mean you’ll be passed up again.”

      Young Keota looked about ready to burst with worry. “But Galien, I’ve already been through three finding ceremonies! Nobody has ever had three finding ceremonies! Ever! What if it happens again?”

      The future Keota scowled. He didn’t like being reminded. If Kia found out, he would never hear the end of it.

      “You’ll find one,” said a girl that looked like Galien. “It’s simple statistics. If it doesn’t happen this time, you’re a lost cause.”

      “That makes me feel better!” Keota yelped.

      “How do you know, Gail? You’re just my little sister. Ten years old and she thinks she knows everything!” Galien rolled his eyes.

      Gail and Galien fell into a heated argument, and Keota tried to ignore them. On his other side a small girl with white hair and pink eyes smiled at him. “Don’t worry. I know what it’s like to be picked on,” she whispered. “Your Changer will come when he’s ready.”

      “You think so?” Keota whispered back. He had heard of her. She was the albino girl that nobody talked to. He couldn’t understand why...she was very nice.

      “Of course. Believe in yourself, because you know nobody else here will,” she said. “I’m Luciana, but you can call me Luce.”

      “Keota,” he said, shaking her hand. “And I know you’ll find a Changer, too.”

      “If there’s a Changer on this earth that chooses you, Keota, he’s just as stupid as you are.”

      Keota turned. A boy stood behind them, with deep brown hair and cold brown eyes. A couple of older girls nearby swooned at his pale, handsome face and strong build. Keota knew he was thirteen, but he seemed older than that. He was tall, with a face that seemed frozen in a smirk, and carried a demeanor that suggested you get out of his way, because he was entitled to all he saw.

      “Wyntier,” mumbled Galien with apparent dislike. “What are you doing here? Are you going to be in the ceremony too?”

      “Obviously.” Wyntier said coldly. “I sure as hell didn’t show up here to support you.”

      “You had better stay away from us,” Gail said in a low voice.

      “Yeah, we’ll tell the professors you’re being a bully!” Galien added in an attempt to scare him off. Wyntier looked at them, and then shook his head and laughed softly. He strode away at that, leaving the air somehow less chilling in his absence.

      Gail turned to her brother. “We’ll tell the professors you’re being a bully?” she copied, looking at him with disgust. “What are we, four? Oh don’t bully us Wyntier, or we’ll tell and you’ll get a time out! I just don’t understand how we can be related…”

      “For crying out loud Gail...” Galien started, but the group fell silent as a trumpet blew a majestic tune.

      “There’s the announcement!” cried the white haired girl. “We’d better hurry!”

      The four rushed along to a clear path with a white starting line. Accompanies of all ages pushed and shoved each other around. There was laughter and a lot of playing as they waited to take their places. Most were around Keota’s age. He noticed, with a pit in his stomach, that Wyntier had taken his place next to him.

      “You’d better stay out of my way,” Wyntier said. “If you try to steal a Changer from me, I’ll make sure you’ll regret it.”

      “Do you feel threatened by me?” Keota said between clenched teeth, knowing that would get under Wyntier’s skin.

      “I can’t feel threatened by a three, soon to be four-time loser. If you do find a Changer, I hope it’s a weak, useless thing like you. Just leave all the good ones to me.”

      Keota wrestled with his desire to punch Wyntier and searched out for Luciana. He should’ve stayed with her. Just as he had jostled his way through a large crowd of chattering girls, the trumpet sounded again. A very old man climbed up on top of a huge rock, his tortoise Changer following slowly behind. “Children!” he shouted.

      There was instant silence. The line quickly changed from wavy to straight, and all eyes turned to look at the man, rising up on tip-toe for a better view. He waited for the commotion to settle down before speaking.

      “The rules for the ceremony are simple. When I give the word, you race off into the jungle to find your Changer. If you need help or get into trouble, just shout and someone nearby will help you. Is that clear?”

      There was a collection of voices saying, “Yes, Professor Corrock.”

      “The ceremony lasts all day. Don’t come back to the city until you find your Changer. The ceremony ends when the sun sets. If it is sunset and you still haven’t found your Changer, then an experienced Accompany will escort you back.”

      Keota winced at the embarrassing memories of adult Accompanies and Changers looking at him sympathetically as they took him back to the city. He sure hoped it wouldn’t happen again this year.

      “Alright. When I give the signal.” the old man raised his hand and said slowly “Three, two, one…go!”

      All at once everybody was running. Wyntier pushed Keota forward, trying to slam him into the dirt. Keota caught his balance at just the right moment and left the city behind to travel towards the ocean. The noise died, leaving only the sounds of birds in nearby palm trees to comfort him. I have to believe in myself, he thought, reminding himself of Luciana’s words. Today is the day I find my Changer!

      

      “When you are ready,” called a panther Changer from the cliff side. “Ready…get set…go!”

      Ionan spread his wings, leaping into the sky. Vera was already up in the air, soaring through the sky towards the ocean. Squawks, roars and barks were everywhere. He was glad to be flying so he wouldn’t be stepped on by all the Changers transforming constantly in a tumult of joy.

      Ionan controlled his excitement and flew higher. He glanced over at Vera, surprised as he noticed she was totally calm and serious for once in her life. Ionan called out to her.

      “Do you think we should stay together?” he asked.

      “No,” Vera said at once. “This is something we must do alone. It is sacred.”

      “Oh. Well then, I’ll see you soon.” Not wanting to be the one abandoned, Ionan flew off first.

      Ionan flew around aimlessly, feeling bored. He skimmed the tree tops until he realized that the Accompanies would be on the ground. He dropped and trailed along the top of the grass for a few minutes, but saw nothing. Tired of this already, he flipped and did a loop-de-loop, then rolled to the ground and sat up in a fighting stance. He bared his fangs and let out a puff of smoke. He waited, smashing his tail down on the ground, creating a hole where his spike had been. He wondered where Vera had gone to.

      He flapped his wings. Finding ceremonies weren’t nearly as fun as playing with his friends. He rose up and glided around some more. He decided he was done with looking at trees and went to look for some day lilies instead. At the edge of the trees grew his prize, and a river flowed nearby. He picked up a pink lily in his mouth, inhaling the scent. He knew Vera would love it.

      Without warning, his heart began beating rapidly. He dropped the lily in sudden disinterest and looked around. Terrified but weirdly exalted, he ducked behind the lilies and peered out.

      A small boy of about eleven came to the river. He was tall and tan, with black hair and golden eyes. He looked about as bored as Ionan felt. Ionan watched him, interested. Unexpectedly and not of his own accord, a sudden word rose up inside of him. “Keota,” he said curiously.

      “Keota,” he marveled, wondering where it had come from. Then it hit him. “Keota!” he cried and he rose up out of the day lilies. I have found my Accompany!

      

      The young Keota looked up. The hatchling hovered above him, his head tilted to one side like a curious dog.

      “Oh, hello there,” said Keota, looking up at the young dragon. The dragon twirled up and around in the air and soared down, tugging with his teeth at his shirt. “I don’t have time to play today,” Keota laughed. “I have to find my Changer.”

      The hatchling touched down and grabbed young Keota’s pant leg with his teeth, letting the boy drag him along the ground. The dragon dug in with his claws and wouldn’t let go.

      “Now come on! Really, I have to go find my Changer. Go play with someone else,” Keota said in irritation.

      The dragon shook the child’s pant leg like a puppy in tug-of-war. “Hey!” Keota cried. “Go away! Leave me alone!”

      The older Keota blushed at his previous actions, even though there was no one to see. Meanwhile, in Ionan’s mind, the Changer watched as his younger self became confused.

      Why doesn’t he like me? Ionan questioned in his mind. What’s wrong with him? Doesn’t he know I’m his Changer? The baby dragon let go of the fabric and soared around, sitting on the Accompany’s shoulder. There. Now he should know. All small Changers sit on their Accompanies shoulders. It’s a common pose! Surely he knows it.

      “What’s wrong with you?” Keota asked and Ionan slunk down, confounded. “This is serious!”

      My, he must be dense! young Ionan marveled. Good thing I’m his Changer. Now, what can I do to let him know? Ionan flew off of his shoulder and hovered in front of him.

      Keota sighed. “Alright, I give up. What do you want?”

      Ionan cocked his head.“Keota,” he said. “Key-o-ta. Keota and Ionan. Accompany and Changer.”

      Keota’s eyes widened. “You are my Changer?” he questioned. Ionan flipped in the air, glad he had finally got through to him. Keota laughed and Ionan tackled him, clinging happily to his chest. “Yes! Finally!” Keota punched the air and hugged Ionan joyfully. “What’s your name again? Ionan isn’t it? Come on, let’s go back to the city. I’ve been waiting for this day for a long time.”

      He put Ionan on his shoulder and walked back to the town, Ionan’s tail swishing back and forth as they went.

      There were only a few people not back yet, as the sun was already beginning to set. Everyone saw Keota and rushed over to congratulate him. Ionan spouted a few bits of flame, to make the other Accompanies and Changers ooh and awe, and Keota felt pride welling up in his chest.

      Eventually the crowd died down. Keota walked over to a rock where he found Gail sitting stroking a pelican, and Galien with a mantis on his shoulder. Keota looked around for the white haired girl, but she was nowhere to be seen.

      “Hey! You got one!” cried Galien excitedly, the mantis jumping into his hands. “Good job!”

      “Actually, he found me, but thanks anyway,” Keota added.

      Ionan looked around. Every Changer he knew had gotten an Accompany. This made him feel happy. At least none of his friends would be left behind. A flash of purple zoomed by his eye and he opened his wings in welcome. “Vera!” he proclaimed. “Were you successful?”

      “Yes, and he’s a boy, just like I knew he would be.” She smiled happily. “Oh, Ionan isn’t it great? We both got Accompanies!”

      “I know! Where is he?” he asked.

      “Over here.” Vera flew over and landed on the shoulder of a teenage boy. Keota gasped, and clung Ionan closer as he looked into those cold brown eyes, dancing with victory.

      

      Hundreds of miles inside the Ice Born Mountains, the purple dragoness was keeping look-out. The unicorn valley where the Great One lived was still a little while away, for a good reason. They needed a place close to the herd so they could act quickly, but far enough away they so they wouldn’t be discovered. Wyntier had made sure that he chose the most dangerous part of the Ice Borns, one that you could only reach with an experienced flyer. Not even Pegasi could fly up here. Too slippery for their hooves. Only another dragon could manage to land carefully.

      Vera sighed. She didn’t care about the cold, to a point. But the weather was so nasty here she couldn’t even change form, unless she was inside the hideout or lit a fire with her breath to warm herself.

      “Vera!” a voice called from the mountain’s belly. “Come in now!”

      Vera turned heartlessly towards the entrance. She lit a fire that didn’t even touch the hard ice in order to warm the air, changing into a sparrow and flying inside.

      It was dark and depressing inside the fortress, although the torches Wyntier had lit made it almost cozy, if a prison could be so. Wyntier beckoned her over and she flew wearily to his side.

      “This is it,” he whispered, and he held up a long, human device with a sharp ended tip. “This is what we have been working for years to achieve. With the liquid inside this syringe, my plan will begin to unfold.”

      Vera didn’t reply. She had tried many times to convince her Accompany to give up his ambition to ruin the Great One, but her plans had failed each time. Her protests weren’t worth another beating.

      “As soon as night falls, we make for the valley. Your job will be to get a unicorn away from the herd. While the Great One is distracted, we’ll set a trap for the child and his Changer. Then no one will be in our way.”

      “What exactly will that do?” she questioned, looking at the syringe unhappily.

      “What the humans made it to do, and what I made it to do...mutate the host. Once the metamorphosis is complete, the misshapen creature will be forced to bend to my will.”

      Vera still stood silently. “Be prepared to leave soon,” he said, hovering over his precious concoction. She flew out and back into the snow, changing quickly into her dragon form as she left. She sat in the frost and watched as a single feather fell off her right wing. Her thin body shivered. It was getting harder each day to change now, and not just because of the cold. A single tear fell from her eye and upon the snow, and the wind lifted the feather up and away from the mountain.

      

      Miles away, a young silver she-wolf padded along, circling the herd of unicorns that were content to eat in the valley. A small pink feather landed at her feet and, curious, she sniffed it. As she did so, she tilted her head.

      “I know that smell,” she whispered. It had been a long time, but she knew what it was by heart. There was a Changer nearby.

      She picked up the feather in her mouth, racing back to a large tree where a blonde haired fairy was sleeping. “Casiff!” she howled and the man woke up drowsily. “Casiff,” she cried, “Something is not right!”
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      “Daddy?” Kennu jabbed at Keota’s forehead with one small finger. “Daddy?”

      Keota jumped as he was pulled from his memories, nearly falling over in surprise. “What is it Kennu!?” he asked, expecting some sort of disaster.

      “Who is Wyntier?” Kennu cocked his head to the side as he said the name.

      “Wyntier? How do you know about him?” Keota looked at his son, shocked that he knew the name.

      “What’s the matter Keota?” Kia asked, walking over to her husband.

      “He just asked me who Wyntier was,” Keota told his wife.

      “Wyntier?” Kia looked confused. “I’ve never heard of him in my life.”

      Keota wondered how to put it. “Remember the bully I told you about, the one who was in the army with us and almost got me and Ionan killed? Back when you and I first met?”

      “Vaguely,” Kia said.

      “That was his name. I was just thinking of him, and Kennu somehow knew who he was.”

      “Oh, how wonderful!” Kia swept her son into her arms and hugged him close, beaming with joy.

      “Wonderful? There’s nothing wonderful about Wyntier except that he’s far away from us,” Keota said in confusion.

      “No, not that, you dolt. My baby has telepathy!”

      “What?” Keota asked.

      “Telepathy. It is very rare, but on occasion a fairy will end up with it. It allows the fairy to read minds and move objects,” Kia said proudly. “And my baby has it! I’m so proud of you Kennu!”

      “Kennu has tele-paty?” Allie walked up and looked at Kia, slurring the word.

      “Yes, Allie, Kennu has telepathy.” Kia smiled down at the Changer.

      “Yay!” Allie jumped up into the air and changed into a lynx. She landed in front of Kia and got up to paw at Kennu’s leg.

      “Allie, get down, you’re going to knock me over,” Kia commanded.

      “No.” Allie said back. “No, no, no, no, no!”

      “Allie!” Kia gave the young Changer a stern look.

      “No!” Allie said again.

      “I’ll get her.” Keota grabbed the lynx and yanked her away from Kia. “We should probably head home pretty soon.”

      “Yeah, let’s get everything put together and get going,” Kia sighed.

      As they began putting away their things, Keota reminded himself that he had to be more careful with his thoughts from now on. He had been bullied enough by Wyntier as a child, and there was no need for Kennu to see something so humiliating happening to his father.

      Ionan looked up as Kia and Keota came into the yard, children in tow. Nodding a greeting, he turned into a hawk and went to sit gently on Keota’s shoulder. “How was the picnic?” he asked as the children played below.

      “It was a lot of fun.” Keota smiled at his Changer. “I was thinking about the day I found you.”

      “I thought someone was intruding on my mind,” Ionan chuckled.

      “Yes.” Keota hesitated. “I wonder why you chose to think about that particular moment in our lives.”

      “Oh, you know how it goes. I like to revisit all my memories. Keep them alive so they don’t fade away.”

      “Ionan. I think we both know better than that.”

      The Changer didn’t say anything. Then he sighed, looking at Allie as she licked Kennu’s face.“I miss her so much. When I think about her, it’s like she’s right beside me. I can almost feel her here, in the forest.”

      “That’s ridiculous. Her and Wyntier are probably off causing chaos like they were before,” Keota told the hawk.

      “I know, but I can’t help it. She has to be nearby,” Ionan whispered back.

      “She’s in your heart, that’s what’s important,” Keota said to try and make Ionan quiet. It had been years since they’d left Nesting’s Haven, and the last thing he wanted was Ionan bringing up the past. It seemed like his Changer had forgotten Vera was the reason they had fled from home in the first place.

      

      A small purple butterfly landed softly on the edge of a bird’s nest. She took in her surroundings, completely lost. What a fruitless mission this was. She wished Wyntier would give up and go...not back home, but anywhere. Somewhere where they could be together and not cause harm to anyone.

      “Hello there little butterfly,” a strong voice said, and Vera jumped as she stared into the brown eyes of a large black wolf, one who looked young, strong, and brave. “Are you lost?

      Frightened, she said,“I’m Vera. I’m new here.”

      “My name is Lilja,” he said. “What brings you to the forest?”

      “I need to find my way around,” she answered. “My master wants to visit. He has business here and doesn’t want to get lost.”

      He cocked his head. “Your master? You mean your fairy? Is he a friend of Kia’s?”

      Vera didn’t know who Kia was, but she would do anything not to get caught. “Yes. They’re very good friends.”

      “Well any friend of Kia’s is a friend of mine for sure. This is my home, and I could give you a tour,” he offered.

      “Do you have a map?” Vera asked.

      Lilja shook his head. “No, but I know where to find one, if you wait.”

      “Thank you Lilja. I would appreciate your help,” Vera replied.

      When Lilja returned, he put the map on the ground, watching skeptically as the butterfly tried to lift it. “Are you sure you don’t need any help with that?”

      “No no, I’m fine,” Vera said. “I’ve taken up too much time of yours already, don’t worry.”

      “I suppose I should return to my pack,” Lilja said. “But I will be nearby, if you need anything.”

      Once he was gone, Vera transformed into a small sparrow, map in her claws. She flitted to a small tent pitched in a cropping of trees just outside the Verinian.

      “What took you so long?” Wyntier snapped at his Changer as he grabbed the map, observing it. “Well?”

      “I’m not the best mapmaker if you haven’t noticed! I needed to find someone to help me,” Vera replied.

      Wyntier slapped the sparrow from the sky. “Next time try to find someone who can find a better map than this,” he barked. “You will be resting out here for the night as a reward for the sloppy job.” He went back into his tent, angrily muttering insults about Vera under his breath.

      Vera sobbed silently from where she lay on the ground. Her right wing ached and she was unsure if it was broken or not, but it didn’t matter anyway. That pain was nothing compared to the pain of a broken heart.

      

      Back at his den, Lilja watched as his first litter played happily in the clearing. For years he and Cornia had tried to have children unsuccessfully, and Cornia’s difficult labor had made it so she could never have pups again. Because of it, he only valued his litter even more. The pups romped and fought much like he and his sister had so many years ago. His children were now five moons old and would soon be able to hunt with the pack. There were two boys and three girls, his pride and joy.

      “I thought I’d find you here,” a soft voice said from behind him, and he turned to see a brown she-wolf with brown splotches around her eyes.

      “Cornia.” He stood and walked over to his mate. “How was the hunting?”

      “We shall all eat well tonight,” she said proudly. “Where were you?”

      “Helping a friend,” he stated. “We have newcomers to the forest.”

      “Newcomers?” she said. “I hope they mean well.”

      “If they don’t, they’ll know what it means to feel Kia’s wrath,” Lilja laughed. He nuzzled her softly than laid down on the ground to watch their pups once again. She laid next to him and cuddled up close to his side.

      “Daaaaaaadddddd,” one of the pups moaned.

      “What do you want, Snapfoot?” Lilja asked the smaller of his two boys, a brown pup with a single black paw.

      “The girls won’t leave me and Shadowin alone!” he said, annoyed.

      “Not again,” Lilja sighed. “Jade, Midnightstar, and Caini! Get yourselves over here this instant!” he called.

      Three female pups ran over and sat in front of their father. Jade was completely brown, Caini was white, and Midnightstar had a black coat even deeper than her father’s, with white flecks like stars upon her back. “Yes Dad?” the girls said in unison.

      “Did your brothers ask you to leave them alone?” Lilja asked them.

      “Yes,” Caini said quietly.

      “But they were being mean and pouncing on us earlier!” Midnightstar said angrily.

      “Really?” Lilja looked back over at Snapfoot. “Is this true?”

      “Yes.” The young pup looked down at his feet.

      He sighed. “All five of my children will learn to get along. There’s nothing more important than family.”

      “I’d rather be separated from them forever, if you ask me. They’re all annoying!” a black pup with white splotches around his eyes growled, shaking his coat of dust as he trotted up to his family.

      “Shadowin!” Lilja said sharply. “Don’t ever say that again. Someday you might not get to be with all your brothers and sisters. Appreciate each other while you’re all still together. Do you understand me?” Lilja told them.

      “Yes father,” the five pups in front of him groaned.

      “Good. Now go play.” Lilja watched with amusement as his five pups tumbled around each other, not realizing how blessed they were, and how everything they cherished could be taken from them in an instant. He had been their age when he had lost his home in the fire. He bared his teeth as he remembered the day, and thought, No matter what it is, I’ll protect my pups. I will do everything in my power to make sure nothing happens to them.

      

      Keota and Ionan were having one of those rare times when they could just be together. Kia was watching over Allie and Kennu and had insisted that the Changer and Accompany went out flying for the first time in ages. They glided quietly among the treetops, disturbing no one as Ionan soared.

      “Keota,” Ionan asked suddenly, “When are we going to see Lottie and Lilja again? It’s been nearly a year since we saw them last.”

      “Vixen and Casiff will be coming back soon, Lottie with them,” Keota reassured the dragon. “And Lilja and his pack are preparing to welcome us also. I bet you’re excited to see Lilja’s pups, aren’t you?” he laughed.

      “Yes, I am. It seems like only yesterday that Lilja was a pup himself. I can’t believe that he’s a father. Then again, I can’t believe that you’re a father, either.”

      “Hey, I don’t do too bad of a job, do I?

      “Most of the time.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      Ionan went to answer but before he did something slammed into him in midair. Keota was knocked from his back and went careening towards the ground. At the last second Ionan caught him and down they spiraled until Ionan crashed into the earth, knocking over saplings in his way.

      “How many times are we going to fall from the sky? Twice and a near miss is enough,” Keota complained.

      Ionan wasn’t listening. He was staring at the creature they had crashed into, his body shaking. “Vera,” he murmured longingly.

      The female looked up instantly, happiness glowing on her face. “Hello Ionan,” she whispered before moaning in pain, shaking her head. Ionan was ten times bigger than she, and the blow had nearly knocked her out.

      “Oh Vera, did I hurt you?” Ionan asked.

      She sighed and sang softly to him, “Don’t worry, Ionan. I’ve felt worse pain before.”

      He ignored the strange answer and said,“Why are you here Vera? What’s going on back home? It’s been such a long time since we’ve met! Are you safe now? Is Wyntier gone?”

      Vera hesitated, then she replied slowly, her eyes flitting from his face.“I do remember. Things are the same back inland, and I’ve fled from Wyntier. We’re no longer partners.”

      “That’s wonderful!” Ionan said in a cheerful voice. “I’m glad that you got away from that awful Accompany.”

      The dragon nodded. “Yes. That’s why I came here, to find you. I have nowhere else to go. I’m scared to go home, because I don’t know what my family will think of all the awful things I did, and I’m a wanted criminal in Nesting’s Haven. But you’re my most trusted friend. I knew you would take me in.”

      Ionan nodded in understanding. He looked at her adoringly. “Oh Vera,” he whispered. “You look so beautiful and strong now.”

      Vera cast her blue eyes down bashfully. Keota wondered where Ionan’s brain had went. The arrival of his old friend must have clouded his vision, for Vera didn’t look strong but ill, and she might have been beautiful long ago. But now her feathers were falling out, her body looked bruised and she was favoring what looked like a sore wing. Scars covered her face, and it wasn’t a mystery to Keota how she got them. Wyntier must’ve not taken her leaving him well.

      “It’s great to see you again, Vera, and without Wyntier is even better,” Keota said quickly, prying his eyes away from the injuries and focusing on her scarred face. “It’s been a while. You look like you’re hurt.”

      “Getting away from Wyntier wasn’t easy,” she grimaced. “I hear you have a son now.”

      “Yes, Kennu,” said Ionan proudly, as if he were the father himself. “Not only is he a fairy, but he has a little Changer too!”

      “A Changer!” she said. “That’s wonderful! I bet you’re so proud to be his dad,” she said, looking at Keota.

      Keota ran his hands through his black hair. “Well, you know…” he stuttered. “He, no, Allie actually, that’s his Changer, is a lot of work.”

      “I bet she is,” she cooed.

      “Would you like to see them?” Ionan said, already raising his wings in excitement.

      Vera hesitated. “Of course.”

      Ionan let out a joyful roar and scooped Keota with his head onto his back. “Hey!” Keota protested and Ionan rose into the air, crying out, “Follow me, Vera!”

      

      Kia watched her husband, his Changer and the strange new dragon land, balancing Kennu on her hip with the fawn Allie sitting on the ground. She watched Keota dismount, then turned to the dragoness. “Keota,” she asked curiously, a smile on her face, “Who is this?”

      “This is Vera,” answered Ionan before Keota could even speak. “She’s my dearest friend, ever since I was a hatchling.”

      “Really?” Kia asked and she put Kennu down. “If Ionan likes you, then you’re more than welcome here, Vera.” Kia put a hand on the dragon’s head gently. “How long will she be staying?”

      Ionan looked eagerly at Vera. She winced and said quietly, “I’m not sure. For as long as you’ll have me, I suppose.”

      “You can stay here for as long as you like!” Ionan burst, but his enthusiasm was interrupted by mystic voices behind him.

      The adults whirled around. Allie and Kennu sat completely still behind them, with eyes that were glowing brighter than the sun. The forest went dead silent as birds quieted and the leaves on the trees stopped rustling. The skies darkened and the wind whipped up into a storm, spinning around the children in a dangerous whirl.

      “What’s happening?” Kia cried, but the others didn’t know. The children’s mouths opened and they chanted, in voices many years older then they;

      
        
        “The peace that has come for many a day,

        will soon be lost to shadow and gray.

        A man with brown eyes, with his slave by his side,

        Will soon the family himself divide.

      

        

      
        One an Accompany, another a Changer,

        One a strong fairy, whose heart fears one danger,

        One a soft mare, whose coat exquisiteness bursts,

        None of these know that they’ve all been cursed

      

        

      
        Four strong wolves, a brave night-pelted male,

        A brown scarred she-wolf with a broken tail

        The wandering loner, his howl that will echo,

        The last, the most loving, silver coat of snow

      

        

      
        Blonde hair and gray eyes, but proudly he walks,

        While lingering the one with wit of a fox.

        One will leave after two broken hearts,

        Then quickly soon after the group is split and departs.

      

        

      
        They must join back together, to save and retrieve,

        The one who has the gift of prophecy.

        Through the bond, the other is strong as well,

        The unknown powers they wield not even the Great One can tell.

      

        

      
        Five young paws will set out to help find,

        Family binds them together in soul, body and mind,

        And found three young orphans who were left behind.

      

        

      
        A curse spreads quickly throughout the land,

        The wicked man’s power reining by hand,

        And when curse does spread and no treatment is found,

        It will be reversed with the death of a Changer,

        its blood spilt upon the ground.

      

        

      
        One more broken heart will beat sadly forever,

        Two lovers who could never truly be together.

        The man will be scarred, on the outside and in,

        And a new legacy will truly begin.”

      

      

      The wind slowed as the skies brightened and the storm faded away. Kennu and Allie’s eyes lost their glow, and both collapsed onto the ground behind them. The parents rushed to the children as Ionan stood there, unable to believe it. The gift of prophecy…he thought in wonder. He whipped around to look at Vera but was even more shocked to see an empty space where the Changer once stood. She had vanished.
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      Ionan took off into the air, looking for Vera. He had to find her. It had been so many years that one more second without her would be unbearable. He just had to spend more time with her. Keota and Kia could handle the kids just fine on their own. It was his friend that needed help.

      It wasn’t long before he saw her.“Vera!” he called after her.

      “Ionan, what are you doing?” Vera looked behind her and stared at him in midair, still heading forward. “You shouldn’t be following me!”

      “Look out!” Ionan called as Vera ran headfirst into a large tree. She stumbled onto the ground and sat onto her back legs, rubbing her head uselessly. Ionan landed beside her quickly. “Are you hurt?”

      “I’m fine, I think,” she said softly, still rubbing her head. “Why did you follow me?”

      Ionan hesitated. “I have always loved you Vera. You know that.” Ionan looked down towards the ground. “I just couldn’t let you go. Not again.”

      Vera sighed, looking frustrated and hurt.“Oh, Ionan. Don’t you get it? I don’t like you that way. You’re my friend and that’s all you’ll ever be to me. I care about you but we just can’t be together.”

      “I know, I just can’t help myself. I just thought that now that you were free of Wyntier...”

      “It’s all in the past now. We’re not in school anymore Ionan...it’s time to grow up.” Vera looked down and Ionan was surprised to see tears sparking in her eyes.

      “I’m so sorry, I didn’t mean to make you upset,” Ionan said quickly. “Let’s never speak of this again. Come, we need to get you back to the hut. Don’t go taking off like that. You scared us all.”

      “I’m sure that Kia and Keota are more afraid of what’s happening to the children,” Vera said. “I’m sorry for leaving so hastily. I was frightened.”

      “We should get back, and see if the children are alright,” Ionan added, helping her to her feet.

      “No!” she said loudly, and Ionan cocked his head in surprise. “Let’s just...stay here for a minute. Just...stay with me please. I don’t know if I can handle anymore chaos in my life. What we saw with the children was really scary. I just fled from Wyntier not too long ago. Let me heal. At least, just for a minute.”

      Ionan nodded, moving closer and putting his paw on her own. “I will stay.”

      

      Keota watched Ionan go and stared after him in wonder. “Kia,” he tapped his wife on the shoulder softly. “I’m going to follow Ionan. I don’t think he’s in his right mind since seeing Vera. Should we move the kids out of the yard and into the house?”

      “It’s better to leave them like this for now, until they wake up. I don’t exactly know what that was, and I don’t want to take any chances.” Kia bent back over her son and the small Changer, who were completely out of it as her husband took off after his Changer.

      Kennu woke up and started screaming as soon as Keota disappeared from view. When Allie heard his voice, she stopped resting, and jumped to her hooves with a loud wail herself.

      “What’s wrong sweet pea? What happened to you?” Kia said softly as she held her son against her chest.

      “My leg hurts,” the young child moaned, grappling at a cut on his knee when he had fallen.

      “Oh, my baby has an owie,” Kia cooed. “Come on, let me pick you up.”

      “No Mommy, it hurts too much!” the child screamed. “Please make it better!”

      Kia sighed. “If you promise to stay here, I’ll run inside quickly and get you a bandage.”

      “Okay.” Kennu stopped crying and Kia set him gently on the ground in front of Allie, who was currently in the form of a young fawn. Kia walked into the house, hurrying to find her supplies.

      “Now where did I put my kit?” she tapped her chin as she began to search the house, wondering how she was going to get her five year old to explain to her what had happened to him. Never in her life had she even heard of a fairy’s eyes glowing, but then again, Allie’s eyes were glowing too. It had to be something to do with Changers, and she resolved to question Ionan the minute he returned.

      Outside, Kennu sat and watched as Allie ran around the yard. Through the shadows of the trees, an Accompany appeared, with merciless brown eyes that glimmered coldly. He walked slowly towards Allie and smiled at her. There was nothing comforting in that smile. It only looked cruel.

      “Hello there, little Changer. Come here,” he cooed softly.

      Allie looked at him suspiciously and began to hop away. “No!” she told him.

      “I’m not going to hurt you,” the Accompany replied softly. “I only want to play.”

      “No!” Allie hopped a few more steps away from him. “No strangers!”

      “Well then, I’ll just have to tell you who I am,” he replied. “I’m Wyntier. What’s your name?”

      “Allie,” she said back.

      “Come on over here, Allie.”

      “No, no, no, no, no, no!” Allie kept getting farther from Wyntier, who had begun to chase her around the yard.

      “Get over here you little…” He started before his eyes caught Kennu, who was watching the Accompany with interest. He ran over to the little fairy and snatched him up, flinging him over a shoulder. Wyntier held on to the child’s small legs to keep him steady, and Kennu hung there, unsure of what was going on. “You can’t have him back until you come with me,” he told Allie.

      The little Changer’s eyes narrowed.“Okay.” Allie took the form of a lynx and began to follow him, nipping at Kennu’s small fingers the whole time. Kennu started to wail again but Wyntier covered the child’s mouth with his hand, running into the forest as quickly as he could.

      Five minutes later Kia came out of the cabin with her bag. “Mommy got the bandage, now let’s make the booboo go away,” she said. She took one look at the empty yard, and her face went white. “Kennu!”

      

      Ionan perked up his ears and listened to the screams lighting up the forest. “That sounds like Kiatana. She’s probably shouting about some sort of nonsense again.” He turned to leave and then looked back at Vera. “Will you come with me?” he asked her nervously.

      “Go ahead, Ionan. I won’t be long,” Vera said softly.

      Ionan spread his wings and flew off. Vera knew why the fairy had screamed. A single tear skidded down the dragon’s cheek, closely followed by two others.She quickly took the form of a butterfly and flew to where she was to meet her Accompany.No, not my Accompany, she thought, reprimanding herself. My master.

      

      When Keota heard Kiatana’s screams, he turned around immediately and ran towards the cabin as fast as he could. When he got there Kia was sitting on the ground bawling. In one hand she held her bag and in the other one of Kennu’s small, leather shoes.

      “Where’s Kennu?” he said worriedly as he sat down next to Kia, completely baffled.

      “I don’t know. He was right here when I went in to get the bandages, and now he’s gone!” she sobbed. “My baby is gone!”

      “They probably just wandered off, like they usually do,” Keota said. “We’ll find them.”

      “No, they always holler when I call. I’ve screamed and screamed and I haven’t heard a sound!”

      Ionan burst into the clearing. “What happened?”

      “Kennu and Allie are missing,” Keota said, choking back tears of his own. “All that’s left of them is Kennu’s shoe.”

      “I will get the animals looking for both of them,” Ionan said, morphing into a stag and alerting the forest. As soon as the forest had been informed of the missing prince and his Changer, chaos erupted, and soon Allie and Kennu’s names were ringing throughout the woods.

      

      Kennu sat inside the little tent, playing with the blocks the man had found for him. He was building a castle and was almost finished. All of a sudden Allie came zooming towards the tower and ran head long into it. The blocks tumbled to the ground and Kennu began to bawl.

      Vera came into the tent in the form of a dog and sat down beside him. She placed a paw on his small shoulder. “It’s okay,” she soothed. “You can build it again if you want to.”

      “Okay,” Kennu sniffed and began to rebuild his castle, Allie eagerly awaiting the chance to knock it down again.

      “How can you stand the little brat?” Wyntier questioned Vera as she walked back over to him. He was once again cleaning the strange human device he had found in Malaki’s hut, the one he referred to as a gun. Vera had never liked the thing, and although he hadn’t yet used it, she knew he would be more than eager to at the first chance he got.

      “I have patience, unlike some people around here,” she told him.

      “I have plenty of patience. I just refuse to waste it on something that doesn’t listen to a thing I say,” he snapped back. “You’ll just have to take care of the things. I’m not going near them.”

      “They are not things. She is a Changer and he is just as much an Accompany as you are,”she snarled at him.

      “Watch your tongue you miserable beast, or I just may have to cut it out. Now hurry up and scout out the area. I want to make sure we won’t be followed.” He pointed the barrel of his gun at the two younglings as a threat to make her move faster, and Vera shook her head and walked out of the tent. She wasn’t sure if she was more disgusted with Wyntier for stealing the children, or herself for helping him.

      

      Shadowin and Snapfoot stood together and whispered to each other, hoping their sisters wouldn’t be able to hear them through the bush they were hiding behind.

      “I think we should be able to overpower them and take that little fort,” Shadowin told his smaller brother. “We are bigger than them, after all.”

      “I like that idea,” Snapfoot smiled. “I know we can take them by surprise.”

      The boys went to attack but in an instant Snapfoot and Shadowin were tackled to the ground by three masses of fur. Their sisters squealed in joy as they tumbled into their brothers, claws flailing and teeth sinking into their fur.

      “All right already, you win. Let us up,” Shadowin grumbled.

      “You have to surrender your fort to us first!” Midnightstar commanded.

      “Yeah, surrender the fort and we’ll let you up,” Caini added.

      “Or we could just call Dad and show him how you guys lost to us again,” Jade snarled. Her bright green eyes were locked solidly on Shadowin’s as she spoke.

      “We surrender the fort to you,” Snapfoot said unhappily.

      “Thank you very much.” Caini let Snapfoot up from beneath her. Jade and Midnightstar then released Shadowin. The two boys got up and shook the dirt out of their fur.

      “I can’t believe they beat us again,” Snapfoot grumbled. “You take too long making the plans!”

      “Why are you blaming me? You’re the one who never likes my plans so you force me to come up with new ones!” Shadowin snapped at the smaller boy.

      “I do not!” The fur on Snapfoot’s back and neck stood up on end.

      “Yes you do! I never change a plan unless you tell me to!” Shadowin crouched down, ready to pounce. Snapfoot beat him to it and the boys went rolling through the underbrush. The three girls ran after them, cheering the boys on and calling out bets on who would win.

      It was a few hours before Midnightstar looked around her and said, “Um...guys? Where are we?”

      The boys stopped fighting when they realized they were in an unfamiliar part of the forest, in a clearing where all was dark and the very plants seemed to wither. Shadowin stood and looked around him. “I don’t know,” he said feebly. The pups had never been here before and the clearing looked frightening.

      “Just look what you two have done!” Jade tackled Snapfoot back to the ground. “You’re so stupid, now all of us are lost! I can’t believe this!” She released Snapfoot and stalked off to the edge of this new clearing, sitting down with a sharp pout.

      “It looks like the trees end over there somewhere,” Caini pointed out. “Maybe we can climb a tree. If we can get high enough we’ll be able to see the whole forest.”

      “Good idea.” Shadowin ran out of the clearing towards the area where the trees ended. “Come on guys, there’s no one else out here.”

      The five pups walked to the edge of the trees and stared.The mountains dominated the horizon. Rich green grass surrounded the forest, filled with flora of all shapes and sizes. “It’s so beautiful.” Midnightstar whispered. “Just look at all the flowers.”

      Shadowin ran up one of the trees and looked out. “I can’t see anything familiar. Nothing stands out. We really are lost,” he moaned. “I miss Mom and Dad!”

      “Let’s go this way!” Snapfoot said. “I think I remember this part!”

      Snapfoot only managed to get them more lost.“Now I really don’t know where we are,”Jade moaned as she sat down on the ground. “I can’t believe this. Mom and Dad are going to be so worried.”

      “I know.” Midnightstar laid her head on her paws and began to cry softly. “I want to go home.”

      “Come with me. I can take you somewhere you’ll be safe until your parents find you,” a soft voice told them. The pups turned to see a small purple dragon looking kindly at them.

      “It’s a dragon! Run!” Jade screamed. The wolves went to run but the dragon stopped them and said, “Don’t be afraid. I’m a friend of Kia’s.”

      “You’re a friend of Kia’s?” Shadowin said. “You must be good then. Where will you take us?”

      “Away from this scary clearing,” she said. “My name’s Vera, by the way.”

      “She seems nice,” Caini said, her tail wagging. “Come on guys! If she’s a friend of Kia’s, we have nothing to fear!”

      The others hesitated, but slowly followed their sister as she climbed upon Vera’s back. Within a few minutes the dragon had landed once again, near a small tent that was cropped up on the edge of the woods.

      “Where are we? This isn’t our den,” Shadowin said in confusion.

      “I have to stop here first,” Vera said, opening the tent flap with her nose and ushering the pups inside. “Make yourselves comfortable. Just try to stay quiet. I don’t want the baby to wake up.”

      “What baby?” Caini asked. “I didn’t know you had a baby.”

      “I’m babysitting for a friend of mine,” Vera said quickly. “She was busy, so I offered to help.”

      The pups swallowed her answer easily and went inside the tent, Vera changing into a dog and following. When the pups saw that the young prince was inside, they all turned in horror to charge out of the tent, but Vera blocked the way. “You must stay for now,” Vera said.

      “What are you going to do to us?” Caini squeaked, and she and her siblings began crying. Vera looked sadly at them, tears welling up in her blue eyes.

      An Accompany walked into the tent, gazing down at the pups in revulsion. “Where the hell did you find those nasty little fleabags?”

      “They were lost so I offered to help them. I couldn’t let them die,” Vera told him. “I thought that we could return them to their pack before we left.”

      “Absolutely not. Take those rats out and slaughter them quickly, so we can leave, and make sure you get rid of the bodies. I can’t believe you’re doing this now, of all times!” he yelled. The pups cowered in the background, shaking against one another.

      “You kill them you don’t get a ride back to the Ice Borns. You’ll walk all the way there, and without the Changer either,” Vera growled.

      The Accompany stepped forward, fists clenched, and the pups cowered even lower to the ground. “Are you threatening me?”

      “You need me,” Vera said, and her voice shook as she said the words. “You know you can’t do this without my help. For over ten years I’ve asked for nothing but your love, and you can’t even give that to me.”

      “If you were a creature worth loving, I’d think about it,” he snarled.

      “So at least permit me this,” she said, locking her eyes with his.

      Wyntier made an angry noise, throwing his hands into the air. “Fine! But they’re coming with us, so there’s no loose ends. As long as you keep track of them and they don’t go near me, I don’t care. Help me pack up this tent! We leave immediately.”

      The pups cried softly, and the Accompany left the tent. Vera turned to the small wolves and said, “I am so, so sorry for bringing you into this little ones. If I had known, I would’ve taken you back to your pack first.”

      “Please let us go,” Caini pleaded. “Please.”

      She sighed. “I cannot. Otherwise, my Accompany will hurt you.”

      “Where are we going?” Snapfoot asked.

      Vera looked down. “To a place where not even I want to go.”

      

      Outside the tent, Vera shook her head. She hadn’t been able to stand inside with the pups glaring at her, their angry stares accusing her of betrayal, so she stood guard outside. Why hadn’t she just delivered the pups herself? It would have taken too much time, and she hadn’t wanted to leave the young prince and his Changer alone with Wyntier for so long, but it was the right thing to do. If she had been busy finding the pack, perhaps Wyntier would’ve been caught.

      But that’s not what she wanted. Despite his cruelty, she still wanted to make him happy.

      “I feel myself growing farther from him, yet still I stay,” Vera whispered, hanging her head. She didn’t know why it was so hard to stand up to Wyntier, nor why she had such a hard time leaving him, especially after all the horrible things he made her do. Thievery, conspiracy...even murder. Now kidnapping was on the list. Vera spread her wings wide and prepared to sail to the Ice Borns, wondering what emotion made her do these terrible things. Was it love? Or fear?

      

      A shining gold shape loomed in the sky. It began its descent slowly, landing gracefully upon the Verinian Forest. The dragon was even larger than Ionan and was a rich gold in color, shimmering like the sun. He had spiraling horns and sharp claws, and his legs were heavily muscled from hours of training. A smaller figure swung off of his back and walked up to his head, patting the dragon on the head slowly

      She looked to be in her late twenties. Her night black locks were streaked with a bright shade of pink, while her eyes sparkled the same color as the dragon’s hide. Her skin was tan and she was taller than most. She brushed dirt off the front of her uniform as she spoke, hoping she appeared formidable instead of a filthy traveler, which was probably the case. It was simple and quite ugly, but she was required to wear it. The Council made her. It was made up of dark blue slacks and a button up shirt that was the same color. A small pin on the collar declared that she was Chief of Security of Nesting’s Haven. A title many would have killed for. And I will be killed for it, if I don’t start doing my job, she thought glumly. She turned toward the dragon. “You know the drill, Maekrel.”

      The dragon looked at her and then transformed into a small, golden eyed hawk. He fluttered into the air and landed gently on her shoulder. “You know I prefer my dragon form, Ana,” he told her.

      “But you stick out like a sore thumb,” she giggled. “I can’t have that.”

      “I know,” Maekrel sighed. “So who are we going to look for first?”

      “Hm, let’s think. We can look for the bad guy or we can find the one who will show us the most hospitality in the world. I think I’ll go for the hospitality,” she told him with a smile on her face.

      The hawk winked at her. “Alright, let’s get going Ana. We’re on a tight schedule.”

      After around an hour of poking around in the woods, Ana and Maekrel came upon a small hut where two figures clung tightly to each other. “I think I see him over there!” Ana called to her Changer. “Hey Keota!” Ana called, running towards the couple.

      “Who said my name?” Keota whipped around to just in time to see the woman running towards him. “Ana!” he spread his arms out and swept her into a tight hug.

      “Oh, Keota, I haven’t seen you in ages. I’ve missed you so much!” Ana hugged him as tight as she could, cracking his back in places.

      “I missed you too, Ana.” Keota pulled away and looked her up and down. “You look great.”

      “So do you,” Ana smiled at him.

      “Keota, who the hell is she? I’ve had enough of visitors for today.” Kia came up and stared at the woman, tears still staining her cheeks.

      “Ana, this is my wife, Kiatana. Kia, this is Ana, my big sister.” Keota smiled at his wife and she walked up to stand by her husband.

      “Your sister?” Kia forced a grin upon her face. “It’s nice to meet you, Ana.”

      “It’s nice to meet you too Kia,” Ana beamed. “Maekrel, come on over here and say hello.”

      A small black dog trotted over and sat by Ana’s side. “This is Maekrel, my Changer,” Ana introduced him.

      “It’s great to see you again, Maekrel.” Keota said, looking down at the dog.

      “Same to you. Where is my brother?” he asked.

      “I’m right here.” Ionan walked slowly into the clearing and looked at his older brother, ruffling his dragon wings as he bent his head down to greet the Changer. “I’ve missed you, Maekrel.”

      “Ionan!” the dog barked and rose up on his hind legs, touching his nose to the dragon. “It’s wonderful to see you again, little brother.”

      “I’m just as glad to see you.” Ionan said. “Though I wish it were on happier terms.”

      “Why? What has happened?” Maekrel asked.

      “My Accompany’s son and his Changer are missing,” Ionan told them.“I’m sorry that we can’t visit. The whole forest is looking for them, and so are we. If you will excuse me.”

      Ionan took off hurriedly into the sky. Maekrel and Ana watched him go, stunned.

      Keota looked at his sister, grabbing her hand. “Please come and go as you wish, and make yourself at home,” he said anxiously. “But I must go and look for my son.” He then turned to Kia. “Don’t worry. They’re five years old. They couldn’t have gotten far.” He hugged her tightly, then raced off into the woods. Kiatana watched him go, then rushed over to a white Pegasus grazing nearby.

      “Snow Drop,” she said. “I need you to...”

      The Pegasus shook her head. “I know what to do Kia,” she said. “It won’t take me long to alert Casiff and Vixen without a rider. I’ll be back soon.” As soon as Snow Drop left Kia also charged into the woods, calling out Kennu and Allie’s names.

      “I think,” Ana said softly, “That I know who the culprit is.”

      “Do you think we have found him, after all these years?” Maekrel asked.

      “Where else could we look?” Ana questioned. “Now all we have to do is find where he is hiding.”

      “Should we tell Keota and Ionan?”

      Ana shook her head. “It would be foolish to get their hopes up if we are wrong. Besides, Keota and Ionan don’t need to know what he has done to Nesting’s Haven. If they find out...”

      “They would surely panic for fear of what could happen to the children,” Maekrel bobbed his head in agreement.

      “Then it’s settled,” Ana muttered. “Come, Maekrel. We don’t have much time. They may have already escaped.
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          Prophecy Of Fear
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      A heavily pregnant black haired fairy fluttered anxiously from unicorn to unicorn, her mouth in a straight line. This just doesn’t happen, she thought. Vixen hasn’t lost a unicorn in...well, she’s never lost a unicorn. Maybe she’s getting old.

      Vixen shook her head. She couldn’t remember the last time she was worried, or if she had ever been worried. She’d always known everything that would happen, exactly when it would happen. It came with the territory of being the Great One. But this was something she did not expect, and in her world that was a big problem. A gray mare trotted by her side, a small unicorn following behind. They looked very upset.

      “When was the last time you saw him, Meadowshine?” Vixen asked, her black hair swishing in front of her eyes.

      “He was bored,” said the mare, near to a breakdown. “So I told him to go play with the other unicorns. I didn’t see him after that.”

      “Prancy, did you notice anything suspicious?” she questioned the tiny colt.

      Prancy shook, his hooves quaking, until he finally burst out, “Crookedhoof wanted to go into the mountains! Butterstomp was with him, but she came back alone because she got scared. We haven’t seen him since.”

      Vixen took a deep breath and sighed. Crookedhoof had always been a little too curious, and now it had gotten him into serious trouble. Fearing the worst, Vixen turned away from the two steeds. “Dragonstar!” she called. Within minutes, her large unicorn came rushing in from the farthest fields.

      “What worries you, my lady?” he asked.

      Vixen climbed on his back somewhat awkwardly, maneuvering around her large stomach. “There is a unicorn missing from the herd,” she told him quickly. “Vixen and Dragonstar must hurry to find him. Vixen fears something terrible has happened to him.”

      Without another word Dragonstar and Vixen raced off together, leaving the unicorns to worry and hope of a safe return.

      On the other side of the valley Casiff sat in the tall grass, stroking Lottie’s perfect silver fur as they kept watch over the herd. Lottie licked his hand and he smiled nervously at her. She could tell Casiff was on edge with Vixen gone and a unicorn missing. She thought about the pink feather she had found a few days ago and sighed. Casiff had found nothing suspicious about it, but her nose didn’t lie to her. There was a strange Changer in the area, and for what reason she didn’t know. With all the ruckus running amok, Lottie had to wonder if the events were connected.

      From seemingly out of thin air a white Pegasus landed gracefully on the ground in front of them, breathing heavily. “Snow Drop!” cried Casiff, and he jumped to his feet. “What news?”

      Snow Drop took a deep breath. “Kennu and Allie are missing,” she said breathlessly. “I’ve been flying nonstop for days to tell you. We can’t find them anywhere. We think someone took them.”

      “What!” Lottie cried and she rose to her feet as well. “Who?”

      “Kennu is the son of the fairy queen, who wouldn’t want to take him? And you know that wherever Kennu goes, Allie follows,” Snow Drop breathed. “It’s a good thing you live in the valley, and not the deep mountains. It would have taken me weeks to get over those slopes, especially this time of year.”

      Snow Drop spoke of the ending of fall and the nearing of winter, when the Ice Borns were the most dangerous. Casiff looked worriedly at the mountains behind him. Winter would be coming soon.

      “Do you know where they went? Could they have just wandered off?” Lottie asked.

      Snow Drop shook her head. “Two five year olds couldn’t have wandered that far. But we need to hurry back. The whole forest has gone insane.”

      Casiff nodded. “Does Vixen know? She’s out looking for a missing unicorn.”

      Snow Drop shook her head. “No. I don’t think I can get to her in time though, not with those beastly mountains in the way.”

      Casiff took out a piece of paper and some lead from his pocket, scribbling a note quickly. “Follow me,” he cried and the two animals ran after Casiff. He hurried to the side of a mountain. “Berg!” he cried. “Are you there?”

      The mountain was still, until out of the rocks came a small mountain goat, clopping down the rocks to Casiff’s side.

      “You called?” Berg asked lazily.

      “I have a message to deliver to Vixen,” he called. “I have to go somewhere so I can’t give it to her myself. Can you get this to her for me?”

      Berg brought up his head. “Well, the mountains are really dangerous, it’s that time of year again you know,” he drawled. “Plus the predators are starting to get hungry…really dangerous indeed for a mountain goat. How urgent is it?” he asked, peering at Casiff with one eye.

      “Very,” Casiff said. “So important, lives are at stake.”

      “Lives eh?” said the mountain goat, pondering this. “Well…I guess I could give it a shot.”

      “Excellent.” Casiff smiled, fastening the note to his horn. “Try not to get it caught on anything.”

      “Not to worry,” Berg said. “I’ve been up and down these mountains more than anyone living here. I know the way.” Berg was gone over the slopes quicker than he had came, and the Pegasus and wolf looked at the fairy expectantly.

      “Right,” Casiff murmured. “We have to get back to the forest as soon as possible.”

      “But Casiff, how are we going to do that? I’m too big for Snow Drop to carry me anymore,” Lottie said.

      “I’ll be able to carry you, Lottie, but it’ll be slow going and you’ll have to be very still,” Snow Drop said. “It’ll take three days to get there, if we stop for short periods.”

      “Are you sure Snow Drop? The weight may be too much,” Casiff said.

      “I don’t have a choice, do I?” she said. The Pegasus turned her back to the two of them. “Get on. A storm is brewing between the corners of the Ice Borns and the Blue Sky Peaks. If we hurry, we might be able to avoid it.”

      

      Vera watched the seven children rest on the floor of the cave in the Ice Borns, curled up together in a tiny pile. The cave was dark and dank, with only three rooms inside: one for Wyntier’s bathing room and bedroom, one for his lab and yet another for his study and the collection of books and maps that he had stolen over the years. A few torches here and there lit the area, but besides that everything was cold and damp...lifeless. Vera lit a small fire just outside of the cave, to try and warm the children and herself. Wyntier made sure they all stayed in the entrance near the open air far away from him, where the little ones would all freeze to death if it weren’t for Vera lying several pelts on the cave floor, and using herself as a shield to block the wind. Vera tightened her jaw, gnashing her fangs together. Wyntier would kill the Changer and his fairy by accident before he even had a chance to use them.

      She felt very protective of them all, Kennu sleeping against Allie, the pups gathered around the prince’s sleeping body. It was in a Changer’s very nature to be protective, for they needed it to guard their Accompanies. It was a strange feeling to recall, as Vera hadn’t felt protective of Wyntier in a long time. I’ve always wanted to be a mother, she thought. Vera had believed since her finding ceremony that Wyntier would never allow her to have children, as it would distract her from their mission. Maybe this is the Creator’s way of granting my wish.

      A dead unicorn laid in the snow outside the cave. The mutation had proved a failure, and ended up killing the poor creature. Wyntier was still yelling about it, smashing things in his lab and brewing up yet another batch of the concoction that hadn’t worked. And perhaps it never will, Vera thought, permitting herself a bit of hope. Perhaps he would give up.

      “Why was that man so angry?” Shadowin asked. “When can we go home?”

      Vera looked at them, knowing she didn’t have any answers, only lies. “Your parents will probably come soon,” she whispered, knowing they never could reach the treacherous mountain, whoever they were. “But I can’t let you go until then. I want to keep you safe.”

      The pups settled down and Vera sighed with relief. But she knew it couldn’t last for long. How long was it going to be before the children discovered that Wyntier was holding all of them prisoner?

      

      A week of searching with no avail found Kiatana, Keota, Ionan, Casiff, Lottie and Lilja all in a circle, questioning what was to be done.

      “What I don’t understand,” Lottie wondered at her brother’s side, “is why anyone would want Kennu and Allie in the first place?”

      Kia was wrapped in Keota’s strong arms, and they both looked red-eyed and haggard. Neither had taken a spare moment’s rest since Kennu had vanished.

      “It’s obvious, isn’t it?” Ionan rumbled, and they all looked up.

      “Kennu and Allie have the gift of prophecy,” he whispered.

      “Prophecy?” Lottie asked, and she and Lilja turned their heads simultaneously to face each other. Keota’s mouth dropped open and Kia’s eyes widened. Casiff looked at him, his face full of doubt. “That’s impossible!” he cried. “Kennu and Allie are only five years old!”

      “We saw them prophecy before they went missing,” Ionan said, baring his fangs. “Everyone has forgotten amongst all the chaos.” He lifted up his head and called in a powerful voice, “The first prophecy of Allie and Kennu;

      
        
        “The peace that has come for many a day,

        will soon be lost to shadow and gray.

        A man with brown eyes, with his slave by his side,

        Will soon the family himself divide.

      

        

      
        One an Accompany, another a Changer,

        One a strong fairy, whose heart fears one danger,

        One a soft mare, whose coat exquisiteness bursts,

        None of these know that they’ve all been cursed

      

        

      
        Four strong wolves, a brave night-pelted male,

        A brown scarred she-wolf with a broken tail

        The wandering loner, his howl that will echo,

        The last, the most loving, silver coat of snow

      

        

      
        Blonde hair and gray eyes, but proudly he walks,

        While lingering the one with wit of a fox.

        One will leave after two broken hearts,

        Then quickly soon after the group is split and departs.

      

        

      
        They must join back together, to save and retrieve,

        The one who has the gift of prophecy.

        Through the bond, the other is strong as well,

        The unknown powers they wield not even the Great One can tell.

      

        

      
        Five young paws will set out to help find,

        Family binds them together in soul, body and mind,

        And found three young orphans who were left behind.

      

        

      
        A curse spreads quickly throughout the land,

        The wicked man’s power reining by hand,

        And when curse does spread and no treatment is found,

        It will be reversed with the death of a Changer, it’s blood spilt red upon the ground.

      

        

      
        One more broken heart will beat sadly forever,

        Two lovers who could never truly be together.

        The man will be scarred, on the outside and in,

        And a new legacy will truly begin.”

      

      

      All was silent. That is, until Casiff broke the silence. “What the hell is that supposed to mean?” he yelled.

      “It’s simple really,” Ionan huffed sensibly. “A journey will have to take place to retrieve the two who have the gift of prophecy, which are Allie and Kennu. The company going on the journey will be made up of an Accompany and Changer, two fairies, four wolves, and a Pegasus. The group will be divided, and then reunited again, to defeat some sort of curse upon the land.”

      “Could you repeat the prophecy please?” Lilja asked. Ionan did so and the wolf cocked his head. “But what sort of a curse is it? What kind of powers could two children wield that not even Vixen knows? And what is this about orphans?”

      “And about the death of a Changer,” Kia said, speaking for the first time in hours. The air chilled at her words and the entire group shuttered. “What does that mean?”

      “I’m not sure,” puzzled Ionan. “But I’m sure the unknown verses will reveal themselves before this is all over.”

      “How do you remember all this?” Keota marveled.

      “I have an excellent memory,”he boomed proudly.

      “He makes up for what you don’t have,” Casiff muttered, looking at Keota.

      Keota glared back. “So who is the prophecy talking about, when it refers to the company?”

      “It’s obvious,” Lottie said. “An Accompany and Changer can only mean you and Ionan. A fairy whose heart fears one danger…I don’t think Kia fears anything except losing those she loves, so that fits. A soft mare who’s coat exquisiteness bursts, that has to be Snow Drop. Four strong wolves, a brave night-pelted male…Lilja, your name is Nightcoat of the Blackened Heart Stream, and you are pretty brave. A brown scarred she-wolf, I’m almost certain that’s Cornia. I don’t know any wolf who is a wandering loner, though.”

      “You are definitely the last one,” Lilja nodded. “I have never known a wolf more loving than you.”

      “Thanks,” Lottie smiled.

      “So what do we do?” Casiff asked. “Do we wait for the unknown wolf to show his butt up?”

      “I’m not going any longer without my baby!” Kia yelled, and she tore out of Keota’s arms. “I’m getting him back NOW, prophecy or no prophecy!”

      “But where do we begin?” asked Lottie sadly. “We have no clue where they went.”

      The group fell silent, at a loss for an answer. A crackling from the bushes broke the quiet and the assembly turned to see Cornia charging out of the forest, looking terrified.

      “What’s wrong now?” Lilja sighed.

      “Our pups are missing!” Cornia cried. Lottie’s eyes widened and she asked, “Haven’t they returned to camp?”

      “No, I thought they were helping Lilja,” Cornia whispered.

      “I thought they were with you!” Lilja panicked, and the wolves fell to a heap of whining and howling.

      “Five missing wolf pups and two kidnapped children!” Casiff threw his hands up in the air and then pounded them down on a tree. “What else can go wrong?”

      Just at that moment a red bird fell from a branch, completely knocked out. “Scarlet!” Kia cried and she ran to the little bird’s side, picking him up in her hands. “The thump must have scared him,” Kia said, glaring at Casiff.

      “What doesn’t scare that thing?” he hissed back.

      A few minutes later the bird awoke, confused. “Kia,” he said wobbly. “I have something important to tell you!”

      “Well, out with it then, Scarlet,” Kia said.

      Scarlett shook. “I just saw, not a week ago, five wolf pups lost in the forest. I went to help them, but was soon stopped by the creature who aided and abetted the same man who stole Kennu and Allie!”

      “You saw the man who stole them? Why didn’t you tell us sooner?” Keota asked furiously.

      “I tried to stop the man, but he swatted me out of the air,” Scarlet said grumpily. “I still hurt too from the bruises he gave me. By the time I came around, I couldn’t remember where I was. I flew off to find you, and then I saw the little puppies being abducted! I’ve been looking for you for days and haven’t been able to find you and I asked all the other animals where you were and they said they didn’t know and it just got more and more overwhelming and...and...”

      “And you fainted,” Kia said, frustrated. “Well, at least you gave it a shot.”

      “So my pups are with Kennu and Allie,” Lilja said, relieved, before he darkened again. “But also with a criminal.”

      “Did you see the man’s face? What did he look like?” Keota asked.

      Scarlet shook his head. “He was wearing a hood, I didn’t see him. But I do know what the man’s get-away horse looked like! Well, I couldn’t call it a horse but…”

      “Oh Scarlet!” Kia cried impatiently and the red bird bristled.

      “Alright, alright! His abettor was a Changer. Her main form was a she-dragon. Purple. I know, because I saw her change. She looked like she was hurt.”

      “Vera!” Keota snarled and he whirled on Ionan. “How could you let her lure you away and steal our child, and Allie as well? You swore to protect them! Now we know Wyntier has them, all because we let our guard down and allowed her to fool us into thinking she had changed!”

      “It can’t be her. You have the wrong Changer,” Ionan said, shaking his head.

      “How long will you refuse to accept it Ionan? She’s on Wyntier’s side! Not yours!” Keota screamed.

      “None of this would have happened if you and Kia weren’t such terrible parents!” Ionan argued. “If I’m not there to watch the children, they might as well be babysitting themselves!”

      “You’re going to blame Kia and I for your ex-mate taking our son? Oh, wait, let me rephrase that,” Keota said cruelly. “She never was your mate, was she? She sided with Wyntier over you, every time!”

      “Don’t even get me started about relationships. You and Kia have no right to be together! You rushed into a relationship, and a marriage, without knowing a thing about each other. You two simply don’t work, and this proves it!” Ionan shouted.

      Keota shrugged, holding up his hands. “And yet I’ve been happily married for five years, and the Changer you’ve known since you were a hatchling betrays you once again.”

      Ionan growled, lurching forward to strike at Keota. But Lilja jumped between the two, bearing his fangs. “Enough! Fighting isn’t going to get us anywhere. But Keota is right, Ionan. Vera did take them. You can’t blame him for that.”

      Ionan hung his head to the ground while his Accompany turned away, disgusted. “Do you know where they’re hiding?” he asked Scarlett, ignoring Ionan.

      Scarlet looked up at him from Kia’s hands. “I heard him say something to the Changer about the Ice Borns, but where he’s hiding isn’t near the valley of the unicorns, that’s for sure. It’s somewhere near the sea, and maybe the desert where the dragons live. But that’s all I know.”

      Kia wasted no time. “Alright people, time to get things in order. We can’t take as long as our last little vacation, that’s for sure. The wolves can’t ride in Snow Drop’s bags anymore, but can you keep up with us?” she asked, turning to them.

      Lilja shook his head. “We’re fast, but cannot run as quick as you fly.”

      “We’ll have to make do,” Kia said. “We don’t really have another option. Can you carry the wolves short distances, Ionan?”

      Ionan lifted his head slowly. “I’m strong enough to carry Keota and the wolves, yes, but not very far with autumn ending. Clouds will be gathering for winter soon, and my strength will continue to get weaker the more the sunlight fades, as will Keota’s.”

      “We’re strong enough to make this journey,” Keota insisted. “We’ll go by sky as far as we can, and then the ground when Ionan needs to rest.”

      Kia took off at a run towards her hut. “I’ll be gathering things. Be ready in about a half an hour!” she called.

      “We have to get our pups back. Cornia, I’m leaving Mingan in charge while we’re gone,” Lilja said, turning to his mate. “Are you ready for this?”

      She bared her teeth. “If you’re asking if I’m ready to rip apart the ones who stole my children from me, than yes, I’m more than ready.”

      “Great,” Casiff grumbled. “We’re going to be risking life and limb. Again. Can’t things ever be normal around here?”

      “I don’t think things are ever normal with us, Casiff,” Lottie said quietly.

      He scowled. “Obviously. Look who I married.”

      

      Ana and Maekrel had been searching the skies when they returned to the hut to see everyone leaving. “Where are you all going?” Ana asked Keota as he scrambled passed her with a bag of supplies. She grabbed onto his arm, holding him when he refused to speak. “Answer me, brother.”

      “We’re going to find our children,” he answered, and he pulled free of her tight grasp. Keota ran to where Kia stood, loading packages onto Snow Drop. “Here are those things you wanted.”

      Kia took one look at the bag in his arms and lit up, her face contorting into an angry snarl. “Not those Keota, the other ones! You’ve lived with me for five years, and this isn’t our first trip together! How long is it going to take for you to understand what I need?”

      “Kia, I know you’re frustrated and scared but I am too!” Keota shouted, on the verge of tears. “I’m his father!”

      Kia looked at him, her eyes welling up with tears of her own. “I’m sorry. I’m trying Keota, I really am.”

      “I know,” he said quietly.

      She kissed him on the cheek and added, “Go see if you can find those maps.”

      While Keota rushed back inside, Ana strode up to Kia’s side. “I can watch things around here if you need me to.”

      “You really don’t have to,” Kia said, pushing her knotted hair out of her bloodshot eyes. “Running the Verinian is a lot of work.”

      “Look,” Ana said softly, touching Kia’s hand. “I know you don’t feel comfortable leaving your forest in the hands of a stranger, much less an Accompany and not an accomplished fairy.” She took a deep breath. “But you can’t do this alone. If word gets around that you’re gone, your forest would be vulnerable and I know enough about your kind that if things here get too chaotic, you’ll die. I’m no fairy, but I am an officer of Nesting’s Haven. I can keep this place in order and your crown safe until you return.”

      Kia nodded in agreement, whether it was because she saw the logic or because she was too tired to argue, Ana didn’t know. “Alright. You can stay behind and keep an eye on things. But I have to say that if you’re anything like my husband, don’t expect me not to worry.”

      “Trust me,” Ana smiled. “I have a few less rocks in my head than my brother.”

      “I sure hope so. Otherwise, we’re all doomed.” Kia permit herself a small smile.

      “Nothing will harm this forest while I’m here,” Ana promised. “Come on Maekrel, I think they may need some time to get everything ready.”

      Ana called to her Changer, who was talking to Ionan privately a ways away. The younger dragon had bowed his head, and it looked like Maekrel was reprimanding him. Ana grimaced. Maekrel had given Ionan enough lectures on Vera in earlier years, and she had hoped the two would have parted on better terms. But that was Maekrel and Ionan...when it came to their chosen lifestyles, the two always had to be in each other’s business. Ana turned to walk away and in her mission to stop Maekrel, tripped over a beautiful brown wolf.

      “Watch where you’re going!” Cornia growled before she sped away to where the rest of the group was beginning to gather.

      “Nice people. I feel so welcome,” Ana smiled as Maekrel came to her side.

      “Should I go and see if I can find Wyntier first? I’ll cover more ground alone than they will in a big group,” Maekrel rumbled.

      “I don’t like being separated from you. We’re stronger together,” Ana said.

      “We have a mission to accomplish, and the longer it takes the better chance we have of losing our jobs,” Maekrel told her. “We’ve never lost a culprit twice, and I’ll be damned if I let that snake slither out from my claws again. He killed too many people as it is without going after our own relatives. I want to end this.”

      “Go then. But be careful.”

      Maekrel chuckled. “I’ve taken on worse than a murderer and his little pet. Vera’s the size of one of my paws. I could take her down easily, and after that he would be no problem.”

      “Just don’t hurt Vera,” Ana said. “For Ionan’s sake.”

      Maekrel shook his wings before taking off into the sky. “I might,” he said, “Just to get rid of the problem.” Before Ana could order him otherwise Maekrel was soaring through the sky, high above the treetops. Ana shook her head. Ionan had an issue when it came to his obsession of Vera, but she thought Maekrel taking her out of the picture completely would be a little on the extreme side. Though what did she know? After she witnessed personally what Vera and Wyntier did to her home, it wasn’t too far of a stretch to say that Vera deserved it.
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      The wind blustered against Kia and she pulled her brown jacket around her tightly as they walked up the short slopes. Keota wrapped his arms around her and they continued on, Ionan in the form of a gray cat, trotting quickly behind them with Snow Drop, who was exhausted already from the first trip to the Ice Borns and now getting weaker by the second. Casiff grumbled against the wind and complained of it being too cold, kicking rocks as he went. Lottie walked by his side, her brother next to her. Cornia was in front of them all and growling at the weather, refusing to accept defeat.

      Without a second’s notice Cornia came to a dead stop, a low growl in her throat. “No. No farther. I refuse to take another step. We must go around.”

      “What is it?” her mate asked.

      Lottie looked at him. “Lilja,” she whispered, “Don’t you know where we are?”

      It took only a few seconds for him to realize it. The small mountain slopes in front of him and the rocky hills with little trees indicated that they were close to their old territory, the home they knew as pups. Lilja realized they were close to reaching the old den, and the river where his mother had fallen. The only reason he hadn’t recognized it before was that the scent had long faded from memory five years ago.

      “Cornia,” Kiatana sighed wearily, “We have to cross through this land. The old way will take too long. Besides, we’re looking for Wyntier, not unicorns, and he and Vera are hiding out near the desert, on the other side of the Ice Borns. We have no choice.”

      “If Vera is even involved in this,” Ionan muttered.

      Keota shook his head and Lilja padded up to his mate. “We’ve got to get our pups back, for the future of our pack. We can’t take any longer. They could be in danger. The three of us will do it together,” he said reassuringly, nuzzling her.

      Cornia shuffled her eyes from side to side, shaking. Lottie pushed against her. “If we hurry we can cross through easily. Just think of your babies and you’ll be okay.”

      Cornia growled. “Fine, but let’s move. I can barely stand it here,” she mumbled.

      The eight of them picked up the pace. Keota thought he saw a shadow above him and looked up. He sure hoped they weren’t being watched.

      The three wolves came to an abrupt stop. Keota lost his balance and tumbled into Casiff, Snow Drop whinnying as he fell onto her neck.

      “You foolish Accompany, don’t you know how to walk?” Casiff snapped.

      He paid no attention. All of them were staring as the three canines stood at the opening of a small patch of grass and sandstone. A cave sat in the corner, one that was attached to a mountain that was not as tall as the Ice Borns, but still an admirable size. The wolves padded slowly around the area. “There is still some ash here,” Lilja mumbled, swishing it around with his paws. Lottie looked at a tree limb that looked like it had been gnawed to bits. “After all these years, my teething branch is still here,” she whispered with wonder.

      Cornia didn’t speak at all. She was looking around at everything she could get her eyes on. She stomped over to a tall pine, and Lottie joined her. “We used to play under here,” she said, “And listen to stories of Erris over there,” she pointed out a blackberry bush.

      “Come now, we must get moving,” Ionan mewed, his tail flicking gently.

      The company was quite quiet after that. Lilja walked in a trance, and he stumbled as his paw hit thin air. “Whoa,” he said, and he looked down into the rushing river. “Great, now we have to cross this again,” he grumbled.

      Casiff was staring down the water as well. “I rescued Caini, your mother, when the current had reached my territory.”

      “But she fell right there!” Lottie said as she looked a few yards down.

      “She swam from here all the way to your territory?” Kia shook her head. “Well, now we know that determination runs in the family. No wonder her children became stowaways.”

      “Stowaways who I would’ve been dead without.” Ionan changed back into a dragon. “We know from experience it’s too dangerous to cross. I’ll fly you over.”

      “As will I,” Snow Drop added. Kia clambered on her back and she glided across easily. Keota stayed behind to help the others. Casiff shook his head when Ionan told him to get on. “I’m a fairy! I can use my own wings,” he huffed. His blue wings appeared and he fluttered over the edge pompously. About half-way over though, it appeared Casiff hadn’t been exercising his flying that often. He began to drift slowly down and panic flashed on his face as he waved his arms in mid-air, trying to stay afloat. Lottie gasped as he started to sink faster down towards the river.

      Ionan rolled his eyes and scooped Casiff up before he sank any further, pumping his wings furiously. “Put on a few pounds, have you?” Ionan grunted.

      “The only pounds that I have put on is muscle,” Casiff spat.

      “Maybe in your mouth, so you can chew faster,” Ionan said.He put him safely down on the other side and cruised over to get Lilja and Cornia. They crossed with ease and Ionan landed to get Lottie, Keota scrambling onto Snow Drop.

      “Ready?” he asked.

      Lottie gulped and looked down into the water. She nodded and climbed onto Ionan’s back, watching the river as they began to fly over. As they crossed the middle a dark shape at the bottom of the canyon caught her eye and, curious, she leaned over to see it. Just as she could recognize the shape, she accidentally leaned too far over and slipped right off Ionan’s back.

      “No!” Lilja cried as he watched his sister fall. How many times was he going to have to relive the same nightmare? Ionan tried to catch her but his dragon form was too large to go into the canyon, and the company watched in horror as she hit the water and came back up again, waving her paws wildly.

      “Hold on Lottie!” Kia screamed. Lottie padded the water and Ionan tried to reach her, but found with dismay every form he tried was too big to fit or too small to save her without drowning himself. Lottie struggled, but the current was fierce. The group followed her, running along the edge of the cliff and trying to find a way down. Lottie’s strength failed and she drifted underwater, her brother’s howling in her ears. Lottie wondered if it would be the last thing she ever heard.

      There was a tugging at her scruff and she felt herself rise from the depths as she was dragged out of the water and onto land. Head spinning, she gasped for air and looked around for her rescuer.

      “Not the best way to go for a swim, huh?” a whimsical male voice asked. Lottie turned and saw a young gray wolf, around her age, looking at her humorously.

      Lottie shakily rose to her feet. “Thank you so much for saving my life,” she heaved, “Who are you?”

      “Name’s Echo,” he smiled before letting out a wild, comical howl, the sound vibrating through the entire land. “I’m a loner. I was down here getting a drink and low and behold some pretty little she-wolf comes falling out of the sky. I’ve always prayed for a mate to come crashing down from the heavens. I guess the Creator finally answered.”

      Mate? she wondered, and her brother was instantly at her side, Cornia following behind. The climb down from the cliff had only taken them seconds. “Lottie,” he whispered, and he nuzzled her lovingly before noticing Echo out of the corner of his eye. “Who’s this?” he asked, standing over her protectively.

      “I could ask the same of you, stranger,” Echo barked.

      Lottie stepped in front of her brother. She was glad Lilja cared, but she was a little annoyed he had interrupted her conversation. “This is my brother Lilja and his mate Cornia,” she said. “We’re traveling with four others to rescue their pups and two children from a pair of kidnappers.”

      “Kidnappers in the Lands?” Echo shook his head. “Things are getting crazier and crazier all the time.”

      “Here they come now,” Lottie said. Ionan changed into a hawk, landing on Keota’s shoulder. He and Kia were riding Snow Drop, with Casiff sliding (or rather, rolling) down the cliff behind them. Casiff rushed over and embraced Lottie. “Are you alright?” he said, snuggling his head into her neck.

      “I’m fine,” Lottie said, her fur ruffling up in embarrassment. “This is Casiff, my fairy. I’ve been bound to him since I was a young wolf. The Pegasus is Snow Drop, and the man and woman on her back are Keota and Kiatana. The Changer is Ionan.”

      “Two fairies, a Pegasus, an Accompany and a Changer!” Echo said. “I was right, you are special.”

      “Are you the one that saved Lottie?” Keota asked.

      “Yes, my name’s Echo, and you are very welcome,” the wolf smiled. “I’ve been wandering around since I was kicked out of my pack a year ago.”

      “Thank you!” Casiff cried and he tried to latch onto Echo as well, but Lottie grabbed his shirt and pulled him back.

      “The wandering loner, his howl that will echo…” Kia said. “Of course, the missing wolf!”

      Cornia stared at the gray wolf. “Echo. Where have I heard that name before?”

      “You haven’t. I’m no one important,” Echo said, waving a paw casually.

      Lottie looked at the newcomer. “Echo, there was a prophecy foretold of a loner who will join us on our journey. I think it was talking about you. Will you join us to help rescue our pups and the children?”

      Echo laughed. “You want a rogue like me to come along with such a beauty as you?” he said, and Lottie shied away bashfully. “Still, I haven’t got anything else to do around here. I guess I’ll come along.”

      “We have a long way to go and it could get dangerous. It won’t be easy,” Lilja warned him, stepping in front of the loner and narrowing his eyes at him.

      Echo once again laughed. “And you think the life of a lone wolf is? No, I will attend your little group, and stick it out for as long as I can. I desire a little adventure in my life.”

      “Then it’s settled,” Kia said. “I think you’ve heard about us before. This isn’t exactly the first time something crazy has happened to us.”

      “This can’t be the great Lottie and Lilja?” Echo said. “I thought you were just named after them!”

      “Why would anybody name pups after us?” Lilja asked.

      “I’ve seen many parents name their pups after you,” Echo said. “But I suppose it shouldn’t be a surprise. Such a lovely she-wolf such as your sister deserves the moon and the stars to be named after her!”

      “Oh,” Lottie whispered and she put her face down. Cornia started wagging her tail and bounded over to Snow Drop, and they whispered excitingly, casting glances at Lottie. Lilja felt a little left out and turned his back away as the company discussed where to go next. For some reason, he didn’t like seeing his sister next to Echo.

      

      Maekrel flew off towards the Ice Born Mountains, gliding softly through the clouds and surveying the area beneath him. The animals of the forest were just beginning to get the news that their fairy would be leaving. Some panicked, while others only prepared for the worst. They hadn’t forgotten the chaos that had befallen them the last time Kiatana had left, and now some were reasoning that the Verinian itself was cursed with bad luck. He couldn’t say he blamed them. From the rumors he had gathered about Malaki Shaman and the Black Death, he was surprised that Keota and Ionan were able to handle it.

      But this time they weren’t dealing with a madman. Maekrel knew his brother and Keota couldn’t stand up to Wyntier. What Wyntier had done in Nesting’s Haven was far worse than what had happened in the Battle for the Verinian, so he needed to put a stop to whatever the villain’s plans were, and fast.

      At this speed he could make it to the mountains by nighttime tomorrow. Dragons were fast creatures when they wanted to be. He knew he would be tired by the time he reached Wyntier’s hideout, but he could always wait to attack. Besides, it could take days to find the exact location. Maekrel didn’t have that kind of time. Creator only knew what Wyntier was doing to poor Allie and Kennu. The man didn’t have a kind bone in his body, and no matter how compassionate Vera could be Maekrel didn’t know if she would stand up to Wyntier for any reason.

      As he got closer to the mountains the snow began to fall. He had to shake the gathering flakes off his back several times in order to stay in flight. He was getting close, he could feel it. It was only a matter of time before Wyntier’s plans would be put to an end once and for all. He would make sure of it.

      

      Vera stood in the doorway, watching the snow fall upon the ground. Wyntier was now back at work in his little lab, and claimed that he was close to correcting the mutation formula. All of the children were sleeping soundly. She longed to go outside and fly but the wind was too strong, and she was afraid to leave the children alone. A new bruise darkened on one side of her paw. Wyntier’s Accompany strength gave him the ability to hurt her so easily, and Vera wished she was bigger. If she was Ionan’s size, he wouldn’t be able to push her around so easily.

      Or would he? Vera didn’t know if she could manage the thought of striking at her partner, even though she had struck at innocents by his command. This is all so confusing, she thought.

      The snow was darkened by the shape of something landing on the mountainside, and she squinted her eyes in order to get a better view. As it drew closer the dark shadow became a beautiful gold color. “Maekrel,” she gasped, heading towards the lab.

      “Wyntier!” she screamed. Vera’s loud call woke all eight of the sleeping children. Wyntier came running out of the room, his face mashed into an angry glare.

      “What is it now?” he asked, holding a syringe so tightly in his hand Vera feared he was going to break it.

      “It’s Maekrel and Ana. They’re coming,” she said urgently.

      “Impossible. We lost them in the city years ago.” A look of utter confusion filled his face.

      “How should I know?” Vera hissed. “We have to conceal the children or we’ll be dead the minute Maekrel puts his paw in the door.”

      “You take care of the brats. I’m going to hide,” Wyntier hissed. He slid back into the darkness of the lab and Vera angrily let out a puff of smoke. Leave it to Wyntier to make her do the dirty work when their lives were at stake. Vera gathered up the children and herded them into Wyntier’s bedroom. “It’s going to be okay little ones, we just want to make sure no one will hurt you,” she cooed softly.

      “Are our parents here?” Midnightstar asked.

      “No no, it’s someone large and frightening. You mustn’t make a sound or else he’ll find you.”

      “You heard her! Pipe down before we’re eaten!” Jade yelped. The children slid into the space and kept their mouths shut as Vera closed the door, just enough so they were hidden from view.

      Maekrel landed softly upon the ground in front of the cave. He shook piles three feet high of snow off of his large figure and then turned towards the entrance. “I know you’re in there,” he called. “You might as well surrender the children and come on out.”

      Vera’s heart skipped a beat. There was no use trying to hide. She was in plain view. “We have no children, Maekrel,” she said. “We’re just trying to escape from your claws.”

      “Don’t lie,Vera. You were always horrible at it,” he growled, heading towards her slowly, ready to pounce. “If you give them to me now I’ll ask for a fair trial for you back in Nesting’s Haven, and spare your life.” He hesitated. “Though I can’t say the same for your Accompany. Now show yourself, Wyntier! You’re under arrest!”

      “Never!” From out of the darkness of the lab Wyntier came charging out of nowhere and, with wild eyes, plunged a needle into Maekrel’s rough hide.

      Maekrel let out a desperate wail and reared up onto his hind legs, slamming his head into the ceiling.Wyntier was thrown to the ground with a thump as the dragon before him began to change immediately. His long snout disappeared and his scales became soft, pink skin. His body shrunk and contorted as hair grew on the top of his head and his tail vanished. Maekrel screamed in a mixture of pain and horror, and Vera looked away. After ten minutes of struggle and wailing, the transformation completed itself.

      The Changer no longer held the form of a majestic dragon, but that of a human. He was as tall as Wyntier, but built with more muscle, with thin lips and a fine nose. His golden hair was the only thing left to show what he had once been, along with his eyes, which were the same rich color. His teeth were sharpened to fine, deadly points.

      “What have you done?” Vera whispered. Maekrel heard the sound of her voice and turned to Wyntier, who was smiling triumphantly.

      “I am Maekrel,” the human said, kneeling on one knee. “And I have come to serve you, Master.”

      

      Ana was trying to get the weeds out of the garden behind the hut, not because it needed to be done but more so to ease her anxiety when, out of nowhere, the breath was knocked out of her and she was thrown onto her back.

      Her eyes widened. Something had happened with Maekrel. And it was big.

      “No,” she whispered. “Dead. No, he can’t be dead. He just can’t.” She tried to rise slowly and a fresh bout of pain filled her. Unable to stand it, Ana collapsed onto the ground and clutched tightly at her chest, gasping for breath. Being an officer, she had seen this happen countless times with other Accompanies who had lost their Changers in the line of duty. But she couldn’t lose Maekrel. If her Changer was gone, it would kill her. She already knew it would kill her by the fresh pain filling up her chest.

      Ana lay there, unable to move, until sunset was filling up the horizon. Footsteps crunched in the falling leaves beside her and Ana looked up to see a beautiful fairy with a foxes’ ears and tail crouch at her side. Her stomach rolled out in front of her in a smooth hill.“Oh, this will not do,” the fairy said softly. “Don’t worry, love, soon it will be better.”

      The fairy scooped Ana into her arms and carried her into the small cabin, laying her down on a hammock that hung from the ceiling.

      “Who are you?” Ana clenched her teeth against the pain, bewildered by this newcomer.

      The fairy smiled at her. “I am Vixen. Vixen rules over the unicorns in the Ice Born Mountains and is a good friend of Kia and Keota. Now you must hurry to get better. You have a Changer to go find child, for he is not dead yet.”
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      “Wow Echo, you really know how to hunt!” Lottie said approvingly as the gray wolf strode up to her with two huge rabbits in his mouth. Echo beamed triumphantly and wagged his tail, throwing the meat her way. “For you, shining eyes,” he said coyly. The two tore into their meal and Lilja watched, his tail tucked between his legs.. He carried one single, shabby hare. “Hey Lottie, want to share?” he asked, nudging the animal.

      She looked up from her meal for a second. “Thanks, but I’m sharing with Echo.”

      Feeling rather useless, he went over to Cornia. “Want some? I know you already ate.”

      She shook her head. “I’m so full I couldn’t manage another bite. But it’s a good catch though.”

      He appreciated her efforts to cheer him up, but it didn’t help much. He laid down and ate alone, watching Echo and Lottie as they tore into their feast

      “We need to get moving soon,” Kia said. Snow Drop and Ionan came down from the sky and Casiff whined to Keota, “Why can’t you ride double with your wife? It’s weird that I have to, and Ionan would carry me better.”

      “I certainly would not,” Ionan protested.

      “Because Keota’s so tall, he could stand up and I could walk right under him,” Snow Drop said with a sarcastic tone before pausing, adding lightly, “ Though he would be easier to carry.”

      “For the last time, I am not fat!” Casiff said. “Why can’t we all just love and accept each other the way we are? And treat each other nice instead of always being sarcastic?”

      “There’s a great idea,” Keota grumbled.

      “You might as well ask the world to turn the other way,” Ionan added.

      Kia ignored them all and looked up at the sun. “It’s noon. We should start traveling.”

      The two fairies and Accompany mounted their rides, and Kia turned in her seat. “Keep up with us!” Kia called to the wolves. “After a few hours Ionan can fly you for awhile, but don’t get left behind!

      “We’re on it!” Lilja shouted up to them. Amazingly, the wolves were able to keep up fairly easily. Echo got bored and started playfully bumping into Lottie. After this he ran up a large boulder and jumped off, sailing over them all and landing right in front of Lilja. Lottie laughed, but Lilja grimaced. He was getting tired of Echo showing off all the time. If Echo kept fooling around and Lottie didn’t stop falling for his jokes, they’d be running in circles soon enough.

      Above, Ionan watched the scene with a disapproving gaze. “Why does he keep doing that? Lilja, make him stop!”

      Lilja looked at the other male and growled, “Stop, Echo! We’ve no time for games! This is serious!”

      Echo ran beside him and bared his fangs in a cocky smile. “Just because I can run as fast as you and still have time for some fun doesn’t mean you have to be so serious.” He said the last word deeply, mocking his voice. Lottie laughed at the imitation.

      Cornia stepped up her pace and growled at the two of them. “Quit acting like little pups! Have you forgotten we’re trying to save children, and not become them?” She gave a quick snap at Echo, her fangs missing his pelt by an inch. The gray wolf halted and whirled around, hackles raised. The two wolves began circling, preparing to battle.

      “Echo, stop! That’s just how she is, she was just playing around,” Lottie protested, jumping onto Echo.

      The minute he touched her Echo jumped for her throat. Lottie sprang back, hurt and shocked. Lilja stopped dead in his tracks and prepared to spring, willing to protect his sister from this wandering rogue. But his attack was stopped as Echo let the anger fade from his face, lowering his teeth.

      “I’m sorry. That was uncalled for,” Echo stated. Lottie’s surprise quickly melted away. He pushed against her and said, “Come on, kid. Let’s go.”

      The pair raced off after their flying companions, who had gained a great deal of distance already.

      Lilja stood there, unable to comprehend what had just happened. Cornia came to his side and brushed against it. “Don’t worry. I don’t like Echo much either, but Lottie will come to her senses sooner or later.”

      Above, Ionan watched with a weary eye. “What’s the big deal if they have a little fun, Ionan?” Kia asked. “I know it’s important we get to the Ice Borns and find the children fast, but as long as they can keep up, I don’t see what the problem is. We all need something to loosen us up. It’s just stress coming out in weird ways.”

      “Yeah Ionan. What’s bugging you?” Keota added.

      He thought for a moment, wondering if he should answer. “I don’t care if they play,” he said carefully. “But I don’t like Echo around Lottie. He’s a bad influence. I wonder if we should’ve let him come.”

      “A little protective maybe?” Keota said teasingly.

      “Yes, a little. But I don’t want her to get too close to him.”

      “Why?” Kia asked. “I can understand why you want to guard her feelings, but why shouldn’t she be able to fall in love, as Lilja, Keota and I have? It’s only fair she has a mate too.”

      “And children,” Keota added.

      “That’s the problem!” Ionan rumbled and he rolled in the air in his frustration. Keota clung to him like a cat, and when Ionan finally stopped whirling he yelled warningly, “Don’t you buck me off again!”

      Ionan halted, though smoke furled out of his mouth and nose. Casiff glared at Ionan and said, “What’s wrong with my Lottie?”

      “I never said anything was,” Ionan said defensively.

      “I know that look in your eyes. There’s something you’re not telling us,” Casiff insisted.

      “So do I,” added Kia. “You never get like that unless you have a secret to hide.”

      “What’s going on with her?!” Casiff shouted. “I want to know! It’s my right!”

      When Ionan still was silent, Keota cried, “Ionan, I command you to tell us!”

      Ionan roared, knowing he was cornered. There was no way he could avoid a direct order. Marveling at the unfairness of Accompanies being the masters of their Changers, Ionan said, “I don’t want Lottie to fall in love with Echo because I’m afraid he won’t accept her!”

      “Is that all?” Kia laughed.

      “Why wouldn’t he accept her?” Casiff asked. Ionan growled and said angrily, “Echo might not be her mate because she is unable to conceive pups!”

      Keota gasped. Kia’s eyes welled up with tears, while Casiff’s face went white. “No. It can’t be true. How do you know?” he asked accusingly.

      “I could sense it the moment we first met. We Changers know these things. I want Lottie to fall in love and be with a mate just as much as the rest of you do. But I think we all know Echo wants more than what she can give him. He didn’t agree to come with us because he likes Lottie for Lottie. She’s one of the most powerful wolves in the Lands, and he knows it.”

      “Maybe he really does like Lottie for Lottie,” Kia said, shrugging. “Maybe he won’t care.”

      “Really?” Ionan turned a large eye on her. “I would think deeply on that statement. Another wolf wouldn’t care. But Echo surely does.”

      “I have to tell her!” Casiff yelled. He tried jumping off of Snow Drop, making his wings appear, but Kia grabbed his shoulder. “We can’t tell her, Casiff.”

      “Why? Why shouldn’t she know?” he argued.

      “Because,” she said calmly. “It would break her heart.”

      “She’s going to find out anyway!” Casiff protested.

      Ionan shook his head. “He’s right. It must remain a secret. If she finds out, it could stall our journey. If it’s terrible news to us, how do you think Lottie will take it? Or her brother? Or Cornia? Wolves love pups more than anything else. How long do you think Echo will stick around when he knows? We can’t afford losing anyone, not when it’s Wyntier we’re dealing with. We need all the help we can get to take him down.”

      Everyone knew he was right. Still, none of them wanted to admit it.

      

      Maekrel had been dressed and was wandering about the cave doing anything and everything he was asked to do.

      “So this was your plan?” Vera asked Wyntier shortly afterwards, watching the creature who had despised Wyntier with all his heart do whatever he asked happily.

      “Do you think I would’ve wasted five years in this cave if my plan wasn’t foolproof?” Wyntier asked. “The mutation doesn’t work on animals, but it works on Changers, just like I had hoped. You take an Accompany’s Changer away, they’re nothing. Now all I have to do is make enough of it to take back to Nesting’s Haven, and whoever disagrees with us will have their Changer transformed into my slave. No one will dare stand against me.”

      It was worse than Vera had ever imagined. She thought that the medicine inside the vial would simply kill, or make one sick. She didn’t know that this strange concoction actually had the power to give Wyntier control of Nesting’s Haven. I have to stop this somehow, she thought, but her mind gave her no ideas. She had found it disturbing that Maekrel had mutated into the one thing that Changers couldn’t mold themselves into. Trust Wyntier to find the one thing so evil it went against nature itself.

      After a while Wyntier had gotten tired of Maekrel constantly annoying him, and the human had been told to play with Kennu, Allie, and the wolf pups.

      “Why are you so tall?” Caini asked, putting her paws against his leg.

      “I don’t know. Why are you so tiny?” he answered her.

      From behind him, Kennu dug his hands into Maekrel’s long hair. When he had a decent grip the prince pulled as hard as he could. Maekrel yelped and carefully pulled the five year old’s hands out of the golden locks. “You can’t do that, little one,” Maekrel said softly. “That hurts my head a good deal.”

      “Do it again, Kennu. It’s funny,” Allie encouraged. Kennu yanked Maekrel’s head once again and the man screamed out in pain as chunks of blonde hair were ripped out and thrown to the floor. Both Allie and Kennu giggled uncontrollably.

      “Please stop! You’re being a nuisance!” Maekrel said, clutching his bald spots.

      Allie jumped up and tackled Maekrel to the ground beneath her lynx form. “Allie wants Kennu to,” she meowed softly. “It makes Allie happy.”

      Maekrel pushed her off of him carefully and sat up. “Well it makes me grumpy.”

      “Too bad. Bad man say you play with us, so suck it up.” Allie smiled at him slyly and batted her small paws at his face. Kennu laughed and yanked on Maekrel’s blonde hair a third time, enjoying his yelp. Vera came in from the cold, holding dinner for the wolf pups in her jaws, and put it down when she saw Maekrel being tormented.

      “They seem to enjoy hurting you, Maekrel, so why don’t you go outside and take a walk? I can watch the kids for now,” she said.

      “Master didn’t say that,” Maekrel protested.

      “Well, Master is going to be furious if you keep shouting, and I don’t think any of us are in the mood to deal with his temper today. Go, please.”

      “Oh. Okay then. Thank you,” Maekrel said, standing up and walking into the blinding snow.

      

      Maekrel had been gone for hours. Vera was babysitting the little ones, keeping a watchful eye on all of them as she observed the weather outside. It looked pretty bad, but she knew it would only get more terrible as the days went on.

      “Where is Maekrel?” Wyntier yelled, rushing impatiently into the room with two vials. “You sent him away hours ago!”

      “He’ll return,” Vera rumbled.

      “Io,” Allie whimpered sadly.

      “What is it, baby?” asked Vera softly.

      Allie snuggled up to Vera’s side. “Allie want Io.”

      “Aw,” Vera sighed. “What is Io? Is it a toy?”

      “Io,” Allie insisted. Vera nuzzled her with her head, trying to comfort her.

      There was a crash behind her and Vera heard a small voice whine, “I want Mommy and Daddy!”

      “Oh no!” Vera cried. Kennu had latched onto Wyntier’s leg and was screaming at the top of his lungs, throwing a true tantrum. He had made Wyntier drop a vial.

      “Brat!” Wyntier growled, and rose his hand to strike. Kennu let go of his leg and recoiled against the floor, terrified.

      “No!” Vera called. She flew in front of him, changing into a sparrow, and said, “You can hit me all you like but don’t you touch any of them!”

      Wyntier smacked her harder than he had, sending her flying across the room. “Keep them out of my way then! I’m going to go search for that idiot!”

      All of the children were looking at her with wide eyes, their hearts beating quick. Wyntier went to leave but Allie stood in his way.

      “Move!” he shouted, his lips curling into a terrible snarl.

      Allie looked defiantly at him. “Bad man hit his Changer. That is wrong. Allie doesn’t like bad man.”

      “Allie, come here,” Vera called from the floor, changing into a dog and wagging her tail at the child, trying to appear friendly. Allie trotted over to Vera’s side, her tail upturned at Wyntier as she went. Kennu hugged his Changer and stuck his tongue out at Wyntier. The Accompany left in a hurry and the little ones herded over to Vera naturally, gathering into a circle.

      “Does it hurt? Do you want me to get you something to make the pain go away?” Midnightstar asked, concerned.

      Vera changed into a Pegasus, and then shook her head. “No thank you. It doesn’t hurt for long, anyway.”

      “This isn’t the first time he’s hit you, is it?” Shadowin asked angrily.

      Vera shook her head. Caini crawled to her side and licked the place Wyntier smacked. Jade pushed a little bit of leftover rabbit forward. “Want the rest of my dinner?” she asked hopefully.

      “No thank you. I don’t eat,” Vera smiled.

      Snapfoot looked at her with confusion in his eyes. “Why do you let him push you around like that?” he asked.

      Vera thought for a minute. “Because I love him,” she said softly.

      “How can you love someone who abuses you all the time? How can you stay?” Caini questioned.

      Vera looked at them and knew they didn’t understand. She didn’t really understand either.

      “Kennu loves Allie very much!” Kennu giggled and put his arms around Allie. “I will never hit Allie, ever.”

      “That’s good to know,” Vera smiled. Jade padded over to the entrance of the cave, looking out into the blustering snowstorm. “When can we go home?” she asked.

      Vera laid there, and didn’t answer.

      Silence came over the children. “We’re not going home, are we?” Snapfoot asked. Vera shook her head.

      She thought that the pups would’ve ventured out of the cave to try and head home themselves, but instead they walked over to Vera and laid by her side. The others fell asleep and Vera and Allie let happier memories wash over them. The world’s problems would have to wait, for at least a little while.

      

      Even for an Accompany, Wyntier traveled at an amazing speed through the cold. When he had finally found Maekrel, he was sitting in the snow.

      “What are you doing? Get up, you incompetent bastard!” Wyntier ordered.

      “Yes Master,” Maekrel said. “I got lost, so I decided to sit here and wait for you. I knew you’d come to get me, eventually. By the way, it’s pretty cold outside. Is there a way to turn up the heat? I’d really love to sit in the sand right now.” Maekrel fell backwards and started making angels in the snow. He clearly had lost his mind.

      “I should leave you out here,” Wyntier said, shaking his head. It had seemed like a good idea to change Maekrel at the time, but he was becoming so irritating that Wyntier was considering killing him just for the mere pleasure of watching him bleed. He couldn’t do that, though...Maekrel had caused him trouble for years, and the Accompany would prefer to start all over again with his mutation formula rather than let Maekrel die without getting any work out of him.

      “Just follow my footsteps and head back to the cave,” Wyntier ordered. Maekrel did so and Wyntier went to go after him, until he was knocked to the ground by a grey shape twirling around his legs.

      “What are you doing?” Wyntier snarled as he pushed an alpha wolf male off of him. “Get out of the way!”

      The wolf refused to move, staring at disgust at the man in front of him with his fangs bared. Wyntier tried to shove past but the wolf blocked his way. A female came out of a den in the ground, her teeth also showing.

      “How dare you stand in my path!” he shouted, pointing his finger at the alpha.

      The wolf licked his lips and said, “There have been rumors of a missing unicorn from the valley. And there are also rumors of missing pups and children. The suspect is an Accompany. You’re taller than any fairy than I have ever seen, and much stronger. We’re thinking that you’re the kidnapper.”

      Wyntier glared at the wolves, breathing raggedly. His hand began to move towards his side, under his coat.

      “You’re coming with us,” the female said. “Vixen will take care of you.”

      Wyntier paid no attention. He instead charged forward and kicked the she-wolf away from her den. The male became infuriated and latched onto Wyntier’s arm. Wyntier screamed, and with his good hand pulled out his gun. With a malicious, happy look in his eyes he put his finger on the trigger and fired.

      

      Vera heard the gunshot immediately. “No,” she whispered, fear in her eyes. She looked through the swirling snow and saw birds escaping into the cloudy sky. Fear raged throughout the mountains and she left the children silently, praying they wouldn’t wake up.

      Her eyes filled with tears as she saw the sight before her. “Wyntier, what have you done?”

      Wyntier was wrapping up his bleeding arm with the gun still in his hand. She saw two beautiful wolves lying on the ground, blood pooling around them and melting the snow.

      “Wyntier!” she sobbed. “These were young wolves! Why did you murder them in cold blood?”

      “They knew too much,” he said. “They were going to tell Vixen and turn me in. I couldn’t let them do that.”

      “But why did you have to kill them? You could’ve left them out of it!”

      “I don’t have time to appreciate the lives of insignificant animals,” Wyntier snapped. “Consider it your reward for making me hike all over the mountains looking for Maekrel. Take me back before this gets infected! Don’t worry about the bodies being discovered. The snow will bury them.”

      He spoke as if the dead wolves were just business. Vera let her tears fall on the two canines and turned away. But as she did so her ears picked up a high-pitched whimpering. “What was that?” she asked.

      Wyntier looked at herand she knew he had heard the whines too. It was coming from the den. Wyntier got down and looked inside. “They had pups,” he said with disinterest.

      Vera gasped. Her Accompany had just orphaned pups. She stood there, horrified as he clambered up on her back.

      “What about their babies?” she asked.

      “What about them? They’re none of my business.”

      “But they will starve out here!” Vera cried, horrified.

      Wyntier shrugged. “Their parents shouldn’t have defied me.”

      At that moment, Vera made the first decision of her own since she had been bound to Wyntier. “I’m taking them with us,” she said determinedly.

      “What do you think we are running, a nursery?” Wyntier asked, outraged. “Kill them and be done with it!”

      “You can beat me all you like, but approve or not, they are now under my care,” she growled, finally starting to get angry. “If we leave the pups behind we may be discovered and then your precious plan will fall to pieces! Now do you want to leave or not? I can’t stand it here much longer,” she choked, looking at the mother’s body being slowly covered in a snowy shroud.

      Wyntier protested no further. She gently reached in with her claws and pulled out three little ones, just barely weaned by the looks of it. Eight wolf pups to take care of now, she thought. Enough to make a pack. How am I ever going to manage this?

      The children were still asleep when she got back, and for that she was grateful. Wyntier headed off to his lab without another word and she laid down beside them, forming a cocoon around the little ones. The brand new pups lay happily near her tail. I must think of something else, she thought, beginning to drift into memories. Something happy...

      Sunlight, warm, gracious, beautiful sunlight, shone down upon her scales and gave her strength as she laid about in the courtyard, practicing her fire breathing skills. Senior year, Vera thought with wonder, and she let out an experimental puff of smoke to see if it would take the form of a flower, which it did. A lily, she thought happily, and she continued making more smoke lilies in the air until the area around her became a garden, an array of wonder and magic twirling around her to complement the actual garden that she lay amongst. The sand-colored castle walls stood proudly around her and the fountain trickled slowly nearby, complementing the palm trees waving in the ocean breeze. From her dorm room she could watch the sea. As the lilies faded away Vera felt a shiver of excitement. Dinkleberry University was the most prestigious school in all of Nesting’s Haven, and she would be graduating from there with a degree in Music Artistry and Religious Aspects, two of the most challenging programs the school offered, all just before her sixteenth birthday. There would be only one more summer spent in Southwild before she’d be able to start traveling the country as a priestess.

      Vera felt as if she were going to burst out of her skin with excitement. Priests and priestesses of the temple were legendary. If one passed the difficult tests, they’d be inducted to a sibling hood of honor and prestige. She’d spend her time ministering to the broken down and weary, taking care of those who felt lost and whispering stories of the Creator, all while proclaiming His beauty in song and in light. She’d care for the widowed, the orphaned, the dying. If she became skilled enough, she might even rise to the status of some of the High Priests and Priestesses. These mysterious Changers and Accompanies had the power to heal sickness, control wonders, and consult with the other side.

      There were even some, it was whispered, that were able to raise the dead.

      Her and Wyntier would have to be separated, however. He showed no interest in becoming a priest and whatever the Accompany chose he wouldn’t be able to be with Vera, as she’d be traveling and living in the temple most of the time. They’d see each other every so often. Most bonded pairs wouldn’t be able to stand this, and often chose careers together, but Vera had a feeling that it might be good to give each other some distance.

      But Vera had no intention of leaving Wyntier. She still loved him dearly, and his absence wouldn’t change a thing. She’d love him no less, no matter what became of them.

      “Vera!” a voice cried out behind her, and the young dragoness turned to see a small white griffin charging towards her, with the back haunches of a snow leopard and a fierce, silver beak. Her best friend shook the feathery owl ears on top of her head and rose up on her hind legs to wave at Vera with her long talons. “Vera! You have to hear this!”

      Vera chuckled and turned towards the younger Changer. “What is it this time, Allyr?”

      “I have the greatest news!” Allyr said. “I just heard Ionan and Keota whispering in the library, and it was about you! I don’t even know if I should tell you, it might spoil the surprise! But, I figured that since you’re leaving in the fall that you might want to know. It’s sort of important.”

      “Out with it then, my dearest friend,” Vera laughed.

      “Ionan’s planning to propose to you! Tonight!” Allyr yelled. “Isn’t that just wonderful?”

      She was floored. “Ionan? Propose? But why...are you sure?”

      “I am completely sure. He and Keota were bickering about it. Keota doesn’t want him to do it because of...well, you know...but he’s going to let Ionan do it anyway!”

      Vera walked over to the fountain and stared into it. “Are you sure that this isn’t just one of their grand plans to try and get me away from Wyntier, before he changes my mind about the temple?”

      “Ionan loves you, Vera,” Allyr said kindly. “You two are Dinkleberry’s cutest couple, and I know you love him back. He’s not asking you to marry him in order to get you away from your Accompany. Although...” Allyr turned one silvery, large eye towards Vera’s cheek, which was darkly bruised, “I wouldn’t say that was a terrible idea otherwise.”

      Vera quickly moved her wing so it shielded the bruise from her friend. “He was upset. It was my fault, really, and he was sorry that he did it. It won’t happen again.”

      “That’s what you said the last time,” Allyr said. “Vera, why don’t you leave him? Go to the Council and ask them to split your bond. They’ll make exceptions if he’s abusing you.”

      “It would bring shame on me to leave my Accompany. Changers who do that are outcasted. I would never stand a chance of getting a job in Nesting’s Haven, let alone be able to become a priestess,” Vera argued.

      “Nobody would blame you for leaving Wyntier, not in Southwild. Give it a few years and there won’t be a soul who’ll remember you left him. Don’t you want to be happy?” her friend insisted. “Do you honestly think he’s going to let you go anyway? Especially when none of your friends will be around to protect you? You know he only pushes you so far because he’s afraid of Ionan,” Allyr said.

      Vera grimaced. She hated the prospect of leaving all of her friends behind in order to follow her dream.But Allyr’s words rang true. Would Wyntier let her go? “Everything will turn out alright, you’ll see,” Vera said. “But what should I say to Ionan? Yes? No?”

      “You should say what your heart tells you to say,” Allyr said gently.

      Vera nodded. “You’re right. And my heart tells me to say yes. Yes, I want to marry him!”

      “Then do it, you silly featherbrain!” Allyr laughed. “But how are you going to get Wyntier to agree? He has to accept in order for it to be legal.”

      “I’ll ask him,” Vera said, transforming into a sparrow and fluttering in midair. “I’ll ask him right now!”

      A few hours later, however, her hopes had been dashed. Sitting quietly by the fountain, she felt ashamed as a single tear ran down her face. Wyntier had not only said no to the marriage, but he had told her that she wouldn’t be a priestess. He was going to be in the army, and she was going to be by his side as a nurse.

      A nurse, she thought, trying to cheer herself up. Now that wouldn’t be so bad, would it? To help the needy and less fortunate soldiers of war? She couldn’t help feeling a bit disappointed. But then she shook herself out of it. Keota and Ionan were going in the army too. Since she would be a nurse she’d be able to watch over Ionan, and take care of him if he got hurt. Nothing meant more to Vera than making sure Ionan would be okay. It’s not like I’ll never become a priestess, she thought, and a smile spread across her face. Helping Wyntier and my friends is more important than what I want.

      Her dreams would have to wait.

      Vera was startled awake by a cry of pain. Allie fell onto the ground as Wyntier smacked her across the room, the little fawn’s legs flying through the air. Kennu started at the sound of his Changer’s scream. He rose to his feet and stared at Wyntier in disbelief.

      “You’re a bad man!” Kennu yelled and he charged at Wyntier, kicking him hard in the ankle.

      “You stupid brat,” Wyntier grabbed Kennu by the throat and pushed him against the wall. “How dare you kick me!”

      “Bad man does not hurt Kennu!” Allie yelled and charged at him, transforming into a lynx. She landed squarely against Wyntier’s chest and threw him to the ground, clawing at his face and arms. The five older wolf pups charged forward and began to tear at his legs. He threw them all off and turned on the pups, not realizing who was behind him.

      “Bad man is in trouble now!” Kennu yelled as he jumped onto Wyntier. Wyntier toppled forward and shattered three of the many vials in front of him. Vera watched the scene, frozen, unsure of who she should help.

      “You little brat!” Wyntier grabbed Kennu and launched him across the room. Kennu crashed into the wall with a cry and Allie ran to his side. She looked him over closely and then turned her head toward Wyntier, her eyes glowing once more. “You are a bad man,” she hissed, and her voice was one of an adult, powerful and strong.

      His eyes widened in fear. “Stay back. I won’t hurt anyone else, just please, stay back.” Wyntier slowly retreated, putting his hand out in front of him to try and calm the small Changer.

      “You have already hurt someone, and you will pay,” Allie told him, her teeth bared. She charged forward and launched herself into the air, but before she could strike, Vera caught her.

      Wyntier cried out once again in fright, and Vera ran to his rescue, screaming at the children. “Get off of him! He didn’t mean to hurt anyone. Just go back and find something else to do!”

      The children did as they were told, looking at Vera with confused and hurt expressions. “I want them locked up.” Wyntier snarled at his Changer. “Now!”

      It didn’t take long for Vera to do as he asked. In the end the children all sat in a small pen that was up to Kennu’s shoulders, trapped in a small circle with little room to run and play.

      Kennu began to cry. “I want Mommy and Daddy!”

      “I want Io!” Allie moaned. The two of them burst into tears. The wolves followed suit, whining and crying.

      I can’t do this much longer, Vera thought, and she did everything she could to keep from crying herself.

      

      Maekrel had been sent out yet again, this time to act as a scout. As he ran through the snow, he heard his name. “Must be Master calling me,” he mumbled. He headed toward the sound and picked up his speed. “I’m coming!” he cried, barreling through the snow like no tomorrow.

      He kept running until he ran head on into the source of the voice. He fell onto the snow and rubbed his head gently. The woman he had crashed into was much taller than him, and obviously a lot stronger.

      “Oh my gosh, I’m so sorry,” the woman said in a hurried tone. “I’m looking for my Changer and I’m in a rush.” She didn’t seem to be the slightest bit affected by the crash.

      “That’s all right. I’m looking for someone too,” Maekrel responded cheerfully. “I heard my Master calling me so I’m off to find him, wherever he went.”

      The young woman stuck her hand out. “I’m Ana.”

      Maekrel took the offered hand and she helped him to his feet with an amazing strength.

      “Thank you.” He brushed himself off gently. “I’m Maekrel.”

      “Maekrel?” She looked at him with a startled expression. “No. There is no way you’re Maekrel.” She looked at him with curious eyes, then realization as she recognized the golden stare. “You are Maekrel.”

      “Yes, that’s what I said,” he told her. “Now if you’ll excuse me, my Master needs me.”

      “No!” she called. He turned to face her. “Don’t leave. I need you. You’re my Changer.”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about. I’ve never seen you before in my life,” Maekrel insisted.

      “What are you talking about? We’ve known each other since you were a hatchling. I was only six. We met at our finding ceremony. Don’t you remember?” she insisted.

      “Um...no.” Maekrel shook his head. “I really must be going. I’m sorry, but I have no time to talk to crazy people. I wish I did, because what you’re saying is really funny.” Maekrel turned again but Ana launched forward and tackled him to the ground.

      “Please Maekrel, you must remember.” Tears began to fall from her golden eyes. “I love you Maekrel. You just have to remember me.”

      “I need to go, crazy lady!” Maekrel pulled his sleeve from her grasp and pushed her off, breaking into a run.

      Not knowing what else to do, Ana fell to her knees in the snow with tears pouring from her eyes and began to sing. It was only a simple little tune her mother had sang to her and Maekrel shortly after the ceremony, but they spent many nights at Dinkleberry singing it to each other whenever times were tough. Her voice was only a whisper, but he heard her perfectly.

      
        
        “Hush little one, don’t cry anymore. The night is near, but don’t you fear,

        I am here.

        Child, you may feel scared, but everything is okay,

        I keep the nightmares at bay.

        Because I love you, and I am here for you,

        sweet little one.

        I love you and will always be here

        sweet little one.

        Do not fear for I am here

        my little one.

        Shut your eyes, hush your cries,

        and I will watch you as you sleep.”

      

      

      The tears continued to fall from her eyes and recognition filled Maekrel’s eyes. “Oh Ana.” He went to hold her and his face began to crumble as he realized what Wyntier had done to him. “I’m so sorry. I shouldn’t have gone off alone.”

      “It’s alright,” Ana said and she embraced him tightly. “Everything’s fine, so long as you’re still here.”

      “How did you even get here so fast?” he asked, pulling away from her.

      “I hitched a ride from the Great One’s Changer, but he left me here in the side of the mountains and headed back to the Verinian when we couldn’t find you,” Ana said. “I’ve been looking for days and...”

      “You’ve caused too much trouble Ana!” a voice cried, and the two turned to see Wyntier standing over them, pointing his finger at the tall girl. “And now I’m getting rid of you, once and for all!”

      “I think you’re wrong Wyntier,” she said calmly, rising to her feet with Maekrel’s hand in hers. “Have you forgotten what you did, five years ago? Maekrel and I have been chasing you ever since. Now you’ve taken my Changer away. There’s nothing worse than that. It’s time for this to end.”

      Wyntier looked between the two of them coldly. “If you take me, Vera won’t survive,” he said threateningly.

      Ana was still calm, although pity shone in her eyes. “She was dead the moment you found her, Wyntier. It makes no difference now.”

      Wyntier pulled out his gun but found it unloaded. As the pair stared at the object in confusion he unsheathed his dagger. He charged at Ana, ready to stab the blade into her heart.

      Maekrel cried and grabbed his arm. The two wrestled, the snow shuffling around their feet and Ana pulled out her own knife. Maekrel wasn’t as strong in his human form, and Wyntier threw him off easily, into Ana. The two stumbled and fell over the side of the cliff, tumbling into the jagged peaks.

      Breathing raggedly, he laughed as he saw them fall and eventually disappear. Knowing they must be dead, he sheathed his knife and reminded himself to always keep the gun loaded. After the snow had covered up Ana and Maekrel’s tracks, he set back to his hideout. It was time to set his plan in motion.
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      Vera was looking in a puddle on the cave floor. A black eye was forming from Wyntier’s last hit. She thanked the Creator that the children had no injuries. I swear never to let him touch any of them ever again, she thought. If he does, Accompany or not, I’ll roast him! She stomped over to the children and settled down next to the pen. The pups crawled to her side, sticking their paws out, while Kennu laid a hand on her head. Allie touched her nose to her face, and smiled. Kennu was crying.

      “I want Mommy and Daddy,” he sniffed.

      “Io,” Allie whined. The wolf pups turned away and sat in a circle in the middle of the cage.

      “We were supposed to have our first hunt a few days ago,” Jade yipped.

      “I want to go back home!” Shadowin growled and he started biting angrily at the bars.

      “Maybe Wyntier will let you out of there, but you have to be good. If you are calm, maybe I can convince him to let you free.,” Vera said, trying to lie to herself. The children’s eyes shone hopefully. “Would you like to hear a lullaby? All Changers and Accompanies know it. You and Allie might even recognize it, Kennu,” she whispered softly. They nodded and Vera began to sing in a beautiful, harmonious voice.

      The children eventually fell asleep, and Vera was amazed at how small they were. Midnightstar was the only one who was still awake. “Thank you Vera. You have the most beautiful voice I have ever heard. You are truly wonderful.”

      “If I was really wonderful, I wouldn’t have put you all here in the first place,” Vera sighed.

      Midnightstar shook her head. “No, Vera. That was your Accompany, not you. Your Accompany is evil, and I can’t understand how you could love him. But you…you are good and kind. A beautiful creature like you should never be forced to do that monster’s will.”

      Just then, Wyntier walked in. “Grab the brat and let’s go!” he cried, pointing at Kennu.

      Vera glared at him. “He won’t come unless Allie is with him,” she said.

      “Take her as well. We need her,” he said.

      “What are you going to do with that?” she asked warily, looking at a needle protruding from a box.

      Wyntier shut it, muttering, “We’re going to pay our friends a little visit.”

      

      Kiatana and the group finally landed on the edge of a cliffside just over a flat plain. The wolves seemed tired, but Kia glanced at them and knew if she asked them to travel farther, they would do so.

      “I’m exhausted,” Casiff said as they gathered together on the side of the large cliff, shaking his head. “We all need to rest.”

      “We can’t rest until we’ve traveled farther. We have to find my son,” Kia insisted.

      “He’s right here.”

      The group looked up and saw a handsome Accompany riding the purple dragon they recognized as Vera. Their hearts clenched as they saw he had Kennu in his arms, and was smiling at them maliciously.

      “Mama! Daddy!” he cried, tears streaming down his face.

      “Hold on baby, I’m coming!” Kia screamed. Her wings appeared and she flew towards Wyntier, while Casiff followed. Ionan let out a jet of flame, Keota launching onto his back in an offensive position.

      “Come any closer and I drop the Changer!” he warned. They all froze in place and Ionan shouted, “Allie! Where’s Allie?”

      “Io!” the fawn cried. They whirled around and saw with horror that Allie was at the side of the cliff, hanging from a net. The more she struggled, the more she got entangled in the ropes. Her sharp hooves were cutting the mesh in her struggle to get away. If she kept moving, her legs would either be broken or she would cut through the netting.

      “You monster, she can’t fly yet!” Keota screamed.

      Ionan looked at her and bellowed, “Allie, quit moving!” When she still struggled, he roared, “ALLIE! STOP!”

      The noise scared her and she paused, her eyes wide. Wyntier looked at them all in turn, connecting in turn with their eyes. “One. False. Move,” he warned, “And the Changer and the prince will die.” He pulled out a syringe from his pocket, and the needle glistened in the sunlight. “Ortusan venom. Very effective for making fairies forget things. Of course, I didn’t need that for taking care of Maekrel,” Wyntier said, smiling at Ionan. “My little mutation serum was enough for that.”

      “What did you do to my brother!” Ionan cried.

      “It was his fault for following me,” Wyntier said. “Now I want to see what happens when the little prince forgets who his parents are.” He pushed up Kennu’s sleeve.

      “Vera, stop him!” Ionan called, but she simply turned her head away.

      Kennu started bawling immensely as Wyntier raised the needle. Kia went insane. “You dare to mess with my son?” she screamed, and flew head-on at the Accompany. She brought out her dagger and aimed towards his heart, but Wyntier turned and plunged the syringe into her arm.. Kia fell from the sky, instantly stunned.

      Snow Drop leapt into the air and caught Kia before she plummeted to the ground. The fairy sat on her back, unable to move.

      Wyntier smiled at Keota. “You have a choice, Keota Motimori! I will spare your child’s life if you kill Ionan! Either kill your Changer and save your family, or let him live while you lose your son!”

      “No!” Vera cried. Ionan didn’t let Wyntier’s words phase him. He turned to grab Allie, but a spiked tail blocked his way and before he knew what was happening the little fawn was on Vera’s back.

      “Io!” she called to him. “Io, help me!”

      Wyntier smiled happily as Vera turned in the air, sailing back towards the Ice Borns. “By the way, you can thank your sister and her Changer for giving me the idea. One of the worst things that can happen to an Accompany is to lose his Changer. I would thank her, if I hadn’t pushed her and Maekrel off the side of a mountain.”

      Ionan roared in fury, and flames went spewing from his mouth towards Wyntier, but it didn’t make sense to give chase. Kia was hurt, and Vera was already gone.
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      The air cooled and the skies darkened, but none of them seemed to notice. Ionan kept reliving Vera hovering there and doing nothing. Keota lifted his wife from Snow Drop’s back and into his arms. She had passed out, and as the group huddled around the fairy lying in Keota’s arms, lightening struck.

      The sound woke Kia up. “Did we save Kennu?” she whispered.

      Keota stroked the hair out of her eyes. “No Kia. We didn’t.”

      Two tears leaked out of her eyes. “That bastard.”

      “This doesn’t make any sense!” Casiff said in frustration. “He followed us out here, showed us he had Allie and Kennu, and then vanishes? Why didn’t he try to bargain with us, or something else? All he did was attack Kia, and then threaten Ionan! It’s weird!”

      Nobody had any answers for him. Ionan looked up with dread, lashing his long tail. Lightening was rippling across the sky, and the clouds had turned a menacing shade of black, green and brown as the wind viciously whipped into a storm. The wolves whimpered and he saw before his very eyes a cyclone touch down. Knowing it was too dangerous to fly, he quickly changed into a cat before the wind could take him away by his giant wings.

      “Our instincts are too strong!“ Lilja called over the wind. “We must follow them! Take care of yourselves and Creator willing we’ll see you later!” He and the other wolves fled, and Snow Drop ran as fast as she could in a beautiful gallop away from the storm. As soon as they were gone, it started raining.

      Kia got shakily to her feet. “We need to worry about saving ourselves! Is there a ditch somewhere we could lay in?”

      “I don’t think so,” Keota looked around at the flat land before them. “All I can see is flatland! If we go in the trees behind us, we could get crushed!”

      “This is also weird! Tornado season is over!” Casiff cried. “WHY IS EVERYTHING SO WEIRD?!?!”

      “It’s been unusually cold and hot lately, for this time of year! It’s the only thing that makes sense!” Ionan said as he watched the tornado. Countless trees were ripped from their roots and twirled around. He gazed in horror as the giant twister spilt and became twins. One of them, he guessed, was heading in their direction. He changed into a cat, his claws sinking into the dirt to keep him steady.

      Panic started to set in the small group. Kia looked around and saw a tiny hut sitting in the middle of the prairie. “What about that house? It could have a basement or cellar we could use!”

      “Are you crazy? It’s right in the twister’s path! We could get sucked up!” Casiff said weakly.

      “It’s better than sitting here stupidly figuring out what to do!” she cried, and without another word she made her way down the cliff, her friends following closely behind. There were many dangerous rocks to slip on, and the mud that made their steps weaker. Casiff slipped and would have been crushed below if he hadn’t made his wings appear to slow his fall. Ionan found it too difficult and slid down a dozen times. Keota finally grabbed him and ordered him to hold onto his shirt despite his protests. They finally made it to the house, where they found a small cellar fastened shut with some sort of lock. Kia, Casiff and Ionan all struggled to pull it off, until Keota pushed them out of the way and ripped it in two, throwing it aside. He blasted the doors open and carried Kia below after Casiff and Ionan charged inside. Keota tied the doors shut with his belt and the four of them huddled against the back wall, all praying to the Creator they wouldn’t die and that the others were alright.

      Things were thrown against the cellar door with such force the company was sure the cellar would break. They heard timber break and saw through a crack that a beam had fallen on the door, entrapping them.

      Then, as sudden as it had started, it had ended.

      There was a hole in the door from the beam crashing down upon it. Ionan climbed up the stairs and looked out. “The skies are still dark, but it’s clearing up. As far as I can see the storm is gone. Everything seems alright.”

      “Ionan!” a voice whinnied and he peered out farther.

      “Snow Drop! Are you alright?” he asked.

      “She’s fine, Ionan, and so are we,” a familiar voice called. Lilja was pawing at the cellar. “Are you okay?”

      “Yes, but this beam is blocking the way! I don’t think we can lift it ourselves, not even with Keota. Can you help?” the white cat called.

      “The wolves are loosening the dirt and mess around it,” Snow Drop explained. “It should be easier to move in a second.”

      “Here!” Keota found an abandoned old rope in the corner of the small room. “We can tie this around the beam and Snow Drop can put it on like a harness. If we all push together and you pull, we should be able to move it.”

      “Sounds like a good idea,” Snow Drop neighed. Casiff and Keota tied the ropes around the beam through holes in the door, which was some kind of metal. They pushed the loops through and Snow Drop threw them on her shoulders.

      “On the count of three!” Keota called. Kia, Casiff and himself braced against the board. Ionan changed into a white lion and put his huge paws next to Kia’s.

      “We can’t dig anymore! Everything is out of the way!” Echo called.

      Keota nodded. “Ready?” he called. “One, two three, go!”

      The four of them pushed against the wood, and Kia groaned. It was a lot heaver than they had anticipated. “Pull!” she cried up to the Pegasus. The wolves barked encouragement and the six of them struggled to lift the beam off the door. When there was finally enough room for the left door to open so they could squeeze through, Casiff let out a strangled, “Stop!”

      They all halted, gasping for air. Keota punched the door open and lifted Kia up. She went through and Casiff climbed up after her. Ionan jumped out and Keota followed. Kiatana looked around. “Oh my gosh,” she hushed.

      The house had been demolished. The timber and unknown metal lay wasted in a huge pile behind the cellar. Pipes were sticking out of the ground, cut in two. But that wasn’t the most shocking thing.

      Dozens of strange items were gathered all around them. A black box with a reflective, mirror-like face was cast a few feet away. Dozens of long, stringy things were attached to various objects that they had never seen before. Long poles with hats were scattered among the ground. All of the items were old or rusty, as if the things hadn’t been touched in years.

      “I know what these things are,” Casiff breathed. “They were made by humans.”

      “Humans?” Keota asked.

      “Yes. I know what they are because my father studies these type of things, but Malaki Shaman knew about humans more than he did.”

      “Nice to hear more good news about dear old dad,” Kia said dryly. “I bet he loved these types of things.”

      “He was fascinated with them. It actually got kind of freaky,” he confessed. He walked over to the box. “This is a television, or something like that. It shows pictures and images through this mirror called a screen. You can see anything from anywhere without even leaving your front door.”

      “That’s impossible!” Keota cried.

      Casiff shook his head. “It’s possible alright. Those long strings are called wires, and they harness the stuff in lightning.”

      “I think we should go,” Ionan started. “Something about this place is giving me shivers.”

      “I agree,” Echo barked. “It feels like we’re being watched.”

      The fairies and Accompany paid no attention. They strode over to a long brown thing on the ground. “What’s this?” Kia asked.

      “It’s a rifle. A type of gun,” Casiff said quietly. “It can kill anything in an instant. It’s very dangerous.”

      “That’s bad,” Kia shook her head.

      “Your father had one of them,” Casiff added. “He could never figure out how to work it, though. It’s a good thing he didn’t. If he had one of those, we never could’ve saved the Verinian.”

      Without warning something moved behind them and Ionan turned. His eyes contracted with fear and he changed into his dragon form. “Everybody!” he cried as the creature rose out of the house ruins, “Run!”

      They all turned and gazed with fear as the beast rose and charged. It was a dragon, red scales glistening in the dim light. Its body was thin and every bone of its skeleton showed through the taunt skin. It was missing one horn, and the other was crooked and tilted awkwardly. Its teeth were sharp, yellow and cracked. It wore a saddle made out of the strange metal that composed the door. Chains formed a bridal. The dragon attempted to throw a flame at them but its mouth only issued billows of smoke. Nevertheless, it looked at them with the utmost hatred, and it posed to strike.

      “We do not mean to harm you,” Ionan said calmly. The dragon stopped and looked at him questioningly. “My name is Ionan. We only needed somewhere to wait out the storm.”

      “I am Bloodbath,” the dragon responded. Its voice should have boomed like Ionan’s, but the long years had ended that strong boom. “I was brought here hundreds of years ago, when the humans still existed. They used me as a watch dog and stole my fire, and worked me into the ground. They eventually all left or died, but I have been imprisoned in this house ever since. I feared that you were more humans come to torment me.”

      Kia walked forward and Bloodbath shrunk back. “It’s okay,” she said softly and placed a gentle hand on the dragon’s muzzle. “We can help if you want us to.”

      “These chains and saddle hurt me greatly,” he said softly. “The metal digs into my skin.”

      Kia ran her hand over the bridal and found a rusted spot. She pulled and the rust gave way, snapping the chain in two. It fell from Bloodbath’s snout and she moved to the saddle. She unhooked the metal straps and pulled the heavy item from his back. Deep cuts lined the dragon’s sides where the saddle had ended and flesh began. The scales beneath it were a dusty red color from years of being covered. “Oh, you poor thing.” Kia said softly.

      “It does not hurt so badly anymore,” Bloodbath told her calmly. “Thank you for releasing me from them.”

      “Of course,” Kia said distantly. She placed a hand against her head and wobbled dizzily. “I would do anything to help...a friend...”

      “Kia, are you alright?” Keota asked, reaching out a hand in concern.

      Without warning, Kia slumped to the ground.
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      Kia woke up a day later. She sat up slowly, looking around at the small campsite the group had set up. “My head is killing me,” she murmured. “Where am I? What’s going on?”

      “Looks like you finally woke up.” Keota came over and kissed her forehead. “We were starting to get worried.”

      “Some of us were starting to worry,” Casiff said. “Personally I said we should sling you on the back of Snow Drop and keep going.”

      “Who are you?” she asked Keota, recoiling from his kiss. “Who am I?” she looked down at her hands. They were covered in small bumps. The two boys looked at each other.

      “Casiff, she doesn’t remember me,” Keota said softly.

      “It must’ve been the poison or whatever it was that Wyntier gave her,” Casiff said. “Hopefully her lost memory will be the only side effect.”

      “What if it’s permanent? What if her memory never comes back?” Keota’s voice began to waver.

      “I think we may have bigger problems. Maybe that wasn’t Ortusan venom he gave her,” Ionan said. “If it was, why didn’t any of us lose our memory when we were cornered by the Ortusan coven five years ago?And why isn’t Kia an Ortusan yet?”

      “No, that’s definitely Ortusan venom. I can smell it on her. It takes enough of it for someone to lose their memory,” Lilja said. “It also depends on how big you are. You were bit many times by the Ortusans, Ionan, but you’re so large it didn’t even effect you, unlike Kia, who’s so small. When Ortusans hunt, they usually poison the victim just enough so they’re confused, but that they don’t change. Usually only young Ortusans make a mistake of injecting enough venom into someone to change them. Wyntier doesn’t want to do that. Making Kia an Ortusan would only make her a bigger threat, and giving her too much venom would kill her.” Lilja paused. “And for some strange reason, I feel like Wyntier doesn’t want us dead just yet.”

      “Of course he wants us dead! He must’ve just made a mistake and not given her enough!” Keota blurted.

      “I’m not sure...” Lilja murmured. “Wyntier doesn’t seem like the type to make mistakes.”

      “Just convince her to keep following us and everything will be okay,” Casiff said, gathering all of their things together. “We have to get moving soon. We’ve wasted too much time as it is.”

      “How am I going to do that? I can’t convince her to do what I ask when she knows who I am!” Keota said.

      “Whoever you are, you’re loud and annoying. The sound of your voice is the most irritating thing I’ve ever heard. Please shut up,” Kia said sharply.

      “Where are you all going?” Bloodbath came up behind them, looking down at the fairy between his feet.

      “To find my son and his Changer,” Keota answered, helping Kia to her feet and smiling at her kindly. “You really don’t know who I am, do you?”

      “No clue,” she answered. “I don’t even know who I am.”

      “Well, you’re Kia and you happen to be married to this fool!” Casiff punched Keota playfully, laughing.

      “I’m married to you?” Kia’s eyes grew wide and she stared up at Keota. “There is no way I could be married to you! I mean, come on!” Casiff nodded at her, and she groaned. “If I really am married to you, I am going to have to punch myself in the face.”

      “Yeah, and our son happens to be missing,” Keota added.

      “We have a son?” Kia stared at him, her eyes growing even wider. “Okay, this is just getting weirder by the minute. I must be sick. This is all a weird hallucination.” Kia placed a hand on her forehead and felt for a temperature.

      “No, it’s not,” Casiff told her, annoyed. “Come on, we have to get going.” He grabbed their things and began to load them onto Snow Drop. “We have some children to find.”

      “I don’t even know who you people are!” Kia shouted at them. “What makes you think I’m going to travel with you to Creator knows where?”

      “What other choice do you have?” Keota shouted back. “I love you Kia!” His eyes began welling up with tears. “I’ve always loved you. Why can’t you see that? Why can’t you remember?”

      Kia stared at him for a minute, then came forward and placed her hand on his shoulder. “I’m so sorry. I just have no clue what’s going on.”

      “Let’s just go,” Casiff said. “Do you want to come, Bloodbath?” Casiff turned toward the dragon.

      The dragon shook his head slowly. “No, I think I will head home, to the desert. My family should be happy to see me, after so many centuries. Thank you for rescuing me. I won’t forget how you set me free, and will come to your aid whenever you need it.”

      With that he spread his wings, and took off into the beautiful blue sky.

      Keota tried to take Kia in his arms, but she pulled away. Looking down at the ground, he said, “You have to come with us. Without us, you’ll starve out here. I could never let you do that because I love you, Kia. But we don’t have time to wait for your memory to return. You’re Kiatana Abrilion Morimoti, queen of the Lands. You have to trust me.”

      Kia shook her head. “I don’t want to trust you. But for some reason, I do. I’ll follow you for now, because I have no other choice.”

      

      In a snow bank at the bottom of a large mountain, two figures stirred. Ana sat up slowly, astounded they had made it down the mountain alive. “Maekrel, are you alright?” she called.

      “I think I’m all in one piece,” he said, also sitting up. “Although I may be missing a finger.”

      “Missing a finger?” Ana whipped her head around to look at him, jumping to her feet. “Are you sure?”

      “Holy Creator, I AM missing a finger!!!” He held his hand up to his face to examine it, turning white.

      “YOU CAN’T BE!” Ana said, going pale herself and looking around.

      He held up his hand, turning it around to reveal his thumb folded against his palm. “Oh, never mind. I found it.”

      “What?” Ana said, still searching for his finger madly. “Where was it? Lying in the snow? How the hell are we going to put it back on?”

      “I bent it and didn’t realize it,” he responded. “Nothing’s wrong with me now.” He smiled broadly.

      Ana smacked herself in the head. “I can’t believe you could be so stupid,” she muttered.

      “I’m not used to having opposable thumbs yet,” he whined. “I’ve only been a human for a few days now.”

      She sighed. “Whatever, let’s get going.” Ana stood up, brushing the snow from her clothes.

      “Where are we supposed to go?” Maekrel got up with help from his Accompany, still playing with this thumbs.

      “To Nesting’s Haven, where else would we go?” Ana told him. “We have to let the Council know that we found Wyntier. We obviously can’t capture him alone.”

      “How are we supposed to get there? I can’t fly any more, remember?” Maekrel protested.

      “We go to the desert and find a dragon who can,” Ana said.

      It took the two a surprisingly short time to make their way out of the mountains, but once they reached the desert, it would seem that their trip was futile. Ana and Maekrel tracked slowly across the barren landscape. It had been three days, but they hadn’t seen a single dragon. “How much longer are we going to be here?” Maekrel moaned.

      “We should see dragons at any time now,” Ana said. “We have to.”

      As she said this, a large roar reached their ears.A blood red dragon that was missing one horn came stomping out of a cave. “Who dares to enter the land of the dragons?” he roared.

      Ana stood as tall as she could. “I am Ana, and this is my Changer, Maekrel,” she said calmly. “We need to get across the ocean, to Nesting’s Haven.” She pointed to the sky to emphasize this point.

      “What makes you think that I will believe that human is a Changer?” the dragon questioned cruelly.

      “He was mutated by an Accompany named Wyntier,” Ana told the dragon and his eyes flashed. “I know it’s hard to explain, but you have to take us at our word. We have no proof.”

      “Why do you need to get there?” the dragon asked.

      “Wyntier has been in trouble with the Council for many years. He stole the child of my brother, Keota, and his wife, the fairy Kiatana.” She swallowed. “We must get there to warn the Council of his plans. Otherwise he may just succeed in destroying everything.”

      “Kiatana?” the dragon’s eyes grew wide in recognition. “I am Bloodbath. Kiatana saved me from my imprisonment so I could return home safe. I would be happy to help you.” He crouched down and the Accompany and Changer climbed onto his back clumsily.

      “Thank you Bloodbath. I can’t repay you for this, but if I could, you would be rewarded greatly,” Ana told him, wrapping her arms around his thick neck. She looked back at the human behind her. “Hold on to me, Maekrel. I don’t want you to fall off.”

      “I’ve flown millions of times. Sitting on a dragon’s back cannot be as hard as being a dragon,” Maekrel argued.

      “This is from the guy who didn’t know how to use his thumbs,” Ana mumbled, and Maekrel blushed.

      Maekrel wrapped his arms around Ana’s waist and the dragon took off, soaring higher and higher into the clouds.

      

      Vixen cooed softly to the newborn child in her arms. The labor had been long and hard, and no one had been here to help her in Kia’s small cabin save for Dragonstar, but Vixen had successfully managed to deliver a healthy baby girl. “Hello there, little Lyrica,” Vixen said softly. “Mommy loves you very much, yes, Mommy does.”

      The girl looked up at her mother with the blue eyes of her father, a small fluff of black and red hair covering her head. She had one small fist wrapped around her mother’s finger. Lyrica smiled and giggled the soft giggle of an infant. Her voice was the prettiest Vixen had ever heard.

      There was a crackle in the bushes outside and Vixen looked up, glancing around nervously. She laid the infant in one of Kennu’s old cradles and made a shushing gesture. Lyrica quieted and Vixen went back outside to check for the danger she had sensed.

      Lyrica heard her mother screaming, and then all went quiet. The infant began to cry and when her mother didn’t return, she wailed louder, wanting her mother to come back and hold her again.

      No one came. The child was alone.

      Hours later, a large figure entered the house. Crashing through the front door, Dragonstar found the baby and put his golden horn to her heart. “There, there, dear child. I am here. You shall be cared for, my little Lyrica.”

      

      Bloodbath made it across the sea in record time. As Ana and Maekrel entered the tropical city that was their home, they turned to Bloodbath. “Thank you for your help. But I would suggest now you go back home to the desert. There are many people who don’t appreciate strangers here.”

      “I may be old, but there is still some toughness to my scales,” Bloodbath told her with a wink. “I hope you have luck with your task.”

      As he left, Ana ran toward the large building that held the Council, and Maekrel followed. She wasted no time charging towards the front desk.

      “I need to speak with the Council,” she demanded. “It’s urgent.”

      “Of course, Miss Ana. The Council is currently in recess, but Nicodemus is in the main chamber. You can see him immediately,” The woman at the desk said nervously, looking at her badge and Maekrel with a slight bit of fear. “Why are you acting so strange? And who is with you?”

      Ana ignored the question and ran to the door that led into the main chamber, tearing it open and striding in the door as if she herself owned the place. She stood in the center of a circle, looking up at a giant desk that rose several feet above the ground, towering over her. The room was huge, large enough to fit several dragons, and Maekrel pressed himself closer to Ana as he turned on the spot in the center. An Accompany with a white beard and multiple wrinkles sat behind that desk, a brown python slithering along his neck.

      “What is this?” the python hissed. “Come once again to bother us with your silly delusions?”

      “Lukas, leave us,” the Accompany commanded, waving a hand. The python flicked its tongue and then slithered down the desk and onto the floor, flicking its tail at Maekrel as it went.

      The Accompany rustled his maroon robes and adjusted his tall, strange hat. “Ana? What are you doing here?”

      “I found Wyntier,” she panted. “This time, he’s in the Lands.”

      “There is no way Wyntier is in the Lands,” the head Council man said smugly. “Last time you claimed to have found him it was merely a look alike. What makes you think we will believe you now?”

      “Because it’s true, Nicodemus!” she shouted. “I swear it!”

      “How dare you call me by my first name!” Nicodemus howled at her, jumping from his chair. “Being Head of Security does not mean you have that right! And how dare you bring a human here as well!” he added, pointing to Maekrel.

      “I am not a human,” Maekrel growled. “I am Ana’s Changer, and will be treated as such.”

      “You expect me to believe you’re a Changer?” Nicodemus laughed cruelly. “You must be daft.”

      “I was mutated by Wyntier, by a concoction he had formed,” Maekrel said.

      “Mutated? By Wyntier? That’s a likely story,” Nicodemus chuckled.

      “If you do not believe me then ask me a question. Any question,” Maekrel said.

      Nicodemus smiled, the edges of his mouth curling into a nasty grin. “How many times did Ana’s brother go through the ceremony before he got Ionan?” Nicodemus asked the question so quickly, you could barely understand what he was saying.

      “Three.” Maekrel didn’t hesitate in the slightest, glaring at Nicodemus with all his might.

      His eyebrows raised, Nicodemus leaned forward in his seat and stared at Maekrel, dumbstruck. “Fine. I suppose that you could be Maekrel, in some way, somehow. But just because I believe that the human is Maekrel does not mean that I believe you found Wyntier.”

      “But I did! He’s in the Lands, hiding in the Ice Borns,” Ana told him. “Why don’t you believe me?”

      “I believe you, dear.” A soft hand fell upon her shoulder. “I have always believed you.”

      Ana turned around and stared into a pair of golden eyes, similar to her own. “Dad!” She flung her arms around him and he hugged her close. She pulled away slowly and looked up at him. “I can’t get him to understand,” she said, looking desperately into her father’s eyes.

      “Well, who cares what a few old men say?” Ana’s father told her with a chuckle, shrugging slightly.

      “Amancio!” Nicodemus snarled. “Priests have no place in the Council halls! You know that!”

      “Yes, but the Council has no place interfering with me reuniting with my daughter,” Amancio told him slowly before turning back to Ana. “Did you find your brother?”

      “Yes, he lives in the Lands now. The Great One married him to a fairy, and they had a son. He’s five now. He was kidnapped by Wyntier, and now they’re trying to bring him home,” Ana said quickly.

      “There is no way Keota could marry a fairy. It is forbidden.” Nicodemus snarled. “The Great One would never allow it.”

      “Oh, but Vixen did.”

      A soft voice echoed around the room, and Nicodemus jumped in his chair. He turned to stare at the fairy crouching on his desk, who had suddenly appeared out of nowhere. “Who are you?” he gaped.

      She grinned foxily. “Vixen is Vixen, the one who married Keota and Kia. Vixen is also the Great One. Vixen does not like it when people make assumptions about her, especially if they are stupid.”

      Nicodemus glared at her. “I don’t even know if you really are the Great One. What if you’re an impostor?”

      Something changed in Vixen’s eyes. The entire room began to shake, and chairs started to fall over as cracks started appearing in the walls. “THE GREAT ONE NEVER LIES!” she screamed, and Nicodemus covered his ears. At this the room stopped shaking, and Vixen sat down in the biggest chair in the room. “Vixen is the Great One and you will like. No exceptions,” she said with a smile.

      “That’s my chair you’re sitting in,” Nicodemus complained “I demand you get out of it immediately.”

      “Ana!” Vixen called down commandingly, bouncing in her seat. “Go find some butter!”

      “Why do you need butter?” Ana asked her, completely confused.

      “Vixen has decided to make some toast,” she replied with a nod. “And toast is no good without butter.”

      “How are you planning to make toast?” Nicodemus asked insultingly. “Is it going to just pop out of the sky?”

      “No,” Vixen smiled evilly. “Vixen is going to turn you to toast with her lightning, just like she did to Malaki Shaman. You will be oh so crispy.” In her hands balls of fire instantly appeared, and she began laughing a cruel, maniacal laugh that sent shivers up everyone’s spine.

      Nicodemus ran across the room screaming. He hid behind a large set of curtains and cried out in a high pitched voice, “Please don’t hurt me, Great One! I didn’t mean to offend you or anyone else. I just wasn’t sure you could be trusted. I apologize, please don’t toast me!”

      “You will not be toasted if you send a group to catch Wyntier!” she demanded. “Vixen does not like him running around and causing mischief!” Her smile dropped from her face. “Wyntier hired elves to attack Vixen, and they tried to kill her. Vixen was forced to lead the elves away so they wouldn’t discover her Lyrica. Vixen misses her so.”

      “What is a Lyrica?” Maekrel asked blankly. Ana shrugged.

      “Yes, I’ll send anyone who is willing to go!” Nicodemus cried out. “Ana can lead them herself! Just, please...leave me in peace!”

      Vixen leapt from the large desk with a spectacular backflip, grabbing Ana’s shoulder. “Come, my child! We must find this nasty worm called Wyntier and put an end to his madness! Perhaps there will be toast after all!” she said victoriously.

      “Should I come with you?” Amancio asked, turning to his daughter.

      Ana shook her head. “No Father. I know how you are, and Wyntier has no use for the words of a priest. You have to stay here where it’s safe.”

      “Don’t worry Amancio,” Maekrel said, stepping forward. “I’ll take care of Ana. I always did when I was a Changer, and I don’t see any reason as to why I can’t now as a man. No matter what, I’ll defend her with my life.”

      For a reason she didn’t understand, Ana blushed.
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      Casiff stood on a rock overlooking the horizon. Many forests and plains encompassed the landscape, but the western Ice Borns dotted the very edge of his view. They were like shadows and blended in with the sky, which was turning grayer by day. The leaves had fallen from almost every tree and the wind blew fiercer than it ever had. The animals journeying with the fairy shivered. It could snow any moment. No doubt it was part of Wyntier’s plan to steal Kennu and Allie late in the year so it would be that much harder to get them back. The very weather was against them.

      Keota came up behind him. “How much longer will it take?” he asked.

      Casiff shook his head. “I can’t be sure. I know where I’m going, but I think we’re a little lost. It would help if we knew where he was hiding them,” he huffed, frustrated. He glanced at Kia. “I took her knife. I’m not so sure if it’s safe for her to have it.”

      Keota glanced at his wife, who was giving him a glare like she wanted to murder him. “Good idea.”

      Cornia and Lilja walked between them. “We want our pups back,” Cornia growled.

      The fairy and Accompany looked to Lilja. “We don’t know how much longer the pack can go on without us,” he explained. “Winter is setting in. If we don’t find them soon…” His voice drifted off unhappily.

      “We need to find a faster route,” Keota murmured. “Ionan, do you think you can scout ahead and discover a quicker way to the mountains?”

      The green dragon rose up from his resting place. “I can, but I’m not sure if I’ll be successful.”

      “We can give you a day. After that, we have to get moving,” Casiff said firmly. “Before Kia’s memory gets much worse.”

      Ionan reared up on his hind legs. “One day,” he promised. “Then I will return.” He opened his wings and soared into the air, using his remarkable memory to map out the land before him.

      He was about halfway to the Ice Borns when he saw a purple dragoness gliding away from the gigantic slopes. For the first time in his life he felt no love, but rage. “Vera,” he snarled, and he let out an enraged roar.

      She saw him and turned instantly to flee. He caught up to her and she dodged his claws, barely avoiding a direct hit. Ionan took a deep breath and let out an enormous plume of fire, while Vera turned and let out flames of her own.

      The velocity he was going at forced the two Changers to collide. They smashed together and fell rapidly downward, both of them trying to bite the other’s neck. Vera tried to escape but Ionan furled his wings around her, forming a trap.

      Closer and closer to the ground they flew, until Vera realized Ionan was going to crush her. She brought up her tail and slammed it against his head, the spikes grazing his face but not sinking in. He roared and let go, and both Changers sent trees flying as they smashed into the ground.

      The dragons got up quickly and began circling. Ionan lunged at her wing, but he missed and Vera opened her mouth, biting deep into Ionan’s neck. He thundered a colossal scream, dragon’s roar melding with his voice to make a combined yell of pain.

      “How can you do this to me?” he yelled and brought his enormous tail up, pointing the arrow head at her. She let him go and ducked the blow. “Don’t you have a heart?” he cried.

      “My heart was broken long ago,” she cried, and the two collided, rearing up on their hind legs. Ionan lost his balance and toppled backwards. Vera climbed on top of him, holding her fangs at his throat.

      Ionan paused, not daring to breath. The lightning went out of her eyes and she let him up. “I can’t fight you, Ionan. Even if you must kill me. Go ahead. I’m already wanted by the Council for murder.”

      “Murder?”he snarled and crept down, expecting another attack. “Never mind. I don’t want to know. Just tell me where Allie and Kennu are...”

      “And you’ll let me go?” she laughed. “No, Ionan, I don’t want to be set free. If anything, I want you to kill me.”

      “What are you talking about?” he growled suspiciously.

      “Look at me, Ionan, and see.”

      Ionan’s growl soon slid off his face as he finally saw Vera for what she was. Her pink feathers were molting off in clumps. Her scales had always been purplish in color, but in some places they were unnaturally dark blue. Some of her spikes were chipped and her shoulder barb had been broken. She turned her head and showed him her black eye, lifting her front leg to display her hurt wing.

      “Who has done this to you?” he cried angrily, all resentment forgotten.

      “Wyntier. You knew what he was doing to me while we were in school. The abuse didn’t stop when we left, Ionan. I have faced years of suffering at his hands.”

      “No Vera! I will burn him alive!” he growled, smoke furling out of his mouth.

      She looked at him softly. “Don’t worry about me. It’s your children and pups you should be concerned about now.”

      Ionan rushed to her side. She laid on the ground and looked at the day lilies growing all around her, the flowers that reminded her of their childhood. That seemed so far away now, and she didn’t know if she could remember a time when she was happy at all.

      A waterfall rushed behind them, and pine trees encircled the scene while green grass grew all around. A small pond flowed delicately nearby. Vera looked at it and said, “Strange, that there is such terror in the world, and yet such beauty around us as this.”

      Ionan lay next to her. He put his head on her shoulder. “Let me come back with you. We can face him together.”

      She sighed. “I could never fight Wyntier, not even after all he has done to me. I love him too much, but I don’t know why.”

      “This isn’t love, Vera. This is anything but love.”

      Vera sighed. “Love is a strange thing. But I suppose it cannot be love if it causes such destruction.”

      Ionan snuggled her. “Oh Vera. I hate what he has done to you. You deserve so much better. You need someone who can take care of you.”

      He paused and she looked at him. “I’ve been waiting to say this to you for so long but…Vera if I was ever to have a mate, it would be you,” he whispered, feeling rather foolish.

      “And if I was to become someone’s mate…” she breathed, “I would become yours.”

      Ionan gazed in wonder as Vera got to her feet. She moaned in pain and shook herself, trying to stand steadily. “Ionan, would you bind yourself to me, for now and for always? Would you promise to be my one true mate, to stay by my side and to never love another?”

      “Yes,” he said, rising himself. “But what about our Accompanies? We need their permission to become one. It is forbidden for our kind to marry without their approval.”

      “And I suppose your Accompany and his wife’s marriage was perfectly legal,” she laughed. Then her tone changed seriously. “I’m dying, Ionan. Unless Wyntier plans to care for me and soon…my time is almost up.”

      “No! I will never let you die!” he cried.

      “And who are you to decide who lives and dies?” she said with a small laugh.

      “You can still live,” he said. “Help us rescue the children, and then come back to the Verinian to live with me. You can regain Kia and Keota’s trust and we can all be a family. You don’t need him, Vera.”

      A light came into her eyes. “No. No I guess I...you’re right Ionan. I don’t need him. But I can’t stand it any longer to be apart from you. I need you.”

      Ionan bent down and picked day lilies with his claws, entwining them on her spikes and head. They walked together and stood in the water, the spray sprinkling down on their scales and making them shine. As the droplets shone in the sun like diamonds, they put their foreheads together.

      “Let all creation look upon us as we bind ourselves to one another this day,” Ionan started. “And the Creator himself light His blessing upon our union. I, Ionan, swear in the name of my Accompany Keota, to bind myself to you until death takes me.Let our Accompanies be brothers and approve of this mating. I swear to guard you and protect you with my life, even if it means my own suffering or death. So shall it be.”

      Vera closed her eyes. “I, Vera, swear in the name of my Accompany Wyntier, to be your mate until my dying day. I promise to never love another as I have loved you. I vow to always be loyal and to guard our everlasting love with my life…”

      Ionan shuttered. She opened her eyes and her voice wavered, but was swarmed with adoration.

      “…or my death. Let our Accompanies be brothers in our union and rejoice in our decision. Together we are joined, together we will be. Let now our souls be bound, as our souls are bound to our Accompanies.”

      A white light grew between the crowns of the Changers, and swelled from their foreheads throughout their whole body until the rays burst from the trees and into the skies, where it could be seen for miles. They broke apart slowly and looked at each other. They both had a white ring around their left ankle, the common mating mark of the Changers.

      “We are now mates,” Vera growled blissfully, and she sounded happier than she had been in a long time. The waterfall trickled delicately behind them and Ionan strode forward. “Together we are joined…”

      “Together we will be,” Vera finished. The two nuzzled and the winds ruffled the petals of the day lilies. The most beautiful white lily flew from Vera’s head. It landed in the pond and the foam from the water clustered around it, pushing it to shore. The lily rested on the stones for a moment until water filled the petals and, then slowly, it drowned.

      

      As the children sat on the side of the mountain, Snapfoot huddled closer to his brother and his sisters. “What do we do now?” he whimpered, looking out into the cold. Getting out of the cage had been the easy part. The wolves had managed to figure out how to open the door with no one watching them, but now they had no idea on how to get away from the cave. Wyntier had slipped out to do something down at the bottom of the mountain, and Vera had flown off looking for food, but it was only a matter of time before they returned.

      “I don’t know,” Jade answered. “Caini, you take after Aunt Lottie. You’re smart, so what do we do?”

      Caini found her family and friends gazing at her and she blushed beneath her silver coat. “Well, the first thing we have to do is get those baby pups, if we’re leaving.”

      “Are we leaving?” Midnightstar blinked her wide eyes.

      Caini looked at them sadly. “I guess we have to. Vera loves us, but she can’t help us while Wyntier is her master. And we have to face it, Vera is unable to protect us with Wyntier in her way. Her instincts as a Changer go against disobeying him. We have no choice but to run.”

      “Kennu cold,” Kennu stated simply. The little fairy started shivering and Allie snuggled up to him as a heavy-coated lynx. Midnightstar looked at him with worry. “If we’re going to travel, we can’t go with empty paws. Kennu needs warmth and we all need food.”

      “Let’s rummage in the cave to find stuff we can take with us,” Shadowin suggested.

      “And find a way to carry the puppies,” Caini added.

      The children rushed back inside the hideout. “Hurry! Wyntier or Vera could be back at any moment!” Caini cried. Allie followed Shadowin and Snapfoot into Wyntier’s bedroom. Kennu and Allie leaped on Wyntier’s bed and started jumping up and down, squealing with joy.

      “Allie! Kennu! Come on, we don’t have time for games,” Shadowin yelled from the closet. “Here! Allie, grab this with your teeth and have Kennu try it on.”

      Allie walked into the closet and jumped up. She latched onto a coat and it fell off the hanger, dragging it to her Accompany. Kennu put it around him. “It’s a bit big,” Snapfoot said.

      This was clearly an understatement. The huge brown coat dragged along the ground behind him. The arms were nearly four times the size of his own and hung off his hands. But it kept him warm, and that was what mattered. They eventually found a rope and tied it round his waist to keep the coat closed, and Shadowin placed a cozy wool cap firmly on his head.

      “I don’t know what we can do about the shoes,” Shadowin said, looking down at Kennu’s thin leather soles. “Let’s see what we can find.”

      “Here we go!” Snapfoot said, muffled as he held out a few pieces of rabbit hide. He and Allie wrapped Kennu’s shoes with the fur and bound it firmly but comfortably with leather straps.

      As they kept searching, Caini, Midnightstar and Jade were busy with the puppies. The three tiny wolf pups were laying on a velvet pillow, covered by a blanket that looked like Vera had made it herself.

      “They’re so tiny,” Midnightstar awed. “Were we that small before we opened our eyes?”

      “We must have been, Mids,” Caini said. “We have to find a way to carry them.”

      “What about that bag over there?” Jade pawed the air to their right. They turned and saw a leather bag with a flap over it.

      “It’s perfect!” Caini exclaimed. “There’s enough room for the pups and it’s warm enough, but the flap gives enough air. It’s little enough for Kennu to carry and won’t be too heavy.”

      Midnightstar opened the bag and Jade stuffed the blanket inside of the bag. Caini grabbed the first little brown pup. “She’s got red streaks along her back,” Jade observed, “Her fur is turning red.”

      Caini laid the silent pup inside the bag. When she was snug, Caini grabbed her gray-pelted sister and put her next to the red

      “Sad they don’t have names yet,” Midnightstar shook her head. “It’s terrible Wyntier killed their parents.”

      “And he would have left them there to die, if Vera hadn’t stepped in. I doubt he would hesitate to do the same to us,” Caini growled. She picked up the black male.

      “This one looks like Daddy,” Caini’s voice said. “Except for the white legs, of course.”

      The pup started yipping and squirming, waving it’s paws in the air. “Shhhh, little fighter, you’ll be sleeping again soon,” Caini giggled as she held the grumbling pup in her teeth. She put him in and his complaints eventually reduced to snores.

      The girls padded out of Vera’s room, Midnightstar holding the bag. The boys came out of Wyntier’s room with a small knapsack of food, Allie and Kennu following.

      “We can take turns carrying this,” Shadowin said, shoving the bag with his paw. “It’s got enough food for Kennu to last a while. I also found some milk lying around for the pups to share.”

      “What about us?” Caini asked.

      Shadowin brought himself up proudly. “If we had stayed in our pack, we would have learned to hunt by now. It’s time to hunt for ourselves.”

      “Have you seen the storms out there? How can we hunt anything at our age?” Jade asked.

      “Dad and Aunt Lottie did,” Shadowin protested. “Besides, we can’t stay here and we’re too little to carry meat.”

      “I guess so,” Midnightstar sighed. “Come on. Wyntier could be back any second.”

      The children hiked out of the cave and down the mountainside. They immediately halted when they got to the edge. “Whoa,” Snapfoot barked when they reached it. “There is no way we are going to be able to get over this canyon. It’s a drop off.”

      “What are we supposed to do now?” Jade asked.

      “The only way over is to fly,” Caini said. “Only an experienced flyer could make it over here from there, but I can tell to fly from here to the other side won’t be too hard.”

      “But how do we make it over? None of us have wings!” Midnightstar protested.

      “One of us does,” Caini said slowly. She turned, ad everyone looked at Allie.

      Allie stood there defiantly, slamming a paw into the snow. “No,” she said. “Allie doesn’t like to fly.”

      “But you’re a Changer!” Caini cried. “A creature of the skies! You’re supposed to love flying!”

      “Allie doesn’t want to. Allie might fall,” she whined.

      “Allie! If you don’t we’ll never make it back home! Besides, you’re five years old! Don’t you think it’s time for you to find your true form?” Caini complained.

      Allie sat down in the snow. “Allie likes her lynx, fawn and giraffe form. No,” she said simply.

      The others sat defeated in the cold, but Kennu climbed up on top of Allie’s back. “Allie must fly. If you don’t, Kennu will never see Mommy and Daddy and we’ll be stuck with that bad man.”

      “But Allie doesn’t want to leave Vera. Vera is sad and unhappy. Allie wants to beat up that bad man!” Allie cried.

      “Kennu knows. But we have to. Bad man will probably hurt us and our friends. Don’t you miss Io?”

      Allie’s mood changed. Her ears pinned back against her head and she had tears in her eyes. “Allie misses Io very much.”

      “And Kennu wants Allie to find her true form,” Kennu added. “Io and Vera have one, and Allie does too.”

      Allie thought it over. “Allie still not sure,” she purred softly.

      Kennu stroked her fur. “Will Allie try for me?” he asked warmly.

      Allie sighed. “Allie will try for you. But only Kennu, and maybe Io. But I still don’t like leaving Vera.” Allie looked back at him. “Allie is not sure of what she’ll turn into,” she warned.

      “That’s okay,” Shadowin encouraged. “It’s better to try than do nothing anyway.”

      Allie closed her eyes. She began to shake and soon a light formed around her. It shone brightly and the wolves closed their eyes. Kennu laughed and held harderonto her form. There was a sudden burst of song from the changing Allie. It swelled around the mountain and creatures came out from their places to hear the sound. As the light faded and the note ended, the animals stared in amazement at the new being.

      “Her true form…” Caini whispered. They all gazed in amazement, Kennu laughing as he sat upon a young baby griffin.

      Allie was nothing short of beautiful. Although she was still a baby and only a foot taller than the wolves, she seemed a little older somehow. Her feathers were golden and shining, ending shortly before her hindquarters to shimmering, yellow fur. Her tail was a lion’s and she carried the back feet and legs of a large cat, while her front legs were those of a bird’s. Her talons and claws were all a bright reddish-brown. Her head was that of an eagle’s, with feathery ears on the top like an owl’s and a beak the same color as her claws. Lastly, her gorgeous golden wings sat folded neatly on her back, covering Kennu like a shield.

      “Okay,” she shook her head and snapped her beak fiercely. “I’m ready.”

      “Shouldn’t you try a few practice rounds first?” Shadowin suggested. She gazed at him out of one of her small brown eyes, and he felt stupid for asking.

      Allie took off the side of the mountain and flew effortlessly over the side, soaring into the air as if she was made for flying. Kennu laughed with glee, clapping when she landed on the other side. Kennu got off and she flew back, taking one of the wolf pups each at a time. When they all were safely to the other side, Allie landed and folded her wings. “Follow me,” she said wisely. “I can lead the way.”

      Kennu climbed up on his rightful place on her back, and she and the pups started making the dangerous trip through the Ice Borns.

      

      The sun was already up. Vera arose and looked around with alarm, Ionan still deep in thought by her side. “Ionan, arise. We have rested too long.”

      Ionan yawned and got to his feet. He saw the new day around him and rumbled, “My Accompany is going to wonder where I am.”

      “As is mine. The children had no one to look after them while I was gone. Oh, why did I leave them?” Tears began to sprout from her eyes and she lashed her tail furiously.

      “Don’t cry. It’s not your fault. But you must go.”

      Vera nodded. Then, without warning, she whipped around and caught Ionan unguarded. She pinned him down and had her teeth at his throat in seconds, growling lowly.

      Stunned by this sudden betrayal, he wondered if his mating ceremony had all been a trick. But then Vera lowered her head and hissed quietly in his ear.

      “Wyntier is watching me. He wants to know where I am. I must leave. But before you go remember...you and your company must hurry if they are to reach us all in time. The weather on the Ice Borns will be so treacherous that you will never make it through until next spring. Then Wyntier will leave and any hope of finding your children will be lost. I’ll try and stall him for as long as I can.” She then bounded into the air. Ionan watched her go with longing, then quickly sprang upward himself. He had to hurry. He didn’t have much time.

      

      Keota had been pacing for hours. Ionan had been gone for too long. He sensed something had happened, but wouldn’t he know if Ionan was dead? Something’s changed with him. It’s not right, he thought, looking into the sky.

      The rest of the group was getting restless as well. Ionan was always there. They could always depend on him. If he didn’t show up when he said he would, didn’t that mean something dreadful had taken place?

      The wolves were getting tense. Casiff stood by and waited to try to prevent a fight if it broke out. In hushed voices, Lottie and Lilja continued to argue.

      “I don’t like him, Lottie. He’s using you,” Lilja said.

      “Using me for what? He loves me,” Lottie insisted.

      “He doesn’t love you! You don’t need him!” Lilja snapped.

      “Easy for you to say!” Lottie said, and Lilja recoiled as she raised her hackles. “You have a pack, a home, a mate and a family! I have Casiff, but you know that the thing I want the most is to be a great mother, just like ours was. I’m nothing unless I can have my own pups!”

      “That’s not true at all, Lottie. You’re amazing and perfect just the way you are, with what you do now. You don’t need to be a mom or have a pack to be important,” Lilja argued.

      “But it’s what I want,” she said. “And Echo can give that to me. And if you can’t realize that, you don’t know me half as well as you think you do.”

      As Lottie walked away from her brother to join Echo on yet another hunt, Lilja turned his back on the entire group to pout. Cornia had given up trying to comfort her mate and just looked up at the skies hopefully. She jumped up wagging her tail when she saw a shape in the sky, but was disappointed when she saw that it was only Snow Drop.
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      In the valley of the unicorns, a ravishing red stallion stood at the top of a cliff over looking his herd. A long legged blue mare came up behind him and whispered, “Anything suspicious, Dragonheart?”

      The red stallion stomped his hoof. “Vixen’s absence has made me nervous, but nothing bad has happened so far.”

      The blue mare looked at him. “Father is the leader of this herd. Every time Dragonstar has gone before something awful has happened. Now I worry.”

      In the distance, Dragonheart saw a figure move. “Sister, look. I think it’s him, the one Vixen was looking for,” he whispered.

      The blue mare paid him no attention. She stood still as a stone, nostrils flaring. “What is it?” Dragonheart asked. When she didn’t answer the stallion turned his head, fear striking his heart as he saw flames sprouting from the edge of the valley.

      “FIRE!” Dragonheart roared, and the heads of the unicorns jolted upward. “RUN!”

      The sound of screams erupted from the herd as the unicorns tried bolting to a safer part of the valley, but everywhere they went, the flames had already taken over. The herd separated, scattering one by one. Most headed into the mountains to fall victims to predators, while others ran right off the side of the cliffs and fell to their deaths. Before the hour was over, all that was left of the once beautiful valley was a pile of smoke and ash.

      

      Ana pounded her fist against a marble pillar outside the Council Hall. Why was it taking so long? Surely going after Wyntier wasn’t this hard of a decision to make? He was a mad man, for goodness sake! Yet it had been days, and although Nicodemus had promised Vixen that he would gather policemen to head out with Ana, he had been particularly slow about it since the Great One had left.

      “What is up with them?” she asked Maekrel. “We’re head of the Department of Security! This is my right to take my guards wherever I need them!”

      Maekrel shrugged. “Our government talks a lot and takes no action. You might be Head of Security, but I’m not anymore, and that must be what’s holding them up. They think I’m an abomination.”

      Ana huffed and tried walking away, but Maekrel grabbed her hand and said, “If they don’t hurry we’ll leave and take down Wyntier ourselves. The longer they take, the bigger chance he has of escaping.”

      At his touch, Ana felt a jolt of electricity lace up her arm and she drew her hand back quickly. “That’s never worked before, Maekrel. We can’t do this on our own. Just look what he did to you last time!”

      Maekrel smiled sadly. “It isn’t like he can do much more, now is there?”

      Ana slowly backed away. “I need some air.” She went down the hall and out the door, onto the mystical lands of her childhood. The soft tropical breeze brushed her hair, and the sun was so hot, it felt like it would fry her skin. You could imagine that the Ice Borns don’t exist at all. Everything’s alright when I’m here.

      But she wasn’t so sure if everything was alright. She remembered another rule she had pounded in her head from birth; Changers and Accompanies are not allowed to have any romantic relations, on penalty of death.

      No one had really paid any attention to this rule before. The thought of loving your bonded partner in a romantic way was just too weird. Besides, Accompanies were people and Changers were animals. They didn’t love each other, and never should. But Maekrel’s not an animal anymore, he’s a person. Like I am. Ana’s insides flip-flopped. What is wrong with me?

      

      Keota sat at his tiny desk in his bedroom, gazing out the window by his right. Southwild is the most beautiful place in the world, he thought idly as he watched the palm trees sway by the sea, which seemed vast and endless. He looked down at his drawings and saw that even though his building had over three hundred rooms, it wasn’t large enough to his liking. He was getting in as much drafting as he could before he and Ionan left for the army. It might be the last time he would be able to work on his dreams of building a palace before drills and battle tactics would drive them away. It should go over the ocean...no, sit inside the ocean! he thought with excitement, scribbling down the idea. Despite the beautiful scene that was unfolding outside the window, the tension in the room was enough to distract Keota from his work, no matter how much he tried to ignore it.

      Ionan sat upon the dresser as a cat, his tail twitching faster than Keota had ever seen. “Will you be out very late?” he asked slowly.

      Vera stood in front of the mirror, her lithe form swaying back and forth as she looked herself over as a dog. “I’m only going out with Allyr and some of the other girls. It won’t be long.”

      Keota had to struggle not to make a sarcastic noise and he felt Ionan’s impatience swelling in his chest. Vera shook herself and the small amethyst collar laced with sapphires around her neck twirled. “A very pretty neckpiece,” Ionan observed.

      “A birthday present for Nagli,” Vera said. “I’m wearing it so it doesn’t get lost.”

      “Giving it to Nagli, it might as well be lost already,” Ionan chuckled.

      Vera walked over to Ionan to nuzzle him goodbye. “You don’t have to do this,” he whispered, and Vera froze. “You can stay with me.”

      “Ionan,” she said.

      “We can do anything you like. You made a promise you wouldn’t see him again,” he pleaded.

      She pulled away. “I don’t know what you’re talking about, Ionan. I’m going to a birthday party. That’s all. I’ll be back soon.”

      Keota could feel Ionan’s heart drop into the floor as she walked out in silence. Ionan jumped onto the bed, curling under the covers and not making another sound.

      “She’s a terrible liar,” Keota said. “You and I both know where she’s going.”

      Keota was ripped out of his memories as a pair of hands clenched around his throat. He flailed wildly in the darkness, looking for a face, for Wyntier himself, but found that the moonlight only illuminated the face of his wife.

      “Die,” Kia snarled, and she curled her fingers tighter around her neck. Keota gasped for air but found only terror. He tried to push her off but Kia had been choking the life out of him for so long that he could barely raise his arms. Kia’s face stared at him in a rage that he had never seen before. Her face was curled up into a snarl, her teeth bared as her bloodshot eyes stared into his. Those were the eyes that he had stared into over and over for years and were the last thing he would ever see...

      “Kia!” he heard Casiff shout nearby. The fairy tried pulling her off but Kia threw him away with ease, compelled by a strength that was not her own. With one hand she kept Keota pinned down, reaching to her side to grab her dagger. She raised it high in the air, aiming for Keota’s heart just as he began to lose consciousness.

      A black blur flashed out of the corner of Keota’s eye as Kia was knocked off his chest. Without warning air was restored and Keota rolled over on his stomach, coughing and holding a hand to his throat.

      “NOOOOOOOO!” Kia screamed a sound that Keota had never heard her make in his life. He glanced over with blurry, obstructed vision and saw Lilja on top of Kia, his teeth at her throat. Cornia kept one arm pinned as Casiff began tying Kia up with rope, binding her hands and feet until she couldn’t move.

      As Keota regained his bearings, he sat up and watched as Kia screamed and screamed, so loudly that birds flew from the trees and animals began peering out from their homes.

      “We can’t have the Lands knowing the queen has lost her mind! She has to shut up!” Cornia hissed.

      “You’re trying to kill me!” Kia wept and she fell backward, rolling on the ground. “I’ve finally figured it out! You’ve kidnapped me and want me dead!”

      “You will be dead if you don’t stop shouting,” Lilja growled, and Kia’s screams subsided, though her loud sobs kept rolling.

      Keota just stared at them emptily. Lottie walked over and put a paw on his shoulder. “He doesn’t really mean it. He just wants her to be quiet so she doesn’t attract attention.”

      “I can’t do this, Lottie,” he whispered. “I can’t lose my son to Wyntier, and my Changer to Vera, and my wife to her own mind all at once.”

      Lottie leaned against him. “With any luck, you won’t have to.”

      Kia continued to wail into the night.

      

      Ionan was back the next morning. Everyone rushed up all at once, saying things like “Are you hurt?” and “What were you thinking? You made us worry sick!”

      Ionan casually blew out a wisp of flame and everyone leapt back. “I’m sorry it took so long. I was delayed.”

      The group sighed with relief, smiling at each other. Ionan looked around and saw the bruises lacing up Keota’s neck, and Kia being guarded by Cornia, her limbs tied as she slept fitfully at the wolf’s feet. “What’s going on here?” he asked his Accompany.

      “Kia’s memory is nonexistent,” Lilja told him. “She thinks we kidnapped her and tried to kill Keota. We’re all safer at the moment if she stays tied up.”

      “Are you alright?” Ionan asked, rushing over to Keota’s side and looking at the bruises closely. Keota narrowed his eyes and said, “I’m fine. Why did it take you so long to get back to us, Ionan? Did you find anything?”

      The Changer hesitated.“I met Vera, and fought her near the Ice Borns.”

      “Did you get anything out of her?” Echo asked excitingly, his tail wagging.

      “She told me before she fled that we have four days left to reach the Ice Borns, otherwise they’ll close up with snow. We must hurry,” he said, extending his wings once more.

      “Well let’s get moving then,” Cornia growled. After throwing Kia over Snow Drop, the group went to leave. But then Lottie noticed a white band around Ionan’s ankle. “Ionan, where did you get that mark?” she asked. “Were you hurt in the fight?”

      Ionan gasped. He had forgotten to dirty the mark so it wouldn’t be noticed. But it was too late, and now everyone was staring at the band.

      Including Keota, who was the only one who understood what it meant.

      Keota jumped off of his back. “What is that?” he questioned, anger beginning to rise.

      “Only a scratch,” Ionan said quickly, trying to hide the band, but Keota grabbed his scaled paw and wrenched it up, his face turning bright red.

      “What have you done!” Keota screamed. “Ionan, how could you?”

      When he didn’t answer Keota strode forward. Ionan backed up quickly, avoiding his Accompany’s rage. “What were you thinking! Have you gone INSANE? Vera is bonded to Wyntier! She helped steal Allie! Allie, Ionan! Do you realize this marriage is strictly forbidden? I call it off!”

      “We already preformed the ceremony,” Ionan protested, his tail lashing.

      “Then I unbind it!” Keota said, waving his hand.

      “You can’t!” Ionan cried. Keota was angrier than Ionan had ever seen and frankly, it was scaring him.

      “I will,” he said, and his eyes narrowed. Ionan dropped his head.

      Lottie walked up to Keota. “Keota, that’s not fair. Ionan loves Vera, and he always has. Your marriage was forbidden, and Ionan didn’t approve of it at first. But he accepted it because you loved Kia. Why can’t you do the same for him? Besides, her being his mate might give us an advantage.”

      “You don’t understand! She’s Wyntier’s slave, she doesn’t work like that!” Keota snapped.

      “She told me she would change,” Ionan protested.

      “She told you what you wanted to hear, like she always has! And when we need her, she’ll turn her back on us like she always does!” Keota yelled.

      “Keota, give her a chance, like you gave Lilja and me!” Lottie begged.

      Keota rounded on her now, his fury unbound. “Why should you care about who marries who? You can’t have a family anyway! You’re barren!”

      Keota’s anger was quickly replaced by regret as he saw Lottie’s face crumble. Casiff jumped off Snow Drop and rushed towards Keota, his fists raised. “I’ll absolutely murder you for breaking her heart!” he cried, and his fist went flying towards Keota’s face. The Accompany ducked easily and Snow Drop grabbed the fairy, dragging him back by his shirt.

      Lottie slowly sat down, staring blankly ahead of her. The only one who seemed more surprised was Echo, who looked at her with sudden disdain. “You’re barren?” he asked blankly. Not knowing whether to believe it, Lottie looked at Ionan.

      “It’s true. I’ve known it for a long time,” he confessed softly.

      Echo stared at Lottie for a minute longer before turning around, starting up a cliff and back the way they came.

      “Where...where are you going, Echo?” Lottie called.

      Echo paused, and then slowly turned around.

      “I appreciate you allowing me to come on this journey,” he said slowly. “But I think it’s in everyone’s best interest if I leave.”

      “What?” Lilja snarled. “But why?”

      “Echo, don’t leave!” Lottie spoke. “Don’t you love me?”

      Echo said nothing, and Cornia slowly growled, “Echo. Now I know where I’ve heard that name before. He never told you why he got kicked out of his pack, did he? Well, I’ll tell you. He mated two she-wolves, and both had pups. He has children out there of his own. But he refused to take care of them.”

      “I wasn’t ready!” Echo cried. “What happened in the past wasn’t my fault!”

      “And now, when you had romanced my sister, you thought you were?” Lilja growled.

      “You have broken a wolf’s most sacred pact,” Cornia snapped. “The promise to be mates for life. That is unforgivable.”

      “I’ve changed my mind! I wanted a pack, and I thought that by helping rescue your pups I could do that.” Echo shook his head. “I can’t go back to either one of my old mates, because they won’t accept me. I thought I could start fresh with you, Lottie.”

      Lottie, sweet Lottie, suddenly turned cold. “With me? Only me, the most famous she-wolf in the Lands? It wasn’t a coincidence you rescued me from that river, was it?” She laughed emotionlessly.

      “I thought you would be different,” Echo said. “I thought you would be ruthless, and fearless like the tales said you were. Not a whimpering, shy little she-wolf whose heart is so big it becomes her biggest weakness, and who blushes everytime someone calls her cute.”

      “Don’t say anything about her! Lottie is an angel!” Casiff cried.

      “And I thought you weren’t a coward,” Lottie snapped. “But I was clearly wrong about you.”

      “We both were. Besides,” he said cooly, staring down directly into Lottie’s eyes, “How could anyone ever love a barren she-wolf?”

      He regretted saying that, for at that moment Lilja pounced. With bared, snarling fangs and wild eyes, he attacked Echo, and the two wolves fell rolling off the cliff and onto the ground. Lilja bit hard and drew blood, and although Echo was an excellent fighter, he couldn’t contain Lilja’s rage.

      “You’re going to kill him! Lilja, stop!” Cornia cried.

      “Lilja, don’t become a murderer!” Ionan roared, and at these words the alpha slowed. Lilja stopped over Echo’s body, his teeth at his throat. “You dared to break my sister’s heart. Now you don’t dare to come near her again.”

      Echo gulped. He was shaking so much, the very ground seemed to tremble. “You had better hope that we never meet again, Echo Coward-Tail. There may be no one around to contain my rage.” He lunged for Echo’s throat and the smaller wolf scampered away, tail tucked between his legs.

      He turned to Lottie, who was lying on the ground while Casiff stroked her fur. “Barren,” she said softly. “I’m barren.”

      “Hush,” Ionan whispered to her, putting his wing around her.

      Cornia walked over to Lottie. “Lottie, it’s alright dear,” she said softly.

      “Be quiet! You don’t understand!” Lottie cried, jumping to her feet and pushing Ionan’s wing away.“I wanted pups more than anything in my entire life. Now who will want me? I’m alone. I’m aloooooooooooone!” she cried, the last word rising into a howl that sent chills down everyone’s spines.

      Her cries fell silent and she hung her head, a small tear trickling down her cheek. Cornia walked over to her side. “Lottie, I know it hurts. You out of all wolves deserve to have a mate and children. But life is never what anyone expects. It’s up to us to grow what the Creator plants in our lives. It’s not fair. Perhaps it’s this way for a reason.”

      “How could this possibly be for a good reason?” Lottie whispered. “That doesn’t make me feel better at all.”

      “Nothing will make you feel better about it,” Cornia said. “But you can have a full life even without pups. You have a full life here and now, with us. We all need you and love you, Lottie. Now more than ever.”

      Lottie looked up and into her brother’s eyes. “I have been selfish,” she whispered.

      “No Lottie.” Lilja shook his head. “I have never known you to be selfish, not even now.”

      Lottie shook her head. “I can’t grieve this now,” she said. “We don’t have any time. We have to rescue the children that are here, not the children that may never come to be.”

      Lilja pushed up against her. “You didn’t deserve this, Lottie,” he said.

      Her eyes shone with suffering. “I know. But like Cornia said, this is what the Creator has planted in my life. I must grow it. It’s not like I have a choice,” she said bitterly.

      Nothing was said for hours between the companions.The wolves were all in mourning, Kia was constantly issuing threats and crying, and Casiff was doing his best not to yell at Keota. Keota didn’t bother with any of them, simply glared at Ionan with a disgusted look on his face. Ionan changed into a rabbit, the smallest form he could muster, and tried to avoid his gaze.

      None of them were looking where they were going. They all began walking too close to the edge of the cliff, which was a big mistake. Without a warning the side of it gave way, pitching them down into a rushing river below

      The screams of the group could be heard for miles as they were thrown into the rippling rapids. Kia’s ropes snapped off of her as she hit a rock and she struggled to keep her head above water, while trying to escape at the same time. Keota reached out and grabbed her arm, and she struggled to get away. Ahead of them, the river split.

      “Everyone stay together!” Keota yelled, but it was no use. They were at the mercy of the river, and Keota screamed as the company was ripped apart. Keota, Kia, Lottie, Lilja and Snow Drop careening to the left, while Casiff, Ionan, and Cornia went to the right. It wasn’t long before neither of them could hear the other.

      “Help!” Ionan cried. “Help! I can’t swim!”

      “Change into something that can!” Casiff yelled, getting water into his mouth.

      Ionan frantically paddled the water. “I…can’t!” he cried. “Someone save me!”

      Cornia swam over to Ionan using the current and lifted the rabbit onto her back. The group swam helplessly along the river, until the rushing waves slowed and they were able to pull themselves up onto a river bank. They lay exhausted on the muddy shore, wondering where the others were and if they would be able to find them in time.

      

      The children had managed to make it out of the Ice Borns the safest and quickest way possible. “It looks like you have a knack at navigation, Allie!” Snapfoot said happily, rolling in the grass.

      “Yeah, unlike some of us,” Jade grumbled, and her brother glared at her.

      As the wolves began to chatter endlessly, Allie and Kennu started singing. Even the young wolf pups squealed joyfully in their bag, although they didn’t know why everyone was so excited. When they were a good distance away from the mountains, they all decided to play. Kennu sat the bag down in the shade, opening it a little so the pups could get a breeze. Then Midnightstar cheered, “Man the fort!” and there was a good deal of squealing and yipping as the wolf pups played their favorite game.

      Kennu picked up a stick and pointed it playfully at Allie, laughing evilly. “I am Malaki Shaman! Your forest and the whole world will be mine!”

      Allie bared her beak playfully, flapping her wings. “Stop right there, Malaki! I’ll rip you to pieces!”

      Kennu ran forward and they both fell, wrestling in the dirt playfully. Allie nipped Kennu in the chest gently and he yelled, pretending to die slowly. “Vixen has defeated me! Goodbye, world!”

      He closed his eyes and laid so still Allie wondered if she really had killed him. “Kennu,” she whispered softly, nudging him with her head. “Kennu,” she whispered once more. When her head was as close to his face as it could get, Kennu jumped up and yelled, “BOO!” Allie jumped back, screaming loudly, and she chased after him in a rousing game of tag.

      When the children had finished playing, they decided the next best thing to do would be to look for berries for lunch. But as they were walking through the forest, something seemed to change.

      “Hey guys,” Shadowin said, and he looked around fearfully, “Do you think that somebody may be...I don’t know, searching for us?”

      At that moment, Kennu pushed Allie into the bushes. She got tangled up in the thorns and Caini rushed in to help her, asking, “Kennu, what did you do that for?”

      “Allie, don’t move! Don’t speak! You’ve gotta stay!” Kennu commanded.

      At that very moment Wyntier snatched up Kennu, while Vera nabbed his backpack. Jade squealed, “Find Dad!” just before Vera grabbed her. The dragoness looked around and Wyntier screamed, “There are some of them missing! Where’s the prophetess?”

      Voices sounded from nearby and Vera whispered, “Wyntier, there’s no time! We can look for the others later! Someone is coming!”

      Wyntier’s eyes widened and he launched himself and Kennu onto Vera. The boy was crying hysterically, but Allie found that she could not move.

      “Kennu!” she cried wildly but the scream died in her throat, unheard. She tried struggling, but it only made her weaker and weaker to disobey Kennu’s orders. As Allie sank lower and lower into the bushes, Caini held back tears as she saw her brothers and sisters fly away, in danger once more.

      Crackling branches and soft voices made Caini sink down lower. “Allie, stop moving!” she whispered frantically, but the baby griffin cried, “No!”

      She’s never been this far apart from Kennu before. It’s killing her! Caini thought. She tried calming Allie down by cleaning her feathers with her tongue, but it didn’t seem to help much. The voices grew nearer and a twig snapped right under a foot by her face. She gasped and her eyes, one blue and the other brown, looked up.

      A blonde haired fairy in a blue shirt was standing above her, and although she thought he wasn’t scary to anyone else, he looked terrifying to her! She whimpered and the fairy looked down, his eyes widened. “Lottie?” he asked, peering at her nearly white coat and mismatched eyes.

      She tilted her head. “How do you know my aunt?” she asked.

      “Oh my gosh, Caini!” Caini’s head turned and her tail shook happily as she saw her mother bounding over to her. “Mommy!” she cried, wagging her entire body.

      “Thank the Creator you are safe!” Cornia sobbed, snuggling her with her muzzle. “Where are your brothers and sisters? They’re not…”

      Her voice wavered and Caini laughed a little sadly. “Mom, you always expect the worst. We escaped from the cave, but the others got re-kidnapped. I had to hide so Wyntier wouldn’t get me too.”

      “Well I’m glad you are safe, Caini, daughter of Cornia,” a booming, powerful voice proclaimed. Caini screamed, “Wow!” as the greenest and largest dragon she had ever seen came out of the trees.

      The dragon looked at her. “Ah, how beautiful you are. You look so much like your aunt. I’ve been waiting to meet you for too long. I’m Ionan.”

      The dragon put his head down and she greeted it, standing next to the large mouth. “Your fangs are almost as big as me!” she exclaimed, putting a paw on a large tooth, and he chuckled.

      At her words large white puffy things began falling softly from the skies like rain, covering the grass and leaving it soft. “Mom,” Caini asked as she batted it with her foot, “What’s this?”

      “Snow,”Ionan answered and he looked up. “Autumn is over. Winter has come.”

      “I’m tired of walking through trees, and now I’m going to have to hike through snow!” Casiff complained. “When are we going to find the others, get the kids and go home?”

      “That’s likely!” Cornia snorted. “Let’s just go and round up everybody else, find the hideout, steal back the kids and fight Wyntier off, all in less than four days! Why don’t I just make griffins come back from extinction while I’m at it?”

      There was a groaning from the bushes and the group startled. Ionan pushed the brush out of the way, staring down in shock.

      The golden baby griffin was lying on the ground, her head on one leg. “Io,” she whispered softly as she looked up at Ionan, her eyes closing slowly as she sighed, “Kennu.”

      

      Vera paced nervously at the entrance of the cave. Wyntier was going to be furious with her. Not only had they managed to lose Allie, the whole point in this mission that had taken them five years to conceive, but her Accompany had noticed the white band around her ankle. This couldn’t get much worse.

      All the children were asleep in their pen once more. She stepped by them slowly as she came to stand in front of her Accompany, who was looking at her with a face devoid of all emotion.

      “Wyntier,” she said.“I can explain.”

      She expected him to hit her, or to tell her that she had betrayed him, but he only stared. “Explain then.”

      She shifted uncomfortably. “I...I believed if I married Ionan he would trust me. That we would be able to trick him when he came to rescue the children.”

      Vera didn’t expect him to believe the lie, but to her surprise he nodded. “Good work, Vera. That was a smart idea.” He laid a hand on her head softly and she pushed into it, enjoying his touch. When had he praised her last? Not since he had realized that she hadn’t agreed with his evil schemes.

      “Come with me,” he said. “I have to show you something important.” Wyntier headed towards his small bedroom and Vera changed into a dog, following him eagerly.

      “What is it, master?” she asked as they entered. Wyntier said nothing, only smiled at her with a mysterious look in his eyes. Vera went to move closer but she was sent flying onto the floor as strands of black magic wound around her ankles, tying her to the spot. She got to her feet and struggled to release the bonds, but no matter how hard she pulled the restraints only pulled tighter.

      “I told you this would happen eventually, darling. She simply can’t be trusted,” a silky voice said behind her. Vera turned to bare her teeth at the fairy behind her, her blue eyes locking with the cold black ones. The fairy shook her head and her long, blood red hair fell around her shoulders in perfect waves.

      “You’re the one who can’t be trusted,” Vera growled. “Wyntier, what are you doing? Have her untie me!”

      “Did you honestly think that I would believe your little lie?” Wyntier asked coldly. “You’ve been endlessly in love with Ionan for years.”

      “I knew she would betray you eventually, dear,” the fairy at his side said with a light little laugh.

      “That witch will be your undoing, Wyntier!” Vera shouted. “And if you think you can keep me locked up in here forever, you’re wrong! Ionan and the others are coming for their children, and I’ve told him where we are! They’re going to stop you, and I’m going to help!”

      “Kia is coming here? I thought you said we didn’t have to worry about them!” the witch said, turning towards Wyntier with a snarl.

      “I gave her the mutation in the syringe. That should slow them down,” he told her.

      “We don’t know that for sure!” she hissed.

      “You don’t understand. I want them to find us,” Wyntier said. “It’s why we’ve been here for so long.”

      The Changer froze in place.“It’s what you wanted all along, isn’t it?” Vera said slowly, with realization. “We could’ve left for Nesting’s Haven a long time ago with Allie and they never would’ve found us. But you’ve waited for them so you could kill them all once they got here. Then they’d be out of the way for good.”

      “You’re right. Nothing is more relentless than a worried parent. They never would’ve stopped searching for her if you’d have kept them alive, my dear. It’s better to kill them now,” the witch said softly, giving Wyntier a kiss. “But what do we do with her?” The Accompany and fairy glanced at Vera, who glared back.

      “We have to keep her around,” Wyntier said. “She may still prove useful. Anything to say for now, Vera?”

      “I only regret not being able to make you love me,” Vera said simply, gazing into the eyes of her Accompany. The witch waved her hand and a small wisp of black magic cupped around Vera’s mouth, silencing her.

      “Who could love someone as pathetic as you?” Wyntier replied cruelly before turning to his wife. “Go back to the house. I have a plan that’ll lure the queen and her friends right into our hands,” Wyntier said.

      The witch vanished in a whirl of black smoke and Wyntier walked calmly out of his bedroom as if nothing was wrong. As he closed the door the children slowly began to wake. Kennu lifted his head up, looked around once or twice, and then asked, “Where’s Vera?”

      Wyntier turned on his heels, heading into the lab. “I’m not sure. Perhaps she abandoned you.”

      “Vera would never abandon us,” Kennu argued.

      “Are you sure? Because it looks like that’s exactly what your Changer has done to you,” Wyntier said before slamming his door shut.
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          Attack, Death, and Memories That Flood
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      “That was awful,” Lilja coughed as water flew from his lungs, crawling out of the water and onto the shore.

      Snow Drop shook her wet coat and crawled over to the nearest clearing, collapsing onto the ground. “There are no amount of apples in the world that’ll make this trip worthwhile,” she grunted. “None at all.”

      “What about sugar cubes?” Lottie asked, sopping wet.

      Snow Drop thought about it for a second before letting out a sharp neigh. “No.”

      As Keota got to his feet a shrill cry sounded behind him. He turned around slowly to catch Kia’s wrists in mid attack as she tried to smash his head in with a rock.

      “Would you stop trying to kill me?” Keota said desperately, and he shook her as he said the words. “I’m not trying to hurt you, I did not kidnap you, and I certainly don’t want you dead!”

      Kia glared at him. “Then why are you keeping me prisoner?”

      “I’m not keeping you prisoner,” Keota said. “I just...can’t let you leave.”

      “That makes a lot of sense,” Kia snorted. “You’re a smart one, aren’t you?”

      “There she is!” Lilja said in excitement, and Keota’s face actually brightened with hope at the insult.

      “Maybe she’s coming back?” Snow Drop said.

      “I hate all of you!” Kia screamed. “And I’m going to make your lives miserable for not doing what I say!”

      “Yeah, well, what else is new?” Keota said, letting go of her shoulders to turn away and sit on a stump. His eyes welled up with tears. Before anyone knew what was happening Keota’s head was in his arms, and he was crying harder than any of them had seen before.

      Kia’s hardened glare fell from her face. She walked in front of him, kneeling in the dirt. “I don’t know if this is a trick, but if it’s not, I’m sorry,” she said softly. “But I just don’t know who any of you are. And I don’t think that I could be married to you.”

      “But you are!” he gasped. “Just look at the ring on your finger!” He pointed to the lovely emerald he had given her five years earlier.

      “I’m pretty sure I got that from my mom or something,” Kia told him. “I know you say you love me, but I just don’t feel it. And if I can’t remember that I loved you, you must be lying to me.”

      “You must remember Kia. You love him.” Lottie came up and sat at Keota’s side. “You have always loved him.”

      “And if you can’t remember, what will happen to Kennu?” Lilja asked from behind the fairy.

      “Here we go with the whole son being lost thing,” Kia groaned. “I am not married, I don’t have any kids, and I have no idea why you keep trying to tell me that.”

      “I don’t know why you keep telling me we’re going to kill you, either!” Keota protested back.

      Kia held her breath. “Well...I don’t know that, but I’m sure there’s a good reason!”

      “Oh yeah? Like what?” Keota asked.

      “Nothing!”

      “When you say nothing, it always means something!” Keota shouted.

      “No it doesn’t, you don’t know anything about me!” Kia yelled.

      “Yes it does, because that’s what you say everytime!”

      “You’d have thought she’d never lost her memory at all, the way this fight is going,” Snow Drop mumbled to the wolves.

      “I don’t know who I am, but whoever I am doesn’t belong here with you!” Kia said, pointing at Keota. “There is nothing in this world that’ll convince me that I love you!”

      Kia turned and stormed off. Keota got up to follow but Snow Drop held him back.

      “Let Lottie go. I’m sure she can bring Kia to her senses.” As the Pegasus said this Lottie rose to her feet and followed the distressed fairy.

      “I just can’t handle any of this,” Keota cried into his hands. “I love her, and I know she loves me but this is like having her taken away from me! I just can’t do this for much longer!” The Accompany continued to cry while Lilja and Snow Drop struggled to comfort him.

      

      Ionan turned to look at the small griffin perched on his shoulders. “Do you sense him yet, Allie?” he asked her.

      “No. I can’t find Kennu.” She placed her head on Ionan’s back and sighed.

      “We’ll find him soon Allie, don’t you worry,” Casiff assured.

      “How can you be so sure?” Cornia snapped, Caini following close at her heels.

      “Because I look on the bright side of things,” Casiff snarled at the she-wolf. “And to be honest, we don’t really have another choice but to find them, unless you’d like to be mummified in snow.”

      She huffed her version of a sigh. “I’m sorry I’m so negative, but I’ve lost my children and my mate. This seems impossible.”

      “It’s okay Mother,” Caini said softly. “We came from the Ice Borns, in a little cave. I know we’re headed in the right direction.”

      “Yes, in a little cave with no room to run,” Allie added.

      “We will find all the children and the others soon.” Ionan told them. “It’ll just take a little bit of time and teamwork.”

      The night shone brightly as Ionan and his companions trekked up the mountain side, ready to join up with the others and defeat Wyntier. If the others are coming, Ionan thought sadly in his lion form as he trumped through the snow. They had no word from any creature great or small about their friends. Ionan prayed they were alright.

      Ionan was a Changer, so he could stave off resting for a few days, but Casiff and Cornia were exhausted. Caini and Allie were even more tired than the adults were, and rested on Ionan’s back, Allie a small lynx again.

      Allie groaned, “Kennu,” and began twisting on his back, changing into a fawn and kicking Caini in the stomach with her head. Caini growled, and Allie moved away, still calling for Kennu. Ionan reached around and took Allie down with his mouth, carrying her that way.

      “Let me take her,” Casiff said. Ionan handed Allie over to Casiff and the Changer quieted as she listened to the steady sound of his breathing and heartbeat.

      “She’s changed,” Casiff murmured as he stroked her long fur.

      “How so?” Ionan asked.

      “Everything. She’s found her main form, and her baby voice is gone. Something about her is less playful, and more dangerous.”

      “My little Allie is growing up.” Ionan looked at her lovingly and Casiff stroked her fur again. The fairy looked up at the stars and said, “I hope Vixen is alright.”

      “She’s the Great One. I can’t imagine anything, or anyone, could harm her,” Ionan mumbled as he looked at the fairy.

      “Yeah, yeah. I just wish I could be there with her. I want to get back in time so I can see our baby’s birth,” he said, looking at his gold wedding band hopefully. Then he turned back to stroking Allie and mumbled, “I wish Lottie were here.”

      They continued onward until the night was just beginning to fade, settling in a clearing surrounded by the harsh mountainside. Allie and Caini woke up and asked to walk. The other adults settled down to rest while Ionan watched over the youngsters. Caini soon fell asleep once again by Cornia’s side, but Allie stayed up, looking up at the stars. She changed into a fawn and laid down, flicking her tail idly.

      “Where’s my Kennu? When will we find him again?” she asked Ionan.

      The lion sat next to her. He cast around for a subject that would take Allie’s mind off her friend.

      “You know Allie, Christmas is coming up. What would you like for Christmas?” he asked with a smile.

      “Kennu,” she said simply.

      “We’ll get Kennu back,” he promised. “But what else?”

      The little fawn thought. Then her brown eyes brightened and she said, “I want Vera to come back and be my mommy.”

      Ionan’s eyes widened. “Is that really what you want for Christmas?”

      “Yes!” she cried, excited. “I want to go home with Vera as my mommy and you can be the daddy. That would be the best Christmas gift ever,” she sighed, changing into a griffin and fluttering her wings.

      “Maybe you’ll get your wish,” Ionan said. He tickled her ears and she laughed. They rolled in the snow, Allie snickering wildly as Ionan let out deep, low chuckles.

      There was a soft glow in the corner of the rocks that caught Allie’s eye. She glided away from Ionan’s side, and went after the light as if enchanted by a spell.

      Ionan spotted her walking away and called out, “Allie, don’t wander off.”

      She paid him no attention, but continued walking towards the light. “Allie,” he called again. “Allakenzie!”

      It was too late, for she had disappeared. He leapt up from his spot and chased after her, wondering why she wasn’t listening. It wasn’t strange for her to disobey Kia and Keota, but she always did what Ionan asked of her.

      “Allie, come back! Listen to me this instant, young lady!” he cried as he chased after her, changing into a dragon.

      She didn’t even look at him. Every part of his brain was telling him to grab her and drag her back to the group, but a tiny part of his heart whispered to follow. So he wandered after her, hoping the mysterious light wasn’t a trap.

      They came to an opening in the mountains far above the rest. Allie stopped and giggled happily above him. Ionan rushed after her, wondering what she was seeing. He stopped dead in his tracks when he realized what was in front of him.

      A pure white she-wolf, one with two differently colored eyes, stood gracefully on the rocks. “I’ve seen you before! You’re Caini! Lottie and Lilja’s mother!” Ionan exclaimed.

      The she-wolf nodded with a smile, fading away into the night. His head turned as he heard Allie squeal. He gasped, trembling as he saw two griffins standing tall on the mountain side, their tails twirling and wings outstretched as they gazed down upon Allie.

      “Allyr,” Ionan gasped. “And Kotakenzie!”

      Allie’s tail twitched happily behind her. “Mommy and Daddy.”  

      

      “I don’t think we should go in there,” Kia said, pointing at the forest in front of them. Even though her memory was lost, the group couldn’t argue that she had a good point. The forest that was bordering the Ice Borns was brown, dark, and the very definition of menacing. The ice that was beginning to form on the barren trees wasn’t making them look any cheerier, either.

      “Last time I checked you didn’t even know who you were,” Keota snapped. “What makes you think that I’m going to listen to you? OUCH!” he cried as Lilja came up and nipped cruelly at his ankles. “What was that for?” he asked.

      “Be a little nicer. It’s not her fault Wyntier did this to her,” the wolf growled.

      “Then maybe he should’ve taken her with him,” Keota mumbled.

      “He would’ve brought her back,” Snow Drop said, staring at a tree trunk and looking like she would love nothing more but to slam her head into it over and over.

      “Fine, I’ll be nicer,” Keota said sarcastically. He turned to face Kia. “We have to go in there whether you want to or not, because it’s our only way through to the Ice Borns. Now let’s go.” He walked on and the others followed behind him reluctantly.

      They were barely into the trees before trouble found them. “Who dares enter this forest without an invitation?” a booming voice asked, echoing about the trees. The group stopped dead in their tracks, searching the trees for the voice.

      Keota turned to see a tall, dark skinned elf looking at him, with long blonde hair and a bow at his side. A quiver of arrows clung to his back. “You all must leave this place immediately! You’re not welcome here,” he commanded. His muscles, which were bigger than his head, flexed threateningly.

      “My name is Keota and this is my wife Kia...” Keota started.

      “I just met you like, a week ago. We are not married!” Kia interrupted from behind him.

      Keota sighed and continued. “Our son was kidnapped and the only way to get to him is through this forest. Kia happens to be the queen of the Lands, so if we could just pass through...”

      The elf began to laugh. “You expect me to believe that thing is the queen? Queen Kiatana is a fairy not a...whatever she is,” the elf said, looking in disgust at Kia.

      “Excuse me?” Kia stepped forward. “I don’t remember being queen, but I don’t see why I’m not very queen-like to you!”

      The elf threw his hand up in a signal. In an instant the group was surrounded by armed elves who began to open fire on the trespassers. Keota grabbed Kia’s hand and instead of turning out of the forest, led the small group farther into the woods.

      They ran as fast as they could but it seemed impossible to escape the elves. Every time they seemed to have lost them, more jumped out from the trees to block their path. They made it to a clearing and, surrounded, the group stopped in their tracks.

      From out of nowhere the large elf jumped in front of them. He knocked an arrow into his quiver and let it fly. It struck Keota in the chest and with a cry of pain he fell, clutching the bleeding wound.

      The world was in slow motion as Keota collapsed, and as Kia watched a new image filled her head.

      She was lying on the ground. A man was standing above her, a man she thought to be the most handsome she had ever seen, with black hair and golden eyes. He was looking down at her in confusion. “What is your name?” he asked her.

      She swallowed. “Kiatana Abrilion Shaman...”

      The cliff side crumbled beneath her feet. She began falling to her death before she felt strong arms lift her into the air as if she weighed no more than a feather. The man that saved her was smiling...

      She and the golden-eyed man were facing a fairy with black hair and the ears of a fox. “It’s a rose,” a young wolf said proudly, wagging her tail…

      She lay in a bed, hot and sweaty, more tired than she had ever been in her life, yet more proud too. She turned and looked up to see the child in the man’s arms. “He’s got my eyes, doesn’t he...?”

      She was standing outside, covered in dirt as she watched a dragon and the man descend from the skies. A five year old stood behind her, sucking his thumb with one hand and petting a lynx with the other...

      She was sitting in front of the man, trying to convince him that she had never met him before. He cried and kept telling her that they were married. She told him that no matter what, nothing would convince her that she loved him.

      Nothing except for watching him die right before her eyes.

      Kia rushed forward to catch the one she loved before he crumpled against the ground. Keota landed in her arms and tears began to spring up in her eyes. She looked down at him and said the two words that made him the happiest man alive, despite bleeding to death: “I remember.”

      “About time,” he groaned, holding his side. “How?”

      “It doesn’t matter,” she said. “I love you, Keota, more than anything, and if you die now I wouldn’t be able to go on any longer. I need you. You are my light, and without you I have nothing.”

      “Stop the attack!” a voice cried. The elves halted and Kia glanced up to see a black-haired man in a white robe, holding his hands high. From them a bright light shone and the elves turned and ran, blinded by the light.

      “Excuse me, my Queen,” the black haired man walked from the trees and knelt by her side. “I can help him.”

      Kia looked at him, terror in her eyes. “Please save him. I love him. I love him,” she whispered.

      The strange man pulled the arrow from Keota’s chest and placed his hands over the wound. A faint white glow appeared and as the man removed his fingers the wound healed. Keota sputtered for a moment, and then slowly sat up with Kia’s help. He wrapped his arms around her and they both began to cry.

      “I thought I had lost you,” he told her softly.

      “My mother used to say that no matter what, the memories of the past are always there. It just takes pain to make them show themselves,” Kia told him.

      The two got to their feet and Snow Drop whinnied, rising up on her back legs. “What is going on here? I just witnessed a miracle!”

      “Advanced priests of the temple can heal,” Keota said, embracing the man in front of him. “And this priest is the best of them all. Father. What are you doing here?”

      “WHAT? Your father?” Kia asked, staring at the man with an open mouth.

      The man smiled. “Yes, Queen Kiatana. I am Amancio Morimoti. I found your sister and she told me that your son had been kidnapped. She told me to stay behind, but I suppose it’s a good thing I didn’t.” He smiled at Kiatana.

      “How did you get here?” Keota asked.

      “Who else?” Amancio smiled. “I asked Ignus.”

      “Ignus is here? Ionan’s father?” Keota said with wide eyes. “That’s not a good thing. He’ll tear Wyntier apart before we even get to him!”

      “Is that such a bad thing?” Lilja asked.

      “Do not worry, my son. We only came to make sure you were alright. Nicodemus will be furious if he finds out I left Nesting’s Haven without permission. But when has the Council ever decided where a priest of the temple goes?” Amancio shrugged.

      Keota shook his head. “No, Father. If you stay here the consequences will be terrible for you. You’re Head Priest, and that’s an important job. Everyone relies on you. You must go back with Ignus as soon as possible, before the Council gives your position to some puppet of theirs.”

      Amancio sighed. “You’re right. Though it would be worth losing my position, to be able to see my child and grandson,” he said slowly, his voice rough. “You never bothered to visit, since you left.”

      Keota looked guiltily at the ground. “I thought you didn’t want me back.”

      “We always wanted you to come home, son,” Amancio said. “It was your mother’s dying wish.”

      “What?” Keota gasped. “Mom is…”

      “She died as she lived, protecting the ones she loved most. There was a great uprising in Nesting’s Haven, and she fought Wyntier until the bitter end,” Amancio told her, and the old man choked back tears.

      “I never got to say goodbye,” Keota whispered, and he leaned on Kia, burying his head in her shoulder. “All because I was too stubborn to visit. Ionan told me I should, but I never listened.”

      “She wouldn’t want you to regret anything, my son,” Amancio said, wiping the tears from Keota’s face. “All she wanted was for you to be happy.”

      Keota embraced the old man once more. “I’m sorry, Dad. I must’ve grown up to be a real disappointment,” he chuckled.

      “Oh yes, marrying royalty is definitely cause for embarrassment,” Amancio laughed. He gave Kiatana a kiss on the cheek and said, “You’re beautiful, my dear, even more lovely than I had hoped. I pray that we’ll meet again someday.”

      “We will,” Kiatana said, grasping his hand. “I don’t know when it will be safe for you to do so, but someday, you’ll be able to see us again and meet your grandson.”

      Amancio smiled sadly. “Ana and her team was headed that way,” he said, pointing directly in front of them. “I’ll lead you out of the forest, and then I’ll meet up with Ignus.”

      “Shouldn’t we be concerned about the elves? They could follow us,” Keota said.

      “They wouldn’t dare to attack us again,” Kia said, waving a hand. “Not after what just happened.”

      When they reached the edge of the forest, Keota gave his father one last farewell hug. “Tell Ignus I said hello.”

      “I will, although he’s a bit grumpy right now,” Amancio chuckled. “He resents I called in a favor on party day.”
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      Ana and Maekrel flew with a team of ten policemen from Nesting’s Haven through the blistering winter wind. The Ice Borns were in sight, but the blizzard that had come upon them in an instant made it impossible for Maekrel to remember exactly where he had found Wyntier’s hideout. 

      “Take me down, Nadeer,” Ana said to the hippogriff that was flying both her and Maekrel at the head of the group. The hippogriff turned downward and the team followed to land on a small ledge on the side of a mountain.

      An Accompany dismounted from his Changer, pointing at the sky. “There’s no way we’ll find Wyntier in this. We should make camp until the storm passes.”

      “What a ridiculous idea,” a Changer hissed nearby, and Ana felt herself turning pink. Lukas, Nicodemus’ own Changer and the python that had been sent out of the Council room earlier, had insisted on coming along to supervise. With his main form being a brown scaled wyvern, with two crooked, bat like wings, two spindly legs and a poisonous scorpion tail, Lukas had been known as the executioner when the Council needed someone to do their dirty work. Ana had seen the pure joy in Lukas’ eyes when he killed criminals for the Council, and she knew that if Nicodemus gave the order, the wyvern would have no trouble killing her as well. She wished she could’ve found a way to make the Changer stay behind, but she had no choice but to bring him along.

      “What we should do is split into teams,” Lukas said. “Ana and Maekrel should head one way down the mountain, and the rest of us will spread out. With any luck we’ll find him quickly.”

      “I don’t want to find Wyntier alone!” an Accompany protested, looking at his Pegasus with fright.

      “Are you a coward?” Lukas hissed and his tail began shaking behind him, giving off a deadly rattle. The Accompany gulped and said, “No. But shouldn’t Ana decide?”

      The team turned to Ana, and Lukas bared his fangs. She tried to keep a stone face. She was Head of Security, but it was clear who was running this mission. “He’s right. Best way to handle this is to split up.”

      “Are you sure, Chief?” a Changer asked.

      “This is the only way,” Ana responded. “We have to look over the entire mountain.”

      As the group separated Ana tried to contain her anger, but like always, Maekrel noticed.

      “You don’t think splitting up was a good idea, do you?” Maekrel said as they hiked together down the mountainside.

      “No,” Ana said. “But I’d like to put as much distance between me and Lukas as possible.”

      “But we might not find Wyntier that way,” Maekrel argued.

      “They took so long gathering the team, we probably won’t find him now. Wyntier probably left with Vera long ago. The Council lost our chance to stop him once and for all. Again.” She let out a loud huff, shaking her head.

      “You can’t give up so easily,” Maekrel argued. “With the weather like this, he might still be here.”

       “I doubt that. He’d force Vera to fly in anything. It’s not like a few flurries are going to stop him.” She began jogging down the mountain, barely paying attention to where she was going and looking down at the snow angrily.

      “Ana!” Maekrel said, but she didn’t listen.

      “Ana!” he said once again, and he grabbed her arm, spinning her around. “I know things seem terrible at the moment, but it’ll be alright!”

      “What makes you think it’s going to be alright?” she yelled. “Wyntier is going to get away with it once again, and this time, it’s with my nephew!”

      “Have you ever noticed that we have something Wyntier does not?” Maekrel asked slowly.

      “And what is that? More people on our side? Because he seems to be outsmarting all of us,” Ana snapped.

      “Love.” Maekrel took her chin in his hand and tilted her face upward slightly. He hesitated before he pressed his lips against hers in a kiss. Ana stiffened in shock, but then allowed herself to relax, looping her arms around him. He pulled away from her and smiled. “I think we can do this.”

       Ana smiled. “Me too.” For the first time in a long while, she believed in something again.

       

      From far away, there was a scream. Ana jumped forward but Maekrel caught her, holding her back. “Stay here. You’re Head of Security. If something happens to you, we’re all in trouble.”

      “You can’t go by yourself,” Ana said.

      “I might not be your Changer anymore, but I’m still determined to protect you,” Maekrel said. The scream became even louder and before Ana could protest further Maekrel ran away into the snow as fast as he could. He tried finding a sense of direction in the storm. But it was no use. The blizzard was so thick, he could barely see. It was one of the reasons he didn’t notice the carnage in front of him until he was right upon it.

      Blood. Blood everywhere. Changers and Accompanies alike laid slain in the snow, their bodies ripped open, some of them in pieces. As he surveyed the scene, he realized the bodies lying around were those of his team. Maekrel walked around the scene in shock, stepping around limbs and severed heads. He finally found the hippogriff Nadeer, who laid on his side, his gut torn open. The poor creature was still breathing.

      “Nadeer!” Maekrel said, and he knelt by the hippogriff’s side. Picking up the Changer’s head in his arms, he looked into the creature’s eyes, which were slowly fading. “Nadeer, who did this?”

      Nadeer let out one wheezing, last breath and gasped, “Lu...kas...”

      

      Ionan stood half-terrified, half amazed as he gazed at the formidable creatures before him. They had once been his friends at Dinkleberry University, and may yet still be his friends, but he knew that they were no longer of this world. Vixen had proclaimed Allie’s parents dead, and so they were. But never in his wildest dreams had he imagined that the parents of his adopted child were Allyr and Kotakenzie.

      Allie clacked her beak at them happily, and they turned towards her with a gentle gaze. Kotakenzie was large, with the back end of a cheetah and the face of an eagle, his feathers shimmering golden in the night. Allyr had the stripes of a white tiger on her back legs, her feathers gleaming white with a silver beak.

      “Ionan,” Allyr stated. “We need to speak with you.”  Her voice was even more echoing and powerful than his was. It was Allyr’s voice, as he remembered it, but somehow at the same time, it wasn’t. “Don’t be afraid,” she laughed. “We are no more than you. Common Changers, all gone on.”

      “Why must you speak with me?” he asked, drawing his tail up. “It’s not often I consult with the dead, though I must admit of recent years it’s been more than I have liked.”

      “To tell you things you need to know and would not have discovered otherwise, yet things that must remain a secret,” Kotakenzie stated. Ionan noticed he had Allie’s same kind eyes, a detail he had forgotten over the years.

      Ionan bowed to them. “My dear friends, I must ask, if you have journeyed past death to tell me secrets, why must they remain so? Won’t your daughter remember what you speak of this night?”

      “She won’t remember anything until the right time comes,” Allyr said.

      Ionan widened his eyes. This was deeper than he ever could have imagined. Kotakenzie shook his feathers and said, “You must promise not to speak of any of this, not even to your family or friends.”

      Ionan went to speak but Allyr hushed him. “You must listen. Allie was given a special gift when she was born. The full extent of her powers was bestowed on her by the Creator to revolutionize a new era. But in order to do this, she must learn how to control it. Her powers of prophecy are only the beginning. Within her she has the ability to fight thousands.”

      “What are you talking about? Allie is just a little girl,” Ionan grumbled, not liking what he was hearing.

      Kotakenzie stepped forward. “When she was born, her powers were apparent upon her birth. The Great One was intent on keeping them a secret. But, as you know, secrets rarely stay that way. Word leaked out and the Council heard. They wanted to keep everything normal, and so they hired someone to come kill Allie in the night.”

      “Murdering an infant? The Council knows no bounds,” Ionan hissed.

      “They never got their chance. Wyntier too heard of her powers, and he came in the night to steal Allie away so he could force her to use her powers for himself. He and Vera murdered us while we were trying to protect her, along with several others.”

       “Vera could never hurt you, Allyr! You were her best friend!” Ionan insisted.

       Allyr’s blue eyes blinked at him sadly. “She could not disobey a direct order from Wyntier, and so she killed me first, so I would not have to bear the sight of my child being stolen away from me.”

      “Keota’s own mother died by Wyntier’s hand,” Kotakenzie added. “She was the last person to defend our daughter until the Great One came and managed to save Allie from Wyntier’s grasp.”

      “Anurati. No,” Ionan said, shaking his head. “It can’t be true. Not her. She was such a kind soul.”

      “You knew she would do anything to help, Ionan. And that night she gave the biggest sacrifice of all, because everything depends on keeping our little girl safe,” Kotakenzie said, nodding his head at Allie. “Anurati gave her last breath getting Allie to the Great One. And so Wyntier’s plans were thwarted, but not for long.”

      “What do you mean?” Ionan asked.

      “After Allie disappeared, Nesting’s Haven dissolved into chaos,” Allyr said, shaking her head. “Wyntier and Vera, along with several of his followers, went to destroy the Council. The two warring sides caused the city to collapse, and many were killed in the process. The Council eventually won, and chased Wyntier out of the city. His followers went into hiding. The Great One shoved Allie in ceremony after ceremony to get her to a safer home. But to no avail. Vixen did the last thing she could to keep her out of Wyntier’s way...she sent her to you.”

      “And now Allie and Kennu are bonded,” Ionan whispered. He looked over at Kotakenzie. “But what does this have to do with anything?”

      Allyr and Kotakenzie looked at each other, reciting in perfect unison; 

      
        
        “The alliance will bond together,

        In perfect harmony,

        Friends brought to stop the evil,

        And set the Changers free.”

      

      

      

      “Set the Changers free? What does that mean?” he asked.

      “The two necklaces and the crown are the only way. Allie has to destroy them,” Allyr insisted.

      “Excuse me?” Ionan asked.

      “When Wyntier is at his strongest, there will be only one that will take him down. The knowledge of the one that knows all, is all in one,” Kotakenzie said.

       “Who knows all? You can’t tell me any of this and expect me to understand...”

       “And at the very end when death is the only result, remember to look back and below,” Kotakenzie said.

      “What are you talking about?” Ionan asked, shaking his head. The figures began to fade and Allie let out a loud squawk. Ionan rushed forward, shouting, “Wait! This makes no sense! You cannot leave without telling me what this means!”

      They were gone. Allie turned and chirped at him, flying by his side. Ionan rubbed his eyes on his right wing, feeling more tired than he had in ages. Allie looked up at him and asked, “Is Io okay?”

      “No Allie. Io is not okay,” he said, and he groomed her head feathers lovingly.

      “You moron! You nearly gave us a heart attack!”

      He turned to see Kia waving at him, holding Keota’s hand. Casiff followed, with Snow Drop behind him and Lottie and Cornia came bringing up the rear. Lilja and Caini trotted happily beside them.

      Ionan romped over to Keota and put his head down to greet his Accompany.“How did you find us?”

      “We had help from his dad, after some elves tried to kill us,” Kia explained, pointing at Keota. “It sounds stupid, I know.”

      “You should have this back,” Casiff said, handing Kia her knife. “I’m tired of carrying it around.”

      “Now that Kia is healed, Keota, you know what we have to do now,” Ionan said.

      Dropping Kia’s hand, the Accompany let out an angry noise and said, “I’m not letting you sacrifice yourself!”

      The entire group gasped, but Ionan ignored them. “You heard what Wyntier said. The only way to save Kennu is to kill me, as a trade. We have to do it.”

      “I don’t think so!” Casiff shouted and he tripped, falling face forward into a snow drift. He got up off the ground and brushed his shirt off, looking embarrassed. “You’re the brains and the brawn of this operation!”

      “Which is coming to a close,” Ionan said.

      “I don’t care!” Casiff said and he whirled around wildly at Snow Drop, who was breathing heavily onto his hair. “Will you please give me some space? I barely know you!”

       “Oh well, how rude,” Snow Drop said, turning around and smacking Casiff in the face with her tail. 

      “And this is why you are bad at being a fairy,” Kia laughed, trying to break some of the tension.

      Keota paid them no attention. “Ionan,” he whined, but the Changer simply stared at him and said, “Not in front of the children, Keota.”

      “Children? As in plural?” Kia asked, looking around. Allie, who had been hiding behind a rock, jumped out at the couple and yelled exuberantly, “You found me!”

      Keota let out a shrill, annoying screech and cried, “What is that thing?!?!”

      Everyone else laughed and Kia caught Allie in her arms, Keota putting up his hands to protect his face.“Hey baby griffin. Where’s mommy?” she asked kindly.

      “No mommy, just Io,” the griffin proclaimed.

      Kia peered at her and said, “Of course! Allie!”

      “What?” Keota asked and he put down his hands. He looked at her and she giggled, biting him sharply on the nose. “Ow! Yep, that’s Allie alright.

      Kia’s good mood changed when she noticed Kennu was not with her. “Allie, where’s…”

      She broke off as she caught Ionan swaying his head back and forth. She glanced at Casiff and he mouthed, Didn’t…get…away…Wyntier.

      She bit her lip and looked at her husband. The look on his face told her that he had understood.
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      “Kennu can’t be far,” Kiatana said, looking at her friends. “I’m sure if we hurry, we can find him tonight.”

      “My Queen!” a strong, booming voice called from the top of the mountains. “I request a word!”

            The group looked up. The source of the voice was an elf. He had bright green eyes and his blonde hair was pulled back in a braid, and was dressed richly in what looked like silks.

      “Of course,” Kia forced a smile at him as she spoke, putting Allie down on the ground.

      “I am Zornaka, the elfin king and I am here to speak on the behalf of my people,” he began.

      “Then speak for them,” Kia commanded. “I haven’t got all day.”

      Zornaka chuckled slightly at her impatience. “We elves believe that fairies have held the throne for too long. Today, we take it for the elves!”

      As he spoke thousands of elves, more than anyone had ever seen, arranged themselves along the top of the mountains, surrounding them. “Leave no survivors!” Zornaka barked and the elves began pouring down the mountainside, their weapons raised high as they charged towards the group.

      “I just knew they were up to something! There was no way that they were going to let us get away!” Keota yelled as he bunched up his fists, preparing to fight.

      “Next time I’ll take your word for it!” Kia called back. She pulled out her knife as Ionan bared his fangs, the wolves surrounding Caini and Allie.

      “Do not kill the queen!” Zornaka called out. “She is mine, after she watches her friends die!”

      

      Vera shivered inside the small bedroom. There was little light in here, and she could feel herself losing strength quickly. The black magic around her ankles and mouth refused to budge. If she didn’t get some sun soon, she was going to die.

      He’s left me in here to rot, she thought. Typical of him, picking the cruelest way.

      She wasn’t going to go quietly. If there wasn’t a way to get out of here, there had to be something she could do to stop Wyntier. She turned her head and looked at his bed to see the book they had found at Malaki Shaman’s hut lying there innocently. That book had caused more destruction in the past few years than Wyntier had in his entire life. It was responsible for the poison in the syringe that had hurt Kia and Maekrel, responsible for the witch growing in her dark magic, and had given Wyntier more knowledge of Allie’s powers and his enemies weaknesses than he ever had before. Wyntier had stated he wouldn’t do anything until he had read the entire book when they discovered it, but for some reason he never finished it because there was always more to learn. A book with that kind of knowledge shouldn’t belong to anyone, let alone her Accompany. Whatever happened to her, Vera knew that if that book remained in Wyntier’s hands there would be no hope for the Lands or anywhere else.

      I have to hide it, she thought. Struggling against her bonds, she leaned over to the bed until she had enough strength to nose the book onto the floor. She then pushed it with her paws into the closet, where she covered up the book with the blankets and coats that Wyntier had left inside.

      That’s not going to stop him, Vera thought, dissatisfied, but she knew there was nothing more she could do. She shut the closet door, but as she did so she felt a tremor run throughout her entire body.

      Unable to scream, Vera moaned. Her stomach felt like it was being stabbed over and over again with a knife. Falling onto the floor Vera tried to get into a more comfortable position, but the bonds prevented it. Her body began shaking and Vera wished that someone, anyone, would come so she wouldn’t have to be alone.

      Creator help me, Vera thought, and she laid on the ground, unable to do anything but be still and think about the pain.

      

      It would seem that there was no way the group was getting out of this. There were hundreds of elves for every one of Kia’s group, and no matter how many of them met death by the group’s hand, there were ten more to take their place.

      The wolves had formed a circle around a small group of elves. They paced around their targets, snapping and biting every time someone moved. As one elf began to run Lilja launched at him and knocked him to the ground. With one simple move the elf’s life ended. The others remained still as the wolves launched themselves onto the elves, blood spewing everywhere by their fangs.

      Ionan rampaged among the battle in the form of a lion, picking off elves one by one. As they began to surround him he took to the sky as a dragon, breathing flame down upon the elves. Allie flew beside him and dive bombed several unsuspecting elves, pecking out their eyes and leaving them disoriented.

      Snow Drop kicked out her hooves at the attackers. A braver elf charged at her and Snow Drop latched onto his shirt and sent him flying. He landed behind her with a bone shattering thud.

      Keota sported a wound in his left shoulder and struggled to fight off the ever present elves. He kicked one in the shins and several other elves tripped over their fallen comrade. Kia fought off the enemies that were purposely losing to her, knowing they were simply trying to drain her energy. One by one they fell to her set of knives. She started to fight her way to Keota but was blocked off by several larger elves who pushed her back and kept her where she was.

      Casiff had taken to the skies, throwing large rocks at the elves below him and forcing his weak wings to sustain flight. With every miss he swore, and he shouted to Kia, “I can do this all day, but I think I’m going to run out of rocks!”

      “If you run out of rocks on a mountain, you’ve reached a new level of pathetic!” Kia cried.

      “I WOULDN’T DOUBT IT, WITH HOW MANY ELVES I HAVE TO KILL!!!” Casiff screamed back angrily.

      “There’s too many of them!” Kia yelled to Keota. “We’re never going to stop them all!”

      “Hey little sister, need some help?” a voice called, drifting over the mountain.

      The battle halted in place, elves freezing in their tracks as they gazed up the mountain side. Zornaka turned to look at the fairy who stood on the other side of the mountain directly across from him. His smile turned to fear. “The cursed one.”

      “Nineva!” Kia gasped.

      The fairy smiled. “Hello, sister.”  

      Even though the two were sisters, Kiatana and Nineva couldn’t have been more different. Nineva had long hair that was red as blood, and her eyes were blacker than a pit of despair. She was dressed in an incredibly expensive dress that was as black as her eyes, and her skin was as white as snow. Her wings were ones of a bat, not a butterfly, and she displayed them proudly as she hovered over the horde of elves.

      “Where have you been?” Kia called, tears flooding her eyes. 

      “Here and there,” Nineva shrugged. “On the count of three, you and your friends need to run like hell.”

      “Why?” Kia asked.

      Nineva didn’t bother to answer. “One…two…three!”

      Kia began to sprint away from the mountain and the others followed her quickly, having no idea what was going on. A half a second later Nineva flew into the sky, shouting out a spell in a language none of them had ever heard before. From her hands came a terrible magic that devoured the thousands of elves that had flooded the mountain range. Black flames ripped across the peaks and destroyed everything in its path, laying waste to bodies and stone. As the smoke cleared and the flame went out a horrifying scene was revealed. Burned carcasses lay everywhere as dark blood formed pools all over the area. No elves had survived.

      Nineva touched down with a small smile as the company stood gazing at the massacre with open mouths.

      Kia put her hands over her eyes and buried her face against Keota’s chest. “Can we just get out of here please?” he asked Nineva kindly, patting his wife on the shoulder.

      “Of course,” the fairy smiled. “Let me see your shoulder really quick.” She walked up and placed a hand upon Keota’s wound. “Hali,” she whispered again in that strange language. A black flame flowed across his arm and then vanished, taking his wound with it. Keota shivered.

      “Follow me,” she said. “I know a safe place.”

      “Kia,” Casiff said lowly. “I don’t know about this.”

      “She’s the cursed one,” Lilja said with a small growl in his throat. “You saw what she did to those elves. Should we trust her?”

      “It’s my sister,” Kia said harshly. “Of course we can.”

      Nineva took off through the pine trees that surrounded the mountainside. At Kia’s insistence they followed her for several minutes until they came to a house carved out of stone.

      “Come in quickly.” Nineva gestured toward the door. Everyone went inside except for Snow Drop, who was too large to fit. Ionan changed into a hawk so he could go inside, landing on Keota’s shoulder nervously. Nineva closed the door behind them and looked into the small home. “Soran,” she called softly.

      “Mommy!” A six year old boy came running into the room from deep within the house, a small black dog following closely at his side. He jumped into Nineva’s arms and she held him against her hip tenderly, giving him a red-lipped smile. The dog sat on the floor next to her and wagged his small tail.

      “That’s mommy’s boy,” Nineva said before turning to Kia. “Why don’t we all go sit in the kitchen?”

      “Yes, I really do need to sit,” Kia said quietly as she wiped a tear from her eye. Keota wrapped his arm tightly around her shoulders and guided her to the kitchen.

      “Wow,” Keota said, looking around in awe at the beautiful, intricately carved furniture that laid around the room, the hearty fireplace burning brightly. Nineva had the best of everything, as was obvious by the various items in her home rimmed with gold and silver, and the rich rugs lying on the floor. A few pies sat happily cooling on the granite counter. “For my son,” Nineva explained. “He loves them.”

      “Your house is beautiful, Nineva. Your husband must be a wonderful provider,” Kia said, staring at all the beautiful things.

      “He has fine tastes,” Nineva explained. “Must be a change from your little hut in the forest, Kia. I can’t imagine it’s very comfortable for a queen, but I’m sure your husband does his best.”

       Nineva glanced at Keota and the Accompany reddened. Turning around, Keota directed his wife and the others towards the velvet chairs nearby. When they all got comfortable Nineva said, “I’m sorry that I didn’t return home to see you sooner, my sister. I’d heard you defeated our father, but returning to that place is too much for me to bear. I’d also feared you thought I would harm you with my magic.”

      “I lost my big sister. That did more harm to me than any dark magic,” Kia said. “And then mom left to go be queen. I rebelled against Malaki because I thought it would bring you and mom home.” Kia tried not to cry and Keota held her hand in his. 

      “You, little miss follower, rebelled?” Nineva laughed. “I highly doubt that.”

      “I did.” Kia nodded. “I would hide his stuff, trash his work shop, and even steal his things. I ran away all the time and teased the animals because it made him mad. I would do anything to make him mad. Eventually he moved out and we stopped talking. Until the plague, at least.”

      “Ha, I never saw you as a rebel, Kia. I can’t believe it.” Nineva said. “You were always such a goody two shoes.”

      “It would seem we know two very different Kia’s,” Keota said, raising his eyebrows at Nineva. The fairy didn’t answer him.

      The front door creaked and Soran took off into the other room. “Daddy!” he yelled happily. The dog on the floor transformed into a small crow, tearing after the boy happily.

      “Don’t worry, that’s just Zorna,” Nineva told them. “Soran’s Changer.”

      “Your child is half Accompany too?” Kia said in excitement. “What are the odds? I thought Kennu was the only one. Who’s your husband?”

      “Hello dear,” a deep voice echoed through the house. “I found them, darling! All of them!”

      “Is that him?” Kia said in excitement. “I can’t wait to meet him!”

      “Who did you find, dear?” Nineva got up from her chair and walked to the doorway slowly, her red lips curled into a grin.

      “Mommy!” an all too familiar voice yelled just as Kennu appeared in the doorway. He ran to Kia with his arms wide. When she saw him Kia screamed, scooping up her son and spinning him around. “Oh, Kennu! My baby’s home!” She hugged him tightly to her chest and he wrapped his small arms around her neck. Keota ran to both of them and hugged them close, shaking with relief.

      “Kennu!” Allie ran up from under the table and placed her small lynx’s paws against Kia’s leg, jumping up and down.

      “Allie!” Kennu reached for his Changer and Kia placed him on the ground. He hugged Allie’s neck tightly and the Changer transformed into a griffin, wrapping her wings around him tightly.

      Lilja and Cornia happily kissed their five children as the pups played beneath their feet. As Lottie looked on, Kennu came up to her with a small bag in his hand. “I brought you a present,” he said. He reached into the bag and pulled out three small pups who hadn’t even opened their eyes yet. “For Lottie.”

      Lottie stared at the young pups with awe. “Where did you get them, Kennu?” she asked.

      “The bad man killed their mommy and daddy,” Kennu told her sadly. “So I want you to be their mommy.”

      As a small tear trickled out of Lottie’s eye, Kennu ran over to Kia and pulled himself up onto his mother’s lap. She stroked his hair as he sucked his thumb.

      “I’m so happy you’re all here,” the voice drifted out to them. “Because I’ve been dying to get my hands on all of you.” As Nineva’s husband walked into the room the group gasped, and the parents clutched their children to them tighter.

      Nineva came up beside him and smiled cruelly. “I’d like you all to meet my darling husband, Wyntier.”

       

      Snow Drop, who had hid the minute she had seen Wyntier coming, shivered against the trees. She wanted to warn her friends, but what could she do? With that witch in there they’d all be dead in an instant, if they weren’t already.

      “Where’s Vixen? Where’s anybody?” Snow Drop whispered to herself. She didn’t want to go home alone because the rest of her friends were dead. There had to be someone who could do something.

      Only one name popped into her head, the only one she knew for sure she could find. “Bloodbath. I have to hurry.”

       

      Kia squeezed Kennu tightly to her chest as tears poured from her eyes. The wolves surrounded the pups and snarled cruelly. Allie stood in front of Kia, her small griffin wings stretched as far as she could to make herself appear bigger.

      “Nineva,” she said quietly. “How could you?”

      The fairy only smiled back. “We both imagined what our future husbands would be like, Kia. But it seems I got the prince, and you got the toad.”

      Ionan went to jump forward but Nineva sent a jet of black magic flying his way. He dodged it quickly and the witch pointed at him, saying, “If you move again it’ll be my pleasure to kill you.”

      “Vera’s not here,” he said, growling at Wyntier. “What have you done with her?”

      Wyntier smiled. “Wouldn’t you like to know?”

      “Stop this, Wyntier! This ends now!” Kia screamed. She got up to leave but Zorna, now in the form of a dog, jumped in front of her with his teeth bared. Allie lashed out with sharp claws and a sharper beak, going for blood. The other Changer quickly dodged the worst of her attack and jumped into the sky. He dived toward his smaller competitor and landed squarely on the back of her head, forcing her to the ground. His teeth dug cruelly into her back, tearing up beautifully colored feathers and dying the floor red with blood.

      Kennu fought his mother’s grasp and launched himself at Allie’s attacker. He knocked the unsuspecting Changer to the ground and pulled on Zorna’s small ears. Zorna bucked and weaved in an effort to knock the young child from his back, but couldn’t break him. Soran joined the battle as he yanked Kennu off Zorna by his hair and flung him into the other room as if he were some sort of toy. Zorna latched onto one of Allie’s legs and dragged her into the other room.

      Kia and the others jumped up and ran towards the door, but they were cut off by a wall of black flame. Nineva beamed at the children going for the kill, as if they were only playing. “All you can do is watch, little sister, as your son dies.”  

      

      The young girl watched from the shadows as the boy and his Changer were beaten. Her long, blood colored hair was put up in two pigtails on either side of her head and her large, emerald eyes sparkled in the light cast by her mother’s black flame. She began to whisper softly to herself and then turned to look at the family who was trapped in the kitchen. This was the only room she had access to. The eight year old took a deep breath and stepped out of the shadows.

      The minute she did a large wolf jumped in her way, his teeth bared. She put both hands up in front of her. “I’m on your side,” she said softly. “I don’t want to hurt you.”

      “How do I know that you can be trusted? You look so much like her,” the wolf growled, glancing at Nineva.

      “Please. I can help.” The girl’s small face looked as if she genuinely meant what she had said.

      The black wolf backed off. “Fine. But if you try anything, I will tear you to shreds.”

      “Aren’t you pleasant?” she said nervously before walking over to the bawling fairy named Kia in the middle of the floor, being comforted by her husband. She put a hand on the fairy’s shoulder and she looked up, her face panicked and scared. “Who are you?”

      “My name is Vivienna, and this is my Changer, Melodi.” The girl pulled a small mouse out of her pocket and held it up in her hand. “We can help you win against my parents.”

      “How are we supposed to know you are actually on our side?” the Accompany sitting next to the fairy demanded angrily. “We’ve been betrayed before.”

      “Melodi, I command you to tell them the truth,” Vivienna said, looking down at the small mouse in her hands.

      “The whole truth, or just part of it?” the creature asked.

      “Whole, it’s important.” Vivianne replied.

      Melodi sat up to make herself taller, trying not to quake under the fairy’s gaze. “When Vivienna was born Wyntier rejected her, because she was a girl and not a boy. Nineva still loved her though, and raised her despite Wyntier’s objections and even taught her to use the power of dark magic.” Melodi swallowed nervously, and then continued. “When Vivi was four her powers became even greater than Nineva’s. This made Nineva jealous, so she abandoned her daughter and put all her effort into having another child.”

      “So you see, my family hates me. The only reason that I’m alive is because my father’s Changer, Vera, snuck food to me and would play with me every once in a while. She hid me from my parents,” Vivi told them sadly, staring at the floor beneath her feet. “They don’t even know that I’m still alive. They all think I died or ran off long ago, but I stayed to watch my darling little brother grow. I know how to distract him from your son but you have to do something for me in return.”

      “We will do anything to save our son’s life,” Kia gasped through her tears. “Anything you want.”

      “A home,” Vivi looked up at them at last. “That’s all I’ve ever wanted. Somewhere that I belong and don’t have to hide.”

      “I can easily arrange that,” Kia said softly. “Just please, save him.”

      “Thank you.” Vivi smiled at them. “Melodi, go get those pies off the counter.”

      Vivi pointed and the small mouse took the form of a tiny tan owl. She gingerly grabbed ahold of the miniature fruit pies and carried them over to her Accompany. Vivi gestured toward the table and Melodi put them down.

      “What are you going to use those for, a quick snack?” Ionan snapped from Keota’s shoulder, beating his wings anxiously.

      “You’ll see soon enough,” Vivi said quietly. Then she stepped back, raising her hands and starting a chant. “By the strength of darkness within me, and the power of death at my control, I draw back this wall of flame and bring forth my own inner light.”

      Nineva’s wall of fire vanished instantly, becoming nothing more than a veil of light. The witch turned to see what had happened, confused.

      “You!” she snarled as she stared at Vivienna. “I thought you were dead years ago.”

      “Well I guess you thought wrong, Mother, because here I stand.” Vivienna stared cruelly at the witch. “Soran, I’ve got something for you!” the young girl called softly.

      The young boy turned, halting his abuse of Kennu, and smiled as he saw the small pie in his sister’s hand. Zorna, being as curious as he was, also abandoned Allie and stared at the food. “Come get it!” Vivienna cooed softly. “They’re for you!”

      The two came over and snatched up the pies. While Soran was busy munching, Vivienna cast a spell and a cage of fire surrounded the two young boys. Soran began to cry the minute he realized he was trapped. Zorna flew around him as a small bat in an effort to comfort his Accompany, though Soran only cried harder.  As this all occurred Kia slowly snuck up behind Wyntier. She stabbed a knife into his side between two of his ribs quickly, and Wyntier crumpled to the floor, screaming loudly.

      “My love!” Nineva cried, reaching her arms out to catch her mate. Kia ran over to where Kennu and Allie lay unconscious. She scooped up both of them into her arms and the group charged out the front door, leaving Wyntier, Nineva, and their son and his Changer trapped in the fire cage.

      “This way!” Vivienna took off through the trees and the group followed her for lack of a better plan. She led them deep into the forest and to a large cave. “Everybody goes in for the night,” she insisted.     

      “Are you sure this is safe?” Lottie asked as she laid the three pups on the ground in front of her.

      “It’s safer than safe,” Vivienna assured them. “This is where Vera hid me.”

      “I would feel better if we had a guard out here,” Keota gulped.

      “You know what, I agree with that idea.” Kia leaned closer to her husband, holding Kennu against her hip.

      “I agree too,” Allie said, landing in front of Kia and limping on one leg.

      The small mouse named Melodi got down from Vivienna’s shoulder. “I’ll stand watch, Vivi. No one will come near you with me here.”

      “I don’t know Melodi. You’ve always been so timid,” Vivi said softly.

      “I act timid to keep myself safe from harm,” the mouse said gently. “But the time for pretending is over. I can take on a form no other can.”

      “What are you talking Melodi? The only forms I’ve ever seen you in are a mouse and an owl,” Vivi said in confusion.

      The small mouse jumped into the air and changed. Her large form began ripping up trees in her stead until the small grouping of pines was no more.  When she landed she was no longer small, but an animal that everyone thought to be extinct.

      She was easily twice the size of Ionan when he was in his dragon form and had scales the dusty pink color of summer roses. The large wings that came off her back were like those of a bat. Small spikes stood out on the tip of both wings. She had long, thin legs that formed delicate feet tipped with sharp claws. Her long tail was wrought with five poisonous spikes. A large red fringe laid flat against her long neck, with ten more of the poisoned spikes circling the outer edge. Long, sharp fangs hung in her mouth, like a thousand daggers waiting to meet their mark. Her eyes were a sharp pink color and stood out against her scales.

      “It can’t be,” Keota breathed. “It’s impossible!”

      “But I still stand before you in the form of a creature that has been extinct for thousands of years. The only thing that is a natural predator of the dragon,” Melodi boomed. “I am a Dranern, the winged giants that ruled the forests before the age of fairies and continued to rule well into their existence.”

      “Aren’t Dranerns those creatures that were hunted because of the threat they posed to the fairies?” Kia asked.

      “They were a threat because a single drop of Dranern poison could kill everyone in the Lands,” Keota gulped. “That’s how powerful the stuff was.”

      “Well, I think I feel safe going in the cave now,” Lottie said meekly. She picked up the three nameless cubs and carried them into the darkness. A few moments later everyone else followed, while Melodi stayed behind to guard the opening. Every time she moved, her footsteps created tremors that could be felt for miles.
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          War on the Horizon
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      Lara had given up hope of ever seeing her pack leader or his pups ever again. She wanted to cuddle up to Fang, but her mate was stressed to his limit these days, and she didn’t want to push it. The gray beauty walked slowly around camp, making small imprints in the snow as she went.

      A red bird flew next to her and sat on the branch nearby. Lara ignored her starving belly telling her to eat it and said, without looking at him, “Any news Scarlet?”

      The bird shook his head. “No one knows where they’ve gotten to. If I was you, Lara, I’d be considering what I said earlier.”

      “They could still come back,” she said hopefully, staring at the snow between her paws.

      Scarlet ruffled his feathers. “It’s now or never. If you want to have them by spring, you have to mate now. The pack needs pups to survive.”

      “It’s just...they would have been old enough for their first hunts,” Lara said, beginning to feel angry.

      “Don’t be silly. They’re gone, and we both know it.”

      “Oh, go away, you foolish bird!” Lara snapped. Scarlet fell out of the tree and Lara lunged, but the bird took off before she could satisfy her need for food.

      She sighed and brought herself back under control. Winter was already bearing hard down on the pack. This was a terrible time to not have a leader.

      Vicious growls erupted from her pack and Lara’s ears perked up. She jogged to the north boundary line where she thought she heard Fang’s growl. She cocked her head when she saw that her entire pack, diminished from the missing members and hungry from lack of food, stood growling at what she thought were a bunch of funny multicolored horses that had horns in the middle of their heads.

      “You dare to threaten us, deer killer?” a blue mare with a spiraled horn neighed. “We’ve been traveling for miles through this unmerciful wilderness looking for an open valley! We found it, it’s ours!” She stomped her azure hooves angrily and the ten or so horses behind her snorted and bucked.

      “Live where you like!” Fang snarled, his fangs showing forebodingly. “Just be warned that your herd lives on our land, and if we need to hunt horse, we shall!”

      The blue mare’s eyes grew large. “Horse? Horse! Is that what you think we are, mongrel? We are unicorns, the purest of all species! We were the last herd to survive the Despondent many years ago, and now our numbers are even worse than they were! No mere wolf like you could ever kill one of us, and with our race at stake, we’d like to see you try!”

      “I don’t care how pure you are or how few you have left! If our pups cry hunger and our members grow thin, rest assured that you will be dinner, fleabag!” Fang threatened in a low growl.

      Some unicorns began lowering their horns. A colt lingering in the back shouted, “Kill him, Crying Ice!”

      But the mare paid him no attention. She coughed in kind of a laugh and turned her head towards him. “You see this? My horn is the sharpest of all weapons. Perfect for impaling you on the spot.”

      The other unicorns laughed, but Fang didn’t waver.

      “You forget, unicorn. The wolves survived the Despondent as well. The legends say on unicorn flesh,” he snarled. The other wolves around him, including Lara, licked their muzzles voraciously.

      “If you even try to hunt us we’ll fight back. We’re not like little deer, who run at the first snap of a twig. We’ll come after you and won’t leave a pup with parents in the pack,” the blue mare threatened.

      At the mention of pups the wolves became enraged. The famished wolves foamed at the mouth and the unicorns stomped their hooves in a battle tune, ready for a fight.

      “What is going on here?” a voice boomed over the valley, and everyone turned to see a large white unicorn standing on a hill over all of them, a small baby in a sling around his neck. The blue mare came forward, saying, “Father! The valley was burnt to the ground. Many of us perished, though the ones that have survived came here. Now these wolves are saying that we can’t live here!”

      “Oh great. Another unicorn,” Fang snarled, shaking his head angrily.

      The great white stallion turned his head slowly towards the wolf. “Do you think, wolf, that I am a mere unicorn?”

      Fang swallowed. The white stallion stomped his hooves, and cried, “The unicorns and the wolves will be at peace for now, until the fairy Kiatana returns to solve the issue. For now, I must find Vixen.”

      The great stallion bolted off, and the fight began to disband. But as the two groups went their separate ways, Lara felt that an underlying rivalry had begun between the unicorns and the wolves, and it wouldn’t be easily solved in the years to come.  

      

      The group traveled as fast as they could through the snow together, ill-furnished against the recent blizzard. Kia held Kennu tightly to her coat and he clung to her, looking behind at his father with enlarged eyes. Keota watched his son worryingly, knowing something was wrong with him. He had his tan hands around the shoulders of his niece Vivienna. She was holding Melodi in her pocket, a small mouse once more. Ionan was a lion, carrying Allie in her lynx form on his back, and each of the adult wolves held one of the baby pups in their mouth. Casiff came behind, shepherding the older cubs as the five of them tried to stick together.

      “I don’t know where Snow Drop went,” Kia said, looking at Keota worryingly. “I hope Wyntier didn’t hurt her.”

      “I’m sure she’s fine. She probably flew back to the forest,” Keota said.

      Casiff’s eyelids were about frozen shut. “We have to keep going before the blizzard shuts us in for good!” he cried.

      Vivienna looked down and noticed the white lion next to her was weeping. Allie asked, “Io?” but the Changer didn’t respond.

      Keota knelt down. “Ionan?” he asked, touching his white mane gently. Kennu suddenly began crying too and Kia asked, “What’s wrong, baby?”

      “Kennu knows what Io is thinking,” he whimpered. Kia glanced at Keota, and they remembered that Kennu had telepathy.

      “What’s Ionan upset over, Kennu?” Keota asked. For some reason the child glared at his father, refusing to respond. Kia repeated the question but Kennu simply put his hand on his chest and sobbed, “Ionan’s heart hurts.”

      “Oh,” Kia turned and looked at her spouse. Keota rushed over, leaving Vivienna to be guarded by Ionan.

      “Here Kia, you’re in no state to carry him. Let me.” He extended his arms but Kennu cried, “No!” It wasn’t a cry of defiance and he wasn’t having a tantrum...this was a cry of pure terror. He dug his nails into his mother and his eyes started to glow in fear. Allie instantly snapped up, her eyes shining light as well.

      “Touch him and you all shall meet my talons,” she hissed, and they all gasped at her tone.

      Caini whispered fearfully, “Allie, it’s us.”

      “You shall all see death by my beak if you hurt him. No one shall hurt him again while I breathe.” She jumped off Ionan’s back, changing into a griffin and started snapping fiercely at Keota.   

           “She doesn’t know what she’s doing! Keota, you’d better back off!” Casiff shouted, shielding the pups from Allie’s nearing wrath.

      Keota slowly walked backwards, taking his place behind Vivienna and beside Ionan. Kennu’s eyes stopped glowing and so did Allie’s, the rage slowly filtering from her face. She walked by Kia and the boy hummed, “Allie.” Kia pried Kennu’s terrified hands from her fur jacket and set him down on Allie’s back. The young prince laid his wool-covered head down on her feathers and she led the way, casting threatening but confused glances at everyone behind her.

      “Ionan, do you know what that was all about?” Keota whispered, but the Changer didn’t even look up. He heartlessly stared at the snow and said with tears streaming down his fur, “We’ll never be able to find her! Who knows where Wyntier hid her?”

      Of course. It was all about Vera. Keota went to speak but Kia caught him before he said anything. “Wait two seconds Keota!” she snapped. “Let me see what this is all about.”

      She knelt down, pulling off her hood to reveal her pin-straight hair, free from its usual braid to cascade down her back. She took Kennu’s hand and said, “Baby, do you think you can show Mommy what Io is thinking?”

      Kennu nodded, and he put his hand on his heart again. He seemed to be thinking carefully and Allie danced uneasily under him as if she knew what was coming. Kia let out a cry and the group immediately stood stagnant.

      “Kia, what’s wrong?” Keota asked, but before he could do anything Kia had gotten up off the snow, running at him as she sobbed frantically. She wrapped her arms around him and kissed him harder and longer then she ever had. She hugged him as tight as she could and whispered, “Keota, hold me. Hold me and don’t let me go.”

      “What do you mean? I’m not going anywhere,” he said rapidly, getting a little emotional himself. She shook her head, tears pouring down her face. “No, no, don’t stop. If you let me go I’ll die. Don’t let go.” She grasped him and they continued on through the snow, Kia never relaxing her grip.

      The wind trembled against them and nobody stopped to ask what was going on. Casiff simply took off his glove and gazed at his wedding ring. Lilja and Cornia pressed closer together, Cornia’s tail wrapping intimately around Lilja’s right back leg. The children didn’t know entirely what had happened, but they understood that it was very complicated. Only Lottie holding the black male in her mouth felt confused and a little bit jealous.

      After awhile, Keota and Kia had fallen behind. Kia was still clinging to him, though not as tightly.

      “I don’t understand,” Keota said, and Kia laughed a truly happy laugh.

      “Don’t you get it?” she asked, shaking her head. “You, like all Accompanies, underestimate your Changer. What I experienced back there was only the most powerful love I’ve ever experienced. Don’t you realize how much he loves her?”

      “But she’s with Wyntier!” he exclaimed.

      “It doesn’t matter what side she’s on. She loves him, and he loves her. That’s all that matters.”

      When Keota still looked at her like she was crazy, she made an angry noise and whispered, “I don’t think you realize the depth of their affection. You saw how much of a wreck I was back there. That’s what they feel for each other. Ionan thinks he would die if he has to live without her.”

      Keota raised his eyebrows at her. Kia sighed and she climbed on his back, Keota giving her a lift up. Because of his height, she was nearly four feet off the ground.

      “I can’t understand it,” Keota said. “I just can’t.”

      “Just imagine if it were me,” Kia said. “And maybe you can.”

      

      They had found a cave to subside in until the blizzard passed. There was no point in trying to travel further...the storm was so strong that they couldn’t see where they were going and it only got them more lost.

      The cave was high and deep. Too far in and they would be lost to the darkness of the caverns. Kia kept Allie and Kennu close together, Allie as a baby llama trying to get Kennu warm with her thick wool. Keota sat next to them with his legs crossed, his one arm around Kia.

      Casiff was being jumped on all over by Lilja and Cornia’s pups. “Get the traitor!” Shadowin cried and he hopped on his head, while Jade grabbed his jacket and the rest of them put little bite marks on his skin.

      “Hey, stop it, that hurts!” he laughed, thoroughly enjoying himself. They pushed him down and he growled, crawling around on all fours and pretending to be a wolf himself.

      “Casiff’s a riot, isn’t he?” Lilja barked, showing his teeth happily.

      “Yes, he is quite the comedian,” Lottie replied, the three pups snuggled against her belly.

      “Have you decided what to name them yet?” Cornia asked, watching the new mother proudly.

      “Of course,” she whispered. “This one is Rabika,” she nudged the gray female with her nose gently, “The little one is Adelaide,” she licked the fur of the smallest, red pup, “And the boy’s name is Tatl.”

      At the sound of his name the little pup stirred. His sisters next to him squirmed and then, very carefully, Adelaide began to open her eyes. The little pup said in a soft voice, “Mama.”

      The boy began to rise with his eyes still closed, walking around blindly. He growled and lunged out a paw before falling back onto Lottie’s soft silver fur. When he did this he slowly opened his eyes, which were a golden yellow. With his four paws up in the air, he cocked his head at her upside down and grinned.

      Rabika was the last to get up. She simply opened her gray eyes, looked around once or twice, then scooted over a bit so she was completely covered by her mother’s fur. Lottie kissed them all gently and Lilja remarked gruffly, “Congratulations little sis.”

      Lottie touched her nose to his and murmured, “Thanks, brother.”

      Far away from all the others in the corner were Melodi and Vivienna. Melodi was on the floor as a small speckled owl. Vivienna stroked her feathers and she let out a who in contentment. Not wanting to let the others hear, Vivienne whispered, “Di, what’s up with you lately? You’re changing so much now. Why all of a sudden?

      The owl shook her feathers. “I’m not sure. I think I’m beginning to realize who I am. I never knew I could change into what I did earlier until I tried.”

      Vivienna put her in her lap. “I think I’m changing too, inside.”

      “How?” Melodi asked.

      Vivi hugged her tighter. “I just don’t feel like hiding myself anymore. For the last two years of my life I’ve been in hiding, and I’m eight years old! I’m tired of having to disguise who I am and how I feel. I don’t want to put on a smile that’s fake anymore, I want it to be real. Every day I get up and it’s like I’m in a fog.”

      “I can guess why. The signs were obvious, though I didn’t say anything before.”

      “Then you get it.” Vivienna looked like she about to cry, or turn into stone. “I could care less what my dad thought. He’s never loved me and he’s been gone for most of my life. But my mom was different. I thought she really cared about me, but I guess I was wrong. All I wanted her to do was take care of me, and she couldn’t even do that. I hate her!”

      “No, you don’t,” Melodi hooted. “You don’t hate her. I wish I could just take it all away. I wish I could just reach inside you to transfer all your hurt over to me. I would do it and it wouldn’t affect me, because I love you too much.”

      “I think I just need a hug now,” Vivienna sniffed and Melodi changed into a tan mouse. She crawled up her shoulder and put her tiny paws to her cheek. Vivi put her right hand on her and patted her lightly.

      The storm subsided. Feeling refreshed and ready to continue their trip, they all got to their feet. Feeling more cheerful, the group began to head outside so they could finally return home.      

      Before they could leave, darkness flooded the cave and they all began to scream. It seemed like the light had been torn from the world, for there had never been such darkness seen in all the Lands. Keota felt someone slam him into the wall. The thin hand that had grabbed him was female, and he felt the strength being sucked out of him. Allie ordered, “Kennu, come over to me!” and he heard the padding of small shoes as the woman dragged him down and tied his hands and legs quickly.

      Then he heard a voice that had frightened him since he was a child say, “You think, little Changeress, that you could get away that easily?

      The darkness fell away and Keota saw Wyntier half-snarling, half smiling at the entrance of the cave. It was a cocky smile, the kind of smile that came when you had won.

      Nineva was behind him, her dark magic swirling around her hands. He expected Vivienna to cast her light, but he saw through his black bangs that she too was bound in chains and had a piece of black fabric around her mouth. Melodi had been shoved in a little iron box that would crush her if she tried to change. He saw Kia was tied back to back with Casiff, and that the pups and Lottie were held up in a giant net. Nineva was fitting hobbles to a muzzled Cornia who was looking at Lilja. He laid on the ground, bleeding from the head and not moving.
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      No! Keota refused to believe it, going numb. A few paces away Nineva had chained Ionan up tighter than any of the others. He was held by a lock that could only be opened with a giant key or picklock. It was so thick that even if Keota did get free, he’d never be able to rip it off with his enormous strength like he had done with so many others. Dark fire had blocked the cave entrance so they couldn’t escape.

      How did they tie us up so quickly? he wondered. Nineva must’ve moved faster and could see in the darkness, unlike them.

      The only ones that had gone free were Allie and Kennu. The young lynx bared her sharp teeth and Kennu huddled behind her, frightened. “I haven’t forgotten what you’ve done,” Allie hissed, glaring at Wyntier.

      He simply moved aside to reveal his son. He was a perfect example of his father, his brown eyes dangerously sinister for a six-year old. His Changer Zorna peeked out of his pocket as a bat, and opened his jaws to reveal his fangs. Allie hissed right back.

      “Now we shall see who will overpower the other. Darkness versus light. Changeress against Changer. Half-breed against pure line. We have trained our son and his Changer since the day he was born. Trained them to be killers. But will it be enough to defeat the mighty prophecy?”

      “Don’t listen to him Allie! He’s trying to get you to lose control so he can find your weak points and take your powers!” Ionan cried. Nineva sent a jet of dark magic that went around Ionan’s mouth, silencing him.

      “He’s right Allie! Whatever you do, do not let your eyes glow!” Casiff cried.

      “Shut up!” Nineva had somehow crossed the large cave in under a few seconds and slapped Casiff upside the head. She gagged him as well before returning to Wyntier’s side.

      “I won’t interfere, and neither will my wife,” Wyntier said, stepping back. “I want to see which of our children is the weak link.”

      The cave went silent. Soran stepped forward and his bloodsucking Changer leapt out of his pocket, transforming into the black pup they had seen at the house. Allie stayed in her lynx form. She pushed Kennu back to the wall and the two Changers began to circle.

      It was like a dance, the way they moved. Allie was heaver, stronger in her movements while Zorna was articulate, light. They stopped and faced each other, moving their heads in time like snakes.

      Allie charged, but the dog easily spun out of her way and had her by the throat in seconds. She growled and pushed him off of her, slamming him onto the ground.“That’s a little something I learned from Uncle Lilja!” she cried, but Zorna whipped her legs out from under her. He tried leaping on top of her but she swerved, pinning him to the ground instead. He fell helpless under her weight.

      “She’s too heavy, Zo! Change into something else!” his Accompany shouted, and Keota wondered if the boy had any emotion left in him.

      Zorna changed, this time reverting back into a bat. He climbed up the walls of the cave and then dove, biting Allie in the exact place where he had hours before. She screamed louder then they had ever heard her.

      “Allie!” Kennu cried, and his eyes began to glow. Wyntier looked hungrily at the boy and Kia shouted, “No!” but Allie swung around and kicked her Accompany’s feet out from under him.

      Kennu’s eyes stopped glowing, but there was nothing but rage inside of him. He jumped onto his cousin’s back and the six-year old screamed. He rolled onto him on the ground and they wrestled, but this time Kennu was winning.

      “Daddy, help me!” Soran screamed, reaching a hand out towards his father.

      Wyntier didn’t respond. He showed no interest in his son, but kept his eyes fixed on Allie.

      Allie changed into a giraffe, her long neck making it impossible for Zorna to keep a good hold. He fell back and changed into a young black wolverine. Allie fell back and changed into the same thing, except her fur was brown. They snarled and leapt at each other, tearing off chunks of skin and going for blood. Kennu and Soran stopped fighting, and simply sat down to watch their bonded partners in awe.

      Allie took her giant paw and beat him back, and Zorna was sent flying across the room. Soran cried, “Zo!” and hurried over.

      “You little brat, get back here! Don’t show weakness!” Wyntier hissed but his son paid him no attention. It seemed the boy did have some kindness in him after all. He helped his Changer up and Allie changed back into her favorite form, a brown fawn.

      Zorna shook his head and changed, forming into a black fawn the exact size of Allie, with small antlers on the top of his head. They charged and butted heads, rising up on their hind legs to claw at each other with razor-sharp hooves.

      “You’re never going to end it this way! Show them your true form, and let’s get this over with!” Wyntier snarled.

      Zorna jumped into the air, bouncing off a cave wall. When he was at least five feet up, his form melded and the girl fawn was faced with what was undoubtedly a phoenix hatchling.

      He was mostly red, and nearly the size of Kennu. He had a black beak and tail feathers, and when he flew fire swirled around him. Zorna opened his mouth and flames came barreling out, straight towards Allie. All was in slow motion until Kennu screamed and Allie leapt into the air herself, changing into a griffin as she rose.

      They were too well matched. Whenever Allie had gotten ahold of him with her talons Zorna chased her away with fire. When Zorna got too close Allie lunged out with her beak. They finally came to the height of the cave, where they locked claws and went spiraling down to the ground.

      Keota closed his eyes but the crash never came. The two children were too innocent to bear seeing even their enemy being defeated in such a horrible way, so they let go and glided gracefully to the ground.

      “No!” Wyntier growled but Zorna was too tired to continue. He hadn’t rested from traveling as Allie had, and he collapsed breathlessly by Soran’s feet.

      Allie changed into a fawn, walking over to Kennu. Wyntier let out a disgusted noise and said, “I’ll take care of this myself.”

      He went to pick up Kennu but Allie bit his hand, drawing blood. He drew his hand back and screamed, “Agh! You little bitch! I know your weaknesses! You won’t be able to resist losing your control when I hurt your Accompany again like I did so many times before!”

      Kia screamed through her own gag and Keota’s eyes enlarged. Infuriated against his bonds, he began struggling harder but it didn’t make a difference.

      “You will NEVER touch him again. Vera took too many of your blows for us. I will do the same for him.” Allie stepped boldly forward and Wyntier laughed.

      “You think, little Changeress, that you could fight me? Vera didn’t just take your punishments. She felt my dominance every day, for years. What makes you think you’ll be any different? Do you think that you are better then me?”

      “I don’t have to be,” she smiled, looking up. Wyntier went rigid. He turned slowly and found Bloodbath standing behind him, looking at Wyntier with hungry eyes. Smoke was furling out of his mouth and nose. He brought back his lips to reveal all of his dagger teeth. Wyntier’s eyes contracted and the dragon lunged for the kill but Nineva, with Soran and Zorna in her left arm, grabbed him and they vanished in a whirl of black smoke. Snow Drop trotted happily into the cave, her head held high.

      Bloodbath lumbered over to Keota and tore off his ropes. He was released and instantly ran over to start untying Ionan, his wife and Casiff. Ionan reached his front leg up and let the pups and Lottie down from the net. Lottie went over and yanked off Cornia’s muzzle and hobbles. Then they all worked on setting Vivienna and Melodi free. Without Nineva here, the contraptions broke easily.

      “Now that you’re all free, I’m going to give chase,” Bloodbath said. “That witch and her husband can’t be far.” The dragon hurried out the cave door, roaring loudly before taking to the sky.

      “How did you find us?” Keota asked, turning to Snow Drop.

      “We had a little bit of help,” Snow Drop said, turning towards the entrance of the cave.

      Kia looked and saw that there were about ten elves, mostly young but some old. Her hand went instantly to her dagger but a young elf with his hair in short, braided rows said, “Don’t worry. We’re not against you, and never were. We were forced to fight by our leader Acotas. But when the fire spread, we ran faster than the others and escaped. We’ve been looking for you ever since. We know the way down these mountains and can help you on your way home.”

      “Thank you,” Kia nodded. “What’s your name?” she asked.

      “Oliver,” he said. “I can understand if you want to punish us. It is what we deserve, after we committed treason against you.”

      “Oliver,” she whispered. “You have no idea how much we owe you, after you brought Bloodbath to us. I know that the elves desire a king, and I declare it should be you.”

      “No, my lady! If the other elves back in our village knew what we have done today, they would surely kill us. They are still your enemies. We are simply going back for our families and fleeing for our lives,” Oliver protested.

      “You shall be heir. I’ll see to that, if I have to banish all elves from the Lands,” Kia said.

      With an open mouth, Oliver knelt down on his knee, bowing low. “Thank you, my queen. I promise you as the elf king, I shall serve you all of my days.”

      The elves bowed and turned to leave. Kia did the same, until she heard a low whine. Behind her were all the wolves, gathered around Lilja, who still did not move.

      Lottie let out a howl and Jade padded up to her father. She whimpered and nudged him, but still he was silent. The cut on his head was deep.

      Kia rushed over to him and fell by his side. She ran her fingers over the cut and bit her lip.Beside her, Cornia howled.

      She couldn’t tell them it was too late. How could she? It would break their hearts. This journey had been tiring enough, and there was no way Cornia would make it through, or Lottie either. But she had to. She opened her mouth and tried to keep her voice from shaking, but behind her, Vivienna said, “Wait.”

      She ran over and placed her hand upon the alpha. A dull glow, much like the one Amancio had used on Keota but smaller, shone from under her hand. The cut didn’t heal completely, but the magic stopped the bleeding and repaired the damage inside. As Lilja’s breathing grew quicker, Vivienna sighed and said, “I didn’t know I could do that!”

      Kia grabbed her and hugged her as tight as she could. “I couldn’t be prouder of my niece. My sister chose to use her powers for her own selfishness. But you chose to use them for good, even though you were raised not to.”

      Vivienna hugged her back. “I only do what’s right, Aunt Kia.”

      Lilja groaned and Midnightstar screamed, “Daddy!” He got up and his family kissed him happily, tails wagging. With an irritated look, he growled, “Coward hit me from behind.”

      Ionan laughed and Lottie snuggled her head close to his, while Cornia cleaned his wound.

      “It looks like Vixen isn’t needed, for once in her life,” a familiar voice said behind them, and they all turned around in excitement.

      “Vixen!” Casiff cried. When she saw him, her black wings appeared and she fluttered to his side.

      The couple hugged and Casiff looked at her flat stomach with wide eyes. “Did you have the baby?” he asked, his face worried.

      Vixen nodded. “Yes, husband. The child is back in the Verinian, safe with Dragonstar. You don’t need to worry. It’s a healthy baby girl.”

      Casiff began to sob tears of joy and she put her hand to his face to wipe them away. He turned and said to the group, “Do you hear that? I have a daughter!”

      Everyone started to cheer congratulations. At the entrance of the cave a black haired Accompany appeared, asking, “What’s going on up here?”

      “Ana!” Keota said in excitement, and he rushed to embrace his sister. Maekrel came behind her, and Ionan stared at his brother in disbelief. “Is this what Wyntier did to you?” he asked.

      Maekrel nodded. “I am no longer a Changer. But for some reason, I feel much better this way,” he said, smiling at Ana.

      “Vixen has something to tell you,” Vixen said, turning to Casiff. “The valley and our home is gone. They were both destroyed by fire.”

      “Nineva,” Kia snarled.

      “Vixen feels her unicorns have run to Kia’s forest, but everything we had is gone,” Vixen said, hanging her head.

      “It’s okay, my love. As long as our baby is safe,” Casiff said, stroking her face tenderly.

      “I bet she caused those twisters on the plains, too,” Keota said. “Just before we rescued Bloodbath. Wyntier was there, so she had to be, too. It’s the only thing that makes sense, as tornadoes don’t come this late in the year.”

      “That makes sense,” Kia said, nodding. She let out a sigh. “I can’t believe I was so blind for so long. I looked up to her so much that I never thought she’d turn against me.”

      “There was no way you could know,” Keota said, lifting her chin and pulling her into a hug. “We always expect the best out of our families, never the worst.”

      There was no need for rest now. The announcement of a newborn and Ana’s reunion had chased away all exhaustion, and Vixen said, “There’s a small house at the bottom of the mountain where we can seek shelter. If you will follow Vixen, she will lead you to it.”

      For once, everything seemed to be going right. The group turned to follow Vixen out of the cave, until they heard Allie let out a scream behind them.

      “Kennu!” she cried, and at an instant everyone was gathered around the child in a circle. Kia let out a cry as he saw her son with his wings out, twitching and convulsing on the floor. The seizure continued and they watched helplessly as Kennu’s spasms continued. Allie changed into a lynx, and reached out to hold his trembling hand in her paw.
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      Kia sat on the bed of the hut Vixen had led them to, rocking Kennu tightly in her arms. The young boy struggled to get away but Kia refused, forcing him to stay put.

      “Just let him go.” Casiff said, walking into the small bedroom. “I can hear his screaming outside.”

      “I am not letting that happen to my baby again!” Kia held her son tighter. “What if he had died?”

      “Vixen thinks we should be moving on if we are to get home.” The fox-like fairy sat with Melodi in the form of a small cat on her lap, with Vivienna by her side.

      “Good plan. When do we leave?” Casiff came over and sat on Vixen’s other side. “I can’t wait any longer to see my baby.”

      “We can’t go anywhere until we’re certain Kennu is going to be okay,” Kia snapped harshly. “I can’t lose my son after I just got him back!”

      “We have to go, Kia.” Keota sat next to her. “If we stay here any longer we might not be able to make it home.”

      “But...my baby.” Tears began to form in her eyes.

      “We can’t worry about it now, Kia,” Keota said, standing up to leave the room. “I’ll gather everyone so we can get moving.”

      “We can’t go home. That’s the first place Wyntier will look. I don’t want to put the forest in danger until I know there’s no chance he’ll come after us again,” Kia insisted.

      Keota paused. “You have a point. Is there anywhere we can go for the moment that Wyntier won’t follow us?” he asked.

      Kia thought. “I think I know a place. Go tell all the others to get ready, and pack light. Where we’re going we don’t need snow boots.”

      As Keota walked out of the room, Kennu began to scream. “Mommy! Let me go!” Kennu whined as he struggled against his mother’s hold.

      “No! You’re going to stay right where you are!” she snapped. Kennu went limp, finally giving up.

      Vivienna sat silently next to Vixen. Melodi flashed her a look and Vivienna dropped her head. “Tell them already. It may be important,” Melodi insisted.

      Vivienna slowly got to her feet. “I have something to say,” she said, looking at Kia.

      “What is it Vivi?” The fairy smiled at the pigtailed girl.

      “I know what happened to Kennu, when he started twitching.” Her head fell again and Kia listened intently. “I had the seizures too, and so did my brother. It’s due to our mixed blood. My father did some experiments and discovered that when we got older they would go away, and they did.”

      “That’s wonderful!” Kia said, the color returning to her face as she smiled broadly.

      “But there was something else,” Vivienna said. “My father told my mother that if the seizures don’t stop after you turn five years old, you have a strange disease. Some sort of...muscular disorder I think he called it.”

      “What?” Kia’s eyes filled with tears once more.

      “It was in that stupid book he always read,” Vivienna said, scuffing her shoes on the floor. “The book he always paid more attention to than me. It said that if you haven’t gotten better by age five that you would have seizures all the time. Your heart wouldn’t work right and you would be really weak. Kennu is going to be sick all of his life,” Vivienna said, and her voice began to shake. “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you sooner but I was afraid.” Small tears dropped from the girls eyes and splashed onto her simple black dress. “Please don’t be mad at me.”

      “Of course I’m not mad, just shocked.” Kia relaxed her grip on Kennu just enough so he could force his way free. The boy ran over to the corner where Allie lay in her lynx form.

      Vixen got up too, and began to pace around the room. “Vixen has heard of this before, but it’s been so many years that she’s forgotten what it was called. It’s very rare. Kennu must be the only one with it in all the Lands.”

      “Why didn’t Ionan sense it in Kennu when he was born?” Kia asked, turning to Vixen.

      Melodi shook her tail. “It’s a rare disease. Ionan wouldn’t know what to look for, only would’ve felt something was wrong. But it wasn’t enough to be worried.” Melodi changed back into a speckled owl, giving a loud hoot. “I can remember when Vivi had the seizures that something didn’t smell right on her. But as she outgrew them the smell went away. I knew Kennu was sick, though, when I met him. The smell was stronger on him than it ever was on Vivi, even at her worst.”

      “Is there a cure? There must be, if we could find something to fix the Black Death. A unicorn horn? Can you heal it, Vivi?” Kia asked hopefully.

      Vivi shook her head. “My magic can do a lot, but for some reason it can’t fix this.”

      “Unicorn horns can’t heal everything, young queen,” Vixen said sadly, putting her hand on the fairy’s shoulder. “This is a lifelong condition, not a plague. We can fight to find a cure. But until we do, we must help Kennu learn to live with this disease.”

      The room fell silent and everyone watched Kennu lovingly. His black wings dusted with stars fluttered happily as he played with Allie, and despite the previous day’s scare, Kia realized that from now on they would have to cherish every good, healthy day Kennu had.

      Keota came in from outside and looked around in confusion at the sadness rippling through the room. “What happened?”

      

      Wyntier paced around his house angrily, his brow furrowed as he thought. Soran sat in the corner, rubbing his bruised arm gently and crying. Zorna was next to him, and the small black dog licked his Accompany’s arm, trying to make him feel better. Nineva sat in a chair on the opposite side of the room from her son, playing with a jet of fire between her hands.

      “Stop pacing already, you’re annoying me to death!” Nineva snapped at Wyntier, sending the flame flying towards a small vase in the corner. It exploded into flames and Wyntier paused, glaring at Nineva. “And you stop crying or I’ll hit you harder this time!” the witch screamed at her son, rounding on him once more. The boy fell silent, still rubbing his hurt arm.

      “I can’t believe that little Changeress is equally matched to Zorna. There’s no way she could be that strong,” Wyntier said to himself, staring at the Changer.

      “It’s an easy fix. Another dose of drugs and Zorna will be stronger than she is. If we give it to him right before they fight he’s guaranteed to win,” Nineva said.

      At the mention of drugs, Zorna hid behind Soran.

      “And that my dear, is why I married you. You always have a plan.” Wyntier walked over and kissed Nineva tenderly.

      When Wyntier pulled apart from his wife, he began looking around the house. “Have you seen the book?” he asked.

      Nineva shook her head. “Not since we left your Changer in the cave.”

      “I must’ve left it back there,” Wyntier murmured. “But going back there won’t be safe with that red dragon about.”

      “We have to find it. It’s been very useful to us so far,” Nineva said. “I’ll go with you, and if that dragon shows up again, I’ll kill him.”

      Nineva whirled on her only son. “Don’t move from this spot,” she snarled, pointing a sharp fingernail into Soran’s chest. “Or you’ll pay for it later.”

      Wyntier and Nineva hurried out of the house. While the two were gone Soran grabbed his Changer and slowly began heading towards the door. No one noticed the child slip outside carefully. As they did so Zorna changed into a small deer, and Soran climbed on his back.

      The pair moved quickly through the snow and left few tracks. Zorna followed the scent of Vivienna and Melodi relentlessly, pushing the distance between them and Wyntier further and further.

      “Faster, Zo,” Soran whispered. “We need to find Vivi. I want to be with her, always.”

      

      Vivienna got up in the middle of the night, thinking she had heard someone. “Who’s there?” she asked, a tremor of fear in her voice. She sat up and looked around. A small figure stood in front of her, and a bat flew around her head wildly.

      “I want to be with my sissy.” Soran’s small voice sounded scared, and he shivered on the side of the bed.

      “Come here Sor. I’m here now, you don’t have to be scared.” Vivi snuggled her brother close to her and Zorna laid by her head. Even though nothing had been right for the brother and sister since they were born, everything seemed alright now.

      That was, until the next morning when Kia woke up.

      The entire house was awakened by a loud, shrill scream. “What on earth is wrong this time?” Casiff moaned, sitting up. His blonde hair stood up in odd directions and was tangled in knots as he looked around groggily.

      “It’s that little boy, the one that tried to kill Kennu!” Kia pointed to Soran, who was huddled in the corner crying, clutching Zorna as a bat to his chest.

      “Leave him be!” Vivienna got up from her bed and lifted her brother into her arms. “He ran away and now he needs someone to take care of him!”

      “Why would he run away? He seemed pretty happy the last time we saw him,” Keota said, baring down on the small boy.

      “Mommy hit me and Daddy said I was worthless,” Soran rubbed his eyes and leaned against his sister’s chest. “They’re always hitting me. And they said they would make Zorna take the drugs again.”

      “Drugs?” Keota asked, completely confused.

      Kia’s face had softened. “Oh, you poor thing.” Kia walked over to Soran. “Come here and let Auntie Kia look at your booboo.”

      Soran put his arms up and Kia took him from Vivi. “She hit my arm,” he said sadly, sticking out his lower lip in an effort to look cute and hurt at the same time.

      “Let me see.” Kia rolled up the boy’s sleeve and examined it. “Oh, it’s bruised. Auntie Kia will make it all better.” She bent down to kiss the wound and as she did so Soran lit up.

      “It doesn’t hurt anymore!” he exclaimed, wrapping his arms around Kia’s neck. “Thank you, Auntie Kia!”

      “You’re welcome Soran.” She placed him on the ground and he ran over to the small bat that was Zorna. “I’m sorry I screamed. I just wasn’t expecting to see him here without my sister and her awful husband nearby,” Kia explained.

      “That’s okay.” Vivienna smiled. “I can understand completely how you feel about that.”

      A loud snore echoed about the cave and everyone turned toward Casiff. Vixen lay in front of him, the only one still asleep, snoring a second time.

      “Wake her up will you?” Maekrel rubbed his forehead and pushed his hair back. Ana sat next to him, yawning. “Where are we going next?” she asked sleepily.

      Kia smiled and looked at Ionan. “Can you take us up into the sky so I can figure out how far away we are?”

      “How far away from where?”he asked. He stretched his legs, echoing Ana’s yawn.

      “Mt. Deathern,” Kia told him. “You know, the big volcano that helped to kill off pretty much everyone during the First Despondent.”

      “Why on earth would we want to go there?” Keota asked, shocked.

      “Wait a second,” Casiff said, slowly glancing at Kia. “We aren’t going to visit...her are we?”

      “Sorry Casiff, but you knew you were going to have to face her again sometime,” Kia giggled. “And sometime happens to be today.”

      “But does it have to be now?” Casiff turned bright red and dropped his face to look at the floor.

      “Well if Casiff doesn’t like whoever we’re going to see, then I’m in.” Ionan got up and walked toward the opening of the cave. “Let’s get you up high.”

      Kia followed the dragon and climbed on his back carefully. He flew gently, carrying her much higher than she ever could’ve flown on her own. She looked out and spotted the volcano easily on the horizon. “Not as far away as I thought,” she smiled. “Only a few days away.”

      

      Vera beamed proudly downward, her heart filling with joy. There was blood everywhere and the task had taken days, but she had done it all by herself. A little dragon hatchling, no bigger than Vera’s front paw, looked up at her in curiosity. She raised a four-spiked tail in the air, her turquoise scales shimmering in the darkness of the cave, the green feathers on her wings ruffled. She had Vera’s eyes.

      The hatchling peeped and Vera laughed lightly. Ionan always wanted a little girl, she thought. And now I’ve given him his wish.

      The black magic still bound her so she couldn’t move, but Vera was more determined than ever to escape from the cave. My daughter won’t die down here, she thought, and she began thinking of more clever ways to break free.

      Unexpectedly, the bind on her mouth disappeared. Vera opened her mouth once again, relieved that she could relax the muscle, but found that the magic on her legs still held. She must’ve used a stronger spell on my feet than my face, Vera thought. The stupid witch doesn’t know everything.

      She heard loud footsteps outside, and she feared Wyntier was coming back. She hid the hatchling against her side as the door was blasted open and she looked into the face of an old red dragon, peering into the room.

      “No Wyntier here,” he said before noticing Vera, his eyes widening. “By the Creator. What’s happened to you? Are you alright?”

      “Thank goodness you’ve come,” Vera said. “I’m Wyntier’s Changer. He’s locked me up here using dark magic. I need your help.”

      “I don’t know if I can fit in there, sweetheart. I’m too big,” he said, looking inside the room. “I’m Bloodbath, by the way. I’m a friend of Kia’s. I’m looking for your Accompany so I can kill him.”

      “Everyone is. And I’m not asking you to set me free. I need you to get my daughter to safety,” she said, bringing the small hatchling out from behind her back. Bloodbath looked at the child, surprised. As the hatchling began crawling to him, Bloodbath protested, “I hate to rip a hatchling away from her mother. If we kill him today, we won’t have to worry about your child being safe.”

      “But if he lives today, we do. If Wyntier finds out that I have a daughter he’ll never leave her alone. She’ll be his slave as I was. This child needs to be as far away from him as possible. There must be someone you know who can watch her, keep her safe from Wyntier,” Vera begged.

      “Where is the father of the child?” Bloodbath asked.

      “If you know Kia you must know Ionan. He’s my mate. He would never forgive himself if anything happened to her,” Vera said. “I’m counting on you to do a favor for both of us.”

      Bloodbath nodded. “My sister just lost her mate and her daughter to Ortusans. Her name is Sunset. She’ll watch over her until you’re free.”

      “Thank you. Now you must take her, and hurry,” Vera insisted.

      “I cannot leave you here. Not when Wyntier is coming back for you,” Bloodbath argued.

      “There’s nothing you can do,” Vera said. “The magic binding me has to wear off or the person who cast it has to set me free. Find Ionan. He’s the only one who can help me right now.”

      Bloodbath nodded. He put his head down so the child could climb up onto his head. The hatchling looked back at her mother, and Vera nodded encouragement. But the hatchling only ran back to her mother, screaming her head off.

      “I don’t think she’s too eager to go with me,” Bloodbath said.

      “Let me sing her a song,” Vera said. “That should calm her enough to convince her to go with you.”

      Vera snuggled her daughter closer, opened her heart and sang:

      
        
        “Come, sleep, dear child,

        Let your dreams come fly.

        Don’t let your tears fall,

        Even fall do mine.

        Though, perhaps, we may,

        Be apart, far away,

        Remember this song,

        We’ll meet again someday.”

      

      

      Mirabelle cooed happily. Vera kissed her daughter on the head before looking towards Bloodbath meaningfully. The baby dragon happily hopped up on Bloodbath’s head without further hesitation, giving a happy peep.

      “Does the child have a name?” Bloodbath asked before backing out of the cave slowly.

      Vera smiled. “Yes. Mirabelle.”

      “A good name. I’ll find Ionan and return to free you as soon as I can,” Bloodbath said before taking off into the sky. Vera watched them go out the open door sorrowfully as she looked down at her bonds. Perhaps they too would wear off soon and she’d be able to walk out of here easily.

      She thought that her prayers had been answered when the bonds fell away from her feet. She walked joyfully out of the cave, rejoicing at the strength the sunlight gave her, only to be met with Wyntier and Nineva, who were standing outside in the snow.

      “Looks like we need you once again, Vera,” Wyntier said. “Seems like you’re not quite as useless as we thought.”

      “Where’s the book?” Nineva snarled, approaching Vera with her magic once more. Vera changed into a dragon, saying, “I’m not sure. And I’ll be damned if I let you get your hands on it again.”

      Before Wyntier could give her an order Vera rose up on her hind legs and slammed her body into the mountainside. Wyntier and Nineva jumped out of the way as dozens of rocks came flying down from the top of the mountain, burying the entrance to the cave under hundreds of bricks of stone.

      “Your magic only gives you the power to destroy,” Vera said triumphantly, staring into Nineva’s eyes. “You’ll never dig through all these rocks. The snow and ice will freeze the book inside for good. Not even your fire will be able to break through.”

      “NO!” Wyntier strode forward and slapped Vera across the face. Reeling from the blow, she turned to flee but Wyntier pointed at her, saying, “You stay right there! Nineva, come.” He helped his wife onto Vera’s back and the Changer stood there, unable to move. He climbed onto Vera’s back as well and pointed south. “Fly that way, and don’t stop until I say so.”

      “What are you going to do with me?” she growled, heading in the direction Wyntier had requested. She hated that she had to obey his every command. Now that it was against her own will, she couldn’t bear to listen to his orders.

      “That’s none of your concern,” Wyntier said. “Your job is to take orders and do as I say. Maybe this time, you’ll get the job right.”

      

      The group never thought that they’d want the cold from the Ice Borns back so quickly. They were gathered around the bottom of a large, threatening volcano, one that was bubbling menacingly and seemed quite active. The surrounding land was filled with ash, rocks and hardened lava that had turned black. There was nothing surrounding Mt. Deathern for miles, except for a house that seemed entirely built from volcanic rock, sitting quaintly at the bottom of the volcano that seemed ready to gobble it up. Even though the Ice Borns weren’t that far away, there seemed to be a certain type of magic over the land that made Mt.Deathern extremely hot even in the cold winter.

      The wolves panted in their winter coat, hardly able to bear the heat. “I hope we’re not staying here too long,” Lilja complained, looking up at Kia.

      “That’s up to Wyntier,” Kia said. “But I doubt he’d be stupid enough to come here, unlike us.”

      “One thing I could never figure out is why she chose to live here, of all places,” Casiff said, staring up at the volcano in terror.

      “It’s the only place she could get away from Malaki,” Kia said. “Though I think the location itself was poorly planned.”

      “Mommy, I’m scared,” Kennu said, shrinking against his mother’s side.

      “Me too Auntie Kia,” Soran said, clinging tightly onto Kia’s legs.

      “It’ll be okay, little darlings. You’ll like this once you meet the fairy who lives here,” Kia reassured them.

      “Oh please, can’t we just find somewhere else to go?” Casiff whined from behind her. “I really don’t want to have to face her again. She’ll probably roast my face.”

      “Oh, if Vixen hasn’t roasted your face by now, then no one will,” Vixen laughed at her husband. “Who is this woman that has Casiff so afraid?”

      “I’m certain that you won’t like her very much, Vixen,” Casiff said in an upset tone. As they reached the edge of the volcano Keota noticed a small chair set up outside the door of the small house. Kia led them all toward it. A fairy about eight years older than Kia was spread out awkwardly in it. Her arms fell over one side and her feet fell over the other. Her bright orange hair brushed against the ground and she snored quietly.

      “Flare,” Kia said, quietly at first. When the fairy didn’t hear she shouted loudly, “Flare!”

      The fairy in the chair jumped and fell to the ground with a thump.

      “Ow. What in the world?” She looked up slowly, then smiled as she saw who it was. “Kia!” she rose to her feet and swept the younger fairy into her arms. “It’s so good to see you again, little sis!”

      “It’s good to see you too, Flare.” Kia laughed and pulled away from her sister. She began to point out everyone in the large group. “That’s my husband Keota, his Changer Ionan, our son Kennu and his Changer Allie, and you know Snow Drop. Those two over there are Ana and Maekrel. The wolves are Lottie, her brother Lilja, his mate Cornia, their pups and Lottie’s pups. You remember Casiff, that’s his wife Vixen, and the other two children are Nineva’s kids, Vivianne and Soran, and their Changers Melodi and Zorna.” Kia took a deep breath and smiled again. “Everyone, this is my sister Flaria, but most people just call her Flare.”

      “Quite a big group you got here,” Flare laughed, looking everyone up and down. “I heard the stories about you. Quite impressive, defeating a plague.”

      “Yeah yeah, everyone talks about it. It’s no big deal, really,” Kia said, waving her hand.

      “I’m going to have to talk to you later,” Flare said, pointing at Casiff. “But I have to say you couldn’t have come at a better time.”

      “And why is that?” Kia asked.

      “Because Kael is over. Looks like it’s one big family reunion,” she said with a smile.

      “Kael is here?” Kia looked shocked. “I can’t believe it. He never comes to visit anyone.”

      “Well he is currently sitting in my kitchen with Nicholas.” Flare told her sister happily. “You remember Nicholas, of course.”

      “Yes I remember him. He used to tease me constantly.” Kia looked up at Flare with a grumpy expression. “He called me moss-head.”

      Flare laughed and her orange eyes sparkled before she rounded on Casiff. “Casiff, I sill haven’t forgotten what you did to me.”

      “Oh great, here we go.” Casiff sighed and moved closer to Vixen, grabbing his wife’s arm.

      “What did Vixen’s Casiff do to you, Flare?” Vixen asked. She turned to look at Casiff questioningly.

      “All I have to say is that I lost several pairs of under-britches to his sticky little fingers.” Flare threw her head back and laughed while Casiff turned bright red.

      “I was a child with a crush! I would never do such a thing nowadays,” Casiff insisted.

      “Is that so? You seem to have no problem going through Vixen’s panties,” Vixen protested, her hands on her hips.

      Casiff’s cheeks turned even redder than Vivienna’s hair. As the group laughed, Flare led them inside. The front room was surrounded by walls painted the colors of fire, while the floor was made of wooden planks that had been laid down and attached to one another carefully. As they walked into the kitchen, the heat hit them. Most of the home was built into the side of the volcano, and while Flare seemed quite comfortable, the others began to sweat.

      “Maekrel and I are going to stand with the wolves outside,” Ana said, wiping her forehead. “Just to get some fresh air.”

      “Me too,” Ionan gasped. The rest of the group left Kia, Keota, Casiff, Vixen and the children with their Changers in the kitchen. Kennu and Soran both clung to Kia’s legs while Allie and Zorna tugged at their Accompanies’ sides. Melodi sat in Vivi’s pocket, a small mouse once more. The kitchen was large and open, the sunlight shined in through two large glass panes in the ceiling. Two men sat at the table. One was about seven years older than Kia. The other was barely twenty.

      “Kael! Where’s my hug?” Kia spread her arms wide as the younger of the two looked up at her.

      “Kia!” he ran over and hugged her tightly. “I haven’t seen you in ages!”

      “That’s your own fault, little brother. You should come to visit more often.” Kia ground her fist gently on his head, ruffling up his short, turquoise hair.

      “Knock it off sis! You know I don’t like it when you mess up my hair!” Kael smoothed his hair down, shaking his head.

      “Hey, it’s moss-head.” The older man rose to his feet and walked over. His hair was long and the color of pure silver. His tan skin was smooth and without wrinkles.

      “Hi Nicholas,” Kia sighed in obvious dread. “I want you guys to meet my husband, Keota.”

      “This tall, skinny thing?” Kael looked Keota up and down, rubbing his chin in thought. “He’s not good enough for you, Kia. You should get rid of him while you can.”

      “Nice to meet you too,” Keota said sarcastically.

      Kia giggled. “I think it’s a little too late considering he already fathered my son.”

      “If he looks anything like his father you should just kill him now out of mercy,” Nicholas laughed.

      “Daddy is better than you are. You’re just a mean man!” Kennu walked forward and punched Nicholas in the leg.

      “Hey there, little guy. I was just playing.” Nicholas smiled at the boy. “What’s your name?”

      “Kennu!” he said happily.

      Nicholas scooped the boy up and placed him on his hip. “I’m your Uncle Nicholas.” He smiled at Kennu. “How old are you, Kennu?”

      “This many!” Kennu held up four fingers.

      “No honey, one more finger,” Kia told her son. Kennu stuck one more finger out and smiled goofily, giggling.

      “Hi Kennu, I’m your Uncle Kael!” Kael came up and stroked the five year old’s short green hair.

      Kennu reached out and poked Kael’s small nose. “I got your nose, Uncle Kael, and you can’t have it back.”

      “Oh, please can I have it back. I need that to smell with,” Kael begged.

      “Okay.” Kennu poked his uncle in the nose again and laughed. “Daddy, come get me!” the child said, reaching his arms out toward Keota.

      “I’m coming!” Keota took his son from Nicolas and spun him around until he giggled.

      “He’s adorable, Kia,” Flare smiled at her younger sister. “He’ll get along great with Mela.”

      “Mela?” Keota asked.

      “My four year old daughter.” Flare explained. “Kids, come meet your Aunt Kia.”

      A young girl came running down the hallway to them. She had sky blue hair that was put up in pigtails that were perfectly curled. Her eyes were orange, like her mother’s, and she wore a white dress covered in lace. “Here Mama!”

      “Slow down Meladronia! You don’t want to fall.” Nicholas shouted. He stuck his arms out and lifted his daughter up. “This is Mela. Mela, this is your Aunt Kia and your Uncle Keota.”

      “And I’m Kennu.” The green haired boy stuck out his chest as if to draw attention to the muscles he didn’t have.

      “I want to meet her!” Soran came running up from his sister’s side and looked at Mela. “I’m Soran and I’m six years old. Older than all of you!” he said proudly.

      “Why don’t you three go play in Mela’s room.” Nicholas said, putting Mela down on the floor. She ran toward the hallway. The boys chased after her and Allie and Zorna both followed.

      “I wanted a girl so bad,” Kia smiled at her sister. “But I got an adorable little boy instead.”

      “ARAVON!” Nicolas shouted, leaning into the hallway.

      “What the hell do you want now?” a boy’s voice called back nastily.

      “Come meet your Aunt and Uncle!” Nicolas’ voice boomed, echoing off the walls.

      “What if I don’t want to meet my Aunt and Uncle?” the boy yelled back. “What have they ever done for me?”

      “You have no choice, Aravon! NOW!” Kia could hear anger beginning to form in her brother-in-law’s voice.

      “Why don’t you come and make me!” Aravon yelled back. Nicolas pounded his fist on the table and stomped down the hallway. When he came back he was dragging a skinny, small sixteen year old boy by the ear, with navy blue hair that was shoulder length and a scrawny, bony face. Part of it had gotten caught in Nicholas’ tight grasp.

      “Let go of me!” Aravon struggled against his father’s hold, looking malicious.

      Nicholas pushed the boy in front of Kia and stepped back. “This is Aravon, the boy who currently holds the title of world’s worst attitude.”

      “I prefer to be called Von,” he sneered at his father. “Sounds a lot less stupid.”

      “Hello Von. I’m your Aunt Kia and this is my husband Keota,” Kia said, trying to seem polite.

      “I hate people that act happy,” Von said bluntly. “Your husband looks like he was beat up by an ugly elf and the ugliness rubbed off on him.”

      “Are you kidding me?” Keota said. “Who do you think you are?”

      “Calm down, Keota,” Kia said. “We’re guests here.”

      “Didn’t you hear what he said?” Keota stared at his wife. “He’s just a spoiled little brat!”

      “We are well aware of the fact,” Flare sighed. “We have tried everything to straighten him out. He just won’t behave.”

      “You think I need to learn how to behave, but I think you need to learn how to shut up,” Aravon cruelly told his mother.

      “Vixen thinks she could straighten him out.” The fox-like fairy walked forward and glared at the boy, her small ears appearing.

      “You have got to be kidding me,” Aravon laughed. “I could beat you in a fight any day.”

      “Vixen would like to see you try.” Vixen’s small eyes narrowed.

      “Can’t say I didn’t warn you,” Von said, pulling back his fist. He aimed for Vixen’s face but she caught him by the wrist easily, flipping him upside down so he came crashing down on his back.

      “CAN YOU TAKE ME NOW, LITTLE BOY?” she screamed. “OR ARE YOU JUST GOING TO RUN CRYING TO YOUR MOMMY?”

      Aravon crawled across the floor to hide under the table. His father laughed loudly at him, and as he did so the boy sent him a look of pure hatred.

      “Go back in your room, Aravon. You’re an embarrassment to your family,” Nicholas said, waving his hand at him. The fairy crawled out from under the table slowly, heading back into his room with a sneer.

      “I think we have bigger issues right now than a pissed off teenager,” Kia said, turning to her sister. “Nineva has turned into a problem.”

      When Kia was done explaining her story, it was past dark. Flare looked out the window, a concerned look on her face. “So you’re telling me that Nineva and her husband are trying to take over the Lands?” Flare said. “That girl couldn’t even kill a rabbit for food, let alone a person.”

      “I’m just telling you what happened to us,” Kia shrugged. “Don’t ask me how she turned so cold.”

      “Is that why you have her children?” Nicholas asked. He leaned on elbows on the table.

      “Pretty much,” Keota said. “We’re not sure what we’re going to do with them at the moment, but we can’t go back to the forest yet.”

      “Stay as long as you like. There’s enough room here for all of you for now,” Flare said.

      “That’s a good point. What are we going to do with Soran and Vivienna, Kia?” Keota said, turning to his wife.

      “I don’t know, Keota. We’re probably going to have to leave the forest behind and raise them ourselves,” she told him sadly.

      “The queen will do no such thing,” Vixen said sharply. “Vivienna, Soran and their Changers will be sent to Nesting’s Haven. They have dormitories at Dinkleberry University. They will be safe from Wyntier there and will be brought up properly among their own kind.”

      “But where will you live, Vixen? Your valley was destroyed,” Kia protested.

      “Casiff and Vixen will live on the old plains by your forest with the unicorns. We’ll have to build a house as soon as we get back, but with Dragonstar and Ionan helping it shouldn’t take long at all,” Vixen said.

      “But what about Wyntier?” Keota snarled. “We can’t hide out here forever.”

      “We have nothing to fear from him. It is him who should be afraid of us. We won’t live in fear because we are afraid of what will happen. That, my friends, is terrorism and that’s exactly what he wants. He will be caught in due time, just you wait,” Vixen snarled.

      There was a light knocking at the door. Aravon was in the hallway, pouting as usual. Rubbing her eyes, Flare said, “Von, can you get that?”

      “Make me,” Aravon whispered, but he moved towards the door anyway. He opened it to find a large white unicorn standing in the doorway, an infant in a sling around his neck.

      “Oh look, it’s a mutant horse,” Aravon said, rolling his eyes.

      “Mutant horse!” the unicorn whinnied angrily. “I am a unicorn, now I demand to see Vixen!”

      The boy’s cruel look seemed to vanish and be replaced with fear as Vixen was mentioned. He looked behind him nervously. “Miss Vixen, there’s someone here to see you,”he said cautiously.

      “Who is it, Aravon?” The fairy rose from the table and came over to the doorway. “Dragonstar!” Vixen screamed, throwing her arms around the unicorn’s neck.

      “Careful Vixen, you don’t want to hurt the little one.” Dragonstar backed up slightly so Vixen could see the child around his neck.

      “Vixen’s little Lyrica,” she whispered. The fairy snatched up the child and held her up in the air. “Oh, Vixen must show Casiff at once!” She ran over to Casiff, giving the infant to him. “This is our daughter,” she said, kissing him on the cheek.

      “Lyrica.” He looked at the small child in awe. “She’s so beautiful. Hello there,” Casiff said quietly. “I’m your daddy.”

      Lyrica smiled broadly at him and reached her arms up into the air. Casiff bent down his head and the baby wrapped her hands in his blonde hair, beginning to pull.

      “Ow ow ow!” Casiff screeched. “Lyrica honey, I love you but let go of me!”

      Everyone at the table began to laugh.

      

      Outside the house the wolves all huddled together in a pile, sleeping their cares away. Ionan laid next to them, keeping careful watch. There are a thousand places Vera could be, he thought. But I can’t just sit here while my wife’s in danger. Wyntier’s afraid of me. I’ll have a better chance going out and looking for her alone then I will if anyone else comes with me.

      The dragon got to his feet. I’ll tell Ana and Maekrel where I’m going so they can let the others know. He crept away quietly, lumbering around the house to search for his brother. Where could they have gone? They were just here a minute ago...

      His thoughts were interrupted as he came upon Ana and Maekrel locked together in an intimate kiss behind a large boulder. As Ionan’s mouth dropped open Maekrel pulled away from Ana, his face turning white. “Ionan. I...I can explain.”

      Ionan strode forward, pushing the two apart. “What are you doing? This is an abomination!” he hissed as loudly as he could.

      “Ionan, you out of all people should know what it’s like to love somebody you can’t be with,” Maekrel said in a pitched voice.

      “Don’t lecture me! This is disgusting, Changer and Accompany together like this! You should both be ashamed!” the Changer said, lashing his tail.

      “But he’s not a Changer anymore! He’s a person!” Ana cried, and her hair swept up around her face at the force of Ionan’s breath.

      “That doesn’t matter! The history you two have should be enough to keep you apart,” he said.

      “Brother...” Maekrel started but before he could say another word Ionan had taken to the sky, beating his wings furiously.

      “You’re no brother of mine. You’re just like Keota,” Ionan snapped. “You fall in love with whoever you like and don’t seem to care who you hurt in the process.”

      “Where are you going?” Maekrel called as Ionan flew farther and farther into the sky.

      “To be with the one I love! To find Vera!” Ionan disappeared, and Maekrel looked worryingly at the Accompany beside him.

      

      It had seemed that winter was so terrible that snow even fell on Mt.Deathern. The children awoke the next morning to a fresh white coat lying on the ground and ran screaming into the powder with joy.

      “Got ya!” Melodi screamed as she launched the biggest snowball she could carry in her claws at Vivienna. It fell from her talons right onto Vivienna’s head, but when she threw a second snowball at her in retaliation, it missed and hit Soran in the face.

      “Ow!” he cried. He ran forward with a loud yell, tackling Vivienna to the ground and mashing a snowball into her shoulder. She laughed and pushed him off of her, but before they knew it they were in a giant tickle fight. Kennu pounced and joined in, and soon they were all rolling in the snow.

      “I’m the evil-guy! Don’t let me touch you or you’ll get evil too!” Jade proclaimed. The other pups screamed and all ran away, trying to avoid Jade in their second-favorite game of tag.

      Zorna, who had melted the snow in his main form, became a reindeer fawn and started pushing a snowball down the hill. He had wanted to make a snowman, but unfortunately the mass picked up speed and he was chasing after it. “Snowball! Wait!” he cried, and everyone looked up and screamed. The kids ran out of the way and it exploded against a large boulder, showering everyone with snowflakes.

      “Whoa! That was totally cool! Did you see how we avoided that thing? We were like, ahhh! And Zorna was like, running his head off and then we jumped.” Shadowin said this all in one breath. “It was like we were in a story or something. Let’s do it again!”

      “Yeah! Again!” Caini agreed and they ran up the hill to make more giant snowballs. The other kids, excited to play their new game, stood ready against the boulders to dodge them as they rolled down the hill.

      Kia watched happily, stroking Lilja at her side. “It’s nice they get their mind off everything that’s happened,” Lilja said, rolling a snowball up with his nose. “Hey Lottie, catch!”

      He threw it at her and it hit her in the muzzle. “Not funny,” she laughed, throwing another one back. This one hit him on the head. The small puppies laughed at her sides. “Unkle Lilja got the smack-down,” Rabika whispered and they giggled.

      “What’s so funny?” he asked and pounced around them, pretending to fight.

      “Yes,” Kia said. “It is nice they don’t think about Wyntier too much.” She let her smile drop and said, “All but one.”

      

      Allie watched the other children play, her ears back. She sat in the snow as a fawn, watching Kennu roughhouse with Soran disapprovingly.

      Zorna spotted her sitting alone and trotted over to her gayly. “Hey, you want to go sledding? It’s really fun, you just lay down and have someone push you and then you go weeeee...”

      “Why are you talking to me?”Allie turned to face him and stood her ground squarely, as if they were to fight.

      Zorna gaped.“I…I just wanted someone to play with.”

      “Well don’t look at me.I’m not friends with Changers of traitors.”

      “What do you mean?” Zorna asked, but before she could answer there was yelling from the house and the door slammed. Aravon strode out, not looking where he was going and rudely tripping over Allie. He fell face-forward in the snow and Allie changed into a lynx, hissing. Her teeth were bared and she lunged towards his leg to bite. Kennu stopped playing automatically and looked up.

      The fourteen-year old swore and got to his feet. “Why don’t you watch where you’re going!” he said, kicking her. Kennu screamed, “Allie!” and the adults nearby jumped up.

      “Don’t hurt her!” Zorna yelled. He pawed at the snow with his hoof and jumped up, butting the boy in the gut with his head.

      “Ooof!” Aravon cried. He would’ve retaliated, if Lilja hadn’t grabbed his jacket and pulled him back to the house. “Let me go! I hate wolves!”

      Lilja ignored him and threw him back inside with his jaws, closing the door with his back paw behind him.

      “Hooray Zorna!” Kennu cried. The rest of the children began to cheer as well but Allie got up off the snow and acted as if nothing had happened.

      “Are you okay?” Zorna asked.

      “I’m fine,” Allie said. “But next time, don’t bother. I don’t want your help.”

      “Why?” Zorna asked.

      “Because you’ll be just like Wyntier,” Allie said with a shrug, turning away from him.

      “No I’m not,” Zorna whispered.

      She narrowed her eyes. “Yes, you are. You’ll grow up and your Accompany will turn bad, just like his parents. And you’ll end up the same way because we love our Accompanies too much to not follow what they say. And even if you do end up doing what’s right you’ll still be on his side because he’ll enslave you like Vera. I’m not going to be friends with someone like that.”

      “No, that’s not going to happen! Why do you have to be so mean?” Zorna started to cry and Soran rushed over, throwing his arms around his furry neck.

      “Allie! Stop it now!” Kennu scolded. “You’re being such a bully!”

      She rounded on him. “Don’t you understand? Wyntier’s the bully, not me, and Soran’s going to end up just like him! You’re the only one I’m concerned about protecting, Kennu. We can’t trust anyone, not even our friends. Vera loved us more than her own life but it still wasn’t enough to keep her from abandoning us. Not enough for keeping my own parents abandoning me.”

      Zorna was still crying. The rest of the adults had gathered around them and Kia asked, “What’s going on?”

      “Come with me, Kennu. Let’s run away,”Allie said and she changed into a griffin, expecting Kennu to get on her back.

      “No. You stay Allie, and tell Mommy what happened,” Kennu ordered.

      At first it looked like she was going to obey. But she held her ground, and whispered, “No.” Her eyes began to shine and she grabbed Kennu by his jacket, throwing him on her back and launching herself into the air.

      “Put me down!” he screamed, and although Allie quivered in the air, she didn’t land. Kia screamed, “Get them before they get hurt!” and Casiff sprang into action, rising up on his wings and grabbing Kennu from her back. Allie went to retaliate but Kia had flown upward to grab her as well, holding her tightly. She took her into the kid’s bedroom in the house, locking the door and saying calmly, “Allie, you’re getting a time-out.”

      There was hysterical screaming and a lot of banging as Allie shattered items inside the room and threw herself against the wall. Kia walked calmly away from the door and left Allie to her tantrum, shaking her head.

      Nobody much felt like playing now. Casiff quickly said, “Who wants to help me make a snow fort?”

      There was a bit of murmuring but the kids agreed. Even Kennu eventually stopped listening to Allie’s shrieks and helped to roll up snowballs.

      Watching the scene with Lyrica in her arms, Vixen turned to Dragonstar. “Are you thinking what Vixen is, love?”

      “It would seem our Allie has done what no other Changer has managed to before,” he agreed.

      “Disobey a command,” Vixen nodded. “It would seem she grows stronger everyday.”

      Allie’s screams from inside only seemed to intensify with the shouting that was clearly Aravon and Nicholas going at it once again.

      “What if I refuse?” Aravon yelled loudly, throwing a chair across the kitchen.

      “Well that’s too bad because you still have to do it!” Nicholas yelled back at his son. “You’re under my house, so you live under my rules!”

      “Maybe I’ll just leave this stupid place and never come back!” Aravon yelled.

      “Maybe you should!” Nicholas lost his temper and pulled his hand back to hit the rebellious boy. Aravon pushed his father onto the floor, where the fairy looked up at him in shock.

      “I’m leaving and I’m never coming back! If anyone tries to stop me there will be blood involved!” He kicked the door open, stomping out and into the snow.

      “Aravon!” Flare screamed. She went to run after her son but Nicholas caught her, holding her still. “Let him go, Flare. There’s nothing more we can do for him,” he told her.

      Flare bawled against her husband’s chest. Her cries echoed about the large room and Nicholas stroked her hair gently as she sobbed. “How could you…just let him leave like that?” she gulped. “Von is just a...child!”

      “He would have left no matter what happened, we both know that,” Nicholas said softly.

      “But…he’s only sixteen.” Flare gasped. Her eyes were red and swollen as she looked up at him. “He’s my only son!”

      “We taught him how to take care of himself. Within a few days he’ll realize how much he needs us and he’ll come back,” Nicholas comforted. “He’s too spoiled to survive on his own.”

      The little girl named Mela crept into the kitchen, tugging on her mother’s dress. “Mommy, why did Von go away? Doesn’t he love me?”

      “Of course he loves you, Mela,” Nicholas told the four year old. “He just needs a little time to cool off.”

      “But...if he’s too hot he could just go sit in the snow,” Mela said, confused.

      Flare chuckled sadly. “No honey, he needs some time alone so he’s not so angry anymore. He’ll come back.” Flare wiped the tears from her eyes and smiled at her daughter.

      Kia came inside, kneeling by her sister. “I’m sorry your son ran away,” she said.

      “He’s just stubborn,” Flare said, getting to her feet. “Nicholas is right. Aravon is too spoiled. He’ll come crawling back to us in a few days.”

      Keota walked into the room then with Vixen and Casiff trailing behind him. “Have you seen Ionan, Kia? I haven’t been able to find him all morning.”

      “We know where he is,” Maekrel said, slowly coming out from the bedroom next to the children’s. “He went to go find Vera. He could be anywhere right now.”

      “Ionan’s gone?” Lilja said, flooding into the house with Lottie and Cornia behind him. “Then we have to go and find him. If he loves Vera that much, we have to help him bring her back.”

      “I agree, Lilja. I’ll stay to watch the pups while you’re gone,” Cornia said, giving him a small kiss on the cheek.

      “We’ll take Snow Drop, and Lottie and Lilja can sweep the ground. He couldn’t have gotten far,” Kia said, turning to her husband.

      “Do you need our help?” Casiff said, striding forward with Vixen in hand.

      Keota shook his head. “You should be with Lyrica. It won’t take too long to find him, and with the fewer of us out there, the less chance Wyntier will find us.”

      “Let’s go find our friend,” Lilja said. “We’re not going home without him.”
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      The bitter winter air seemed to cut through Vera’s very scales as she flew. She shivered, trying to think of a way out of her situation. She didn’t know if throwing Wyntier and Nineva off her back would solve the problem or only make things worse. Nineva could fly, but could she hold Wyntier up as well? She wasn’t sure.

      “You’re covered in blood,” Wyntier said. “What exactly were you doing in that cave?”

      She heard the excitement in his voice, so she gave him what he wanted. “I spent hours trying to gnaw myself free, but was unsuccessful,” she lied, glad he hadn’t ordered her to tell the truth.

      Nineva let out a cruel laugh behind her. “Only you could be so stupid.”

      Wyntier looked down, then let out a smile. “Land here.”

      Vera turned and descended next to the very waterfall she and Ionan had taken their vows at. The waterfall and pond were now long frozen over, and snow covered the once green grass and pine trees that engulfed the area. She felt there was a reason that Wyntier had chosen this place. As he and his wife slid off her back, Vera turned to face her Accompany and asked, “Alright Wyntier, I’ve done as you’ve ordered. Why are we here?”

      “This.” Wyntier pulled out his gun. He pointed it at Vera and fired it twice. Instantly she felt a sharp pain spread throughout her chest and across her thigh. Sinking to the ground instantly, she gasped for breath, looking at her Accompany with tears in her eyes. Blood was beginning to pour out from the wounds at a rate much faster than Vera had ever seen. “Wyntier,” she whispered. “How could you?”

      He ignored her question and grabbed his wife’s hand, walking into the woods. “And now we wait,” he said, slinking into the shadows of the trees. Nineva glanced back at Vera, giving her a smug, triumphant smile.

      

      “Ionan!” Keota cried, walking through the woods. He and Kia were alone, searching the ground while Snow Drop combed the skies. The heavy snow made for slow going, and Kia had decided to hover over the ground instead of tromping through snow drifts like Keota was forced to do.

      “We’re never going to find him this way. He could be anywhere,” Kia protested.

      “He’s got to be nearby. I sense him.” Keota cupped his hands around his mouth and screamed, “IONAN!”

      “Would you cut it out?” Kia snapped, slapping his hands away from his face. “You don’t know who’s out here! Do you want to get killed?”

      “Look around you, Kia. This place is deserted,” Keota protested. “There is absolutely no way that anyone is out here, let alone looking for us.”

      Once he had said this two large BANGS erupted from the trees above them. The two turned around to see Wyntier sitting on a tree branch, a foreign object pointed at Keota. “Surprise,” he laughed, and he fired the object again. The bark on the tree at Keota’s side shattered and Kia grabbed her husband, screaming, “RUN!”

      The two charged away from Wyntier as fast as they could while he gave chase behind him, the loud BANGS going off over and over and hitting every place the two had just been. Kia and Keota ran until they came to the edge of a very large cliff that was encompassed in fog, so much so that you couldn’t see the bottom.

      “Nowhere to run, sister,” Nineva said, flying out from the cover of the fog with a treacherous smile on her face. She raised her hand and sent fireballs hurtling at the young couple, and they dodged her blows, the magic skimming the threads of their clothes.

      Just as Keota had nearly missed being hit by a fireball the size of his head, Wyntier jumped out from nowhere and landed on his back. “Keota!” Kia screamed and she leapt forward to help, but Nineva turned her attention to her and Kia went flying into the air, unable to move.

      “Our father sent me away and you did nothing,” Nineva hissed, clenching her teeth. “You just stood there like a useless little girl while I begged, pleaded that you do something. Well now you’re going to understand what it feels like to be abandoned by your sister.”

      Nineva clenched her fists and black daggers made out of smoke appeared at her sides. She sent them flying at her sister, where they implanted with large THUMPS in her sides and legs. Kia began screaming uncontrollably as her sister began twisting the knives, driving them further in.

      “How does it feel, Kia? Does it hurt?” Nineva asked in a mocking tone void of pity.

      Tears sparked in Keota’s eyes as he heard his wife’s screams, but he was unable to do anything as he and Wyntier wrestled. Wyntier tried pointing the strange object towards Keota’s head, but Keota wrenched his hands away. Wyntier threw Keota onto the ground and raised his hand, planning to club Keota to death with the weapon.

      “It’s really no problem I have with you, Keota,” Wyntier grunted as he held Keota’s throat with one hand. “But you’re in the way, and I can’t say I won’t enjoy watching you and your wife die.”

      

      Ionan felt like giving up. He hadn’t seen any sign of Vera. But I can’t give up, he thought. She’d never give up on me, and I’ll die before I give up on her.

      Just as he was about to leave the woods and continue search elsewhere, he spotted a large purple figure lying in the snow. There she is! he thought in excitement and he turned to descend, his heart leaping in joy.

      But his joy soon turned to panic when he saw Vera unmoving, broken on the snow. Her eyes were barely open as Ionan rushed to her side, avoiding the large puddle of blood that her wounds had created.

      The instant she saw him she smiled. She looked up at Ionan and said lovingly, “Darling.”

      “What has he done to you?” he asked, tears running down his face.

      She shuddered, tremors of pain wracking through her body. “Don’t cry for me, my love. I don’t regret the life I have lived. Why regret it for me?” She began gasping for breath.“I’m…in so much pain. It’s very cold here.”

      “Vera, it’s alright. You’re going to be fine,” Ionan protested, his voice shaking. He looked around wildly. “I’m going to get help. The Great One will be able to fix this. Don’t worry Vera.”

      His words were cut off as something slammed into him from behind, throwing him away from Vera’s side. Ionan spun wildly around to face the one who had knocked him over, and his stomach dropped to his feet as he realized that a brown wyvern stood between him and his mate, his poisonous tail rattling as he grinned at the Changer.

      “Lukas,” Ionan said, shaking his head. “Why am I not surprised that you had something to do with this?”

      The wyvern hissed, poison dripping from his fangs. “Nicodemus was weak,” he snarled. “Wyntier will soon own all of Nesting’s Haven, and he needs a Changer by his side to rule it. And it looks like the job will be open soon.” The wyvern cackled, glancing back at Vera.

      “What did he promise you that you don’t already have?” Ionan said, starting to circle the other Changer with a low growl.

      “What my old Accompany never could. Control of the Council, and everyone in it.” Lukas lunged forward to strike at Ionan’s neck. The Changer dodged his attack, letting out a stream of flame that Lukas easily dodged. The wyvern struck out with his tail and Ionan slid past it, the tip scraping his scales.

      “You’re strong, Ionan, but your size slows you down,” Lukas cackled and he swiped at Ionan’s side, ripping open the skin. Ionan hissed and Vera cried, “Run, my love! There’s no hope for me.”

      “I will never abandon you!” Ionan shouted, and he leapt forward and grabbed Lukas’ leg in his mouth. He went to break it but Lukas slapped Ionan upside the head with his tail and got on top of the Changer, holding him down.

      “Wyntier will be so pleased I’ve gotten you out of the way. He’ll reward me beyond my wildest dreams,” Lukas cheered, raising his tail to deliver the killing blow. Vera screamed.

      

      Lottie and Lilja had their noses to the ground, trying to find Ionan’s scent. “He’s definitely that way,” Lilja said, pointing with his nose. “It’s hard to tell through the snow, but he’s been by here lately.”

      “Should we start following the scent?” Lottie asked, but before Lilja could answer screams began lighting up the woods. Lottie raised her ears towards the sound of the screams, her tail raising high into the air.

      “That’s Kia!” she said fearfully. “Something must’ve gone wrong! We have to help her!”

      At that second colossal roars began shaking the ground where they stood. Lilja’s eyes widened, saying, “And that’s Ionan. He’s in trouble too! What do we do?”

      “You follow the trail, and I’ll go help Kia,” Lottie told him. “We’ll meet up again later.”

      “I don’t like us going into this alone, Lottie,” Lilja argued.

      “What other choice do we have?” Lottie insisted, and before her brother could protest she was bounding towards the sound of Kia’s tortured screams.

      

      The fairy queen’s face had gone pure white. She couldn’t take much more of the torture. Her screams had dissolved into moans of agony as Nineva drove more and more knives into her sister’s body.

      Keota could barely see through the blood that was clogging up his eyes. Wyntier had gotten in a few good hits with the butt of his weapon, and with one more Keota would surely pass out. We’re going to die here, Keota thought, and Wyntier turned his weapon around so that the barrel was facing Keota’s face, ready to send the Accompany into oblivion.

      Then a scream sounded behind him that was not Kia’s and the queen fell from the sky, toppling onto the snow in a defenseless ball. Nineva was on the ground, screaming as she tried to pull Lottie away. The wolf had her fangs embedded in Nineva’s throat and was shaking her senseless.

      Wyntier looked up, panic filling his face at the sight of his wife being mauled. Those few seconds of distraction were all Keota needed. He pushed Wyntier off of him and got to his feet, turning the weapon towards the Accompany’s face.

      There was a loud BANG and Keota felt blood spatter across his face as Wyntier went limp. Lottie got off Nineva and the witch clambered to her feet, holding in her neck muscles with her hands. Before she had a chance to heal herself Keota sent Wyntier’s body flying into her, and the two of them toppled off the cliff and into the fog below, where they vanished from sight.

      “They’re dead,” Lottie gasped, wiping the blood from her muzzle. “Both of them are dead.”

      “Kia!” Keota ran to the fairy’s side, lifting her up into his arms. The daggers had left no mark or wound, but the fairy was weak, her head rolling on her neck limply.

      “Nineva,” she whispered, and tears fell rampant down her face.

      “What happened?” Snow Drop said as she came careening towards the ground. Keota carried Kia over to her and sat the fairy upon the Pegasus’ back, saying, “She’s been tortured by Nineva. Get her back to Flare and Vixen now!”

      “But what about you?” Snow Drop asked, gaping at the sight of the blood gushing from the wounds on his head.

      “I’ll be fine. Just take care of my wife!” he insisted. As Snow Drop flew away, Keota sat in the snow woozily and Lottie came over to tend to his wounds.

      “It’s not very deep,” she said, observing it. “The bleeding is already beginning to stop. Just rest for a minute and you’ll be alright.”

      Keota sighed, holding his head in his hands. “That was too close. But I’m glad they’re finally dead. We can go back home.”

      Another roar filled the skies. Keota jumped to his feet, a singular word running across his lips. “Ionan.”

      

      Ionan struggled under Lukas’ grasp, but it was no use. The wyvern had him in a tight spot, and nothing he could do would enable him to escape. He waited to feel the sting of the wyvern’s tail crush his skull, but all he heard was Lukas screaming. Ionan looked out of the corner of his eye to see Lilja with Lukas’ tail in his mouth, shaking it back and forth and preventing the wyvern from striking.

      As Lukas roared in pain, his grip slipped. Ionan threw him off easily, then charged towards the wyvern with his mouth wide. Ionan bit down harshly on the wyvern’s neck, tossing him across the woods. Lukas hissed and went to counter him, but without warning the Changer paused, looking up into the sky with his nostrils flaring, eyes contracting in fear.

      The wyvern then turned to stare at Ionan with a look that would murder the dragon if it could. “Wyntier needs my help. This isn’t over yet, Ionan!”

      Lukas took off into the sky, scattering snow everywhere. Instead of giving chase Ionan rushed to Vera’s side, looking her over in fright.

      “Lukas did his job,” she whispered. “There’s no time to get help for me now, Ionan. Please, stay with me.”

      “No Vera, there’s still time,” Ionan protested. “We’ll get you help, we’ll get you out of here. Lilja! Lilja, please, find someone!” The Changer turned to his old friend in desperation, but the wolf simply stood there with his head low.

      Tremors started wracking her body. “I want to go home,” she said softly.

      With a trembling voice, Ionan said, “Don’t worry, the Great One will heal you soon and we’ll get you back to Nesting’s Haven, where we both belong.”

      Vera looked at him and murmured, “I don’t think you understand what home I’m talking about.”

      The Changeress laid her head down on the snow and gave a soft sigh. Before anyone knew it, she had stopped breathing.

      “No,” Ionan whispered softly. “No Vera, please,” he whimpered, putting his head to hers as two large tears leaked from his eyes. “Please stay.”

      She didn’t respond.

      “No! It can’t be!” Ionan cried.“Let me take her place! It’s supposed to be me who dies, not her! I can’t live like this!”

      Lilja walked slowly up to his friend, putting a paw on his claws. “Ionan, it’s too late. She’s gone.”

      “No,” Ionan protested, and smoke began furling from his mouth. “NOOOOOO!”

      Ionan reared up on his hind legs and opened his mouth. Jets of flame came furling out of him, lighting up the darkness that was quickly falling on the forest.

      Keota and Lottie appeared at the edges of the trees. Dropping his head, Keota looked at Lottie sadly and said, “Even after everything we did, they still never had a chance.”

      The snowflakes began falling out of the clouds at an excessive rate. As they began coating Vera’s body in a shroud of white, Ionan collapsed on the ground, his sobs shaking the forest.“VERA!”
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      Aravon stretched out under a tree and sat looking up at the branches above his head, a scowl written tightly across his face. He hadn’t eaten in days, nor had he found anyplace to sleep.The forest around him was quiet, and the knowledge of what day it was going to be soon upset him. He had never been alone on Christmas before. “Stupid holiday!” he shouted at no one but himself, throwing a snowball up in the air. It only came spiraling back down to hit him directly in the face.

      “What’s a stupid holiday?” A beautiful black she-wolf with caramel colored streaks running through her fur came out of the bushes to stand in front of him, tilting her head to the side.

      “Christmas,” he snarled at her.

      “I agree,” the wolf replied. “I’ve always hated Christmas. What’s the point of it?”

      “Exactly!” Aravon jumped up as he spoke. “I can’t believe I’m agreeing with a wolf, but it’s just another reason for everyone to be happy and excited. I think it’s completely stupid.”

      The wolf nodded, getting to her feet. “I’m Carmilla. Who are you?”

      “Aravon, but I prefer Von,” he told her. “Where exactly did you come from?”

      “The castle in the Black Woods.” She sat down, shaking her fur. “I used to live there until they kicked me out, for leading a fairy and her group into the castle.”

      “Why would they do that?” Aravon asked.

      “Because the fairy was traveling with wolves,” Carmilla snarled. “A lot of us were killed that night, and they deemed me responsible. I don’t really care that they made me leave. The woman who made me, Iris, was just too irritating for me to deal with any longer.”

      “I ran away too, for the same reasons. My family is a bunch of idiots,” Von said before taking a long pause. “Wait a minute. Doesn’t that castle belong to Ortusans?”

      “Yup,” she said matter-of-factly before looking him up and down. “Now hand me your coat.”

      “No!” Aravon said. “You don’t need it!”

      “Yes! It’s long enough, so hand it over!” Carmilla demanded.

      “Long enough for what?” Von said, completely confused.

      “You’ll see when you hand it over.”

      “I don’t want to, I’ll freeze.”

      “It’s not that cold out here.”

      “Yes it is!

      “Just give it here!” Carmilla snapped. Von pulled his knee-length coat off and handed it to the wolf in confusion, and she took it in her teeth gingerly. “About time,” she mumbled.

      “Now what?” he asked, wrapping his arms across his chest to keep warm.

      “Turn around,” she commanded. When Von only stared at her, she sighed and said, “Turn around because I’m not about to let you see me naked.”

      His shocked expression was followed by a burst of laughter. “Last time I checked wolves were always naked, sweetheart,” he said, still laughing.

      “Just turn around before I decide to kill you,” she snarled slowly. Von stopped laughing, turning to face the tree. He heard the rustling of cloth and footsteps in the snow as Carmilla said, “Now you can turn again.”

      Before him stood a young women, hardly older than he was. Her long black hair was streaked with a rich caramel color and it fell to her shoulders in thick curls. Her eyes were a brilliant gold, her skin as white as the snow around her. The only thing she wore was his long coat.

      “Close your mouth and stop staring,” she commanded. “I know I’m gorgeous, it’s part of the whole Ortusan thing.”

      Von closed his mouth and swallowed. “You’re not going to eat me are you?”

      She smiled, and Von noticed small fangs appearing in her mouth. “That was the plan.”

      Carmilla leapt forward, grabbing his shoulders with her hands and going in to bite his neck. Von screamed and at an instant Carmilla was frozen in place, unable to move. “What...what are you doing to me?” she said, confused.

      Von pushed her away and started laughing, shaking his head. “You’re an idiot. Do you really think I’d be out here alone if I didn’t have a way to protect myself?”

      She narrowed her eyes. “It can’t be. Somebody like you could never...”

      “Have the Strength?” Von laughed, tucking his hands behind his head. “The power to control the mind of everyone I see? Why not?”

      “Because you’re weak!” Carmilla snarled. “Only powerful fairies have the Strength!”

      “Well I guess you’ve got to consider me powerful, then,” he chuckled. “I’m powerful enough to tell you what to do.”

      “If you have the Strength why didn’t you use it on your family before you ran away?” Carmilla questioned.

      “It doesn’t work on people who are related to you,” Von said sullenly. “Otherwise they’d all be my slaves by now.”

      “How useful can it be if you can’t even use it on the people who annoy you the most?” Carmilla asked. She began walking away from him, but Von hurried to her side, following her.

      “What?” she asked him impatiently.

      “I ran away, you ran away…” he began. “Why don’t we just stick together from now on? We could help each other out with many things.” His smile grew.

      “What kind of things?” she said fiercely.

      “Oh, you know, just...things,” he said casually.

      “I don’t know if I trust you,” she said, stopping to put her hands on her hips. “You can mind control me to do anything you want.”

      “Come on, you trust me enough to tell me you’re an Ortusan,” he told her. “So why can’t you trust me now?”

      “It’s not that I don’t trust you as much as it’s the fact that I want you to be afraid of me,” Carmilla replied. “And it seems to be backfiring.”

      Von tossed back his head and laughed. “Come on, we could be partners in crime! Don’t you want to get revenge against your family?”

      She paused. “I can handle being partners in crime. I live for crime.” She smiled. “And I suppose that having a fairy around with the Strength has its perks. As long as you don’t ever use your powers on me ever again. Then I can’t promise I won’t slaughter you in your sleep.”

      “Shake on it.” Von stuck out his right hand and, slowly, she placed hers into it. They shook hands and his smile broadened.

      “What are you smiling about?” she snapped.

      “You’re holding my hand,” he beamed, his face turning pink. She pulled her hand away and slapped him across the face. Von went reeling away into the snow.

      “Ouch! What was that for?” he asked.

      “For being weird,” she said. “And no mind control!’ she snapped as he began staring at her in the same strange way he had when she had tried to eat him. “You promised.”

      They trekked through the forest, Von’s stomach rumbling loudly. He looked around for something to eat, but he knew he wasn’t a good enough hunter to actually catch something. He looked towards his companion, however, and got an idea. “Question for you, Carmilla,” he said lightly.

      “Answer for you, Von,” Carmilla said sarcastically, not even turning to face him.

      “Will you make me like you?” Von asked. “I mean, an Ortusan. You can do that, right? Without eating me?”

      “I can, but I will not bite you.” She stopped and turned to face him. “Having a fairy with the Strength around has its benefits, but I refuse to be stuck with you for that long.I can handle you until your stupid fairy life span kills you, but not any longer than that.”

      “What do you mean, you can’t live with me for that long?” Von asked, raising his voice slightly.

      “You are the most annoying little pest I’ve ever had to deal with!” she yelled back. “You’re always asking questions that are none of your business, you keep tripping, and you don’t know how to shut up. Shall I go on or do you get the point?”

      “That is very hurtful to me, Carmilla. I don’t think I could be your partner anymore,” Von pouted, crossing his arms.

      “That’s wonderful! You turn around and go the other way, and I’ll go this way!” Carmilla said, smiling broadly.

      “I was only kidding,” Von said. “What, did you think I was serious?”

      Carmilla groaned. He considered using the Strength on her to force her to bite him, but he knew if he did, Carmilla would abandon him the first chance she could. Instead, he bent down and picked up a good sized twig. He then reached out his arm and jabbed Carmilla’s neck with the twig. She whipped around and hissed at him, but he just shrugged and smiled. The minute she turned around he did it again. This time the hiss was more of a growl. Von did his best to look innocent and then proceeded to poke her again.

      “If you poke me one more time...” Carmilla growled threateningly.

      “What? Are you going to tell my mommy?” Von laughed.

      Carmilla turned away from him. He jabbed her with the twig once more, laughing loudly this time as he did so. She whipped around, baring her fangs and charging at him full speed. He threw his arm up and her fangs sank deep into his flesh, sending a sharp pain through his arm.

      He yanked his arm back with a triumphant sound before falling onto the ground, completely out of it. Carmilla looked at the bite mark on his arm, her Ortusan venom seeping from it. “Aw shit,” she said in aggravation before she sat on the ground beside him, watching the transformation take place.

      

      When Keota, Lottie and Lilja finally returned, they had been gone for days. Word had gotten back to Mt.Deathern about Vera’s death. All the children sat listlessly in their rooms, unable to play or talk.

      Kia had returned to normal physically, but something was now wrong with her that was irreversible. Everything about her seemed okay, except for whenever Nineva’s name was mentioned she began panicking. Whatever damage Nineva did would never be reversed.

      When Ionan had finally realized Vera wasn’t coming back, he had flown off with her body and hadn’t returned. Keota knew he would eventually, but he hoped that it was soon. He wanted to return to the Verinian and normal life, as normal as it could be, as soon as possible.

      A week later, Keota finally spotted Ionan in the sky. The Accompany charged outside, waving to his Changer, but Ionan didn’t seem to see him. The dragon only seemed intent on one thing, which was careening towards Ana and Maekrel, who were holding hands while walking around the volcano.

      Ana and Maekrel had come out a few days ago to the group. No one had protested, as the shock of the previous week’s events had made the entire group numb. Keota watched in horror as Ionan swooped in and scooped up the golden haired man, pulling him into the sky.

      “What on earth are you doing?” Maekrel cried, struggling against his brother’s tight hold.

      “What I should have done as soon as this started!” Ionan hissed cruelly. He carried Maekrel as high into the sky as he could get, until the ground was no longer visible beneath the clouds.

      “Ionan, stop! You’re not thinking clearly!” Maekrel cried, struggling to be released.

      “Goodbye brother! May death come quickly to you!” Ionan yelled. He released his grip and Maekrel fell screaming through the clouds.

      

      Ana’s ear splitting scream filled the air. Keota, Nicholas and Kael heard it first. They ran outside the house and the three men headed towards Ana, anticipating the worst.

      Ana stood in the snow looking toward the sky. A tortured expression twisted her pretty face. She screamed out Maekrel’s name over and over again.

      “What’s wrong?” Nicholas asked her. “Where is Maekrel?”

      Ana pointed up into the sky and they saw Maekrel plummeting towards the ground, with a large shadow above him that could only be Ionan.

      “What are we supposed to do?” Nicholas pointed to Ana’s face. “She’s completely useless right now!”

      “You two can fly,” Keota told them. “Grab him, and bring him back down!”

      “I can’t,” Kael winced, watching Maekrel fall.

      “What do you mean you can’t?” Nicholas looked at his brother-in-law in shock. “All fairies can fly!”

      “Not me.” Kael looked down toward the ground. “I’m afraid of heights.” His voice had grown quieter as he said this.

      “Well, you’re about to get over that fear.” Nicholas grabbed Kael’s hand, bringing out his wings and dragging him up into the sky. As he did so, Kael’s body began shaking. “I don’t think I can do this,” he whined.

      “Make a choice Kael. Get over this and save a life, or be a coward and I’ll drop you from here,” Nicholas snarled into his ear as they got higher.

      Kael took in a deep breath. He let go of Nicholas’s hand and kept himself airborne, though rather shakily. The two fairies traveled upwards until they were forced to fall back to keep up with Maekrel.

      “You get on the other side and we can hopefully slow his descent!” Nicholas called. Both of them grabbed onto one of Maekrel’s arms. They started to slow down, until Kael panicked and he let go. The fairy began falling, landing squarely on his back, crumpling his small wings underneath him. The weight was too much for Nicholas’s small wings and he and Maekrel crashed into the ground.

      Ana ran to Maekrel and wrapped her arms tightly around him. Tears spilled from her eyes as Maekrel shook uncontrollably. He wrapped his arms gently around Ana and rubbed her back to try and calm her, his face full of shock and disbelief.

      Vixen and Kia had come out of the house, and were kneeling at Kael’s side. The fairy sat up slowly. His arms and face were covered in scratches and blood ran from a large gash on the top of his head. His wings were a crumpled, torn mass. One looked as if it was barely hanging on to his back. He sat there dumbfounded.

      “Is it bad?” he asked Kia.

      “I don’t think you’re ever going to be able to fly again,” she said, her voice cracking.

      “I can live with that,” Kael told her in a bit of relief, sighing.

      “You won’t be able to hide your wings, either. They’re far too damaged. They’ll stand out and be visible unless we take them off completely,” Vixen told him, looking at the crushed mess.

      “Then get rid of them. I don’t want them anymore.” Kael’s voice was calm, but his whole body shook. “I just want them to be gone.”

      “You sound like you don’t care,” Kia said, shocked.

      “That’s because I don’t!” Kael snapped. “Ever since I was three I’ve been afraid of heights. I just can’t handle it. I don’t want my wings anymore. Get rid of them.”His voice was blunt and emotionless. Every word he said dropped from his mouth like a stone.

      “But why?” Kia questioned. She gently handled his wings in an effort to straighten them out and he winced.

      “Because of Nineva.” The hatred in Kael’s voice was obvious. “When I was three she took me out to the cliff that we used to practice flying. I never was any good, but she said she would help me.” He swallowed. “Nineva told me she’d be there at the bottom and I believed her. She carried me to the top of the cliff and left me there, telling me she’d catch me if I fell. I walked to the edge and there she stood at the bottom, encouraging me to jump. I did, but I couldn’t get my wings to work. I fell and she moved out of the way. All I could see was the ground and I knew I was going to die.” He paused. “I was lucky I didn’t. And I remember Nineva standing there laughing. I’ve hated to fly, and I’ve hated her ever since that day.”

      “I’m so sorry,” Kia whispered. “I had no idea she was that cruel as a child.”

      “It’s not your fault. You always saw her through rose colored glasses.” Kael smiled at her half-heartedly. “Can you just get rid of the things now?”

      Vixen nodded. “Come into the house. We’ll remove them immediately.”

      As the three fairies headed inside, Ionan landed, spraying snow everywhere. “Why did you stop him?” he said, snarling at Nicholas. “He deserved to die!”

      “Ionan! Stop!” Keota ordered. Ionan halted and Maekrel got to his feet. He began walking towards his brother but Ana held him back, saying, “Don’t go near him! He doesn’t understand!”

      “You’re exactly right, Ana! I don’t understand!” the Changer screamed. “I can’t understand why everyone else can be together, even if it goes against the law,” he glanced at Keota, “or goes against nature,” he looked at Maekrel, “but me! Why does everyone else have the right to be with the love of their life, but when Vera and I can finally be together the Creator rips her out of my claws?”

      “Ionan, you need to talk to your brother, and that’s an order,” Keota said. He went over to his sister and grabbed her arm. “Come with me. We need to let those two be alone right now,” he said.

      “But Ionan will kill him!” Ana said, her voice a mere squeak.

      “Ionan will not kill him, or harm him, or do anything like that,” Keota said, glaring at his Changer. “That’s an order, too.”

      As Keota dragged his sister inside, Maekrel and Ionan were left alone. Ionan turned his back on him and Maekrel said, “I know you’re upset with what you’ve done.”

      Ionan dropped his head. “Why are you here?”

      “Because I’m still your brother, no matter what happens.”

      “You are not my brother. Look at you! You’ve completely changed and fallen for Ana. It’s wrong! Maekrel would never do that. My brother is gone.”

      “You think just because my outside has changed means that I’m not the same inside?”

      “Yes! I see the way you look at her. You and Ana aren’t supposed to fall in love.”

      “I never thought of Ana in a romantic way when I was a Changer. I never started falling for her until I became human.”

      “You’re putting us all in danger. Do you have any idea what the Council would do if they knew about this?”

      “We would be put to death,” Maekrel said bluntly. “Or they would put us in the Coliseum, to face the Trials of Separation.”

      “Exactly! Can you imagine what it would be like if one of you had to kill the other, to spare the other unimaginable torture? And since you are a human, we know who would lose. Do you want Ana to suffer?”

      Maekrel blinked his eyes calmly. “That’s not going to happen.”

      “You don’t know that.”

      “Ionan. I’m not a Changer anymore. But don’t you see? I still have my same spirit and heart. I haven’t changed, just…transformed.”

      Ionan looked down. “I don’t want to accept it, but I must. Love is the most powerful thing in the world, and if you can still love me after I tried to murder you...”

      “I do. You’re not in your right mind right now, Ionan. I forgive you.”

      “Then I can still see the dragon you once were. Have my blessing. Who am I to separate lovers? I know if you were to be apart form her, your heart would turn black and your joy would die, as has mine.”

      “Vera had her flaws, but she was a beautiful creature. You were lucky to love her,” Maekrel said. Ionan pulled him into a hug with his wing and Maekrel punched him playfully in the side.

      As they embraced another dragon descended from the sky. Ionan pulled away from Maekrel to see Bloodbath, gasping for air. “Ionan. I’m glad I finally found you. I heard your mate had passed away. I am so sorry.”

      “Thank you, Bloodbath,” Ionan said gruffly. The dragon bowed to him in sympathy and said, “But you must come with me, to the desert of the dragons. Before your mate was taken by Wyntier she had a child. A daughter.”

      “Vera had a daughter?” Ionan asked, recoiling.Bloodbath nodded, saying, “Her name is Mirabelle, and you’re her father.”

      Ionan sunk to the ground. “Me? A...a father?”

      “Now isn’t the time for surprise, Ionan. Come,” Bloodbath said. Ionan looked towards the house but Keota was already there, ready to climb onto his back.

      “Let’s go,” Keota said. “I want to meet your daughter.”

      “I need her,” Ionan said. “She needs to come home, back to the Verinian to be with me.”

      “No, Ionan,” Keota said sharply. “This is something I won’t allow. I forbid it.”

      “What?”Ionan gasped.

      Kia was walking out of the house, hands on her hips. “Keota, what is going on?” she said. “I heard something about Ionan’s daughter. Is this true?”

      “Yes, but we can’t bring her back with us. I’m ordering Ionan to leave her where she is,” Keota said.

      “That’s cruel,” Kia spat. “Why would you do such a thing? Separate a child from her father, after she already lost her mother?”

      “We can’t bring Vera’s child back with us to the forest. It will cause all sorts of problems. Wyntier has allies and if anyone finds out that Vera had a daughter, they’ll come looking for her. Any trace left of Vera has to be eliminated from our lives forever,” Keota said.

      “Why do you hate my mate so much?” Ionan whispered.

      “I never hated her. I just know no good will ever come of her,” Keota said harshly, and a soft tear rolled down Ionan’s face.

      “You’re only forcing him to do this because you know he’s not in his right mind right now, and won’t fight back,” Kia hissed. “I say he brings his daughter back, and that’s the end of it.”

      “Kia, if you don’t want to cause a rift in our marriage you’ll leave. Now. We just managed to fix things between us,” Keota said.

      Kia stared at him blankly, seemingly having her feet swept out from under her. “But...but things are fine between us,” Kia said in confusion.

      “Right now,” Keota said. “Kia, for once in your life just do as I say. This is between Ionan and I, and if you want our marriage to work, you’ll stay out of it. You’ve bossed me around for the past five years. Now it’s my turn to get a say.”

      Seemingly subdued for once in her life, Kia retreated back into the cabin. Keota got on Ionan’s back. “Come on. Let’s go.”

      

      “Wee!” a small white dragon exclaimed and he slid off a rock, his white serpentine body twisting down it as he went. A turquoise hatchling giggled and imitated him, and they both landed squealing in the dust.

      A beautiful female dragon, her scales melding together in a lovely array of pink, purple and orange, watched the children happily, but with grief in her heart. Sunset had readily accepted the small hatchling when her brother Bloodbath had asked, but in a way she felt as if raising this youngling was betraying her mate and other child, who had been lost to Ortusans months ago. How could she have said yes to her brother? Still, she thought as she watched the little one Mirabelle, it was good she had this small baby girl to keep her son Xiuhcoatl company.

      A large gust of wind swept up in her eyes and the biggest dragon she had ever seen in her life landed, a tall man riding on his back. The two companions started towards the entrance of the cave.

      Sunset rushed over to the children and bared her teeth, sweeping the younglings behind her with her tail. The green male dipped his head lowly, though the bow still reached just below her head. “Greetings,” he said. “I’m looking for a hatchling by the name of Mirabelle. Can you tell me where to find her?”

      Sunset lifted her head to meet his gaze. “Why must you know?” she asked defiantly.

      He looked back at her with eyes that seemed defeated. “I’m her father.”

      Her heart dropped. Would she have another child taken away? Sunset sorrowfully wrapped her tail around Mirabelle and brought her to the entrance of the cave, placing her in front of him.

      Mirabelle peeped and the green dragon stood, looking at her with his mouth open. She giggled and rose up to meet the dragon’s yellow eyes, gazing into them with the same deep blue that had been her mother’s.

      She shook her little tail, the four tiny spikes waving back and forth. “Hi, I’m Mirabelle,” she squeaked.

      The green dragon gathered his bearings and said, “Hello Mirabelle. I’m Ionan. I was a friend of your mother’s.”

      “Sunset?” she asked. Ionan shook his head. “No. She was a dragon named Vera.”

      “That’s pretty,” she exclaimed, and she shook her large horns of dust.

      “Yes. I’ll have to tell you about her sometime,” the green dragon said in a quivering voice. “My name is Ionan.”

      “Do you like to play? I do.” Mirabelle changed the subject and span around on the desert sand. “I also like to fly lot. But I like to sing better. Mommy says I have a beautiful voice.”

      Ionan swallowed a lump in his throat. “Your mother liked to sing as well, very much.”

      She smiled up at him with her dagger-like teeth. Ionan gulped and said, “I really don’t want to leave you but…” he gasped and a tear fell out of his eye. “But we have to get back to our home.”

      The little serpentine dragon at Sunset’s side whispered, “Why is that big dragon crying?”

      Sunset felt a leap of hope. He wasn’t taking her away after all?

      Mirabelle rose up in the air and caught the tear, wiping it away and clinging to his face. “You’ll visit me?” she asked.

      Ionan inhaled. “Yes. Very often.”The green dragon forced a smile and he put her down, Mirabelle sliding off his head into the sand.

      Ionan wrapped his wing around her and hugged her tightly. When Mirabelle ran off to play with the other hatchling, Ionan walked up to Sunset. “She’s happy here, with you,” he said. “You’ll be able to give her more than I could. Her mother wanted her to be protected from Wyntier, and even though he’s dead I’m not sure she’ll be safe with us. So many people want to hurt us, it seems.” Ionan laughed sadly.

      He leaned in until he was whispering into Sunset’s ear.“Take care of her,” he hushed, and then they were gone, the little white hatchling running after them as they rose into the sky

      

      When they had returned to Mt.Deathern Kia walked up to Ionan, her hands on her hips. “It’s Allie,” she said. “I can’t get her to calm down. Ever since Vera died, she’s been unconsolable. She refuses to come out of her room, even for Kennu.”

      “Let me talk to her,” Ionan said, heading towards the house. Ionan changed into a white lion and padded into Allie’s bedroom, raising his paw to tap lightly on the door. “Allie,” he said softly, opening it slowly.

      Allie was lying on the bed as a fawn with her back turned to the entrance, the morning sun turning the white spots on her back red.

      Ionan looked around. “Oh Allie, why did you make such a mess?” The curtains had been torn off the window along with the rod, which had been broken. Feathers were everywhere but there was no sign of the pillows that had held them. The bedpost had been scratched deeply and the headboard had deep teeth marks in it. There were marks in the floor where she had dug in a combination of hooves, claws and talons. Stuffed animals had lost their heads. The quilt had a tear in it, as well as the sheets. Only the mattress laid untouched, though it had been dragged half-way off the bed.

      He pushed it back into its proper place, Allie not moving an inch as he did so. He padded up to the bed and stepped onto it, his weight dipping the mattress onto the floor. Allie turned away.

      “Allie,” he sighed. “Why did you say such things to Zorna and Soran? And why are you acting this way? You know I raised you better than that.”

      She didn’t say anything. He grimaced and said, “Allie, talk to me. You’re not acting like the little girl I know.”

      “That’s because I’m not who you know anymore,” Allie said softly. “You know it’s true what I said to Zorna.”

      “No, its not,” he said. “Just because someone’s parents were bad doesn’t mean that they’ll turn out that way.”

      “ Yes it does,” she pouted. He tried wrapping his tail around her to comfort her but she pulled away harshly and said, “No, no, no, no!”

      There was a long bout of silence. He grew impatient and said, “Allie, talk to me. I can’t help you if you won’t tell me what’s wrong.”

      “Maybe I don’t want to talk,” she growled.

      “Why? Is it because you don’t trust me?”

      “No,” she replied quickly.

      Ionan growled, “I taught you to be a lot of things, but never a liar.”

      “Well, maybe that’s just what I am now! What’s so bad about lying anyway?”

      “Allie, how could you say that? You know better!”

      “No I don’t,” she snapped.

      “I don’t know why you’re being such a naughty little girl. How could you be so mean to your friends, your family?”

      “They are not my family!” She laid her ears back. “I want nothing to do with them!”

      “Then what is it you want Allie? Do you want me to leave?”

      “No! But I know it’s going to happen whether you want it or not!”

      “Is that what you think? Allie, be fair!”

      “Life isn’t fair! What kind of life gives you two mommies and makes them both die?”

      “What do you want from me Allie? I can’t bring them back! What do you want?” Ionan begged.

      She looked at him with angry brown eyes. “I want…I…I want…”As suddenly as she had grown angry, tears ran down her face and she wailed, “I want Vera!”

      She ran to him and buried her head in his fur. He kissed her head and she cried louder, saying, “I’m sorry, Io, I’m really sorry,” The fawn mashed her head into his paw and the lion purred, drawing her closer to him. He remembered how he had once hummed Lilja as a pup to sleep after he thought he had lost Lottie. Recalling a song Vera used to sing, he rocked her back and forth and began to serenade softly;

      
        
        Your wings are my stronghold

        They help me to fly

        You clear away tears when I cry.

      

        

      
        Each breath you take is mine

        Each heartbeat mine too

        Each movement as one it’s so true...

      

        

      
        My safe heart song you’ll always be,

        Because I will go on and you with me.

      

        

      
        Live everlasting with you by my side

        A joy that will never be matched

        The truth in your eyes

        Comforts my pain

        And I can go on as long

        As you’re with me

        Heaven’s song cannot compare

        To the smile I see on your face

        Eyes gleam in the moonlight

        And stars dominate the skies

        And I will go on

        If you stand with me

      

        

      
        A life renewed

        On a joyous day

        A world of hope

        Because I know you’ll stay

        And I will go on

        If you stand with me

      

        

      
        No matter the trouble we get into

        No matter the pain thatI feel

        As long as I can run to you

        I can go on with my life

        I will go on

        If you stand with me.

      

      

      Her tears had stopped before the song had ended, and she started to hum the tune as the sun climbed higher in the sky.
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      Squeals of delight were met on Christmas morning. Wrapping paper was laid everywhere, which the wolves enjoyed above anything else. The gifts weren’t grand, as they didn’t have much in the first place, but you would have thought you were giving Soran his own realm when he opened up the wooden play sword he had received. Likewise all the children valued their gifts, no matter how small. Snapfoot was having so much fun he stood up and howled in a strong voice;

      
        
        “Midnight hunts are such fun,

        And full moon parties are the best,

        But the one thing better then snowfall,

        Yes Christmas beats the rest!”

      

      

      The others agreed then sang along in their own versions, some that had rhymes that were off or inappropriate. Cornia coughed and bared her teeth at the funny lyrics, in which Nicholas asked if she were choking.

      Flare herself tried to put on a good show, but you could tell she was missing Aravon. Kia put her arms around her. “Don’t be sad. They all have to grow up sometime. What are you going to do about it? What can you do?”

      “Yes, but do you want to lose your little Kennu?” she asked in a whisper.

      “No, I don’t. But I know I must, someday. And besides, they’re just growing up. It’s not like they’re gone forever and you’ll never see them again.”

      Flare sighed. “Enjoy these times, because you’re going to miss them more than anything. It lasts shorter than you think it does.”

      If Kennu has that many more years to come by, Ionan thought silently, but didn’t say anything.

      Vixen put a hand on his side and said, “Don’t despair. Vixen senses Kennu will live a longer life than you expect him to.”

      Casiff called from the next room that dinner was almost ready. “We should do this every year!” Zorna suggested, kicking the small ball he had gotten with enthusiasm in his dog form, wearing a red bow around his neck.

      “I agree. Every year from now on, you must ALL come to our house.” Nicholas put his arm around Flare.

      Just before dinner they hooked up all the older pups to a sled and the children took turns riding on it. When Kennu grew a little tired Allie followed him outside, a little ways away from the house and near the volcano. Kia, Keota and Ionan, who had seen them walk off, went out to follow them at a distance.

      The sunlight sparkled upon the snow as the two walked alone, their parents behind them. Kennu turned to Allie. “I want to celebrate Christmas every year.”

      “So do I,” Allie said sadly, and Kennu looked at her.

      “What’s wrong Allie? Is there something you wanted that you didn’t get?” he wondered.

      “It’s not important.” She shook her head. “I’m sure it’ll happen next year.”

      Kennu didn’t ask. He simply whispered as he grabbed onto her neck, “We should go have fun with Ionan, and all our uncles and aunts and Mommy and Daddy and our friends.”

      “We should, and we will.” Allie let her head down. “And I will have fun with you, as much as I can.”

      When he saw into her mind with his telepathy that wasn’t what she had exactly meant, he said, “Allie, why would you need to have fun with me more than the others?”

      “Ionan told me to,” she said simply.

      “That’s not an answer.”

      “Is so.” She sat down and refused to look at him. But she wasn’t skilled at hiding her thoughts from Kennu yet, and he saw a through her eyes a conversation that had happened a few nights before. “Why does Ionan think I will die? I’m not so sick,” Kennu argued.

      “But you are sick Kennu. Sick enough to make all our family and friends cry when you aren’t around and you aren’t watching.”

      “Dying wouldn’t be so bad. I’d be in heaven then, with Vera.”

      “But I don’t want you to die without me. Everybody would be sad.”

      “It would only be for a little while.”

      “Too long for me. It’s not fair Kennu. Ionan wants me to try to let you go so I don’t get hurt, but I don’t want to. I want to stay with you forever.”

      “Things aren’t like that. We are alone sometimes. Not even Changers and Accompanies are together always.”

      “Well I want to. And I’m Allie and what I say people should listen to.”

      “Tell that to Mommy when you’ve been naughty,” Kennu laughed, and she laughed too.

      Kia came around the corner. “Kennu, where have you been? Dinner is almost ready.”

      “Yes, come along,” Ionan nodded.

      “Coming Mommy,” Kennu added. He took a step forward, but then his eyes went blank and he slumped to the ground. Allie let out a squawk of fear as she saw Kennu writhing on the ground in another seizure, flapping her wings as he convulsed. Kia rushed to her son and kneeled by his side, Keota doing the same while grasping onto her shoulders. Ionan, unable to do anything, simply sat down and bowed his head while the snow fell like teardrops onto his scales.
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      The day after Christmas was quiet. The children ran and played in the snow, while Kia stood nearby keeping watch over Kennu. Laughter sounded all around, and she hardly noticed when Allie came up to her slowly. “I have to tell you something. It may be important,” the small lynx said quietly, scuffing her paws on the ground.

      “What is it, Allie?” Kia asked, picking up the Changer and cuddling her gently.

      “We need to be friends with the twin Changers,” Allie said, as if she was repeating something out of a trance.

      “What are you talking about?” Kia asked, confused.

      “I don’t know what it means, but I dreamed about it. My mommy told me that we need to be friends with the twin Changers. I don’t know why.” Allie put her head down and her ears back, thinking.

      “I should go talk to Ionan. He may know what this means.” Kia placed Allie on the ground gently. “Go play, sweetheart. Hey, Flare, keep an eye on Kennu for me, okay?”

      “Sure little sister, I’ll watch him,” Flare called back. Kia turned and walked toward the house slowly. She headed towards the room where Ionan spent most of his days, grieving for Vera. She knocked on the door softly. “Ionan, I know you want to be alone, but I have to ask you something.”

      Hearing the worry in her voice, Ionan responded, “What is it Kiatana?”

      “Something important. Can I come in?”

      “Of course you may.” Kia opened the door just enough to let herself in and then closed it behind her. Ionan sat as a hawk on the bedpost, ruffling his feathers. “Now what is this all about?”

      “It’s Allie. She came up to me and said something very strange,” Kia began. “She told me that her mother came to her in a dream and said that we need to befriend the twin Changers. What does that mean?”

      “Twin Changers!” Ionan gasped. “It’s an old prophecy, one that was made hundreds of years ago. It was said that at the time of the Second Despondent, twin Changers will be born and that they shall both be attached to one Accompany. The prophecy says that if the twins side with good then good shall win, but if they side with evil, then evil shall win. As long as they remain together the war has already been won, but if separated, the world will fall into chaos.”

      “Goodness.” Kia looked down at the floor. “Is this true?”

      “I don’t know if it is or not. But Allie has never been wrong yet,” Ionan told her.

      “Should we tell the others?” Kia asked.

      “Not yet. We will tell them when we must but not until it’s absolutely necessary,” Ionan said. He shook his head. “I can’t imagine after everything we’ve been through, there will soon be a war on our hands.”

      “We shouldn’t worry about it,” Kia said, walking over and stroking Ionan’s feathers “What only matters is what happens today.”

      The fairy sat beside him and the two looked out the window, watching the children outside become close and loyal friends.

      

      A bloody fox lay still on the ground, an example of the carnage that Carmilla and Aravon had brought to the snowy forest around them. The Black Woods was filled with bodies both animal and fairy. Carmilla had been right. With Aravon’s use of the Strength, she had managed to slaughter everyone in her coven until the castle was vacant of all life. Carmilla let Iris’ body fall out of her hand with a thud, a smile across her bloody lips. “Well, that was easy,” she said. “Maybe turning you into an Ortusan wasn’t such a bad idea.”

      “You think?” Aravon wiped his mouth, licking his lips eagerly. “I had no idea blood could taste so good. Better than anything I’ve ever had.”

      “We can assure you that you’ll have more blood than you could ever ask for.”

      Carmilla and Aravon paused at the silky voice emerging from the shadows. A fairy with blood red hair and black eyes slunk from the darkness, her appearance striking and beautiful. The only thing unbecoming about her were several long, disgusting gashes along the side of her neck, but she turned to hide them in the collar of her dress.

      “Don’t be afraid,” she said. “My magic can repair the worst of ails, but they still leave markings behind. I was able to bring my husband back from the brink of death only days ago, though the scar still remains on his face.”

      “Who are you?” Carmilla asked. Von turned on her to use the Strength, but she caught his eyes and laughed, shaking her head. “My dear, I am too strong of a witch to become a victim to your powers. Not even the Strength can stop me. My name is Nineva.”

      “Nineva? My aunt?” Von asked in shock.

      “You’re Aravon, alright,” Nineva confirmed, smiling. “And you must be Carmilla.”

      “Yeah. How do you know who we are?” Carmilla asked.

      “We’ve been looking for you, darling,” Nineva said softly. “To make you a deal.”

      “A deal you can’t refuse.” A hand fell on Aravon’s shoulder. The Ortusan turned around to see a handsome, dark-haired man behind him, a long scar fresh on his face. “Though I can’t say we expected to find out you’re not a fairy. I’m Wyntier.” He looked at Carmilla. “What happened to him?”

      “He pissed me off and I bit him.” Carmilla gestured to Von’s arm where a small scar in the shape of teeth stood out against the rest of his skin.

      “How exactly did he piss you off?” Wyntier asked. “I’m curious.”

      “He jabbed me with a stick repeatedly,” she snarled. “And unfortunately, I felt obligated to help him, as I had created him.”

      Nineva and Wyntier began to laugh. “Being an Ortusan only makes you more powerful,” Wyntier said in approval.

      “What do you want with us?” Carmilla asked, walking to Von’s side.

      “For you to be on our side, my dear,” Wyntier smiled. “You two seem to be an excellent team, and I happen to be missing a son and a daughter who were supposed to be the heirs to my throne.”

      “Throne?” Carmilla asked.

      “We’re going to take over Nesting’s Haven and the Lands, and since our children have decided to join the very people who are against us, we’re looking for people who would like to take their place,” Nineva said.

      “Why would we join you? How do you know that we can’t take over the world all by ourselves?” Von sneered.

      Nineva brought her hand up, and before Von and Camilla knew what had happened she had sent a plume of black flame towards the staircase. The stone melted at an instant, creating a large gap between the first and second floors.

      “So what do you say, you in?” Nineva asked, looking at their gaping faces. “We can make you an emperor.”

      “Emperor Aravon,” he said to himself. “It does have a nice ring to it, doesn’t it?”

      “More like emperor nut brain,” Carmilla hissed at him. “The only thing you’ll ever rule over is all the idiots of the world. Now I could be great.”

      “I’ll be twice the ruler you’ll be,” Von retorted.

      “Oh, yeah? Prove it,” Carmilla teased.

      “Oh, I’ll prove it,” he snapped back. He turned toward Nineva. “I’m in.”

      “Me too.” Carmilla smiled broadly.

      “That’s wonderful.” Wyntier came over and shook both of their hands. “Together the four of us will overthrow The Great One and take her place.”

      “You best be going now, Wyntier,” Nineva said. “The finding ceremony will begin shortly and we have to have the twins on our side as well.”

      Wyntier nodded. He turned and walked out of the castle, into the darkness and out of sight. His two new followers watched him go and then looked to Nineva.

      “Twin Changers?” Carmilla asked.

      “It’s a rather long story, but it seems we have the time.” Nineva sat on a ruin, the pile of bodies around her making a gruesome scene. “Pay attention, because I’ll only tell you everything once.”

      

      Lukas watched over the starting line in the form of a python, hidden behind the palm trees that bordered the city limits. The children slowly began to gather with their parents and anxiously waited for the finding ceremony to begin. In a hooded black cloak, Wyntier came up beside the mighty beast. “Are the twins out there?” he asked.

      “ Of course they are, Wyntier, and the minute one of these brats comes out of that jungle with them I’ll take care of winning them over,” Lukas hissed.

      Wyntier looked out over the growing crowd. Someone caught his eye. “Who is that little snot over there, with the pink hair?”

      “Nicodemus’ daughter,” he answered. “I always hated her. The people she’s with are her godparents. Her mother died in child birth so when I killed Nicodemus, it left her alone.”

      “How old is she and what’s her name?” Wyntier asked, watching the small child curiously.

      “Her name is Cameliyon and she just turned six. This is her first ceremony.”

      “She was named after a lizard?” Wyntier said, slowly turning to Lukas.

      “Different spelling, but yes. The reason for her name is because for some unknown reason she has the ability to change her appearance. Things like hair and eye color, height, weight, and other physical features.”

      “I see.”

      “She won’t listen to anyone, though. Trust me when I say that she is the last one we want getting the twins. That girl has a mind of her own. It would be impossible to trick her and get her to join us.”

      “So sad. She really is a pretty little thing,” Wyntier commented, watching the little girl greedily.

      The command to start was given. Lukas and Wyntier watched as little Cameliyon ran away from her godparents and off into the jungle to find a Changer.

      

      Cameliyon wondered through the forest aimlessly. After a while she began to grow scared. “Is there anyone out there?” she called nervously. “I want to go home now!”

      When no one responded, she sat on the forest floor and began to cry. “I want my daddy back!”

      “Why are you crying?” a soft female voice asked.

      “Don’t cry, it’ll be okay,” a male voice added.

      “Who said that? Where are you?” Cameliyon asked, and her hair color changed until it had blended into the scenery of the jungle.

      Two small ferrets came out of the sanctuary of the palm trees to sit in front of her. The female was a beautiful orange color, while the male was a rich brown. “I’m Pumpkin and this is my brother, Martin,” the orange ferret said calmly. “We’re twins.”

      “Twin Changers?” Cameliyon asked in awe. “I didn’t even know those existed!”

      “You caught us,” Martin smiled. “What’s your name?”

      “Cameliyon,” she answered. “Like the lizard, only spelled different.”

      “Cameliyon.” The two Changers said the girl’s name in unison, permanently bonding the three of them together. The ferrets jumped joyfully into the young girl’s extended arms, snuggling her tightly. It was true love.

      

      Wyntier and Lukas watched as child after child came out of the forest with a Changer. Both searched desperately for the twins they so badly needed. “Where are they?” Wyntier said, hoping they hadn’t lost them.

      Then they saw her. Cameliyon came skipping out of the forest happily, two small ferrets balanced on her shoulders. The worst had happened.

      “No, this cannot be! The twins chose the one person we cannot get to our side!” Wyntier hissed angrily.

      “Calm down, Wyntier, Lukas growled.“We will simply stop our enemies from winning them over as well. As long as the twins do not join the other side, we can still win. Let them grow and see how cruel life can be. We’ll convince them then.”

      Wyntier smiled. “I suppose you’re right. If we have the twins, not even the prophetess Allakenzie and her powers will be able to stop us. We won’t need her. All we have to do now is wait.”

      The Accompany and Changer left. They didn’t notice a young white griffin, identical to the one called Allie, stumble slowly out of the jungle without a match, her silver eyes flashing in despair at the thought of going home without an Accompany once more.

      Somehow, the future ahead turned dark.
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      At the base of a large volcano sat a small house, built into the side of the towering inferno. The keeper of this land, a fiery young fairy with vibrant orange hair, was working in her garden under the presence of night. The volcanic soil was perfect for growing strange and exotic foods, which fed her family daily. Despite only having three people around, she always grew enough to feed four. Just in case.

      Flare looked up at the sound of footsteps behind her, hoping it was her son who had left so long ago.

      It was not the son she so desperately missed, but her fourteen-year-old daughter, who wore her sky blue hair in curling pigtails.

      “Mom. I need to ask you something,” the girl said nervously, shifting back and forth with unease.

      Her mother rose from the dirt. “What do you need to ask me, Mela?”

      Mela swallowed. “What happened to Aravon? You’ve never told me, not all this time. You’ve just given me excuses. I miss him. He hasn’t come home and… and…”

      Mela began to cry and her mother rushed forward, wrapping her in a hug.

      “I don’t know, dear. I want him back too.” The fairy, unable to control herself, began to cry as well, her tears collecting in her daughter’s hair.

      “Why did he have to go? We loved him so much.” Mela whispered. leaning against her mother.

      “Stop crying, Mela. I’m here now.”

      A rich, deep voice filled the air, and Mela gasped as she pulled away from her mother, staring at the stranger before her. His hair was navy blue, just as she’d remembered, but he hadn’t aged a day since he’d left his home as a teenager ten years ago. Mela recoiled as she noticed the thin streams of dried blood coating the boy’s lips. Aravon was still her brother, but Mela immediately thought the child that had come home was in no way the child that had left.

      “Von!” Flare paid no attention to the glaring signs of warning dotted around her son’s mouth and ran towards him, encasing him in a tight embrace. Flare kissed Aravon’s face in adoration and said, “I knew you couldn’t stay away! You had to come home. I never gave up on you, Von. Not after all the years you stayed away.”

      “It would’ve been better for you, Mother, if I had never come back at all,” Aravon smiled. “I’m only here on unfinished business.”

      Flare’s eyes narrowed in confusion, and then utter shock as fangs lengthened from Aravon’s mouth. Flare hardly had time to gasp as Aravon sunk his fangs into her neck, burying them to the gums.

      “MOTHER!” Mela shouted in terror and disbelief as Flare’s warm, flush face slowly drained of color. Aravon drank each drop of blood from her veins, and when there was nothing more to take, the Ortusan ripped his fangs from his mother’s body and dropped her husk carelessly to the volcanic earth, an expression of betrayal still frozen on her face.

      “What’s going on out here?” Mela’s father Nicholas walked out of the house, his large hands bunched into fists. He was a giant among fairies, but Mela knew he was no match for what Aravon had become. Mela attempted to cry out a warning, but Aravon seized his father before he had time to fight back, burying the fangs into his shoulder. Nicholas cried out in pain and tried to grab his son, but his fierce attempts were futile, and soon became weak as he sank to his knees next to the body of his wife. Aravon had killed them before they’d even had a chance to realize their lost son had returned.

      “Von,” Mela whispered. “How could you?”

      Aravon wiped his chin, smearing it on his shirt sleeve. “Everyone has to eat, sister,” he said. “Unfortunately, you’re the main course.”

      “Why are you doing this?” she asked, backing away as her brother advanced on her.

      “None of you ever gave me the respect I deserved,” he snarled. “Now you’ll pay the price.”

      Mela knew she couldn’t fight back. Aravon was too strong, and if there was no hope for her parents, who had been powerful fairies in their own right, there was certainly none for her. Accepting her fate, Mela stood her ground and closed her eyes as her brother leapt in for the final kill.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          The Dragoness

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Sand. The landscape was a great wide world of sand, dotted with crumbling ruins and massive caves hiding amongst the dunes, a landscape perfect for dragons. Mirabelle noted nothing of importance, though she was on top of a ruin that was large enough to see where the deserts ended far, far away. Yes, the other dragons were hiding away from the scorching heat of the day, or simply hiding until something tasty came along to snack on, so she was certain she was safe. Only when she was completely sure no one else was around she felt comfortable enough to sing.

      The sun shimmered on her turquoise scales, and her green, feathered wings were spread carelessly in the sand. She didn’t look like a desert dragon. She was too colorful. Each moment of her life, it seemed, her surroundings reminded her that she didn’t belong here.

      “Come sleep, dear child, let your dreams come fly…” Mirabelle started the song in a low note, afraid someone would hear. “Don’t let your tears fall, even fall do mine…”

      Her voice grew stronger, rising into a strong, sure voice that was unusual for her eleven years. “Though perhaps we may be apart, far away…”

      Unable to contain herself, she burst freely, “Remember this song, we’ll meet again someday.”

      The wind carried her song away and Mirabelle sat, pleased.

      “You have such a pretty voice. You need to learn how to use it around other dragons.”

      Mirabelle gasped until she realized it was only her brother, Xiuhcoatl. The white serpentine dragon slithered up the dune, the wind ruffling the black fur that ran down his neck and spine.

      Mirabelle puffed a small cloud of smoke his way. “You wish, Xiuh.”

      “Why are you always singing that song? I’ve never heard it before,” Xiuh asked, twirling around her.

      Mirabelle arched her neck. “I don’t know. I sing it because it’s pretty. Should there be a reason? Everyone knows I’m different.”

      “You’re not different.” The other dragon stopped circling.

      She butted his head away with her horns. “Yes I am. Do I look like any other dragon to you? I’ve got feathers that are way too hot, and blue scales that I can’t hunt with. Not that it matters, because I can’t eat, and I don’t know why. How do you explain me going my whole life without food?”

      Xiuh flicked his tongue. “You’ve got a VERY slow stomach?”

      She coughed. “Oh, and not to mention the fact that I can do this.”

      She changed from a dragon into a shorthaired gray puppy. Afraid another dragon would see, she transformed quickly and said, “How do you and Mama explain that?”

      Xiuh was at a loss. “You’re…a magic dragon?”

      “Oh, that explains it.”

      Xiuh inched forward and said, “Well, why don’t we go ask Uncle Bloodbath about it? After all, he is the wisest and oldest dragon in the clan.”

      Mirabelle thought about it. “You think he will mind the whole magic...thing?”

      “No. And why would you care? You want answers, don’t you?”

      Mirabelle nodded slowly before spreading her wings to take off, following her brother. The hatchlings flew to a black cave, one that was larger and cooler than the rest. Mirabelle sighed, finally able to fold her wings upon her back without discomfort. Slowly, she slunk into the cave.

      Within laid a blood red dragon, with a crooked horn upon his head and discolored scales on his back from years of a harsh saddle. He was big though, bigger than most, and a gray beard grew from his chin. He had just finished eating, and blood was dripping from his claws and around his mouth. As the old dragon noticed them, he grinned with his dull and yellowed fangs.

      “I was wondering when you would come to visit. Lovely voice, Mirabelle. You should use it more often.” Bloodbath’s voice rumbled, but the echoing boom it once held had faded over the years. Still, the sound was enough to make the young dragons quiver.

      Mirabelle stumbled backwards. “You heard me?”

      “The wind carried your voice down here, though I’m the only one who knows it was you. The other dragons enjoy your voice, too. They’ve told me so, though they aren’t sure who it could be. I am the only one who has guessed.” Bloodbath chuckled.

      “See? Magic!” Xiuh jumped up and poked her.

      She turned away. “If they knew it was me they wouldn’t like it at all.”

      “Don’t be silly.” Bloodbath flopped his tail down, making the cave shake. “They would love you. Now why did you come here? I can see singing is not the only thing on your mind today.”

      A fiery blush rose in her scales before she asked. “I want to know why I’m so different. Why my wings are all wrong and why I can…I can do this.” She closed her eyes and changed into the tiniest finch she could manage, quivering on the floor, so Bloodbath could hardly see her from his height. She changed back within seconds, her eyes still closed.

      “Open your eyes, little dragon. I am not surprised.” Bloodbath stared at Mirabelle as if her changing shape was the most normal thing in the world, and not something no other dragon could do.

      Mirabelle’s eyes popped open. “You knew I could change?”

      “Of course I knew. Known ever since you were born. Why is it making you upset?” he asked her.

      “But...” Xiuh spoke, as amazed as she. “Dragons can’t just transform when they want to.”

      Bloodbath snorted. “Of course not. She’s a Changer, not a dragon.”

      “I’m a what!?” Mirabelle asked, leaping back.

      Xiuh said, “Yes, she’s a what?”

      “Didn’t Sunset or Ionan ever tell you?” Bloodbath asked in surprise, lowering his head to their height.

      “No. And why would Ionan know what I am? He’s just an old friend of my birth mothers who visits me sometimes.” Mirabelle cocked her head.

      “Ah. That explains it. I can’t say much more, then.” Bloodbath shook his head. “Just to tell you, Mirabelle, a Changer is an animal that can take any form at almost any time. You are not a dragon because your parents were not dragons. They were Changers. Your main form is simply a dragon, and so, here you are.”

      “It can’t be! Are you sure?” she asked.

      “Of course I am. I knew both of your parents.”

      “Did you know my father?” she asked eagerly, jumping forward.

      Bloodbath hesitated. “Your father is still alive. I’m sure you’ll be able to find him fairly quickly, in the Verinian Forest.”

      Mirabelle began hopping up and down with excitement. “Can you tell me his name?”

      “I cannot, for it is not my right to say.”

      “I’ve never heard of Changers before,” Xiuh added. “Why?”

      “It appears my sister Sunset kept certain things from you, to keep you safe,” Bloodbath said reluctantly. “There were enemies of us before who sought to harm Mirabelle. They are long since gone, but I suppose Sunset chose to be extra cautious in case any of their allies remained alive.”

      “Did they kill my birth mother?” Mirabelle asked.

      Bloodbath sighed, and smoke furled out of his nostrils slowly. “Yes, little dragon. They did. And so you had to be hidden.”

      “Can you tell us more about the Changers?” Xiuh twirled his tail.

      “Only a little. Changers are bound to Accompanies, very strong and somewhat tall folk who ride them, sort of like fairies, but somewhat not so. Once you find an Accompany, you are together for life. It is an unbreakable bond that can never be severed. That’s about all I know. You want to know more, you will have to seek your father.”

      Mirabelle flew upwards and clung to the old dragon’s nose, swinging her tail. “Thank you, Uncle Bloodbath. Now I know what I have to do. I must find my father. It’s the only way to discover who I am.”

      Bloodbath rumbled and the two young dragons flew out of the cave, waving their wings in a farewell. “Goodbye, Mirabelle. It might be wise to let your mother know first!”
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      On the other side of this small continent, winter was fading and spring was beginning to bloom. The Verinian Forest was still covered in a mix of slush and snow, but green grass was poking through the cold ground, the tall trees above them starting to bud. Birds sang a bright song, as the new smell of spring was well on the wind, and a golden sunlight trickled through the thawing woodland.

      Atop this hill was a boy, a timid young man of fifteen with green hair, sallow skin and golden eyes. He was far thinner than most fairies, and despite the thrilled smile on his face, it was obvious that this was a child who was very sick. Dark lines ran under his eyes, and his cheekbones jutted out under his skin. His wings, which sparkled black with the dusting of gold, flickered once in excitement and then disappeared. “Ready Allie?”

      He was riding a magnificent creature, a great golden griffin with sparkling brown eyes. His mount showed nothing of the shy nature the boy had. She was strong, and obviously very proud, maybe a little too much so. A single look at her sent many of the forest creatures scattering, though she still had yet to reach sixteen. Her limbs were not weak, but were rippled in muscle, covered in shining feathers on her front legs and beautiful yellow fur on the haunches. She was pretty, but not beautiful, for she was much too terrifying to be called so. The griffin was large for her age, and her noble gilded wings were wrapped protectively around the legs of her rider. The griffin’s feathers had been slicked down with oil on her underside, which dripped onto the snow. Her expression seemed permanently embedded in a ferocious glare, but when she looked back at her companion, her gaze softened. “Ready Kennu!” she responded eagerly.

      “Then here we go!” The fairy cheered and leaned forward, grasping onto the griffin’s feathers. The griffin leaped zealously into the snow, landing on her stomach. Her oiled feathers slid off the slush and ice, and they began hurtling down the giant hill at a monstrous speed.

      The two teenagers screamed in exhilaration. They nearly slammed into several trees and even ran into a bush during their ride, although Allie was so large, she just crushed it and kept on going. While they whirled by, they heard an old red bird named Scarlett groan, “Oh no. They’re not going Changer sledding again?”

      Animals yelled in terror as they were nearly crushed by the speeding griffin. A white wolf walked into their path by accident and Kennu cried, “Caini, watch out!”

      The she-wolf’s eyes widened and she tried to leap out of the way, but they got to her first. Caini went flying over Allie’s head and Kennu reached up, pulling her onto the griffin’s back. They went faster and faster, Allie letting out a cry of joy while Caini screamed in horror.

      “Allie watch out!” Caini yelped as a giant, resting green dragon loomed ahead. Allie flung out her talons to attempt a halt, but all her efforts did was send them tumbling into the great emerald beast. The impact was only a poke for the dragon, but it still was enough to gather his attention.

      “Oof.” The dragon raised his head, shaking it groggily. “Allie, Kennu, what are you doing? I was trying to rest.” The beast snorted and looked down between his silver talons, where the young ones lay far below.

      “Not much, Io,” Allie said, looking at him upside down from the crash. “Just a little Changer sledding.”

      “Changer sledding!” the dragon said, and he bared his giant fangs. “Allie, you know that’s not allowed.”

      “Don’t blame her, Ionan. It wasn’t all her fault,” Kennu protested. He put a hand on the dragon’s hide, trying to get up from the ground, but his quivering legs failed. Allie turned onto her stomach and rose to her feet, putting her head underneath the boy so she could help him stand.

      “Indeed. It’s obvious she can’t slick her feathers down by herself.” Ionan was complaining as he turned a stern eye on the youngsters, but it was clear he was amused. “And look, you’ve hit poor Caini.”

      Caini jumped up. “Don’t bother with me, Ionan. That was great! I only wish they would go Changer sledding more often, and bring me!” She wagged her tail.

      The dragon chuckled. “Shouldn’t you be getting home to the pack? They will be hunting soon.”

      “I only came to deliver a message from Dad to Kia.” Caini sat down. “And the pack’s hunting here tonight. Our territory has been restricted again. Vixen doesn’t want any wolves coming near her unicorns.” The word was spiteful, and full of hate from the wolf’s mouth.

      “Haven’t you sorted out that fight yet?” Ionan asked, lashing his tail in surprise. “Goodness, it’s been going on for years and it gets worse every winter.”

      “Well, winter’s almost over. The pack won’t be struggling for food, with spring on the way,” Kennu observed. “The wolves and the unicorns won’t fight as much this summer.”

      “That’s true.” Caini turned to leave. “I have to meet my brothers and sisters. They need all the help they can get on the hunt.”

      “Only because Midnightstar insists on sitting out. She hunts well enough for three wolves, yet hates to kill anything.” Allie spoke about her friend’s personal choices as if they were an insult to her, clacking her beak in revulsion.

      “Leave her alone. Midnightstar’s just different, that’s all,” Kennu said.

      “She does eat a lot of berries…” Caini observed. “Bit unusual, but she’s gentler than I.”

      “A vegetarian wolf. Never was such a thing, not until Mids,” Allie said.

      “I’ll see you all in a bit, if the hunting’s good.” Caini left promptly, shaking her tail as they said farewell.

      Ionan shook his back of snow, which had accumulated into an enormous pile. “I haven’t forgotten anything,” he warned in his booming voice, but Allie widened her eyes at him innocently, and he laughed. “Oh, go on. I won’t tell Keota nor Kia. But don’t let me catch you doing it again. Kennu, you know you can’t be taking these sorts of risks. You’re not strong enough to recover if you crash.”

      “I can’t do anything,” Kennu complained, but Allie rushed to Ionan and gave him a hug, wrapping her wings around his neck. She then grabbed Kennu by the back of his shirt and flung him onto her back, trotting away. Kennu started laughing.

      “What’s so funny?” she asked him as they trounced through the melting snow and through the winding trails of the forest.

      “You look so funny when you’re trying to be innocent,” Kennu said. “It doesn’t work on you. You’re too formidable.”

      Allie bounced her head a bit and said, “Well, I suppose I look innocent to a dragon.”

      “Ionan just babies you.” Kennu wavered upon the griffin’s back. He dug his fingers into Allie’s feathers, trying to hold on, hands shaking. Allie noticed and slowed to a walk, glancing behind her every so often at Kennu’s face. He grimaced every now and then as they walked, as if he was in pain. She tightened her wings around his legs, to hold him so he wouldn’t fall, and continued their journey until they reached a cozy, well-lit clearing.

      Kia’s hut had been expanded in later years, to include an upper floor that was their room. Kennu slid off of Allie and proceeded into the house, leaning onto the wall as he did. Allie shook her feathers, transforming into a furry lynx.

      “Lynx, huh?” he asked.

      “Lynx, yes. You know most of my forms are too big to be indoors and it’s still too cold for anything else I like to change into.”

      “I was wondering where you two got off to.” A fairy came around the corner from the kitchen. She looked like her son, with long green hair and pale skin. Her sparkly white wings were out, complimenting her unusual pink eyes that seemed brave and proud.

      “Hey Mom,” Kennu said nervously. “We’re just hanging around.”

      “Is that why I see oil on your Changer?” she asked, pointing to the dark substance coating Allie’s underside.

      Allie laughed nervously and said, “Well, Kiatana, there’s a funny story about that...”

      “Save it, Allakenzie.” The fairy raised her eyebrow and the Changeress fell silent. “Could you do me a favor and bring in some water from the well? We’re running low.”

      “Of course,” Kennu answered instantly. Kiatana opened her mouth as if to protest as her son shuffled out the door.

      Allie turned to the fairy, crouching down in a low bow. “Please, let him do it,” she begged. “He really wants to be of use.”

      Kia bit her lip. “He can’t.”

      “Let him try.”

      Allie waggled her tail in a plea, and Kia nodded hesitantly. Allie followed her Accompany out the door, where he went to pick up a bucket. Allie followed his lead, transforming into a griffin on her way outside. They reached the well in a short time and, outside of his mother’s earshot, Kennu complained, “I don’t see why she bothers whispering. Everybody knows I’m telepathic.”

      “Because she believes you won’t listen in on private conversations,” Allie said. “And most of the time, you don’t.”

      She put the bucket on the hook with her beak and Kennu lowered it down far below, filling it up with water. Kennu pulled, and the bucket inched upward. Taking a deep breath, Kennu heaved, and the bucket moved halfway up the well. Kennu’s arms shook and abruptly he dropped the bucket, sending it splashing back into the well. Frustrated, Kennu filled the bucket again and started pulling once more.

      Allie looked at him apprehensively and asked, “You want me to get that?”

      He shook his head, and finally grabbed the first bucket, yanking it out of the well. He took a long rest in-between filling the first bucket and the second. By the time he was done, Kennu’s breathing was heavy and labored. Allie picked up the first bucket with ease in her beak and started on her way.

      Kennu looked down at his bucket with disdain, lifting it slowly. He shuffled down the path at a snail’s pace. Allie looked back at him, putting her bucket down and adding, “You had better let me carry it. It’s not worth another seizure. It’ll be the second one this week.”

      “I’m fine,” he protested.

      Allie ruffled her wings, but didn’t say anything. After a few more steps, Kennu put the bucket down and tripped.

      “Here, put the bucket on my back,” Allie instructed. “That way, you’re still helping, and we get this done and over with. Come on! I don’t have all day.”

      She picked up the bucket in her mouth again and stared at him. He smiled at her, knowing she was pretending to be annoyed, but in all reality being kind.  He tried to lift the bucket onto her back, but couldn’t. Kennu gave up and said to her, “Go on, then. We both know I can’t.”

      She picked up the other bucket in her beak, while at the same time helping Kennu walk to the house. Even the simplest of tasks was enough to make him weary. Changer sledding and drawing water from the well, two small things, had taken all of his energy for the day. He felt cheated.

      When his mother saw him enter the house, she moaned, “Oh Kennu, why wouldn’t you let Allie help?”

      “I could’ve done it,” he mumbled, but this was put aside as his mother guided him to the stairs.

      Kia shook her head at the bottom of them. “Why did your father build those stairs? I told him it should have been a ramp, but you can’t tell him anything.”

      “Mom I’ve climbed these stairs for ten years. I don’t need a ramp. Now let me go.”

      Kia slowly let go of his arm, and Kennu began to climb, trying to retain his dignity. “See?” he asked, and she slowly turned away, watching him out of the corner of her eye as she returned to the kitchen.

      When she was gone, he instantly turned to Allie and whispered, “Help me.”

      She instantly ran up the stairs transforming into a small doe. Unfortunately, she was still very large, and they were squeezed together against the stairwell as she changed, quite stuck.

      “Allie, you’re crushing me! Get tinier,” Kennu growled.

      Allie murmured, “I’m trying! This stuff is hard.” She finally shrunk down to a smaller size and dragged him upstairs, bursting into the bedroom at last. Kennu collapsed on his bed and sighed in exhaustion.

      Allie changed into a lynx again and jumped next to him, gasping, “It should have been a ramp.”

      “Yeah,” Kennu breathed heavily. “But don’t tell them that.”

      His room was small, yet able to fit a bed, a dresser, and various books that sat all along the floor in neat stacks. Hundreds upon hundreds of drawings were tacked to the walls, some dating back to toddler years in a mix of finger paints and animal footprints, and some drawn by Kennu in charcoal, the subjects appearing real and intricate. Allie’s torn stuffed animals laid scattered everywhere, in a contrast to Kennu’s art supplies, which were on his desk in neat rows. A map of The Lands hung buried within the drawings, which Kennu’s grandmother had given him last year as a birthday present.

      One part of the map had been torn out violently. It was a small region of the Ice Borns. It was unclear whether the prince’s fingers or his Changer’s talons had torn it out, but both seemed content to leave the hole there.

      Kennu turned over on his back and looked up. “I wish it were summer. Then we could open up the roof and watch the stars at night.”

      “I love the retractable roof Io made for us,” Allie wagged her stumpy tail. “Midnightstar always used to come up here and we’d point out stars all night. She knows more about stars than anyone in the Lands.”

      “Midnightstar never comes to see anyone anymore.” Kennu sighed. “Sometimes I think she watches the stars a little too much. She never talks to us. I’ve got to wonder if it’s because of…”

      Allie said sharply, “We’re not going to talk about It.”

      Kennu blinked. “Right. I forgot. No talking about It.” He sounded like he wanted to talk about It, whatever It was, but knew not to push the subject.

      There was a knock on the door, and Kennu yelled, “Come in!”

      The door opened and an extremely tall Accompany walked in, ducking down because of the low ceiling. He had black hair and golden skin, with strong muscles underneath his shirt.

      “Hello Keota. Where’d you go?” Allie asked.

      Keota smiled a goofy grin. “Tending to things in the forest. The old memorial is starting to wear away. I can’t believe it’s been fifteen years…”

      “Sixteen, Dad, in five months. It’s March,” Kennu said, sitting up.

      Keota’s eyes widened and he mumbled, “That’s right. Time flies quicker than you think.”

      Keota went to walk out the door and turned. “Your mother said you needed a ramp. Do you want me to put one in for you?”

      Kennu turned red, but Allie spoke for him. “Don’t be ridiculous. If worse comes to worse he can fly up.”

      Keota looked like he didn’t believe her, but he let it go. He walked out the door and said, “By the way, Lyrica’s looking for you. She’s waiting by Snow Drop.”

      Kennu and Allie went to follow Keota. They looked down at the stairs in angst, but Kennu managed to hover down them with his wings. He grabbed his coat for the third time that day and headed out to find his cousin.

      Lyrica was petting the old silver Pegasus, who had reached twenty last spring.

      The girl petting her was eleven years old, with black hair and red highlights, and one streak of her hair underneath the black that was shockingly blonde. Her wings were rainbow colored, the rarest anyone had ever seen except for maybe Kennu’s. She was wearing a long fur dress and boots, bundled up tightly against the cold.

      “Hey Lyrica. What are you up to today?” Kennu asked.

      Snow Drop whinnied and Lyrica laughed, her voice rising up and down in a harmonious note. “I came to visit. I heard the wolves were going to be around.” When Lyrica spoke it was like a song you had to listen to, lovely and light. She truly lived up to her name.

      Allie rolled her eyes. “Word travels fast in this one-horse forest.” She lifted her gaze to Snow Drop to show her point.

      “Oh Allie, we all know how badly you want to get out of here,” Lyrica said. “You don’t have to remind us every second.”

      “It’s not that I want to leave. It’s just…” There was a pause, and Allie shuffled her feet. “I just...feel this pull. Like I’m supposed to be in another place.”

      Kennu asked, “What do you mean?”

      She shook her head. “I can’t explain it, it’s too complicated.”

      “Maybe you’re like me!” Lyrica said. She stopped petting Snow Drop and the mare went away to try to find some grass. “Maybe you just have this...”

      “Part of you still missing,” Kennu and Allie said together, and the two glanced at each other.

      Allie shook her head. “I don’t know, Lyrica. It’s just complicated.”

      They began walking through the forest. Soon, the group heard a crackle in the woods behind them, accompanied by low growls. Five shapes came flying out at them from the brush, tackling them to the ground.

      “You guys!” Kennu laughed as five wolves licked their faces eagerly, barking and howling. Kennu had a large black male on his chest, while a brown female with jade-green eyes nosed his face. Lyrica had her dress tugged at playfully by a smaller brown and black male, with Caini jumping in circles around her.

      “Snapfoot, you’re going to rip her coat,” Allie complained, nipping at the mixed beta. “And Shadowin, get off of Kennu before you crush him. You’re so blasted big.”

      “I can’t help it I’m strong. Believe me, if he had felt a real tackle, he wouldn’t be moving,” Shadowin barked happily, his tongue hanging out.

      “You shouldn’t be one to talk about size, Allie. You’re going to be as big as a mountain when you’re done growing.” The brown female giggled.

      “Oh stop it Jade.” Allie clipped. “You don’t know everything.”

      “As you keep reminding all of us,” a calm voice said behind her.

      Kennu shouted, “Midnightstar!” and got up to welcome his friend. The wolf that had joined them was pitch black, with white flecks of fur along her back so she looked like the night sky. She was not as bulky as the others, but sleek and refined. She also seemed much more...distant than the others. As if something nagging and complicated was distracting her from everyday life.

      Midnightstar looked at him. “Hello Allie, Kennu, Lyrica,” she announced, looking at them in turn. “I’ve come to join the hunt. It appears they need me.”

      “Of course we do,” Snapfoot put in. “Lara can’t hunt anymore since Fang died in the last unicorn raid. It took four of our best fighters. But at least we got eight of them.”

      “The pack doesn’t fight the unicorns, you know that,” Jade reprimanded. “The wolves who want to fight, fight. Father hates all this silliness.”

      Shadowin looked at her. “I know he does. But he won’t be pack leader much longer. He’s getting old.”

      “So what are you going to do? When do you want to challenge him?” Allie asked, excited at the thought of a battle.

      Everyone, even the wolves, recoiled at the griffin’s love of bloodlust. Shadowin shuffled his paws. “I don’t want to fight him. He’s my Dad.”

      “Well, you had better do it soon before somebody else does. Lilja knows he can’t stay leader forever.” Lyrica got up from the ground, and the rest followed. They proceeded through the forest at a leisurely stroll, as old friends.

      Midnightstar dropped her head as she walked along the ground. “All this fighting. It never amounts to anything. I saw the night star Nayati again last night, and it made me wonder. I haven’t seen it since we were all kidnapped.”

      Allie’s steps slowed. The wolves glanced at each other warily, except for Midnightstar, who was lost in a deep, intuitive haze once more. Kennu said, “Al, don’t get testy.”

      “We’re NOT discussing It,” Allie said, and resumed back to her usual pace.

      Snapfoot raised his hackles and trotted up to her side. “Allie, it’s time to move on. There’s no changing what Wyntier did to us, and Vera’s...”

      Allie let out a threatening hiss, raising the feathers along her head and back. Everybody knew when she made a sound like that to shut up or heads would roll. When there was nothing but silence from the others, they continued on. Kennu fell behind with his cousin so the others wouldn’t listen in, though he could clearly hear the screaming thoughts of the wolves as they seethed at Allie silently.

      Lyrica was first to speak. “You know, I thought you were supposed to get better as time goes on, but Allie seems to get worse. When she was seven Mother told me she used to talk about the kidnapping with anybody, then when she was ten she would only talk to the wolves and you. After that, it was only you, and last year she decided she wouldn’t talk about it at all. Now she’s calling what happened ‘It’ and everybody else has to because she said so.”

      “I know,” Kennu muttered under his breath. “It sucks. She goes berserk every time It’s mentioned. And some people want to talk about it.”

      “Do you want to talk about it?” Lyrica asked.

      Kennu picked up some snow and rolled it into a ball before he answered.

      “Yeah, I guess, but if I do it’ll hurt Al’s feelings. And I’m not sure who to go to. The wolves would listen, but I don’t want to make them remember again. Mom always cries, and the rest of the forest animals are too busy to listen to me. Casiff would be all awkward, Vixen would just make me feel odd. I won’t go to Ionan…he never quite got over Vera.”

      “What about your Dad?” Lyrica asked.

      He looked skeptically at her. “If you haven’t noticed me and Dad aren’t exactly the best of pals lately.”

      “You’ve always got me to talk to. I wasn’t around then,” Lyrica put in, nudging him with her arm.

      He smiled. “Of course I do. But why would I do that…when you’ve got snow in your face!”

      He splattered the snowball on top of her head, and they both burst out laughing. Lyrica tackled him, and the two went rolling into the snow. The wolves saw the ruckus and joined in, romping around and pawing snow in each other’s muzzles, while Midnightstar watched from afar.

      Allie rolled a giant snowball in her talons and dropped it on all of them while she was flying from a short height above. The two fairies threw snowballs at her in the air, but she dodged each one. The snowball fight continued, until they were all dripping in wet snow and droplets of slush.

      After a few minutes, Kennu had lost his breath. Jade pushed her brother and sisters back, yelling, “Guys, give him some space!”

      “I’m alright,” Kennu breathed, putting a hand on his chest.

      Shadowin looked skyward, his glance narrowing. “Sorry guys. If we don’t hurry, we’ll get in trouble for missing the hunt.”

      “Then hunt. We gotta go home anyway,” Kennu said.

      As the wolves left, Lyrica shook her head. “I had better head home too. Snow Drop flew me here and she won’t wait long, poor thing. She’s been dying to stretch her wings. No one ever rides her.”

      When they had reached the hut, they told Lyrica good-bye as she took off on Snow Drop. Kia took one look at Kennu’s wet clothes and Allie’s dripping fur and instantly lost it.

      “You two! Get some nice warm clothes on, Kennu, and make sure you dry your fur too, Allie! We don’t want you getting a cold!” Kia shrieked.

      “Aw Mom, we’ll be alright…achoo!”

      Kennu sneezed loudly. Allie added, “Yes, Kia, we’ll be...” This was cut off by a bout of coughing.

      “Oh great,” Keota said, coming into the room with Ionan the rabbit. “Sounds like somebody’s had a cold for a few days and they were out romping in the snow. And we all know if one gets it…”

      “The other will as well.” Ionan finished for him, looking at Allie. “Up to bed, both of you. No more running around for a few days.”

      Sure enough, the next morning they both had a horrid cold. So instead of exploring, the two stayed inside and watched the snow melt, side by side under the covers near the window.

      

      “And that’s why I’ve got to go, Mama. I’ve got to find my father so I know what I am, who I am.” Mirabelle finished her speech, looking up at her mother anxiously.

      The dragoness snorted. Sunset was all the colors of the setting sun, orange with pink, purple and red scales mixed in. Her four horns were shaken of dust as she said, “I suppose if it’s that important, then I cannot stop you. Eleven years is old enough to leave the nest.”

      “You mean it?” Mirabelle flew upwards, looking her mother in the eye.

      Sunset flicked her tail. “I mean what I say, otherwise I wouldn’t say it. We are dragons, not some little spindly tailed geckos. If this quest is what you need to find yourself, Mirabelle, we must begin at once.”

      “We?” Xiuh asked cautiously.

      “You didn’t think she was going alone, did you?” Sunset asked, laughing. “We’ll see her to the forest and stay with her awhile. I say, her father is going to receive quite a shock when he finds out she’s there.”

      “You know him?” Mirabelle asked, stunned.

      She smiled, her fangs glinting in the cave. “Yes. But I won’t be the one to tell you who he is, for that is his choice. Hurry along now, little ones. If we are to get a head start on this journey, we must take flight now.”

      They left the cave, soaring into the desert sky. Mirabelle’s heart sang with excitement. She saw the line of green that marked the desert’s end and she did a backflip in mid-air, knowing her father was somewhere beyond it.

      

      Kennu woke up in a cold sweat, lunging upright. Beside him, Allie was shaking and growling. She bared her lynx teeth and Kennu shook her roughly, shouting in her ear. “Allie! Allie wake up! We were having nightmares!”

      Her brown eyes opened and she shook her head, face alight with terror. Allie jumped into his lap and shivered, burying her face in his shirt.

      “I’m sorry,” he said. “I forgot because I sleep and dream, you dream too. Bad thing about having a fairy for an Accompany, I guess.”

      Allie gulped and set her head over his shoulder. “What a terrible dream. He grabbed you and threw you against a wall. I can’t believe I still remember that.”

      “It’s okay. It’s over now.” He didn’t bother to say it was just a dream, because it wasn’t. It had happened, and even though it was in the past, it was still real.

      The scared Allie was there for a few more minutes before the formidable Allie appeared once more, though her voice wavered while she snarled. “Go back to sleep Kennu. All this talking of It has given us this dream.”

      Kennu nodded. “I’m sure it doesn’t mean anything.” Kennu got up from bed and asked, “You want to come get a cup of water with me?”

      She nodded and transformed into a doe, following him to the kitchen. He didn’t need help down the stairs this time.

      “We thought you were in bed,” Keota said, looking at his son. Kia was soundly sleeping on Keota’s lap in a chair, while Ionan perched as a cat on a bookshelf.

      Kennu drank deeply before answering, noticing the knowing glance Ionan had given him as they had come down the stairs. “Bad dreams.”

      Keota nodded. Just when they were about to head back to bed, the door burst wide open. The Accompany and Changer turned around to see three people, Lyrica among them. The other two were her parents, both fairies. One was a blonde haired, blue-eyed male, and the other was a female with red streaks in her wild black hair.

      Kia woke up, startled from her husband’s lap. Noticing their shocked appearance, she asked, “Casiff, Vixen, what’s the matter?”

      Casiff took a deep breath before answering. “They’re back. Wyntier and Nineva. And this time, they’ve brought friends.”
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      Kia bawled, clutching Kennu to her protectively despite the boy’s weak struggles to pull away. Senseless, Keota sat in his chair numbly, and Ionan took the lead. “Who are his friends?”  Ionan asked, stepping towards Vixen.

      “A couple of Ortusans,” Casiff answered. “A male and a female.”

      “Vixen thinks things will get very difficult here soon. We must do something,” Vixen said, slamming her fist into her hand.

      “This is ridiculous. Wyntier and Nineva are dead!” Keota rose from his chair sharply to oppose the two fairies. “Wyntier shot his face off with that...thing, and Nineva was mauled by Lottie, then both of them went tumbling off the cliff. We saw it happen. There’s no way either of them could’ve survived!”

      “We caught sight of them entering the forest, and have been tracking them ever since. I swear, Keota, they made it out somehow,” Casiff said.

      “I’m not doing anything! If they’re truly back, we’re going to stay here and hide!” Kia said. “I won’t make my baby face that monster again!”

      “What are you talking about, Kia? We have to do something!” Keota argued. “If we just sit here he’ll destroy us! We have to find him.”

      “No! I refuse to go anywhere near Wyntier unless I have to!” Kia shouted. “That’s the end of it!”

      “Kia is being unreasonable,” Vixen snarled. “Kia must do something, not be a sitting duck.”

      “I don’t care.” Kia was firm with her decision. “My son and I are staying here. If all of you want to try to hunt him down and get yourselves killed, fine, but I won’t do this again.” Kennu gasped as Kia squished him against her chest.

      Vixen glared at the queen of the Lands with a look that said she was disgusted to be in the same room with her. “I do not know this Kia. The old Kia would fight, be ready to fight. She would go to battle eagerly, not cower in her home as a rabbit cowers in its hole.”

      After a while, the others in the room realized there was no way to persuade Kia, and gave up trying. Allie gave a low whine and Ionan came and sat beside the young Changer, to comfort her.

      Vixen turned slowly. “Vixen and Casiff must go, to prepare for when Wyntier shows himself. When the queen stops being a coward, she must come too.”

      When Vixen and her family left, it was like she took all the courage in the room as well. Unable to stand the tension, Kennu writhed out of Kia’s grasp, grabbed Allie in his arms and clambered upstairs to his room. For once, Allie had nothing to say.

      

      The next day Kennu and Allie sat on the cold, wet ground in the middle of the Verinian, not caring about the muddy puddles accumulating around them. Both of them were thinking about what had happened the night before.

      “Did you hear the way Mom and Dad were yelling after everyone left?” Kennu asked in a whisper.

      “Yeah. It was really loud,” the griffin said softly.

      “Do you think they’ll have another fight like that?” he asked. “I mean, they’ve fought before, but never like that.”

      “I hope not. It was horrible.” Allie looked up, her head cocked as she peered in the distance. “Who is that?”

      Kennu got off the ground in amazement and his griffin followed as a blue-haired fairy walked out of the woods, his hands behind his back. “Von? Aravon?” he asked, steeping forward. “Is it really you?”

      “Yes. After all this time, I came home.” Aravon stopped before his cousin, rocking back and forth on his feet. “I realized I needed my family more than they needed me.” He smiled when he said this, as if his words were some cruel joke.

      “Hello Von,” Allie said, somewhat snippily. Though she’d only met him once as a toddler, Allie had never been a big fan of Kennu’s older cousin. “Nice of you to come around after ten years.”

      Kennu put his arm around Allie’s shoulder to tell her to be quiet, and said, “Where’ve you been all this time? You don’t look any different.”

      “Here and there. I guess I just age well.” Aravon shrugged. “Last time I saw you, you were only about this high.” Von held a hand at his knee and laughed.

      “Yeah. I’m a lot bigger now.” Kennu tried to smile, though it was hard. Aravon felt more like a stranger than a cousin. “Do your parents know you’re back?”

      “Em-hm.” Aravon nodded, looking in another direction.

      Allie peered closer and asked, “What’s that on your mouth?”

      “Probably some food. I just ate.” Aravon rubbed his lips with the back of his hand and said, “Come on, I’ll take you back to your house.”

      “You’re not going to see my parents?” Kennu asked, confused.

      Aravon shook his head. “I don’t want everyone to know I’m back yet. I’m just not ready. You know?”

      Allie clacked her beak loudly but Kennu nodded. “Yeah. Sure.”

      Aravon smiled. “Thanks for understanding. You coming, Kennu?”

      “Yeah. Just going to be a little slow.” A hint of pain was hidden in his voice. Allie rushed forward to catch Kennu as he tripped, pulling him upright.

      “It’s that disease you have, isn’t it?” Aravon asked offhandedly. “That’s what’s making you so weak.”

      “Yeah, it is. I hate it.” Kennu grumbled, leaning on Allie.

      “Want help, or does Allie have it?” Aravon offered.

      “I’m okay.” Allie’s voice was stubborn, but underneath her resistance was a tone of exhaustion. It was obvious she needed a break.

      “You can help if you want,” Kennu offered, subbing in for his Changer.

      Aravon wrapped his long arm around Kennu’s shoulders, but his touch was given reluctantly, as if it bothered him to be near someone who was so sick. Allie noticed, and her feathered ears flattened against the back of her head as she prowled cautiously behind Aravon.

      A little while into their walk, Kennu kicked something. “What’s that?” Allie asked. She bent down and nudged the object, which appeared to be a small piece of clustered metal. It certainly didn’t belong in the forest.

      “I don’t know.” Aravon peered closer. “Looks kind of odd if you ask me.”

      Kennu pulled away from his cousin and picked up the foreign object from the grass. As soon as it was within his grip, he gasped and dropped it as if burned.

      “What is it, Kennu?” Allie asked him.

      “Look at it, Allie.” Kennu pointed to where the metal object lay in the grass, shaking. “Just look at it.”

      Allie stared at the object for a second or two before flapping her wings, giving a cursed scream. “No! It can’t be! It just can’t be! Maybe it belongs to someone else?”

      “Does anyone else in the world have access to a human gun?” Kennu asked his Changer. “It’s his! I know it is.”

      Neither Changer nor Accompany had noticed that Aravon had backed away into the darkness of the woods. Without warning, Kennu’s eyes rolled into the back of his head and he collapsed, writhing on the forest floor with uncontrolled movements that were wild and jittered, limbs flopping as his body jerked up and down. Drool began leaking out of his mouth and he gasped, taking short breaths as the seizure surged across his body.

      “Kennu!” Allie rushed to her Accompany’s side and turned him on his side, a routine she had become accustomed to. With nothing else to do, Allie sat on her haunches and waited for the spasms to stop, struggling to control her emotions. No matter how many seizures Kennu had, it never became any easier for her to watch.

      After a few long minutes, Kennu’s seizure finally came to an end. Rolling onto his stomach and spitting the excess saliva out of his mouth, he said, “Great. I probably scared Von off. I’m such a freak.”

      “Forget Von. You’re not a freak.” Allie put her head to his, to comfort him. As she did so, a rustle in the trees caused her to jerk her head upright.

      Kennu sat up shakily. In front of him was a red-haired fairy, with a black, collared dress that covered the mottled flesh on her neck. She laughed at the teenagers as dark magic swirled around her hands. Nineva. They knew who wouldn’t be far behind. Allie and Kennu quivered as their worst nightmare walked towards them, cold and triumphant as he’d ever been.

      He was strong and tall, with a handsome face. Wyntier was just as cruel-looking as Kennu remembered, except this time he had a long scar across his cheek that he’d received when he’d shot himself in the face by accident. The scar only made him more attractive, more deadly. A brown boa constrictor was wrapped around his shoulders, and the snake hissed as Wyntier approached. They were facing him again, and just like when he had kidnapped them, they were alone.

      Wyntier smiled. “My my, look what has come across our path. You’re just as weak and puny as I remember, Kennu. Going to be sixteen soon, aren’t you? Such an important age. I’m surprised you’ve lived long enough to see it. I thought you’d be long dead by now.”

      Allie screeched a loud, threatening cry. Wyntier’s eyes flickered towards her and he exclaimed, “Ah! The young prophetess. You’re more powerful than ever. Are you sure you want to stay on the losing side?”

      “I’ll tear you apart,” Allie snapped, digging her talons into the dirt.

      The boa constrictor brought his head up and hissed at her, “Is that a threat?”

      The constrictor slithered off his Accompany and changed, transforming into a brown wyvern whose poisonous tail twitched in anticipation behind him, ready to strike. Lukas.

      Nineva loomed closer. “Seems the Changeress wants to protect her dear friend.” She drifted a long, manicured nail across her own skin lightly, just underneath her neck.

      Allie let out a long string of curses. Wyntier beamed and asked her, “Now Allakenzie, what would your mother say?”

      Allie lost it. She pounced towards Wyntier, leaving Kennu unprotected. Lukas was on her in an instant. They fought viciously, Lukas trying to catch her with his stinger while Allie lashed out at his neck with her beak. He pinned her several times, his iron jaws nearly missing her spine each time. She dug her talons into his scales, trying to rip the tender flesh hidden underneath. While doing so, she screamed as loud as she could, “IONAN!”

      While they swirled in the dust Kennu heaved, unable to get up, or even crawl away. Wyntier looked down at him with disgust. “Just as weak as ever.”

      He walked over to the boy, stepping on his leg and digging his heel in. Kennu yelped in pain, trapped in Wyntier’s eyes. Wyntier’s intense gaze held him still while Allie screamed in the background, just as captive as he’d ever been.

      The trees in front of him broke in half, toppling over and landing on Nineva. The forest was torn in two as Ionan stampeded into the path, roaring his rage. The dragon grabbed Lukas with his fangs, slamming the creature against a fallen trunk. Lukas snarled a warning, but Ionan swung his tail sharply, knocking the wyvern out. Ionan whirled and lunged straight for Wyntier, his mouth going to crunch him in his jaws.

      Wyntier leapt sideways and wretched Nineva out from under the fallen trunk. He pulled his wife to Lukas’ side, and she spun her arms in a large circle above her head. Dark magic spiraled around them until the three companions became encompassed in its smoky veil. Before Ionan could make another move, they were already gone.

      Ionan huffed, small flames furling out of his nose. He turned to Allie. “How are you?” he asked her.

      She got to her feet. She didn’t appear injured, only frightened. “I’ll live.” She hurried over to Kennu, who was still curled up on the ground.

      “Kennu?” Ionan asked.

      Physically, he was fine. But there was something about the fairy that was not. He turned his head away, to hide the tears that were falling down his cheeks. “I couldn’t look away.”

      Ionan flapped his wings and said, “We must journey home. There’s no telling where he’ll go next.”

      Kennu got off the ground and climbed onto Ionan’s back. Allie changed into a lynx and jumped onto the fairy’s lap, and Ionan began the long journey back through the forest. He did not fly, merely weaved his way through the trees quickly. Taking to the air would only cause them to be followed.

      “We must reach Kia and Keota,” Ionan rumbled. “Before Wyntier and Nineva do.”

      

      Mirabelle flew ahead, far ahead of her brother and mother. Her heart raced as she batted her wings frantically in a race to get to the Verinian. “Come on, Xiuh! Hurry up!”

      “Slow down!” the white dragon whined. “We can’t keep up with you!”

      “He’s right, Mirabelle. You need to slow your pace,” Sunset said gently, though her words carried a small, growly laugh.

      Mirabelle stopped and waited for her family to catch up. “Sorry Mama. I’m just so excited about getting to meet my father! I guess I keep forgetting that I’m faster than you and Xiuh.” She did a loop in the air and began to glide gracefully at her brother’s side, twirling in a corkscrew as she did so.

      “You look so much prettier in the air than you do on the ground,” Xiuh commented. “It’s like you belong in the clouds. You are a dancer and the sky is your stage!”

      “You really think so?” Mirabelle did another loop and spun around to face him. “I really do feel more at home up here.”

      “Of course you do. You are a dragon,” Sunset said proudly. “All dragons belong in the sky, where there is nothing to stop them from accomplishing their dreams. Up here, the only thing that can get in the way of our power is pure, blue sky.”

      “Look! I see the Verinian!” Xiuh exclaimed, pointing with his wing.

      “It’s beautiful.”  Mirabelle breathed, staring down in wonder at the trees. “I bet it looks so different on the ground.

      “Many say that you have not truly seen anything until you’ve seen it as the dragons do,” Sunset said. “From above, everything looks beautiful, no matter how ugly it may be. The simplest of rivers is like a blue ribbon trailing across a green bed of fabric. The trees are small figures, dancing in every breeze. Animals are nothing more than little toys, and flowers are simple little spots of color.” Sunset closed her eyes as she flew and sighed deeply. “Yes, it must be true. You cannot truly see until you see as dragons do. Every detail is caught in our gaze and made a million times more beautiful than it was intended to be. I am amazed every time I look down at nature and its simple beauty.”

      “Mama, what’s that?” Xiuh said, pointing with his nose. Several trees toppled over in the forest, accompanied by a colossal roar that could only be from a dragon.

      “Is that my father?” Mirabelle asked eagerly, looking closer.

      “I don’t know, little ones. Stay close.” Sunset flew above her children, shielding them with her wings. “This place is beautiful, but it is foreign to us, and we shouldn’t take chances here.”

      The two young dragons nodded in agreement, and remained silent as they continued on their journey.

      

      Far below, Caini and Shadowin were staring at something small, red and square, interwoven within the grass.

      “What do you think it is?” Caini asked, completely perplexed.

      “A little piece of fabric,” Shadowin said, and he bent down to pick it up in his teeth. “Where do you think it came from?”

      “I don’t know,” Caini said, staring at the fabric. “Let’s go ask Jade if she knows.”

      “Good idea.”

      The two wolves ran through the forest to catch up to the rest of the pack. They had been scouting for food, but had been distracted by the fabric, as the Verinian was virtually free of litter. As they found the green eyes of their sister, they drew her aside from everyone else.

      “What do you two want from me now?” Jade moaned.

      “Look what we found.” Shadowin placed the small scrap on the ground and nudged it with his nose. “We thought you might be able to help us figure out where it came from.”

      “Like I would know.” Jade shook her head. “To me, it’s just another piece of fabric.”

      “So now what?” Caini asked her brother.

      “Dad.” Shadowin picked up the cloth and the three wolves made their way through the long line of pack members, finally coming to its leader.

      “Dad!” Caini called as soon as the alpha was in view. “We have to ask you something important!”

      Lilja looked back at his two children curiously. He was an old wolf now, and his muzzle was graying, as was the rest of his fur. None of the other wolves had yet to win a fight against him, however, so leader he still stood.

      “Have you seen anything like this before?” Caini asked as Shadowin placed the fabric before his father.

      “I don’t think so.” Lilja eyed it suspiciously, then sniffed the fabric. “It has a strange scent to it, like sulfur. You should bring it to Kia and Keota. It might have something to do with Wyntier.”

      “What? Wyntier’s back?” Caini said in a yelp.

      Lilja whined lowly. “I had wished to tell you with all your brothers and sisters, but it is difficult to gather you all in one place. Yes, he is alive and he has returned, but we are unsure where he is.”

      “Then this must go to Kia right away,” Shadowin said firmly. “Thank you, Dad”

      Jade bounded after her siblings in the direction of the fairy queen’s home. “This is crazy! Wyntier’s back? We thought he was dead!”

      “Apparently not. If Dad said it, it must be true. He wouldn’t say it if it wasn’t so,” Shadowin said. On his way he bowled into his brother, and the two wolves went tumbling head over heels into the dirt.

      “Out of the way, Snapfoot. We’re on important business,” Shadowin growled.

      “What’s so important about a strip of fabric?” Snapfoot asked, glancing at the piece of cloth in Caini’s mouth.

      “I’d like to know as well,” Midnightstar asked. She’d secluded herself in the shelter of the bushes nearby, but had come out to see what all the ruckus was.

      “Wyntier, that’s what,” Jade snapped. “It probably belongs to him. We must get to Kia.”

      At the mention of Wyntier, both Snapfoot and Midnightstar snapped to attention without asking any question. The five wolves ran frantically to Kia’s house, Jade filling Snapfoot and Midnightstar in on the way.

      When they reached the hut they noticed Kennu sitting on the ground with his back to the door, looking down at the soft green blades of grass that were beginning to grow. Allie sat next to him in the form of a large doe, also looking down. They seemed completely miserable.

      “What happened to you guys?” Caini asked through the fabric in her mouth. Genuine concern filled her voice.

      “Wyntier and Nineva found us and attacked us. Ionan chased them off, but we can’t find Mom and Dad. He’s looking for them now.” Kennu shrugged.

      “Wyntier attacked you?” Shadowin asked, shocked.

      “Yeah. He came back.” Kennu sighed, never looking up to face the wolves.

      “Don’t worry Kennu. Wyntier won’t hurt you as long as I am here to protect you.” Allie’s normally strong voice was weak and shaky from crying, yet it still managed to bring a smile to Kennu’s face.

      “And we’ll protect you, Allie. We’re not kids anymore. He can’t possibly hurt us if we all stick together,” Snapfoot said, stomping his paw down.

      “You guys can’t protect us all the time. You have duties to your pack,” Kennu said. “So why did you guys come here?”

      “We found this, and we don’t know what it is or where it’s from.” Caini handed the small bit of fabric to Kennu, and the fairy looked it over.

      “I think it may be from one of my mom’s dresses,” Kennu told them. “It looks like the one that she tore a few days ago.”

      “Oh.” Caini sounded disappointed. “We thought it might be something exciting. Not a torn dress.”

      The wolves dropped their heads in discouragement. Allie perked her ears up and said cheerfully, “Well, what if Kennu is wrong and it’s really a piece of a treasure map that was painted on the cloth?”

      “Yes...” Shadowin said. His tail wagged as he caught onto the old game. “Maybe it is!”

      “We had better find the rest of the pieces so we can get the treasure!” Allie got up and took the form of a snow leopard, poking eagerly around the bushes, flowers and ferns. Kennu and the wolves followed her lead, roughhousing here and there as they began to search for a treasure map that did not exist. Allie and Kennu eagerly played along, dying to get away from the horror they just experienced. The friends romped in their world of make-believe just as had when they were small, before their lives had changed forever.

      Hours later, when the friends were still immersed in their game, Ionan returned with Kia and Keota. Kia immediately rushed to embrace her son, wailing, “My baby! I’m so happy you’re safe! Did he hurt you?”

      “I’m fine, Mom,” Kennu said, irritated.

      “Why did you leave him alone?” Keota asked angrily, rounding on Ionan.

      “I had to find the two of you. You were shirking off your duty as parents, as always. Wyntier’s back, and the two of you have chosen to ignore it instead of be proactive. Because of it, Kennu and Allie nearly died today!” Ionan was furious. His giant claws ripped up the earth as he stomped around the yard. The wolves ran behind Kennu in a huddle, avoiding the dragon’s rage.

      “We can hide,” Kia said frantically. “We can go somewhere he won’t find us.”

      “Running won’t do any good. We can’t pretend otherwise. He’s here, and he will do what it takes to capture Allie again,” Ionan insisted.

      “He’s not gonna get Allie. Not while I’m around!” Snapfoot said angrily.

      “Or me!”

      “Or me!”

      “Me too!”

      “Me as well.”

      The five wolves raised their hackles. Allie shook her tail and said, “I haven’t prophesied in years. I’m not sure if I even have any power left. There’s no reason for him to want me.”

      “He will always want you, Allie. You are a prophetess,” Ionan said. “Regardless if you have power or not, he will always seek to capture you, because you were the one that got away. In his eyes, no one gets away from him and survives. He made that clear with Vera.”

      The wolves whined at the mention of the Changer. Kia grabbed her son’s hand and said, “What is it you’re holding?”

      Kennu gave her the piece of fabric. “The wolves found it. I told them it was off of one of your dresses.”

      “That’s not mine. I don’t wear red. It looks like one of Flare’s. It smells like Mt. Deathern.” Kia clutched the fabric in her palm. “But that’s impossible.”

      “Aravon,” Allie said, her eyes widening in realization. “He led us right to Wyntier. Kennu, don’t you see? He had blood around his mouth. He’s one of the Ortusan’s working with them. He must’ve brought that fabric back to torment us.”

      “But why would he have a piece of his mother’s dress?” Kennu asked.

      A few seconds later, the entire group realized why this was an irrelevant question to ask. Kia cried out, turning away from her son. Keota rushed to her and said, “Kia, don’t think like that. We don’t know anything. It’s just a scrap of fabric, Wyntier couldn’t possibly...”

      “Get away from me,” Kia snarled, and she pushed Keota as hard as she could. She ran into the hut bawling, and her husband followed. While Keota was attempting to calm his wife, Ionan called into the forest for some scouts and sent them to Mt. Deathern, to see if it was all true. He then proceeded into the hut after Keota.

      “Do you think it’s possible? Are Flare and her family dead?” Caini asked quietly, looking up at her friend.

      “I don’t know,” Kennu said, an edge of panic to his voice. “I hope not. I don’t see how Von could do such a thing.”

      “I could,” Allie snorted in disgust. “I knew we never should’ve trusted him.”

      “They’re really loud,” Jade said, her ears flattening at the heated argument beginning to rise from Keota and Kia inside the house.

      Kennu shook his head. “I’m used to it. It’s not unusual these days. They keep fighting. I just wish they would stop so life can go on.”

      Allie flattened her ears against her head and sighed.

      It only took until the next morning for Kia’s scouts to return. Flare and Nicholas had been slaughtered, their bodies left discarded to the elements. Their daughter Mela was nowhere to be found.
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          A Glimpse of a Face Not Welcome
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      Ionan whipped his paw around, pinning Allie effectively and with little effort. The white lion put his teeth to the griffin’s throat and said, “Dead.”

      The Changer let her go and sat on his haunches, Allie shaking her neck as he did so. Since Wyntier had attacked them, Ionan had been constantly working with Allie to better her fighting skills. They had seen no sign of the Accompany since, but neither she nor Kennu were allowed to leave the immediate grounds around the hut without an escort. Once confirmation had come of the massacre of her sister’s family, Kia had become paranoid. She asked wolves, bears and mountain lions to patrol the area at all hours to ward off Wyntier and his minions.

      Allie doubted he was nearby. Wyntier didn’t like being traced, so he was probably ruminating in a cave somewhere outside the Verinian until he came up with a better plan to kill them all. She was sure of it.

      Allie clipped her beak in irritation and snapped, “If this weren’t a lesson and I didn’t know you so well, you would be splattered all over the ground by now.”

      “Perhaps,” Ionan rumbled. “But if it were a real battle, you would not have time to go chewing up your foes as if they were someone’s dinner. Have some respect for your opponents.”

      Her feathers flattened. “It’s in my nature to be so violent. You know it is.”

      “Indeed.” He cleaned his paw. “Griffins are even more gruesome than dragons in their ways. If you were a true griffin instead of a Changer, I have no doubt that you would rip your enemies throats clean, and enjoy the task at that.”

      “I may do that already, if I ever run into them.”

      “Allakenzie,” he growled. “You cannot go putting yourself in danger.”

      “I must protect Kennu.”

      “You must also protect yourself. Wyntier is after you, not Kennu.”

      “But I like fighting. I think it scares Kennu sometimes.”

      “And Kennu’s spasms scare you.”

      “Not so much anymore.” She looked up at the sky. “He’s not afraid of them, and so, neither should I. He treats the seizures more like an annoyance, but I can tell he’s in pain.”

      “Just as stubborn as his mother.” Ionan shook his mane. “Be mindful to not let him make all the decisions. Remember that this is a partnership.”

      “Kennu’s not stupid!” she protested.

      Ionan stepped forward. “I know that. He’s a very intelligent young person, just as you are. But Kia’s quick temper and Keota’s lack of common sense in one person is not a very good mix. I know for myself I followed Keota’s orders too obediently when I was younger, when I should have protested his actions at times.”

      “But he’s not that way. Kennu’s quiet, and patient. He rarely gets angry, and he never bosses me around,” Allie insisted. “He’s not like Kia or Keota at all.”

      “He may be different in some ways, but all of us are more like our parents than we like to admit,” Ionan said. “Kennu does well when things are going his way. But when things are not, he tends to follow the habits of his parents.”

      “Kennu would never do anything I wouldn’t agree with. We’re a team,” Allie insisted.

      “Your Accompany is your dearest love and your closest friend. As Changers, we are obligated to adore them. We do not have a choice, but do not follow him so blindly and faithfully without question. Remember what happened to Vera.”

      “I know what happened to Vera,” Allie said harshly.

      Ionan blinked. “Very well.”

      He went to lead her onto the next lesson. Underneath her breath, she muttered, “Kennu wouldn’t hurt me. He can’t. I know more than anything that has to be true.”

      

      Kennu gently tried to coax the flower out of its bud, pleading with the young blossom in the dirt. Nearby, his mother watched in anticipation.

      “No Kennu, like this.” Kia waved her hand, and at her touch, the flower blossomed into a beautiful pink day lily.

      Kennu tried not to be envious. “How can you do that?” he asked, stroking the stem lightly with his finger. “It’s not magic.”

      Kia stroked his head. “I’ve always had a special way with plants. If you’re going to run the forest and be king of the Lands someday, you’ll have to do it as well.”

      Kennu tried not to make a face as his mother turned away to tend to her garden. He didn’t want to be king. He didn’t even want to be a prince. He’d just been born into the role.

      Out of the corner of his eye, he saw his godfather prance proudly into the yard. He suppressed a groan. He knew this wouldn’t go well.

      “Let me show you, Kennu. It’s easy,” Casiff said smugly. He waved his hand in an extravagant fashion, but before he even finished the flower had already went back inside its bud.

      Casiff made a grumpy face and grumbled, “Well, obviously it’s too early in spring for it to bloom, anyway.”

      Keota walked out of the house. Noticing the closed bud, he said, “Don’t worry. You don’t need to know any of that fairy stuff, anyway.”

      “What do you mean he won’t have to learn it?” Kia stood with her hands on her hips, her dirty gloves staining her dingy apron.

      “Kia, we talked about this. He’s an Accompany, isn’t he? Once he’s sixteen he’s going to Nesting’s Haven, where he belongs,” Keota insisted.

      “Only half Accompany. He’s half-fairy too, remind you, and he’s heir to the throne! He belongs here in the Lands!”

      “I don’t want to...” Kennu’s voice came out small and faint. He wondered if anyone wished to ask what he wanted.

      Casiff stepped in. “Doesn’t anybody care that Wyntier’s trying to take over everything again?”

      “NO!” Kia and Keota responded simultaneously.

      Casiff raised his eyebrows and exclaimed, “The Kia and Keota I knew always cared about what was wrong with the world.”

      Kia’s eyes darkened. “That was long ago, Casiff. Wyntier can do whatever he wants so long as he’s far away from us.”

      “That means it’s okay for him to hurt innocent people?” Casiff said in disgust. “The Kia I remember was always ready to defend what she believed in…and the Keota I knew would have never backed down when lives were in danger. Don’t you care about what’s going on at all?”

      “I care about keeping my family safe. Shouldn’t you?” Keota growled.

      “And what is that supposed to mean, you fool?” Casiff’s white wings fluttered visibly before vanishing in the light.

      While the fight escalated, Kennu quietly snuck away into the forest, disregarding his mother’s orders to stay around the house. As the screams grew louder, he tried remembering a time when his parents were as Casiff described them. Usually, Kia and Keota got along excellently, when they weren’t making out on the counter or something. Since Wyntier had returned, they’d barely spoken a kind word to each other.

      Ionan and Allie came through the trees. Ionan shook his mane and said, “Perfect timing. Now your father and I can start your flying lesson in good speed.”

      “I don’t think Dad will be up to teaching anything at the moment.” Kennu jerked his head back to where the yelling was.

      Ionan bared his teeth. “Those two are going to scream us out of house and home. Sounds like Casiff has gotten in the argument as well. Oh goodness.”

      Ionan headed towards the fighting. It was clear he expected the other two to follow, but Allie and Kennu just looked at each other.

      “Shouldn’t we go after them?” Allie asked.

      “I’ve been stuck in that house for days. I want to get out,” Kennu complained.

      “But Wyntier’s out there.”

      “I don’t care. I just want to get away from Mom and Dad.”

      “I guess you’re right. He’s probably not even in the area. With all the scouts Ionan sent, we would’ve caught him by now. But won’t your parents come looking for us?”

      “They’ll be fighting for hours,” Kennu said. “They won’t even notice we’re gone.”

      “I suppose you’re right.” Allie turned around and extended her wings. “Shall we go for a ride?” she asked.

      Kennu clambered on her back. “As long as it’s far away from here.”

      Allie took off almost immediately, and soon the world below couldn’t touch them. They were freely soaring above the treetops, without anything to bind them. Kennu took a deep breath of fresh air and Allie spread her wings joyfully as they climbed into the clouds. They hadn’t flown together in what felt like forever.

      “Where shall we go?”

      “The seashore. We haven’t been there in a while.”

      A few birds got in their path and Allie nipped at them playfully, giggling.

      “Dumb teenagers!” a goose snapped at them as Allie nearly missed his left wing. She laughed and tried to nip him again, but Kennu punched her playfully in the side and said, “Be nice.”

      After a while, a rocky cliff appeared below them. They descended, quickly landing on the abrasive rock above the coastline. Kennu peered over the cliff curiously, noticing something was different.

      “Hey, look at that.” A new house had been built on the beach, a short distance away from the shore. The house was different, constructed in a way that Kennu had never seen before. It appeared otherworldly, made out of some sort of strange metal instead of wood, built in a boxy, square fashion.

      Allie bowed her head down to get a closer look. One of the doors opened. By instinct, Allie cried “Get down!” and knocked Kennu’s feet out from under him with her wing.

      Lying on their stomachs, they crawled closer to the edge to get a better look. Out of the house came a man in a long white coat, with dark skin and crooked glasses.

      “I didn’t know we had any new fairies coming to live here, did you?” Kennu asked. Allie shook her head.

      The man in the white coat pulled out a small pad of paper, scribbling something upon it and appearing deeply concerned.

      “What’s he doing?” Allie whispered as the man looked at the sea.

      Kennu peered closer. “I don’t know.”

      Allie’s next question was halted as someone emerged from the house. What Kennu saw next made his mouth drop open.

      It was a girl, and she was his age! She had blonde-brunette hair that fell in ringlets around her shoulders, and dark skin, like the man in the white coat. She was dressed in strange clothes, dark pants and a short-sleeved shirt. Her windswept, fierce look was enough to make even the bravest of men cower. She strode up to the bespectacled man, whom Kennu supposed must be her father, and began yelling at him.

      “Is everyone in this forest pissed off? Or is it just me?” Allie laid her ears back. Kennu didn’t answer, just leaned over the side of the cliff and watched eagerly.

      Allie got up. “Let’s go. If I want to hear arguing, we can listen at our place.”

      Kennu glanced at the girl a few more times before climbing on Allie. He watched the girl stride back into the house and slam the door before she slipped out of sight.

      Allie took to the air. Once Kennu’s eyes were back in his head, he exclaimed, “Somebody new! We should come back and introduce ourselves, especially to that new girl.”

      “I didn’t like her.” Allie ruffled her feathers. “Her pants were too tight.”

      “Is that all you noticed?” Kennu laughed.

      Allie sniffed loudly, and Kennu grinned.

      They turned towards home. On the way, a dark column rose up to meet them mid-air and they both began hacking uncontrollably, mouths filling with toxins.

      “Smoke!” Allie heaved, her nostrils flaring. They descended to find part of the forest completely destroyed by flame. Allie touched down to earth

      “What happened here?” Kennu asked, confused.

      There was a badger nearby. He walked up to Kennu, avoiding the small flames that were still smoldering in the ashes. “We’re leaving, young prince, so we’re burning the woods, so Wyntier doesn’t get his hands on it.”

      “This is my mother’s land. You don’t have the right to destroy it!” Kennu said, and Allie kicked some ash with her talon.

      The badger kicked his feet. “If two Ortusans and a pair of insane lunatics running wild aren’t bad enough, I’ve got a queen in power who doesn’t know what she’s doing. Nothing against your mother, child, but she will not aid those who need her help the most.”

      “My mother isn’t like that!” Kennu protested.

      The badger shook his head. “You do not see what you wish not to, young prince. There’s bad in the Verinian, so we’re leaving, and that’s that. Besides...” The badger turned away, taking his leave into the darkness of the destroyed trees. “Why take your chances when there are humans about?”

      Allie and Kennu looked at each other simultaneously before saying in unison, “Humans?”

      

      Lyrica rose with the sun, which beamed bright, warm rays of light into her bedroom. Her window was wide open to the plains of the unicorns, and she watched as the herd outside frolicked and fed on the spoils of the land. She saw her mother, Vixen, tenderly stroking Dragonstar before climbing abroad his back and running into the forest, going out to look for Wyntier.

      The fairy smiled as she said good morning to the things she loved. A musical flute and a pretty harp leaned against the foot of her bed, while sheets of music were scattered around the room in her pretty, cursive handwriting. Besides her instruments were many hand drawn pictures on the wall. Her cousin Kennu had done those, each a portrait of the people she loved.

      Kennu was the best artist Lyrica knew. Of course, she only knew one, but she was sure if she knew more Kennu would still be the best.

      She folded up her nightgown and put on a long-sleeved shirt and breeches. Today looked like the first day she wouldn’t have to wear a jacket. She eagerly skipped down to the kitchen and grabbed a muffin for breakfast, humming a tune as she did.

      Her father stumbled in from his bedroom, half of his blonde hair sticking up on the side of his head. He yawned and said, “Where you going today, honey?”

      “I’d like to walk around in the forest,” she said.

      Casiff rubbed his face. “I don’t like you out in the forest with Wyntier hanging around. It’s bad enough I have to worry about your cousin, and he’s nearly sixteen.”

      “The unicorns will protect me if I get into trouble. I won’t wander far. I promise.”

      “Very well,” Casiff mumbled reluctantly, kissing her on the head. “Stay close by.”

      She cheered as she ran out the door and straight to the forest. Lyrica, inspired by the beauty of the blossoming trees and the melting snow that would surely be gone by noon, began to sing.

      

      “Here we are.” Sunset landed next to a river. “The Verinian Forest. Watch your step, now. I’m not sure how safe we are here.”

      Xiuh crashed down in the river, splashing water everywhere. Mirabelle landed gently, like a dancer coming down from a jump. She looked around and asked, “Where do you think my father is?”

      “I don’t know, my dear. Here somewhere.” Sunset laid down and began to close her eyes, tired from the long flight. Xiuhcoatl followed her lead, curling up by one of her large legs.

      “Mother!” Mirabelle exclaimed.

      Sunset’s eyelids flickered opened and she said, “Oh, go on now. Your brother and I need rest. We’ll catch up to you later.”

      At these last words, both dragons sank into a deep slumber. Mirabelle sighed, turning away from them.

      Mirabelle weaved through the paths in the forest, captivated by the beauty of the Verinian. She couldn’t see how a place so majestic could be so deadly. The closer she got to the center of the woods, the more animals she could hear chattering. But when she had been flying for quite some time, the chatting changed to singing, and she listened closer to the song of the birds and whoever was leading them in their chorus.

      
        
        “The road is long and broken

        Frail hearts beat a restful song

        Every raindrop tells your story,

        In every patient sunrise you belong…”

      

      

      Whoever it was had a lovely voice, the prettiest Mirabelle had ever heard. Unexpectedly, a tremor shook through her body and she whispered, “Lyrica.”

      Her blue eyes widened in surprise. What had she done and why had she done it? She opened her mouth again, and out came once more, “Lyrica.”

      She flew down to the forest floor and began rushing through the trees, intent to know what was going on.

      Maybe it’s an enchantment and I’ve fallen under a spell. I could be made into dragon stew by a witch! she thought wildly. But whatever was happening to her didn’t seem bad. It seemed good...very good. Unable to resist the pull, she raced forward until she was standing nearly face to face with a young girl, very close to her age.

      Their eyes met and Mirabelle sang again, “Lyrica.”

      The girl looked at her strangely, though she appeared unafraid. “Who are you? How do you know my name?”

      Mirabelle blinked. “I don’t know.” Then she joined in with the other part of the song;

      
        
        “…Much anger stems from impatience,

        But you’re in every nation.

        I’ve gained ten times what I have lost,

        Through your love and adoration...”

      

      

      Lyrica’s face lit up. “You know that song?”

      Mirabelle giggled. “Of course. I know most songs. My name is Mirabelle. I love to sing.”

      “I love to sing, too!” Lyrica said, excited. “Where do you come from? I’ve never seen you around the forest before.”

      “I came from the desert. I’ve been looking for my father with my mother and my brother,” Mirabelle said. She didn’t know why she was spilling everything to this stranger, yet Mirabelle trusted her. It seemed right.

      “I live here. My mom is the protector of the unicorns.” Lyrica smiled. “You want to go see them? It’s not far, and afterward I could help you look for your father! I know this place better than you do!”

      The hatchling squealed. “Really? Thanks a lot!” She jumped up and down. “Hey, do you want a ride? I could fly you there.”

      Lyrica gasped. “Would you?”

      “Why not? I’m rather small for a dragon, but you’re just my size,” Mirabelle said. “Get on.”

      Lyrica clambered onto Mirabelle’s back, fitting perfectly into the groove between the hatchling’s shoulders. Her legs molded to the body underneath her wings and she whispered, “This is weird. It’s almost like we were made for each other.”

      “Lyrica and Mirabelle, best friends forever!” Mirabelle cheered. Then she soared into the sky, far above the cover of the trees.

      “It’s gorgeous up here!” Lyrica exclaimed.

      “We’re not even that high yet. I’ll show you what it’s like looking through a dragon’s eye, just like my mother showed me.”

      Lyrica began singing a song happily and Mirabelle joined in. Their combined voices rang out in a harmony that had never been heard in the Lands before, two parts of one piece that had finally been united.

      

      “Be careful, Jade. You never know what’s poisonous or not out here until you check.”

      Lottie watched her niece gather various roots in her mouth. Jade ruffled her brown fur and tried not to roll her eyes. She spat the plants out and said, “Don’t fret, Aunt Lottie. I’m a healer. I should know this stuff by now.”

      “A newly trained healer,” Lottie reminded her gently. “It’s common sense to not stick to your nose into places where it may be toxic.”

      Both wolves looked up as howls rose from across the plains, over the expanse of the hills.

      “Looks like you have another chance to put your skills to practice. Animals are getting hurt.” Lottie perked her ears up at the sound of wails and screams. Both wolves ran to the top of a hill, where Jade’s brothers and sisters were standing. Below, dozens of wolves and unicorns battled each other, in yet another fight over territory.

      “It’s a frenzy out there!” Shadowin cried as he looked down at the fight.

      Snapfoot bared his fangs. “I’ll show them whose land this is.”

      He went to leap off the hill and into battle, but Lottie caught his fur with her teeth. “Oh, no you won’t. You heard your father. His pack is to take no part of this.”

      “Then why is Mingan getting kicked in the head?” Midnightstar whispered.

      They all cried out in sorrow as a unicorn galloped away from their pack mate, Mingan, who quivered once against the ground and was no more.

      “No!” Jade ran down the hill to try and resuscitate him, but she knew it was too late. Snapfoot fought with Lottie about wanting to take part in the fight, while Shadowin and Caini just sat down and shook their heads.

      Midnightstar, unable to take the fighting anymore, rose up on her hind legs to call to the battle below. “When will this cruel war be over? When will it end?”

      The soldiers below, wolf or unicorn, did not hear her, so she bolted into the battlefield. “Midnightstar!” Lottie cried, but the she-wolf paid no attention to her aunt and charged into the fray.

      Midnightstar jumped out of the way of hooves lashing at her body. A stallion tried to bite her but she ran away, spotting an old friend fighting with the mare who had killed Mingan. Midnightstar jumped between them and yelled, “Stop!”

      The mare kicked out with her front hoof, and the wolf lunged for her throat. Caught in the crossfire, Midnightstar ducked.

      Somebody grabbed her scruff, dragging her to the side of the battle. It was a huge gray she-wolf, younger than she, with gray eyes and a scarred face.

      Rabika let her go and shouted, “Are you crazy? Do you want to get killed out there?”

      Midnightstar gasped for breath. Beside Rabika was a very small, red she-wolf with tiny paws...Adelaide. Her black eyes were filled with worry. A black male beside her growled, his tail bristling.

      “What were you thinking? You can’t stop them,” Tatl said, shaking his head.

      Midnightstar blinked sadly. “I had to try.”

      “Is it worth getting killed over?” Rabika snarled, the scars on her face shining as her hackles rose.

      “I understand, Mids. This war between us has going on for over ten years. You want this to be over.” Adelaide licked the fur between Midnightstar’s shoulders.

      Midnightstar sighed. “I just feel like I’ve got to stop it.”

      “I think you’ve been reading the stars too much,” Tatl barked. “It’s not that important.”

      “It is important!” Midnightstar jumped up. “I have a feeling that I’m supposed to be the wolf to end this war. I don’t know why, but I feel like ending it is worth dying for.”

      Adelaide gasped and Tatl snapped, “Well, like it or not, we’re not going to allow you to become a martyr. You can’t stop anything if you’re dead. Now come on. We’re taking you back to Mom.”

      The wolves slunk along the edge of the battle, trying to stay as concealed as possible. Adelaide stuck close by Midnightstar, making sure her best friend wouldn’t try to sneak back into the fight.

      As they were reunited, Lottie gave Midnightstar a disapproving look. “I have to get back to Casiff, and your father will be looking for you. Leave these fools to their chosen end.”

      It was unlike her to be so cruel, yet Midnightstar suspected Lottie was fed up with the war. She couldn’t blame her aunt. She was sick of the fighting too, but unlike Lottie, Midnightstar felt she was obligated to do something about it.

      

      After a short flight, Mirabelle and Lyrica landed in the valley. The unicorns scattered at the sight of a dragon unknown to them, stopping a lengthy distance away to peer curiously behind. Lyrica leapt off Mirabelle’s back and ran towards the house.

      “Come on! I have to introduce you to my parents!” Lyrica cried eagerly. Enthusiastically, Mirabelle followed.

      There were hushed voices at the door. Lyrica cracked it open but Mirabelle brought her tail up and held the girl back from opening it further. Something was wrong.

      “Did you find them yet?” Casiff asked from inside.

      Vixen hissed. “No. Wyntier is skilled at hiding his tracks. Maybe Vixen was mistaken and he has gone.”

      “I’ve never known you to be wrong,” Casiff said.

      Vixen sighed. “Vixen knows. But Vixen is not as strong as she used to be.”

      Lyrica leaned back in surprise. Casiff said, “You’re tired. You should call off the search. He’ll show himself eventually. He never stays quiet for long.”

      There was a loud sound as Vixen slammed her fist against the table. “We cannot let Wyntier run free! Wyntier’s is the reason that dragon doesn’t have her mother, the reason Ionan had to leave Mirabelle behind in the desert!”

      Mirabelle jumped backwards, her wings fluttering backwards in surprise. Shocked, Lyrica whispered, “Ionan’s your dad? Why didn’t you say so?”

      “I didn’t even know!” Mirabelle replied, her blue eyes swimming with tears.

      “We’ve got to find him!” Lyrica cried, and she jumped onto Mirabelle’s back. As she did so, the door opened and her parents calmly walked outside.

      Casiff’s mouth was wide open. “What exactly do you think you are doing?” he asked.

      “We’re going to find her dad,” Lyrica said, pointing to Mirabelle, who had more tears in her eyes.

      “Um, I’m sorry, but who is she?” Casiff asked, completely confused.

      Vixen put a hand on Mirabelle’s head. “Vixen is sorry you found out this way,” she said softly. “Both Lyrica and Mirabelle must come inside. Much to discuss.”

      “That’s Mirabelle?” Casiff said. “Oh.”

      Lyrica got off of Mirabelle and followed her mother inside. Mirabelle changed into a small sparrow and sat on Lyrica’s shoulder, saying, “I’m sorry. I suppose I forgot to tell you that I’m a Changer, too. I hope you don’t mind.”

      “It only makes sense, if Ionan’s your father.” Lyrica sat at the kitchen table. “But that must mean Vera’s your mother.”

      “Sunset raised me. But yes, Vera is my mother.” Mirabelle hopped on Lyrica’s shoulder, waiting for Vixen to speak.

      “When Mirabelle came to Lyrica, what did she say?” Vixen pressed, leaning on the table.

      Lyrica tapped her chin. “She said my name twice.”

      “Did she say both names afterwards?” Vixen asked.

      “Yes. Mother, what does this mean?” Lyrica asked.

      Vixen sat at the table and said, “Vixen has wished to tell you this for a long time, but things happen, and she did not want Lyrica to worry.”

      “Worry? About what?”

      “Vixen’s parents fell in love. They were young, and very wise. And very, very different.” The fairy smiled sadly. “Vixen’s father was a fairy, her mother, an Accompany. Vixen’s mother fled to the Lands from Nesting’s Haven, after she lost her Changer in war. Then she met Papa, and now here we are.”

      “So you’re both fairy and Accompany? Just like Kennu?” Lyrica asked in amazement.

      Vixen nodded. Lyrica put her head in her hand and said, “If I’ve got Accompany and fairy blood, why aren’t I sick, like Kennu is? And why aren’t you?”

      “Kennu is a rare case, honey,” Casiff said. “His cousins Soran and Vivienna are fine. It doesn’t happen to everybody. In fact, so far as we know, Kennu’s the only one with his condition.”

      “Dragonstar is Vixen’s Changer,” Vixen said. “Lyrica does not see him change, because he does not wish to. Vixen met her Changer on her trips to Nesting’s Haven long, long ago. And now Lyrica has met hers.”

      “What?” Lyrica and Mirabelle both asked at once.

      Lyrica shook her head and said, “Mirabelle can’t be my Changer. I’m more fairy than Accompany.”

      “Doesn’t matter.” Casiff whispered. The color had drained from his face.

      “This isn’t fair!” Mirabelle shook her head furiously. “Not that I don’t like you, Lyrica, but I barely know what an Accompany is! I barely even know what I am!”

      “Hush, little Mirabelle.” Vixen soothed. “Her father has been keeping her in the dark for too long.”

      “We’ve gotta find Ionan,” Lyrica pressed. “Mirabelle, I know we just met, but if you’re my Changer I want to take care of you.”

      Mirabelle’s beady eyes watered. “Thank you, Lyrica. I’m not quite sure what being a Changer and Accompany means, but I’m happy to be in it with you.”

      

      Kennu climbed the trail up to the old memorial by himself, ignoring the twinge of fear that struck him as he made the hike. Allie was training with Ionan, and he’d snuck away from the house, as his parents were arguing again. If he had a seizure up here there would be no one around to help him, but he wanted to prove he could do something by himself for once. He ignored his fear, breathing heavily as he toted himself up to the top. When he had reached the summit, he brought out various items from his small leather bag...a sketchbook, and a pack of drawing utensils. He watched the waterfall flow into the small pool for a second, observing the stones carved with the names of those who had died defending the Verinian from his grandfather Malaki a decade ago.

      He began to draw, and his fear was chased away with the passage of time and the spellbinding embrace of art. There was nothing in the world but the water rushing and the stroke of the lead upon the paper.

      After a long time, Kennu finished and looked at his drawing of the waterfall. It was okay, but he knew he could have done better. He could tell his mind had been distracted. He stuffed it and the rest of his drawing supplies into his bag, swung it over his shoulder and headed down the path.

      A little red bird came landed on his head. “Hello Kennu. What are you doing out here, walking all alone? Don’t you know Wyntier’s about?”

      Kennu smiled. “Hey Scarlet. I was just drawing.”

      “May I see?” Scarlet asked.

      Kennu showed him the drawing and the bird whistled in approval. “It’s good, but not up to your usual standards. What’s wrong?”

      Getting a sudden stroke of inspiration, Kennu abruptly stopped, grabbing his sketchbook and utensil. Scarlet hopped on his head as Kennu sat on a stone, scribbling frantically. The fairy drew a handsome face, cunning eyes and a sinister smile in a matter of minutes.

      “Oh dear,” Scarlet said. “That drawing is much better than the other one. But I’d prefer it if you didn’t draw Wyntier. It looks too much like him. As if he were to jump out of the page and strangle us.”

      “I know.” Kennu crumpled up the paper and threw it as far as he could into the woods. Once he did a jolt went through his arm and he cried out, grasping his wrist.

      Scarlet watched him carefully. “Tell you what, I’ll accompany you down the hill. Once you’re at the bottom, I have to go home. You should too.”

      The corners of Kennu’s mouth twitched at his choice of words. Slowly, they made it to the base and Kennu waved farewell as lightning crackled above. He looked up. It was going to rain soon. Not looking where he was going, Kennu was thrown backwards as somebody slammed into him from the front.

      Hazel eyes met golden as a sharp voice snapped, “Hey, watch where you’re going. I’m trying to walk here.”

      Kennu stared. It was the same girl he had seen on the seashore. He felt his face redden with embarrassment. He hadn’t wanted her to meet him like this, on the ground. The girl stared down at him, not offering any sort of apology. If anything, she looked irritated that he’d touched her at all.

      “Sorry,” he said. “I was just checking out the storm.”

      “I thought me and my family were the only people on this island. Who are you?” the girl asked.

      “Kennu.” He shifted onto his elbows. “You?”

      “Reagan,” she replied. “I didn’t know there were any other kids here.”

      “I didn’t either, until I saw you yesterday,” Kennu answered.

      “What? You were spying on me?”

      Kennu shrunk back. “No. It was an accident. I wanted to introduce myself but you and your dad were fighting. It didn’t seem like a good time.”

      “You saw that?”

      Her eyes narrowed. She went to turn away, but Kennu asked feebly, “Um…can you help me up?”

      Reagan turned to see Kennu still sprawled in the mud. She gave an exasperated sigh and held out her hand. He grabbed it, liking how warm and soft her grasp was in his own.

      “So what’s the deal? How long have they made you stay in this place?” Reagan asked.

      “I was born here,” Kennu answered.

      “Well, that sucks.” Reagan sympathized with him for the first time, making a face.

      “Not really. I love it here.”

      Reagan looked at him scathingly. “Why’s your head all green, anyway? Did you dye your hair or something? It’s totally lame. And why are you named after a boat?”

      “My hair has always been green. And I’m not named after a boat, thank you very much.” He crossed his arms. “It’s a different spelling. With a K.”

      “Still makes me think of a canoe.”

      “Don’t be so mean.” Kennu said, frowning.

      “Then stop being overly sensitive,” she said carelessly. “And why are you dressed like that? You look like you walked right out of the Middle Ages. Is there a geek festival going on or something?”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about. You’re the one dressed weird.” Kennu scrunched his nose.

      “It’s jeans and a t-shirt. There’s literally nothing more normal that I could wear.”

      Kennu’s wings, black and powdered with starlight, appeared behind him. Reagan gasped, leaping backwards. “What are those?”

      He looked at them. “My wings. Where are yours?”

      “I don’t have any, you dimwit!” she shrieked.

      “What do you mean? I thought you were a fairy!” he exclaimed, pointing at her.

      “A fairy?” she screamed. “Are you crazy or something?”

      “If you’re not a fairy, what are you?” Kennu said, confused.

      “I’m a human being, you freak! What else did you think I was?”

      Kennu’s eyes became fearful at her words. “You’re a human?” he whispered. He took a few steps away and put his back against a tree trunk.

      Reagan shook her head. “I guess that’s what happens when you live on a deserted island your whole life. You start to lose it.”

      “I’m not crazy! I’m a fairy!”

      “There’s no such thing as fairies!”

      “Yes, there is!” Kennu flew into the air, struggling to keep himself aloft. He couldn’t remember the last time he flew on his own. Taking a deep breath and leaning against a tree trunk, he said, “See? I thought that humans were extinct, but apparently they’re not, so I’m willing to believe you. Give me a chance.”

      Reagan’s chest heaved up and down. “Alright, fine. You’re definitely a fairy, whatever that is.”

      “Only half-fairy. The other part of me is Accompany,” he said.

      “And what the hell is that?”

      “A person, like us, only they are super strong and kind of tall. Except for me. I’m different that way. But I still have a Changer.”

      “Okay, I don’t know what’s up with all the names, but they’re getting really annoying,” Reagan puffed.

      “It’s an animal that can take any shape, whenever they want. They don’t have Changers where you come from? I’m not surprised. They’re kind of rare.”

      Reagan’s eyes widened. Then she began to laugh, holding onto her stomach and bending over. Annoyed, Kennu asked, “What’s so funny?”

      “Nothing,” she giggled. “I just realized how funny this is. It’s all a joke, isn’t it? You’re trying to mess with me. Typical stupid freshman. What are you, fourteen?”

      “I’ll be sixteen in two weeks!” he burst out, not knowing what a freshman was. “And what exactly are you doing here, anyway?”

      She stopped laughing. “My dad’s a scientist.”

      “What’s that?”

      “I thought homeschooled kids were supposed to be smart. He studies things. How the world works?”

      Kennu looked at her blankly. Reagan sighed in irritation and said, “He made me move from Detroit so he could study your dumb island. I turned sixteen last year.”

      “Where’s your mom?” he asked.

      “She ran away when I was eleven and never came back.”

      “Oh.”

      They jumped when the bushes crackled behind them but it was just Allie, coming to bring him home before it rained.

      “Hey Al. Did you see anything?” Kennu rubbed her head tenderly, but Allie didn’t seem to enjoy it. The griffin was giving the human girl a cold and judgmental gaze. She snapped her beak at Reagan, letting out a loud hiss.

      The girl screamed and jumped backwards, clinging to a tree. “What is that thing?!?!”

      Allie cawed angrily and he said, “A griffin. Haven’t you ever seen one?”

      “They aren’t supposed to exist!” she screeched.

      “Well, I know they’re supposed to be extinct but I’m sure if you looked hard enough you could find a few...”

      “No! They’re made up!”

      Kennu looked at Allie. “I guess she doesn’t like griffins. Can you change into something else?”

      Allie glared at Kennu, but obeyed his request and changed into a lynx at his feet. Once she did so Reagan floundered backwards, giving a loud and obnoxious scream. The girl slapped a hand to the side of her head and said, “I’m either on drugs or nuts. Where did my dad bring me?”

      Confused about her reaction, Kennu went to speak, but at the worst possible time his body spasmed into a rapid convulsion. Allie spun around as he fell to the ground, voice frantic. “Kennu!”

      Reagan bolted at the sound of Allie’s voice. Rain began to fall at a rapid rate, drenching his clothes as he writhed against the ground for two minutes...three minutes...endlessly.

      As the seizure ended Kennu sat up slowly, wiping the blood from his mouth. He’d bit his lip as he fell, cutting the skin deeply. “I can’t believe she saw that,” he muttered. “She’s never going to want to be my friend now.”

      “I’m sorry, Kennu.” Allie was soaked from the rain as well. Through the seizure, she’d sat diligently by his side. She put her head to his and said, “It’s better this way. She’s a human. She can’t be trusted. The only ones who will ever understand what it means to be us, is us. It’s just you and me. Like it should be.”

      Kennu let her comfort him, but couldn’t resist being disappointed. He couldn’t help the fact that he wanted somebody else to share in his troubles for once. Somebody who wasn’t Allie.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Six

          

          The Forgotten Souls Return

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      The Accompany sat calmly upon the massive black dragon. Her light pink eyes stared off into the distance as the wind blew her long, snow white hair behind her. Her skin was nearly the same shade as her hair, absent of all color, as the woman seemed absent of everything that resembled being alive. One hand was locked firmly onto the dragon’s right horn, the other placed protectively over her large, pregnant stomach.

      The dragon was as black as night. Two horns sat on the top of his head, and huge claws decorated his four feet, with teeth that were large and menacing. His figure was thin and wispy, yet powerful. Everything about him showed his strength, brilliance and grace. His eyes sparkled the same black color as his scales.

      “Can we land so I may change already? You know I hate flying. It always annoys me to have wings,” the dragon complained. Though his voice was soft, it had a controlled power behind it, one that silently threatened death to those who attacked the rider upon his back.

      “I guess we can.” The Accompany’s voice was shaking and filled with pain, as if she were weeping without tears.

      “I’m sorry, Luciana.  I know you want to get there as fast as possible, but I can’t take much more of these things.”

      “It’s fine Rex,” Luciana said softly. “I don’t care when we get there, as long as we arrive quickly.”

      “I promise you we will get there soon.” Rex spiraled down to the ground and landed softly, despite his large form. Luciana climbed off his back and he changed into a large black panther, snarling and shaking his back in relief as his wings vanished. Luciana cumbersomely climbed back on him, and off they went through the forest.

      “Do you think he remembers me?” she asked her Changer.

      “How could he forget you, Luciana? You were his best friend. He didn’t abandon you, even when you were dating his enemy,” Rex encouraged. “If he doesn’t remember you than he’s stupider than I remember.”

      “Yes, but you know Keo. He was always a bit...well.”

      Luciana laughed, and Rex purred happily. He loved it when his Accompany laughed, but she rarely did anymore. Life had been too hard on her.

      Rex moved with incredible grace through the trees. His muscles flexed and propelled him forward much faster than a panther should be moving.

      Luciana looked down at the ground and watched it zoom by beneath them, become entranced by the muddled colors as they rushed by. “We have to stop soon. Being pregnant makes it really hard to sit for a long time.” She wiggled slightly as if to emphasize her point.

      They both fell silent as Rex carried her through the forest, to the home of an old friend. When they reached their destination, they saw a green-haired fairy flitting around her garden, planting spring seeds. When the fairy saw Luciana, she screamed shrilly and ran inside her small hut.

      “Now what is that all about?” Luciana asked herself.

      “People don’t seem very friendly around here,” Rex muttered.

      “Indeed.” She climbed off Rex’s back and walked up to the house, knocking hesitantly.

      “Who’s there?” a frightened voice asked her.

      “My name is Luciana. I need your help.” Luciana’s own voice took on a desperate tone, one she hoped the stranger would sympathize with.

      “How do I know that I can trust you?” the fairy asked. “How do I know that you’re not after my son?”

      “I only need the help of an old friend,” Luciana replied, disappointed. “I was given information that I could find him here. But it seems I only found a frightened fairy.”

      Luciana turned to go. Not looking where she was going, she tripped over a branch and fell to the ground. She turned as she collapsed, rolling slightly to land on her side in order to protect the baby. Rex bolted forward and helped her to her feet slowly.

      “Come on Luciana, he’s not here. Ana must’ve been wrong,” he said softly.

      “Luce? Is that you?”

      Luciana turned in relief to see the golden eyed Accompany she’d been looking for, the one that she had known since they were just children.

      “Keo!” She half-ran, half-waddled to where Keota stood. Tears began running down her cheeks as she approached him, arms outstretched.

      “You have to help me, Keo!” She threw herself against his chest and buried her head there, crying. “You simply must!”

      He wrapped his arms around her and rocked her softly, as if it was the most natural thing in the world for him to do. “What happened, Luce? What’s the matter?” he asked. “I can’t help if I don’t know the problem.”

      “It all started with Wyntier. It goes back to when we dated in school...but you know that part.” Luciana sniffed.

      “Yeah. I know that part. I was there for most of it.” Keota grimaced, as if he hated to remember.

      “Obviously, you can see I’m pregnant.” She pulled away from Keota and moved both hands so that they fell onto her stomach, enclosing the bump in her arms.

      “That’s great! But who’s the father?” Keota asked.

      “I don’t know!” Luciana began to cry harder. “I was out walking in Nesting’s Haven one night. I wanted to be by myself...I just needed to think. You know how I like to take walks alone.” She took a deep breath. “All I remember is being hit in the head and then waking up in the hospital. A month later, I got sick. I went back, and they told me I was pregnant.”

      At this, Keota’s eyes also began to water. “I see. I’m so sorry, Luce. It’s terrible that there’s some monster out there who would do this to you.” He embraced her once again, holding her tighter this time. “If I had been there to protect you, it wouldn’t have happened.”

      “You can’t save me from everything, Keota,” Luciana chuckled through her tears. “Even though you tried.”

      “But why are you here?”

      “I had nowhere else to go. Things are bad in Nesting’s Haven, Keota. It’s not the place you remember. The Council’s out of control.” Luciana wiped her hand. “I questioned their authority, so they’re threatening to take Rex away from me again.”

      Rex growled as she said the words. Luciana shook her head and said, “It’s not as fair or just. Something is going on in Nesting’s Haven that the Council isn’t telling us. I tried to figure out what it is, but I got caught. They almost took Rex from me again. Keota, I can’t go back there!”

      “Keota, who is this?” The green-haired fairy had come out of the house, and was standing there with her hands on her hips, watching Keota hug the strange newcomer. All signs of terror were gone as she glared at the female wrapped in Keota’s arms.

      “Luciana, this is my wife, Kia. Kia, this is my best friend Luciana, and her Changer Rex,” Keota said, not letting Luciana go from his arms. “She needs a place to go, so she’s staying with us.”

      Kia opened her mouth to protest before she noticed the large belly protruding from the Accompany. “I won’t turn a pregnant woman away,” she said reluctantly. “We have the room.”

      “Thank you.” Luciana pulled herself away from Keota and nodded towards Kia. “You have no idea how much this means to me.”

      Kia grimaced and looked towards her husband. “Of course. Anything for a friend.”

      Luciana felt relieved at the fairy’s acceptance, though she noted that Kia didn’t seem any more comfortable at Keota’s confession that he knew her personally. If anything, the fairy’s eyes were more frightened than before.

      

      “Should we just go down to the beach or call her up here?” Kennu asked Allie.

      The two friends were peering out from the edge of the forest, just outside the perimeters of the beach. Reagan was lying on a towel on the sand, had these funny, dark glasses on her face, and was wearing nothing but a thin, two-piece outfit that only covered what was inappropriate to show in public.

      “I think we should just go. Who wants some weird human hanging around anyway?” Allie commented. “I mean, just look at what she’s wearing. It’s absolutely despicable.”

      Allie had whined, complained and done everything possible to stop Kennu from seeing the human girl again, but every attempt had failed. Her sourness plainly showed her disapproval of the situation.

      “I don’t see any problem with her clothes at all. I actually find it interesting that humans’ clothes are so different than ours,” Kennu said. “Let’s go down there and get her.”

      “You go get her. I’ll wait for you here,” Allie said with a hint of disgust in her voice.

      “Fine. Be that way.” Kennu walked onto the beach, reminding himself to hide his wings from view. “Reagan!” he called as he approached, mere feet away from the human lying in the sand.

      The girl sat up abruptly, pushing her dark glasses onto her head as she noticed him come by. She didn’t scream or run, so that was a good sign, but she didn’t seem happy to see him, either. “It’s Kennu, right?” she asked.

      “It sure is.” He plopped himself down in the sand beside her. “You’re not afraid of me after the last time we met, are you?”

      “I wasn’t afraid of you,” Reagan said, as if offended. “Your weird pet just freaked me out a bit.”

      “Good.” Kennu smiled, before his expression became worried. “Are you...you weren’t freaked about what happened last time, right?”

      “I told you I got over the bird brain talking.”

      Kennu hesitated. “Not that. The seizure.”

      Her eyes widened. “Oh. Yeah, I guess I’m over it. You have epilepsy, right?”

      “I don’t know what I have. There’s no name for it,” Kennu said. “It just happens.”

      “Huh. That sucks.”

      “Yeah.”

      Kennu let the silence work its way into the conversation before asking, “So, I was wondering if you wanted to come over for dinner?”

      “You want me to come over for dinner?” She asked the question as if she couldn’t believe he had the nerve to ask.

      “Why not?” He shrugged. “As long as my family doesn’t figure out that you’re human, you’ll be fine. Trust me.”

      “So basically I’m supposed to pretend that I’m a fairy like you?” She rolled her eyes. “Like that’s going to happen.”

      “No, just pretend to not be human.”

      “I’m not interested. I have things to do.” Reagan lied back down on her towel.

      Kennu made a face and said, “Like what? You seem like you’re bored out here by yourself.”

      “You wish. This is paradise for me.”

      “Come on. I promise you’ll have fun,” Kennu said, praying she’d say yes.

      Reagan sighed. “Since you’re so desperate for my presence, I guess I can pretend to be a fairy, but I don’t know how long it’ll last. I’ll probably blow it by saying something stupid, like I always do.”

      “I can help you out.” Kennu got up and offered her his hand. She took it and got to her feet.

      “Alright. I just have to go change first,” she said.

      “You look fine. Come on.” In his excitement, Kennu grabbed Reagan’s hand and began to pull her towards where Allie waited.

      “Whatever you say, though the last parents who saw me in this bikini didn’t want me anywhere near their son.” Reagan pulled her hand away from Kennu. “Where are we going, exactly?”

      “To get Allie, and then we’ll head to my house.” Kennu began hiking towards the woods. “One of these days I’ll have to introduce you to the rest of my friends. They’re wolves.”

      “Wolves?” Reagan halted in her tracks. “Okay, hold on. You said nothing about wolves. The canary I can deal with, but not vicious, snarling...”

      “Oh, they’re really nice,” Kennu said, waving his hand. “Their tenth birthday is coming up, just after mine and Allie’s. I have no idea what to get them. There’s five of them, so it’s a pain trying to find things for everybody all at once.”

      “Ten-year-old wolves? That’s impossible,” Reagan protested, beginning to follow Kennu again. “Wolves don’t live for more than a few years in the wild. If these wolves of yours are as old as you say they are, they have to be ancient.”

      “I mean, they’re not super young, but they’re not old either. They won’t be for at least five more years,” Kennu said.

      “This place doesn’t make any sense,” Reagan said, shaking her head.

      “I guess animals live longer here than they do where you live,” Kennu said. “Don’t ask me why.”

      Allie hid reluctantly in the trees, sticking her head out to hiss at Reagan. “Quick Kennu, we still have a chance to ditch the human girl!”

      “I heard that,” Reagan snapped. “You know, that’s a little freaky, her talking and all.”

      “Not really, but I guess I’m just used to it.” Kennu stroked Allie’s head gently, while the doe glared at Reagan with all the hate she could muster.

      “Animals don’t talk where I come from.” Reagan crossed her arms.

      “Really? That’s weird. All my friends talk,” Kennu said.

      “Maybe they don’t talk around her because she’s simply awful,” Allie said, speaking as if Reagan wasn’t there.

      “I don’t think your pet likes me very much.” Reagan said, giving a nasty giggle.

      “PET!” Allie stomped her hooves. “I am NOT a pet!”

      “She doesn’t want to associate with humans. She thinks they’re all bad,” Kennu replied. “I’m sure the two of you will be great friends eventually.”

      “I will never be able to get along with someone who dresses like she does,” Allie huffed.

      “Honey, I’ve got style. You’re just jealous,” Reagan said, rolling her eyes.

      Kennu stepped between them. “Come on guys, let’s go.” He began to walk in the direction of his house. Allie and Reagan followed, the two of them ignoring each other the entire way there.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seven

          

          The Tragic Tale of Luciana Morris
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      Underneath the shade of the trees, Luciana lay against Rex’s side. His slow breathing soothed her anxiety and calmed her frantic heart, yet she still felt if the panther were not here, she’d run off into the woods screaming, never to return. The two of them were alone in the yard near the hut, watching the clouds go by and trying to rest, yet little rest came for Luciana these days. Her eyes drooping, Luciana slipped into another world, her mind returning to memories of her tragic past.

      The thing she remembered most about Dinkleberry University was how massive it was. The old castle was completely made out of stone, and over a thousand years old. It housed hundreds of Changers and Accompanies completing their studies. However, no matter how many people populated the castle, she always felt entirely alone.

      Alone, unless her best friend was with her.

      She was no older than fourteen as she stood by a younger Keota in front of his dorm at Dinkleberry University. She laughed at him as he tried to find his key, rather unsuccessfully.

      “Keo, you goofball. Here.” She handed him the spare she always had in case this happened, which, quite honestly, happened very frequently.

      “Thanks, Luce. I knew I could count on you to keep this one safe.” He gave her a silly grin and then unlocked the door. The two of them walked inside, leaving the door open.

      “No problem, Keo.” She sat cross-legged on his bed, and Keota took his spot beside her while Ionan sat on the windowsill, bathing in the sunlight as a cat. Rex curled up in her lap as a small black squirrel, commencing the start of their routine.

      It was the same every day. They would sit here for hours until Keota’s roommate got tired of listening to them talk and forced the two to leave. They would then wander around the grounds, not caring where they went, so long as they were together.

      “So how was your day?” she asked, stroking Rex softly.

      “Okay, I guess.” He shrugged. “You should know how it went. You were there all day. We have all the same classes, Luce.”

      They both laughed softly. A red haired boy walked in, a small mantis sitting on his shoulder.

      “Hey Galien,” Keota said, barely looking up.

      “Hey Keota, Luce.” Galien nodded in Luciana’s direction and she smiled. “So what are you two up to?”

      “Same as always,” Luciana replied.

      “Don’t you ever get tired of talking? I don’t know what you have left to say after being together day in and day out,” Galien jibed. “When are you guys going to get together? Everyone knows it’s going to happen eventually. We’re even betting on when.”

      Keota’s ears reddened. “We’re not planning on getting together. We’re just friends.”

      Luciana giggled, and Galien gave her a knowing smile. “Whatever. You know you both want each other. It’s just a matter of time.”

      A shadow loomed in the doorway. An older, brown haired boy walked into the dorm, striding in as if he needed no permission from anyone to enter. The room instantly chilled.

      “What do you want, Wyntier?” Galien said sharply, turning around. It was clear the red-headed boy didn’t like him.

      “I want to speak to Luciana.” Wyntier’s voice showed no hint of its usual coldness...it was rather thickened with a honey-like quality that made the words too sweet.

      “Me?” Luciana pointed to herself. “I guess.” She pulled Rex off her lap and laid him on the bed. The Changer watched her as she rose to her feet and walked to Wyntier. “What do you want?”

      “May we step out into the hallway? I wish to speak to you alone.” His voice was kind. It sounded all too wrong coming from him.

      “Alright,” she said timidly, glancing back at Keota. “If that’s what you want.”

      Wyntier led her out into the hallway and closed the door. “I have a question for you,” he began.

      “Go ahead and ask it already,” she said nervously, shrinking away from his glance.

      Wyntier looked her up and down, giving her a tender glance. “Do you know about the spring dance on Saturday?” He reached out a hand and gently fingered her long hair.

      “Yes, I know about the dance.” She did nothing to stop him from touching her hair. She wasn’t sure if she liked it, but at the same time, she didn’t know what he’d do if she told him to stop.

      “I wanted to know if you would go with me.”

      “You want me to go to the dance with you?” she asked, shocked. “But you’re popular, and no one really knows who I am.”

      “Does it look like it matters to me?” he asked. “I suppose I could ask someone else...”

      He turned away from her, and not wanting to miss her chance, Luciana leapt forward. “No! I’d love to go with you! It just...caught me off guard.” She smiled at him.

      “I’ll pick you up at your room ten minutes before the dance. Is that fine?” he asked, though it sounded more like a demand.

      “Of course. I’ll be waiting for you.” Her cheeks grew red and she giggled nervously.

      “Very well. Goodbye, Luciana.”

      Wyntier headed down the hallway back towards his own dorm. She watched him go, still unsure about what had just happened. When he disappeared, she opened the door and went back into Keota’s room.

      “He asked me to the dance!” she exclaimed, jumping onto the bed. “I can’t believe it! He finally noticed me!”

      Keota made a face. “That’s...great, Luce.” He glanced down at the bed, avoiding her eyes. “Really great.”

      The memory began to change. Luciana stood in a large shop, a curtain separating her from the room around her. She reached out and clutched the soft black velvet, carefully pulling it to the side.

      “What do you think about this one, Keo?” she asked. She gestured to the floor length gown she wore. It was the same pale pink as her eyes, the layers of silk and lace covered with intricate bead work and embroidery. She’d never felt more extravagant.

      “It looks amazing on you,” Keota said, staring at her from where he sat. “You’re...beautiful.”

      “Thanks.” She walked over to the mirror and spun around a few times. “You think Wyntier will like it?”

      “Of course Wyntier will like it. How could anyone not like you?” At the mention of Wyntier, his expression became foul, but he made no other objection.

      “Are you going with anyone?” she asked.

      “No. No one asked me to go with them.” He sighed.

      “Why don’t you come and hang out with me and Wyntier? I’m sure he won’t mind, and I wouldn’t want you to miss out.” She placed a small, pale hand on his shoulder and smiled sweetly.

      “I don’t know...”

      “Come on, it’ll be fun. Besides, I might even dance with you once or twice.”

      Keota’s face brightened. “Alright, I’ll come. But just for you.”

      He stood up. “Is this the one that you want?”

      “I think so.” She nodded. The dress rustled as she slipped behind the curtain to change out of it. Just as she vanished out of sight, the shop owner came into the backroom.

      “Have you found one you like, miss?” she asked.

      “I did,” Luciana said, walking out with the dress slung over one arm. “How much is it exactly?”

      “Four hundred coins,” the shopkeeper informed her.

      Luciana’s face fell. “Oh. I don’t have that much money.” She looked at her gown. “What am I going to do? I need a dress.”

      “I’ll pay for it, Luce,” Keota offered, already bringing out his small, velvet moneybag “You don’t have to worry about paying me back.”

      “Keota, that’s way too much,” she protested. “I know you can’t afford it.”

      “Ionan’s good for it, trust me. He’ll help me out,” Keota insisted.

      “Did you ask him before we came?”

      “No, but he’ll be okay with it.”

      Luciana doubted that, but she hugged her friend all the same. “Thank you, Keo.” She felt the deepest love for her best friend as she embraced him. Because of him, she now had a dress, a beautiful gown that would make her a queen for what she was sure would be the best night of her life.

      The memory faded into a blur of colors, changing once again...

      It was the night of the big dance. She was in her room getting ready, and the dress fit just as well as the day she’d bought it. Two small pearls dangled from her ears on silver frames, while blush powdered her cheeks. Her necklace was a small, pink flower her mother had given to her the day after her grandmother died, and complimented the pink in her eyes. She wore pink, high-heeled shoes that made her taller, and her white hair was gathered in a series of curls that were towered at the top of her head. For the first time in her life, Luciana finally felt pretty.

      There was a knock at the door and she turned gracefully to open it. Rex came to her side as she opened the door to reveal Wyntier in his best clothes. Luciana thought his suit looked perfect on him, just as her dress looked perfect on her.

      “Are you ready to go, my dear?” Wyntier bowed politely and took her hand.

      “Of course I am. Come on, Rex.” The small black squirrel ran onto her shoulder, opposite of the other Changer. Vera was on Wyntier’s shoulder in the form of a small sparrow, a little purple bow tied around her neck. She didn’t say a greeting, only sat meekly on her Accompany’s shoulder. She didn’t seem half as excited to attend the dance as Luciana was.

      “Don’t forget, we have to go get Keo,” Luciana reminded Wyntier casually.

      “Yes. We must not forget the little whelp,” Wyntier said drily.

      “Be nice to him, Wyntier. He’s my best friend,” Luciana said, trying to appear civil so she wouldn’t anger her date. Wyntier was always making mean comments about Keota, but Keota did the same to him, so Luciana tried to ignore them both.

      Luciana practically wrenched her arm away from Wyntier’s in excitement as they approached Keota’s dorm. “Keo!” Luciana called, skipping into the room. “Are you ready to go?”

      “Of course I am.” Keota turned away from the mirror to face her. “How do I look?”

      Keota wore all black, like Wyntier, but a gold tie added a splash of color. His suit jacket was too big for him, though, while his pants were too small, exposing his ankles. Ionan sat on his shoulder as a cat, an emerald bow tie standing out against his white fur.

      “Must I wear this foolish little thing?” the Changer snarled angrily.

      “You have to look nice, Ionan.” Luciana smiled at the small cat, giggling at the bow tie she had picked out for him.

      “Well, I think it’s ridiculous.” He scratched at it, appearing rather bothered.

      “I think you look very handsome, Ionan.” Vera spoke for the first time in her soft, springy voice, glancing warily at Wyntier.

      The cat looked down. “I suppose if you like it, Vera, it’s quite alright.”

      “Why isn’t Rex wearing his, Luce?” Keota asked.

      “Because I don’t know how to tie them right,” Luciana explained. “Could you do it for me?” She pulled out a piece of pale pink fabric that matched her dress.

      “Sure.” Keota took the fabric and looked at Rex. As he got closer, the small squirrel ran to Luciana’s other shoulder, smacking Wyntier across the face with his tail. The Accompany didn’t say anything, but his mouth twitched.

      “Rex, as your Accompany I order you to sit still while Keota puts your bow tie on!” Luciana commanded in a slightly playful tone.

      Rex gave in, knowing he couldn’t disobey a direct order. Keota tied the bow tie and then backed up.

      “It looks great on you, Rex!” Vera exclaimed happily, losing mind of her place. Wyntier glared at her, and she fell silent.

      “Vera, I am your brother. You liking it does not matter to me as much as it matters to Ionan.” Rex looked at Luciana and appeared to pout, while Ionan hid his head behind Keota’s, embarrassed.

      “The dance is going to start soon! Come on!” Luciana grabbed Wyntier’s and Keota’s hands, dragging them towards the event.

      The entrance hall was decorated richly for the occasion. The walls were covered with ribbons and garlands of all colors, while a group of musicians sat in one corner, playing the most beautiful music Luciana had ever heard. The teachers stood against the walls, watching the students carefully as they waltzed around the room elegantly. Luciana thought it all looked like a wonderful dream. Wyntier took no time in leading Luciana out to the floor, parading her around lavishly and spinning her in time with the music. Keota leaned against a wall and watched, while Ionan and Vera snuck off together to a place unnoticed by their Accompanies. Rex had taken off with several female Changers, and was in the middle of dancing with all of them at once.

      “Wyntier, it’s all so lovely.” Luciana smiled as they twirled, feeling enchanted.

      “But not near as lovely as you are, my dear.” Wyntier touched her cheek gently and she blushed.

      After an hour or so the headmistress took the stage, speaking in a loud, booming voice. “We would like to announce this year’s King and Queen.”

      The music stopped and everyone fell silent in anticipation, eagerly watching the headmistress open the small envelope. “This year’s King is...no surprise here...Wyntier Ignavus!”

      The crowd applauded as the brown-haired boy made his way to the stage, an arrogant smile spread across his face. As he was crowned, silence once more fell upon the students.

      “This year’s Queen is…Luciana Morris!”

      Even the headmistress seemed surprised when she announced the name. The room fell deathly quiet, and Luciana gasped, turning to Keota.

      “I didn’t even know I was running,” she said.

      “Who cares? Get up there and get your crown, Luce!” Keota pushed her towards the stage. “If anyone deserves this, it’s you.”

      She nodded and walked to the stage, standing by Wyntier. As she was crowned, she felt tears fill her eyes. The crowd clapped politely and she held her head up, feeling so proud. She was once the most unpopular girl in school, and now, she was Queen. She’d never been so happy.

      Wyntier faced her and smiled, his dark eyes sparkling in anticipation. The smile was different from the one that had graced his lips when the night had begun...it was no longer warm and nice. Something else had overcome it.

      “I have something I would like to ask you, Luciana.” Wyntier twisted the words as he said them, making them thick and foreboding.

      “You can ask me anything,” she told him. The collected students fell silent once more so they could hear the conversation taking place on the stage, inching closer curiously.

      “Are you honestly so stupid that you don’t realize I never liked you?” Wyntier sneered. “I can’t believe that I had you going for so long. I thought you would have figured this out days ago”

      The world seemed to freeze for Luciana. “Wyntier, what...what do you mean?”

      “I did all this as a joke,” he said, spreading his hand over the crowd. “My friends dared me to take the ugliest girl in school to the dance, and so, I did. I never have and never will love an albino freak.” Wyntier began to laugh. “I rigged the voting so you would win Queen, so I could do this to you.”

      From out of his jacket Wyntier pulled out a long knife. Before Luciana could even gasp, he’d taken the knife and run it down the front of her dress, tearing it in two and exposing her to the crowd. Attempting to cover herself with the fragments of her tattered gown, tears filled Luciana’s eyes. The Headmistress stared on with a stunned expression as Wyntier let out a booming laugh, unsure of what to do.

      The rest of the students began to laugh with Wyntier. Luciana ran down the steps of the stage and towards the door. Tears poured down her cheeks as she pushed the laughing teenagers out of her way, scampering up to her dorm. Rex followed right behind her.

      Luciana’s eyes opened quickly. Even now, years later, the memory made her eyes water. She’d hoped, in time, she’d recover from such nightmares. Recent events had only amplified their effect.

      “Why must I remember such horrible things?” she asked, turning toward Rex. The Changer was awake and staring at her sympathetically, as if the memory was as painful for him as it was for her.

      “Because it is the rough times that teach us how to get back up and try again, and the difficult parts of our lives that make us stronger.” He wiped her tears gently away using his large paw. “It will be okay, Luciana. I promise you, I will never let anyone hurt you like he did ever again.”

      “I know, Rex.” She wiped her face and stroked the large cat gently. “You’re all I ever need. You and Keota can make everything better in my life.”

      Rex purred softly as she stroked his head. Though she was tired, Luciana did not allow herself to rest further. She could not stand bringing back more memories. Her life had only gotten worse from that night.

      

      Keota lay alone in a field of flowers outside the Verinian, feeling very confused. He hadn’t seen Luciana in ages, and now she’d suddenly showed up on his doorstep, asking for his help. He had no clue what Luciana expected of him now so he had come here to think, without telling anyone where he was going.

      “I don’t know what she wants me to do. I have a wife,” he said out loud, as if reminding himself that he was married.

      Luciana had been the whole reason he had met Kia. He’d been running away from her situation, trying to separate himself from the whole mess. It only turned up fifteen years later to haunt him. He wasn’t mad at Luciana...none of it was her fault...but he was mad at Wyntier. As always, every bad thing that had ever happened to him always came about because of Wyntier. Upset, he laid back in the sun and closed his eyes, falling into his unconsciousness to remember a much darker time...a time when everything for him had changed.

      Even three years later, Luciana still hadn’t recovered from the night of the spring dance. They were about to graduate, and so the days of their freshman year were far behind them, but Luciana seemed to forget this as they walked from class to class amongst the massive grounds of the castle. She ducked her head and hid her gaze from whoever passed by, cringing whenever a student looked her way.

      “Hey look guys, it’s the albino freak!” a black haired boy shouted across the hall, pointing in their direction. Keota placed an arm around his best friend’s shoulders, trying to shield her from the nasty comments.

      “It’s okay, Luce, they just call you names because they don’t like themselves,” he said softly, not knowing what else to say. The name “albino freak” had stuck and never really gone away, all thanks to Wyntier. The bully had made a game out of tormenting Luciana as much as possible, ever since the dance had ended.

      “You say that every time someone says something mean. It’s starting to get a little old.” Luciana never looked up.

      “Hey, freak! Why don’t you ditch your little boyfriend and go jump off a cliff? Then we could see how many people really cared about you!” the boy called.

      “Yeah, go kill yourself, you ugly bitch! Nobody wants an albino freak hanging around!” a girl at his side screamed.

      Three years of endless torture finally made Luciana stop in her tracks. She dropped the books she was holding and they fell to the ground carelessly, discarded. “Why don’t you just shut up!” Luciana jerked her head up and glared at the boy, ready to fight.

      “Come and make me, you little freak,” he snarled at her.

      “Don’t you test me,” Luciana snarled. “I will tear you to shreds.”

      “Is that a threat?” The boy came closer and stuck his face right in front of hers, daring her to make a move.

      This was bad. Keota looked around for Rex and Ionan to back them up, but they were in other classes.

      “No. It was a warning.” Luciana’s mouth rose in a snarl. “But now you’re just too late to protect yourself.”

      Luciana grabbed onto the boy’s hair and slammed him into the wall. Before he could get up she was on top of him, clawing at his throat with her fingernails. He threw up a hand and she bit down on the bare flesh. She punched him the face and began to pull his hair out in large chunks. The boy screamed louder as Luciana continued her assault, too terrified to fight back.

      “Luce!” Keota said. He tried to pull her off the boy, but the Accompany threw him backwards with a strength Keota didn’t know she had. Keota watched the scene in horror. He had never known that his shy friend could get so violent. Luciana, in her fury, was unstoppable.

      No one dared to get near her, for they were all afraid they would be next. The fight only lasted a couple of minutes, but it felt like hours to everyone who witnessed it, horrified by the blood that was gushing from the gashes on the boy’s neck and face. It took four teachers and their Changers to restrain Luciana, and by that time, the boy’s face was little more than tattered ribbons of flesh.

      The boy was sent to the hospital, badly injured. Luciana had hurt him so severely, his condition was critical. The Council soon came to retrieve Luciana, and Rex had been pulled out of his classes to go with her, even though he hadn’t been there. Keota spent that night nervously awaiting some sort of news, though nothing came.

      The next morning, he heard that Luciana’s punishment would be decided immediately by the Council that day. The Council had been quick to call a trial, as nothing of this scale had ever happened at Dinkleberry before. He sat in the stands that afternoon, looking down at Luciana. She had been put in chains and Rex was confined in a small metal box with at least six locks on it. The small squirrel screamed angrily but Luciana didn’t move, only stood there like a stone statue, her matted and tangled hair dangling in front of her face.

      Even though Rex was her brother, Wyntier hadn’t allowed Vera to come to the trial. Vera had begun spending more and more time with all of them and less time with Wyntier since the horror of the spring dance, but she never spoke up when her Accompany tormented Luciana, and Keota hated her for it. Keota didn’t care that Ionan loved her. Vera’s inability to stick up for her friend in three years was unforgivable, in his eyes.

      He watched as the Council slowly took their seats before the crowd and listened as the oath of truth was given by all. As the final Council member took the oath, the room fell silent and all eyes turned toward Luciana in the center of the room.

      “Luciana Morris, you are here to be punished for attempted murder. Is this correct?” Nicodemus, the head of Council, seemed so stern and stoic. The wyvern at his side quivered, as if excited by the judgement.

      “Yes.” Luciana’s voice shook and her eyes remained locked on the floor as she confirmed the charges.

      “Do you have anything to say to defend yourself?” Nicodemus asked cruelly, as if he’d already convicted her.

      “No.” Luciana did not bother to give excuses, simply accepted her fate.

      “Well then, from what we were told earlier this morning, I believe the Council has come to a decision.” He turned to look around him at the other Council members. They all nodded their heads in agreement. “Luciana Morris, for your crimes you shall be sentenced with the highest punishment the Council possesses...permanent separation from your Changer.”

      Luciana’s head snapped up. For the first time since the trial began, she seemed alive. “You can’t!” she lashed out as the guards surrounded her, attempting to break away from her chains.

      Rex took the form of a panther, and the cage shattered to pieces as he lunged towards Luciana. Several guards restrained the giant cat with ropes and he roared angrily underneath them, trying to break free.

      “Luciana Morris, you will serve a life sentence in Azazael, while your Changer will be sent to the work camps,” Nicodemus boomed loudly over the chaos, continuing the sentence. “You shall never see one another again, for the rest of your days.”

      “You can’t do this to her!” Keota called, but the noise of the roaring Changer blocked out his voice. He watched in horror as Luciana was dragged out one door, and Rex out the other. Both cried out in defiance, but no one listened. No one had listened to Luciana since this whole thing began.

      “I’ll get this fixed, Luce.” Keota whispered to himself. “Even if it’s the last thing I do, I will get this fixed.”

      The memory changed. It was a month later, and Keota had been researching for weeks. His grades had slipped and he was at risk of not graduating, but he didn’t care. Nothing had mattered to him after the trial except saving Luciana. It had taken him days to finally convince the Council to hear him out. He was in the Council room, in the same spot where Luciana had received her sentence, staring upward at the Council members who gathered along the sides of the banisters like vicious crows. Ionan stood by his side in dragon form, ready to back him up. Ionan had suggested he make the argument for Luciana’s freedom, as he was more eloquent, however they discovered Changers were rarely, if ever, permitted to speak before the Council. Keota would have to speak on his own.

      “Why have you come before us today?” Nicodemus asked. He had a look on his face that showed his annoyance with the boy.

      Keota took a deep breath. “I have come to ask you to reconsider the fate of Luciana Morris. She was sentenced to separation a month ago, but I have proved that the crime she was convicted of was not her fault.”

      “And how have you done this?” The head of the Council leaned back in his chair and picked at a fingernail, bored.

      “I did some research on Luciana’s family. Her mother had a case of mental illness that could be passed on from generation to generation,” Keota said. “If Luciana’s mother had the illness, then so could Luciana. It would explain the way she behaved. She had never been violent before the incident.” Keota paused, looking up.

      “If she is ill, it still gives no excuse for her actions. She nearly killed that poor boy,” Nicodemus said, leaning forward. “And how did you come by this information?”

      “Luciana’s mother was a resident of an asylum until she died a few years ago,” he replied quickly. “I got the information from the hospital directly.”

      Nicodemus leaned back, tapping his chin. “Give us one hour to consult, and then return when you are called.”

      Keota nodded and walked out of the room, to leave the Council to deliberate. The following hour was the longest hour of his life. He paced back and forth across the small waiting room, while Ionan watched, flicking his tail. After what seemed like days, the Accompany at the desk instructed him to go back in.

      As he approached, he noticed a slight change in Nicodemus’s face. Rather than looking annoyed, he appeared pleased, gleeful even. “Well done, Keota Morimoti. You have saved your friend.” Nicodemus clapped his hands together once and then looked down at the boy. “We shall hand you the papers necessary to get both her and her Changer back home. However, if anything else like this happens again, the punishment will be the same and you will be unable to save her. Do you understand?”

      “Yes sir, I do.” Keota couldn’t help but smile. He’d done it! Luciana was saved!

      “Then go and get Miss Luciana. I don’t expect to see or hear you ever again.” Nicodemus waved his hand, dismissing him.

      Keota ran off quickly, obtaining the papers from the Accompany at the desk outside. He bolted into the sunshine of Nesting’s Haven, hardly able to control himself.

      “Ionan, you get Rex and I’ll go get Luce,” he commanded, handing the papers to his Changer.

      “I can do that. We’ll meet back at your parents’ house, correct?” Ionan asked as he took the papers in his mouth.

      “Yep, that’s the plan.” Keota smiled and ran off in the direction of Azazael, the large prison that housed the worst of Nesting’s Haven.

      The building was ten stories high and located far outside of the city, but most of the cells were underground. The high walls surrounding the prison were dark, and the brick was covered in vines that grew up all four sides of the prison. The building was old and crumbling, exactly the kind of place that looked scarier than it should have. He walked slowly to the front gate, his heart beating twice its normal rate.

      “Stop right there, son.” A strong guard in a full suit of armor held out his hand, stopping the boy. “No one enters here.”

      “I’m here to get my friend. The Council said she could be released,” he stammered.

      “Do you have all the legal documents?” the guard asked him.

      “I have them right here.” Keota handed the papers to the guard, feeling nervous.

      The guard’s eyebrows raised. “Luciana Morris huh?” The guard huffed in disbelief. “Good luck getting her out of there.”

      “What do you mean?” Keota stared at the guard, confused.

      “Every time someone goes near that girl they lose a finger, or in some cases, an arm.” The guard's face was completely serious. “She hasn’t been out of her cell since they brought her here.”

      Keota gulped. “Well, we’re best friends. I’m sure she won’t hurt me.”

      “Good luck to you, kid.” The guard handed him back the papers and sent him inside. Keota crept slowly to the front desk, shivering. The inside was cold, dank, and dripping with moisture, twice as scary as the outside. He kept glancing around him nervously.

      “Hello. Can I help you?” The Accompany at the front desk asked the question in a sickly sweet voice, out of character for such a terrible place. Her Changer, a jolly little hedgehog, waddled from side to side on her desk.

      “I’m here to get my friend, Luciana Morris,” he told her, pulling out the papers.

      “Of course. Let me see the release forms.”

      He handed them to her and she peered at them oddly, as if she couldn’t believe who was being released. “Wait here. I’ll go get a guard to take you to her cell.”

      She rose from her seat and disappeared through a door behind her. She returned with an Accompany that was even larger than the one outside, whose Changer was a monstrous bear that took up the width of the hallway.

      The guard leaned down by the boy’s ear. “I’ll take you to the cell, but I won’t be going in. That girl’s crazy.” His voice was rough and cruel, but at the mention of Luciana, it shook slightly in fear.

      “Okay,” Keota nodded. The terror inside him grew as the large Accompany led him through the halls. They walked down two flights of stairs and retrieved a lantern before heading down one final flight. Keota was led down a dark hallway lined with cells made of iron bars, none of which had light. Screams and moans echoed down the cavern, and arms reached out at him from between the bars, craving the touch of someone from the outside world.

      The guard stopped at the end of the hallway in front of a cell from which no noise emitted. He pulled out his keys and unlocked the door. “Here you go.” He backed up warily after placing the lantern on a hook on the wall.

      “Thank you.” Keota peered into the cell, and his stomach twisted as he witnessed the most horrifying sight he would ever see.

      Luciana sat in the corner of the small cell, encircled by little chunks of bone and skin that were discarded on the floor. Apparently, the first guard had been correct. She’d been taking off fingers. A decaying, gnarled limb lied in a corner, chunks of flesh torn off as if by mouth. He’d thought they were exaggerating about the arm, but no one exaggerated in Azazael. Lies were useless in a place where the worst had already happened to you.

      The walls were covered in blood. At first, he thought it was merely splatters, and then he realized that the blood spelled REX hundreds upon hundreds of times upon the stone.

      Luciana sat in her small corner. Her long hair was knotted in huge clumps and filled with dirt, and her prison clothes, a simple gray sack, was torn. She had lost weight due to lack of sunlight, and the bones of her face were easily seen through her pale skin. She rocked back and forth, her eyes glazed, staring at nothing.

      The reason why Nicodemus and the Council was willing to let Luciana go hit him fully, searing away all sense of hope. The loss of her Changer had driven Luciana mad. There was no more punishment to give, nothing more to take. They’d already done the worst to her, and now that the job was done, the Council was willing to toss the girl aside as if she were nothing but a nuisance.

      He approached her slowly. She hissed, pushing herself father back into the corner.

      “Come on, Luce. It’s me, Keota.” He took another step forward.

      “Don’t come any closer to me,” she growled.

      “Luce, I’m here to get you out. I’m going to help you find Rex again.”

      Her eyes lit up at the sound of her Changer’s name. “Rex,” she whispered.

      “Yeah, Rex,” he repeated. “You just have to come with me.”

      “I can’t walk. My legs don’t work,” she told him. She looked down at the floor in despair.

      “I can carry you, if you’ll let me.” He walked to her, and she put her arms up slowly. He picked her up and cradled her against his chest, carrying her out of the cell.

      “I’m ready to go back up now,” he told the guard, who stared at him in awe.

      “How did you do that?” the man asked.

      “Do what?” Keota asked in return.

      “Touch her without losing something,” the guard gasped.

      Keota glared cruelly back at the guard. “I’m only treating her as she deserves to be treated, not like she’s something to be thrown away.”

      When they had reached the city streets, it was dark. Keota’s arms hurt from carrying Luciana up all those steps, but he didn’t complain or put her down. “Are you ready to go, Luce?” he asked her.

      “Rex,” she said softly to herself. “I want to find Rex.”

      “We’re going to see Rex and no one is ever going to take you away from him again.”

      Ionan wasn’t at the house when Keota arrived. Luciana clung to Keota’s shirt, refusing to allow him to set her down.

      “Come on, Luciana, let go of Keota and come sit down,” Mrs. Morimoti told her in a gentle, loving voice.

      “I want Rex right now!” she demanded, slamming her fist into Keota’s chest. “I don’t care about anything else! I will not let go until I get what he promised me!”

      Keota looked towards his mother with a pained expression. “I think she just bruised me. I hope Ionan gets here soon.”

      Just as he said it, a loud roar shook the house. “Come on you fool, Luciana is right inside that house! You just need to cooperate!” Ionan was outside, and he wasn’t happy.

      “Release me this instant, you horrid pest! Luciana’s gone! Now leave me alone!” Rex wailed.

      Luciana’s head perked up at the sound of her Changer’s voice. She jumped out of Keota’s arms and stumbled awkwardly to the door, suddenly able to walk. She pulled it open and fell to her knees just outside. Rex stood before her, fighting Ionan angrily. His fur was clumped, with bones that were easily visible underneath, eyes bloodshot. If he were in his normal condition he would have torn Ionan to pieces by now, but in his weakened state, he could only struggle.

      As his eyes fell upon Luciana, he calmed instantly. Ionan released the Changer and backed away. Luciana collapsed onto Rex’s back, wrapping her arms tightly around his thick neck. She buried her face into the soft, black fur, and he purred as she stroked his throat. Ionan took the form of a falcon and landed on his Accompany’s shoulder, rubbing his head against Keota’s. It was hard to watch the scene without being close to your bonded partner.

      Mrs. Morimoti came out of the house to witness the reunion. “Why don’t you both come inside?” She approached Rex and Luce quickly, with no sense of caution. Rex growled lowly, and she slowly backed away. “Or not.”

      “Just give them some space, Mom. They’ll be back to normal soon.” Keota had all the confidence in the world as he stated this, and Ionan nodded to confirm his words.

      But things didn’t go back to normal. Rex’s relationship with Vera had been severed permanently, as he was infuriated with her for doing nothing to free him while he was in the camps. Luciana stopped attending school and used the small amount of money she had left from her mother’s inheritance to purchase a house in the worst part of town, removed from the rest of the world. Keota went to her house to check on her and Rex every day. At first she let him in, then she stopped answering the door and he had to let himself in using the spare key. A few months later, the key vanished, and she locked all the doors and windows. Keota would stand outside for hours banging loudly on the door, begging she let him in, but no one ever came. The world slowly began to forget all about Luciana Morris. It wasn’t long until no one knew she existed. The house became covered in vines, falling into disrepair. Sometimes you could hear her cry, but the world was convinced it was the ghost of Luciana’s deceased mother, weeping for the child that had faded away without tasting death. No one believed Keota when he told them about her. Ionan knew of his troubles, but no one else did. At graduation, he walked alone. Life had stolen Luciana away from him, without giving him any say in the matter. His best friend was gone forever.

      

      “Are you okay, Dad? You’re crying.”

      Keota touched his eyes gently as he emerged from his memories, gazing at the tears that had gathered on his fingers. Allie and Kennu were there, and seemed disturbed that they’d found him in a field of flowers, weeping.

      “I guess I am crying.” He laughed softly, trying to break the tension. “Sorry to worry you, Kennu. I’m fine. Really.” He stood up, ruffling his son’s hair.

      “If you say so,” Kennu said slowly. “Mom sent me to tell you that she needs your help with dinner.” Kennu reached up and fixed his now-messy locks with a flat expression.

      “Kennu, can we go? It’s starting to get cold out here, and I don’t have much on.”  A girl came into view at the edge of the flower-filled clearing, appearing impatient.

      “Sorry Reagan!” Kennu called back. “We can go in a minute.”

      “You’re quick to jump at her requests. I say we just let her freeze,” Allie growled, glaring back at the teenager.

      “That’s not very nice, Allie,” Kennu scolded.

      “Who is this?” Keota asked. His eyes bulged out of his head as he looked over the girl disapprovingly, his eyes hovering on her outfit.

      “This is Reagan. Reagan, this is my dad, Keota,” Kennu said. “Reagan’s a...a fairy. She just came here from really far away.”

      “Really. Where are from Reagan?”

      “Uh...Michigan,” Reagan responded.

      “Michigan?” Keota gave her a confused look.

      “Yeah, it’s in America,” Reagan said snottily. “Haven’t you heard of it?”

      “No. I haven’t,” Keota told her in a tone that suggested she was lying. “But you learn new things every day.”

      He turned toward his son. “Let’s get home before your mother starts to worry. You know how she gets.”

      “Yeah, I know.” Kennu frowned. “I really don’t feel like being squeezed to death again.”

      Keota lingered before following. His mind was still filled with the horrible last memory of his best friend.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eight

          

          The Second Prophecy
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      Allie changed into a tiny bluebird on their way back to the forest. She landed on Kennu’s shoulder, casting a backward glance at Reagan as if to say, Back off sister, he’s mine.

      “You can keep him, honey,” Reagan growled underneath her breath, obviously freezing in her bikini. Kennu’s dad walked slowly next to her, looking at her every so often as if he knew that there was something about her he didn’t trust.

      She hurried to Kennu’s side. “I think he knows,” she whispered.

      “Don’t be silly. He’s not that smart,” Kennu put in.

      “Okay, not to be rude or anything, but your dad is creeping me out,” she said in a very rude tone. “He’s keeps staring at me with this dumb expression.”

      “That’s how my Dad looks at everyone. You’ll see.”

      After walking for a long time, the hut came into view. Kia came out of the house carrying a vegetarian dish. She placed it on a long table, which had been brought out from inside. Luciana sat at the table with Rex, who balanced on her belly as a squirrel.

      Reagan looked at the food and asked, “Where’s the meat? There’s not enough food for everyone here.”

      “Accompanies and Changers don’t eat. We get our energy from sunlight,” Allie sniped. “The fairies are the only ones eating. But you knew that already, didn’t you?”

      “We only eat plants,” Kennu informed Reagan under his breath, so his family wouldn’t hear. “It would be wasteful to kill something when we don’t need to. And besides, what if what you’re eating is a friend?”

      “Everything I eat doesn’t talk back.” Reagan cast steely eyes at Allie.

      At this instant, Ionan came into the clearing. Reagan took some terrified steps backward, gasping in surprise. “It’s a dragon,” she said, choked. “I can’t believe it.”

      Ionan heard her, and tilted his head. “Who is this?” he asked, putting his giant nose to the girl’s head and sniffing. His hot breath blew her hair back, and she whimpered. His pupils narrowed but he said nothing, changing instantly into a sorrel horse.

      “This is Reagan, Ionan. She’s a new friend,” Kennu said.

      “We’re more of acquaintances, actually.” Reagan attempted to catch her bearings, but still appeared shaken.

      Rex hopped off of Luciana, changing into a panther as he went. “Well, well. It seems the past has finally come full circle.”

      “Rex,” Ionan said in surprise, noticing him for the first time. “I thought you and Luciana were dead.”

      “Of course you did. You forgot us, just like everyone else. Why should you remember?”

      Ionan stomped his hoof. “You should be more appreciative. Don’t you remember how we used to be friends? I helped Keota get you both out of prison, you know.”

      “I haven’t forgotten,” Rex said. “But how can I be grateful to someone who caused my sister’s death?”

      Ionan reared at this, baring his teeth as he came crashing back down to earth. “Wyntier killed Vera, not I! I did everything in my power to save her!”

      “I don’t believe you. Vera and I hadn’t spoken since my imprisonment, but that doesn’t change the fact I still cared about her.” Rex prowled forward, showing his fangs as he approached the Changer.

      “And may it be…” Ionan blew fiercely out of his nose, “That if you had come to help us instead of hiding alone in your little hole, she would still be alive today.”

      Rex gave a wild scream and plunged towards the Changer. Ionan spun out of the way, and the panther missed, spiraling through the air. Luciana stood up and said, “Rex, come here now! That’s an order!”

      The panther slunk back to his place. Ionan shook his mane and said, “Lady Luciana. I am glad you are well.”

      “Thank you,” she nodded. “It’s nice to see you too.”

      Ionan and Rex glared at each other one last time before Ionan took his place beside Keota.

      Completely lost, Reagan leaned over and asked Kennu, “What was that about?”

      “Tell you later.” The young fairy seemed bothered, his mouth a thin slant.

      “I didn’t know this was some sort of family reunion. Why’d you bring me into it?” she hissed.

      “Luciana has been here for a few hours. I thought Ionan would’ve seen her and Rex by now.” He shook his head. “It doesn’t matter. Just go with it.”

      Kia hadn’t bothered with the argument between Ionan and Rex. She’d been too distracted by Reagan’s outfit. “My dear, why don’t you come inside so I can give you something to wear?” Kia asked. “I can tell you’re cold.”

      “She can wear my clothes,” Kennu said, trying to be helpful.

      “I don’t think that’s such a good idea,” Kia said. She stared at Allie, who was hopping madly up and down on Kennu’s shoulder. “I’ll give her something of mine. She’s about my size.”

      As they went into the house, Allie soared off Kennu’s shoulder. “Just a minute!”

      “Allie...” Ionan called out in exasperation, but the Changer didn’t listen. Allie followed Reagan to Kia’s bedroom, where the human girl was changing into a soft green gown.

      As soon as Kiatana was out of earshot, Allie hovered into Reagan’s face. “Listen here, human girl. You do anything to mess up Kennu, I’ll mess you up, got it?”

      “Oh believe me cupcake, he’s got that covered,” Reagan said, rolling her eyes as she fastened the dress. “What a bunch of losers you all are. You’ve all got problems. I can’t believe I’m here listening about some pointless crap that happened years ago instead of tanning on the beach like I should be.”

      “You don’t get it do you? Any of it. People are dying. A war could start. You don’t understand anything.” Allie batted her wings furiously.

      Reagan tossed her hair over her shoulder and said, “I still don’t see what the big deal is. He gets seizures, so what? No big deal.”

      “His seizures cannot go on forever. Sooner or later, his heart won’t be able to take it anymore.” Allie’s voice, now vacant from anger, shook with a pain that Reagan could not decipher. “He doesn’t have very long. Most Changers die before their Accompanies do, but I don’t even get that. My one wish is to die before my Kennu does, to go before my Accompany is forced to leave me, but that wish will never be fulfilled. If I could take his place, I would. Any day could be his last. He knows it, and he doesn’t care. That’s why everyone is so protective of him. His parents like to pretend he will grow up to be a leader, but I am the only one who knows his heart, and it is dying. I can feel it failing every day.” Allie dropped her head.

      “There are plenty of people with disorders like that who live long lives in my world.” Reagan crossed her arms. “Why not take him to get some medicine?”

      “Kennu isn’t a human, he’s a fairy. No one knows what can cure him. He won’t let us take him somewhere to see if we can find a cure, either. He wants to remain at home.”

      “Won’t let you?” she asked. “He’s a weakling! You could easily tie him on your back and take him wherever you wanted to go!”

      Allie’s beak was so close to Reagan’s nose as she spoke, she nearly clipped the skin. “I’m not going to force him to do something against his will! That is the difference between our race and yours, human!”

      “Whatever.” Reagan turned away. Allie fluttered out the open window, and Kia came to retrieve the girl.

      “You look nice in that,” Kia said. “I’m glad Kennu has found someone his age to talk to. He’s been very lonely growing up here on his own.”

      “Thanks,” Reagan muttered, not sure of what to think. This new, magical world was strange to her, and nothing made sense. More than anything, she wished she could go back home.

      

      As the small party went on, the tension outside dulled. People were beginning to chat, save for Rex and Ionan, who kept their distance from each other. Allie changed into a griffin and stayed beside Kennu, refusing to give up her place at his side while Reagan was nearby.

      “We’re finally here!” Casiff emerged from the bushes, riding double with Vixen on Dragonstar.

      The Great One hopped off her unicorn and proclaimed loudly, “Vixen would like to introduce her daughter Lyrica and her new Changer.”

      “Changer!” several people cried at once. Out stepped Mirabelle, with Lyrica sitting on her back. Rex saw the young Changer and jumped back, his claws digging into the grass.

      Ionan changed back into a dragon, letting out a gentle rumble. Mirabelle looked at him, and at this moment, father and daughter locked eyes.

      Everyone became quiet. Lyrica slid off of Mirabelle’s back, and the young dragon stood her ground, blinking at her father. Ionan stepped forward and rumbled, “It’s a surprise to see you here, Mira...”

      “Why didn’t you tell me?!”  Mirabelle stampeded forward, halting at Ionan’s feet. “All those times you visited, and you forgot to leave out the fact that...”

      “That I’m your father?” Ionan said gently.

      Allie let out a cry. “So that’s where you went every weekend! I just thought you went to see Vera’s grave! Now I find out you both had a baby?”

      “Everyone, let him explain,” Keota said, holding out his hands.

      Kennu turned to his father in shock. “You knew? You knew, and you didn’t tell us?”

      “We all knew,” Kia said softly. “Keota thought it wasn’t safe to bring Mirabelle back to the forest with us, so he ordered Ionan to leave her in the desert.”

      “What else have you kept from us?” Kennu said, balling his hands up and walking towards his parents. Reagan began to back into the woods to head towards home, and nobody noticed her leave.

      Rex dug his claws into the earth. “I knew it. Now I can see what this has become. She looks almost exactly, sounds exactly like her. How many times did you look into your daughter’s eyes and see Vera?”

      Ionan dropped his head. Allie padded towards the dragon, her head low. “I...I thought I was your only daughter.”

      Keota stepped in front of his Changer. “You thought wrong.”

      Allie began backing away, shaking her head. “No...I can’t believe...you lied about Vera...you lied about everything...”

      “Allie, please,” Ionan said, advancing towards her. “I did what I had to, to keep both of you safe.”

      “That doesn’t make it right! We deserved to know!” Mirabelle shouted.

      Something was happening to Allie. Her head swiveled back and forth, as if she was trying to bring herself out of a bad dream. Her wings flapped uselessly, scattering dirt as her talons held onto the earth for dear life.

      “Allie...” Kennu was bent over, holding both sides of his head. His fingernails dug into his scalp, face scrunched up as he fought some invisible opponent inside his mind. “It’s coming....”

      “Fight it, Kennu, fight...” Allie’s last words came in a gasp, and the birdsong that emitted from the trees halted. The skies darkened, and a whirlwind began raging around the forest, causing trees to topple over and shingles to rip off the roof of the small hut. Kennu and Allie, clinging to each other, opened their eyes sharply...they were glowing with a foreboding, mythical light.

      “Not again!” Kia cried, and she jumped forward to grab Kennu. Keota grabbed her, holding her back as Kennu and Allie began to speak in an ethereal, mystic voice not their own...

      
        
        “The loss has been paid and the battle was won,

        The new legacy has truly begun.

        Good has triumphed and settled the score,

        But it is only the first that has started this war.

      

        

      
        They have been chosen,

        brought together as one,

        But by the Despondent’s end,

        There shall be none.

      

        

      
        The leader and cripple,

        The silent and the faithful,

        The accused.

        The dranern and the fire,

        The darkness and the follower,

        Brother and sister.

        With two songs,

        And eight beams.

        Out of which will come two rulers,

        The clouddrifter,

        And one sun,

        Who has the light of the stars upon her back.

      

        

      
        The witch will take control,

        Of all Lands far and wide,

        To own the creatures within them,

        And harm from the inside.

      

        

      
        Then the Lands that will not bow,

        The witch will cast them black,

        The Land will surely die,

        And the queen will be attacked.

      

        

      
        Three beams, one sun,

        And the clouddrifter,

        Shall travel among the stars,

        And seek the court of hundreds,

        Found in a Land afar.

      

        

      
        Her mother’s daughter all the way through,

        Wings green and scaled blue.

        Shall lead you out of darkness,

        With her life she will bless.

      

        

      
        Can there be a healing?

        Can there be a cure?

        A family’s pain will haunt them,

        Until no more can be endured.

      

        

      
        Dark hair and dark eyes,

        The traitor in disguise,

        The cruel man’s son will call,

        And then betray you all.

      

        

      
        Then hope, it shall be lost,

        Until the items three,

        Brought together by a secret,

        That came across the sea.

      

        

      
        Least shall be the greatest,

        To become the Great One’s heir,

        One of her own family,

        Wings shining and are rare.

      

        

      
        An Empress will rise,

        Feathers and talons true,

        Her crown shall rule all bonded pairs,

        And an age will start anew.

      

        

      
        Then a final struggle,

        Between the Haven and the Lands,

        Will bring upon the Empress,

        Freedom flies on her command.

        Yes, the final finish,

        Shall bring Despondent’s end.

        What shall the victory bring,

        Except the loss of friends?

      

        

      
        The alliance will be brought together,

        In perfect harmony,

        Friends brought to stop the evil,

        And set the Changers free.”

      

      

      When the whirlwind ended, the sky returned and birdsong began. Allie fled into the woods, fear tearing her away from the safety of her home. His eyes no longer glowing, Kennu cried, “Allie!” and ran after her. Seeing her cousin panic, Lyrica went to follow. Mirabelle took one last look at her father before she fled into the woods after her Accompany.

      Vixen bowed her head. “My my,” she whispered. “Such a mess has been made of things.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nine

          

          Interpreting the Future
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      Allie knew the rest of them couldn’t keep up with her. She ran all the way to the plains, where she bumped into the creature she wished to see most.

      “Allie! What’s wrong?” Caini asked, watching the griffin gasp for air. Allie collapsed on the ground and Caini sat beside her, twirling her white tail around Allie’s forefeet.

      “Caini, it’s awful,” Allie said, voice wavering. She sounded like she was about to cry. “Everything’s falling to pieces.”

      “It can’t all be that bad,” Caini said, licking the griffin’s ears.

      “It is! I created another prophecy!” the griffin screeched, near hysteria.

      “You did? What did it say?” Caini asked in shock.

      “I can't remember. I can’t remember anything when I go under like that,” Allie said. “But that’s not all. Ionan’s been hiding things from us.”

      Allie told her everything quickly and Caini’s eyes darkened in sorrow. Caini put her paw on Allie’s foot and said, “They were just trying to keep you safe.”

      “A lot of bad things are happening recently as a result of keeping us safe.” She sniffed bitterly.

      At this Shadowin, Snapfoot, Jade and Midnightstar came bounding into the bushes. “We heard trampling and figured it was you. What happened?” Shadowin asked.

      Caini retold the whole story. By this time, Kennu and Lyrica had caught up. The little girl was struggling to keep her taller cousin aloft, who seemed winded. “Allie, don’t run off like that,” he snapped, coughing twice as his lungs gasped for breath. “You know I can’t follow.”

      “I’m sorry, Kennu,” Allie said meekly, lowering her head. “I was only scared. I don’t like it when I prophesy.”

      “I know, but I went through it too. It’s not just you.”

      Kennu sat by her side. Lyrica fiddled with a stone in the grass and said, “I wish Mirabelle and I had found you sooner. We could’ve gotten here quicker, but Mom and Dad wanted to surprise everyone.”

      “Of course they did. It’s like Vixen to give everyone surprises at the worst times, when nobody wants them,” Allie said grumpily.

      Kennu picked up a branch and threw it. “How could this have all slipped by us so easily, that we didn’t figure out Ionan and Vera had a kid?” he asked. “Are we that unobservant?”

      “Not all of us,” Midnightstar said guiltily, tucking her tail behind her.

      “Mids?” Caini asked. Her sister stared back at her.

      “Don’t tell me you knew as well!” Snapfoot shouted. When she only looked at him, he let his tail down. “But how?”

      “It was a long time ago,” Midnightstar said. “I was spending the night at your house, Kennu and Allie, and I couldn’t sleep, so I went outside to look at the stars. I ended up eavesdropping on Keota and Ionan by accident. They were arguing, because Ionan wanted to visit his daughter but Keota didn’t want him to go.”

      “Why didn’t you ever tell us?” Jade asked in a hurt tone.

      “It was very private,” Midnightstar said defensively, in a hostile way that was very unlike her.

      “How much more private can it get than between us?” Kennu asked her, outraged. “We were the originals, Mids! It was the seven of us together, stuck in that cave! How could you not tell us?”

      “I don’t know!” she growled. “I just didn’t!”

      “If it helps, I don’t think you should blame her for what she didn’t say. I’m sorry I’m hurting you so bad just by being here. I shouldn’t have come at all.”

      Everyone jumped at the sound of Mirabelle’s voice. The young dragon had found them, and there were small tears dotting her eyes. Lyrica patted the dragon on the head, as a way to comfort her.

      “You really do look very much like her,” Allie said. The griffin stood up and said, “Come on. I know where we can go.”

      They followed the griffin through the bushes until she came to the entrance of a briar patch, with a hole that was large enough for all of them to crawl through. The wolves wagged their tails as they maneuvered through the thorns, and Shadowin said, “I can’t believe this old place is still here. We haven’t been here since we were kids.”

      “Kennu and I don’t come very often,” Allie said. “Only when we wish to get away.”

      The rain began falling as they huddled inside the briar patch. Kennu pulled a spare piece of parchment and a thin stick of lead out of his pocket, which he always carried with him. He drew intensely, and, when he had finished, he held the drawing up for all of them to see.

      “Oh,” Mirabelle gasped. “Is that my mother?”

      Kennu swallowed. “Yep. That’s her.”

      “She’s beautiful,” Mirabelle said. “I always tried to picture what she looked like, in my mind, but now I know. Thank you for showing me.”

      “I’ll hold onto it for you, Mirabelle,” Lyrica said. Kennu handed her the paper and she folded it up, putting it inside her dress pocket.

      “I don’t know what I’m going to do,” Allie mourned. “If I made another prophecy, that means something big is coming. I’m not ready for this. Not again.”

      Shadowin’s deep voice rumbled as he spoke. “Whatever happens, we’re all in this together.”

      “Yes,” Snapfoot agreed, putting one paw over the other. “There’s no way out of this one.”

      It wasn’t too long before somebody came looking for them. The eyes of the white cat glittered in the darkness as he entered the thorny sanctuary. “You all. I’m glad I found you. It was time you were told the truth,” Ionan said.

      “What truth?” Jade asked, her green eyes flashing.

      Ionan laid down in the sandy cave. The cat sighed, before beginning to recite the prophecy in his powerful voice.

      As they recoiled in shock at the prophecy’s end, he looked out the exit of the briar patch. “Thus ends the second prophecy of Allie and Kennu. Shortly after we saved you from Wyntier as children, Allie also told Kiatana and I of dreams she was having. Dreams of twin Changers bonded to one Accompany, with whoever’s side they join winning the war.”

      “Yes...I...it is very faint, but I think I recall,” Allie said.

      “We did all that?” Kennu asked, looking at his griffin and putting an arm around her.

      “You do not remember it, but yes. I recall every word.” Ionan sighed in exhaustion. “Your parents have asked me not to speak of it, but it is truly clear...each one of you is a part of the new prophecy.”

      Midnightstar nodded, as if she understood something very clearly and suddenly. The others, however, only gazed at each other with blank expressions.

      “But it’s so confusing!”  Allie protested. “It doesn’t make any sense! And the part about the traitor…no…not Soran and Zorna!”

      Ionan gave her a sad gaze. “I’m afraid so. The prophecy speaks of an Empress, and a terrible war fought between the Lands and Nesting’s Haven. The Second Despondent.”

      “So there is going to be another war,” Caini said. “I knew it was going to happen.”

      Snapfoot spoke. “About … ‘there shall be none’ and… ‘loss of friends…’ does that mean we’re all going to die?”

      Everyone shivered. Ionan flicked his tail “I’m not sure. This prophecy is one that I cannot decipher…my sight has been clouded on this. Kia and Keota wish to keep it quiet, to act as if it will not come true.”

      “Prophecies are true whether they are one-year-old or a thousand. You should know that,” Allie said.

      Ionan stood, beckoning to Mirabelle. “My daughter, I am sorry I did not tell you before that I was your father,” he said. “But I was forbidden by my Accompany to do so, and as you will learn, it is impossible for a Changer to go against a direct command.”

      “Everybody but Allie, of course,” Kennu said, rubbing his Changer’s head. “She always has to be the exception for everything.”

      Mirabelle hesitated before rushing forward, drawing her father close with her wings. “I forgive you, Papa.”

      Ionan pulled away from his daughter with a thick gruffness in his voice. “We must venture home. It is getting late. Let us be done with today’s troubles.”

      Ionan led them out of the briar patch, back towards the safety of the Verinian. Midnightstar snuck away when nobody was watching and sat upon a hill, gazing skywards.

      “No stars tonight.” Midnightstar’s eyes pierced the black in a saddened determination. “Just darkness.”

      

      The Blue Sky Peaks were elegant majesties, but the mountains seemed marred and tainted when occupied by vile creatures such as these. A girl with caramel streaks through her black hair laughed to herself, the golden of her eyes slicing through whoever ventured near. Beside her, Aravon sat on a rock, the sides of his mouth coated with fresh blood.

      “So, when are we planning to move in?” Carmilla asked, hand on her hip. They’d taken refuge here, after Vixen had chased Wyntier and Nineva for days. The Great One had lost the trail, but the four of them knew she wouldn’t give up the search. They had to act quickly.

      Nineva checked her makeup in a small hand mirror, making the object vanish with a swipe of her hand. “We have to surround them first. Every fairy bordering the Verinian must die. Otherwise, Kia will be able to call for help. We can’t let anyone get in the way.”

      “That’ll take forever,” Aravon whined, clutching his ankles.

      “Quit being impatient,” Wyntier snapped. “It took ten years to formulate this plan, and you’re complaining about waiting a few more days? You led us to the prophetess, but it was due to the strength of her friends that she got away. We must be more careful next time.”

      Yet Wyntier also seemed anxious. He stood at the edge of the mountain ravenously, looking down at the expansion of the land below.

      “This wouldn’t be a problem if we were Bloodlusters,” Carmilla snarled. “Then we could do whatever we wanted, and nobody could stop us.”

      “Are you suggesting something?” Nineva turned, raising an eyebrow.

      Carmilla grinned. “Our enemies can survive after an Ortusan attack. But you run into a Bloodluster, they eat out your heart. That’s how they survive.”

      “And what is so fantastic about these monstrous creatures?” Wyntier asked, hardly listening.

      “They’re much stronger than Ortusans. People always think Ortusans are so great, but they’re nothing compared to Bloodlusters.” Carmilla glanced at Nineva. “It would be great if we could change Von. He already has the Strength...the effects of his powers would double if he were a Bloodluster. We could get the prophetess out of the way easily, and it wouldn’t matter that we lost her powers, because we’d have our own.”

      “And how do you do this?” Wyntier was officially interested. A greedy glow filled his eyes as he turned his attention towards the Ortusan.

      “Well, first you have to be a Ortusan. Then, by the light of the full moon, you have to eat a heart.”

      “Is that all there is?”

      “Don’t be ridiculous. It can’t just be anybody. It has to be a highly magical creature, something very rare. It also has to be the right age. You can’t kill it when it’s a baby, and not when it’s an adult. It has to be in that in-between stage.” Carmilla sighed. “Lastly, you have to torture it, and eat out its heart while it’s still living. That’s the hardest part, and why Bloodlusters are so rare. Usually Ortusans succumb to their thirst before they can eat the heart. It’s very, very cruel. Only the very worst of Ortusans can do it. So I’m sure Von and I will have no problem.” Carmilla laughed.

      “Really?” Wyntier grinned. “Well, what do you and Von say about eating a young griffin’s heart? Will that do to transform you into Bloodlusters?”

      Carmilla grinned at Aravon. “I think a griffin’s heart will do just fine.”

      

      Xiuhcoatl twitched in his sleep. With an abrupt start, he flew awake suddenly, claws tearing at the ground as he spun to his feet in the middle of the blossoming grove. Strangely, his mother was awake...Sunset stared at the hatchling with eyes unblinking against the night.

      They’d been following Mirabelle for quite some time in order to keep her safe, but never revealed themselves to her. Sunset said she wanted her daughter to learn how to handle things on her own, as a dragon, and so coddling her would only prolong the process. Xiuh didn’t think this was strange. To his mother, there was nothing more important than learning how to be a proper, intimidating dragon, one who could do things independently and without permission.

      The notion that Ionan was Mirabelle’s father had been a shock to Xiuh, at first, but it didn’t take long for the dragon to become accustomed to it. He liked Ionan very much, and had gotten to know him very well during his many visits to the desert. He decided that it was better Ionan was Mirabelle’s father, instead of some strange dragon he didn’t know. When he asked his mother why she never told Mirabelle the truth, Sunset had merely closed her eyes and said, “It was not what her father wished.”

      Now his mother was staring at him in a peculiar way. Xiuh slithered to her head for comfort, at which she replied, “You’ve been having the dreams for months, haven’t you?”

      Xiuh jumped backward, gaping. “How did you know?

      Sunset paused. She flicked her tongue out of her mouth to catch a passerby bird, crunching it within her jaws before continuing. “Your father would have the same dreams. Endless dreams of the stars and sailing upon them that would not cease.”

      Xiuh brushed his tail against the ground. It was puzzling to him, disturbing, even, that he shared these dreams with his father. In them, he’d soared against the constellations, following the path of a black she-wolf, her back dotted with white stars. It had been the same dream for months now and it had not ceased, regardless of how many nights that passed.

      “Your father was...a very unique dragon,” Sunset said. “He was also very old, hundreds upon hundreds of years. He had been the portal of the last skygazer that existed in the Lands. Now the task has passed onto you, through your blood.”

      “Portal? Skygazer?” Xiuh said, shaking his head. “Mother, I don’t understand what these things mean.”

      “You will. In time.” Sunset shifted her wings. “You feel a pull, do you not my child? Where does it beckon you to go?”

      “A black wolf,” he responded honestly. “In my dreams, there is always a black wolf, with white spots like stars on her back. Ever since we have entered the forest, I can feel her nearby. I know it sounds crazy, Mother, but I do.”

      “Dragons must not resist the urge to fly wherever their wings may take them,” Sunset said. “Go in search of your black wolf. She will need you, for skygazers always need their portal.”

      “But, Mother...what about you?”

      Sunset puffed a jet of flame. “It is high time you leave the nest, my dear, and go in the way of your destiny. I cannot stop you, for if I tried, fate would pull you away as easily as a stem is pulled away from the bloom of a flower. Not even dragons can resist what is to be, child.”

      Xiuh ran to his mother, brushing his cheek against hers. “We will meet again. I promise,” he said. “Tell Mirabelle I am sorry I left.”

      “She will understand. She has her Accompany now...we are all tied to our fates.”

      “Yes...I...I believe you are right. Goodbye for now, Mother.”

      Xiuh bolted into the wilderness in the direction of the plains, following a pull that tore at his heart, demanding that he do whatever it took to reach it. The pull intensified as he ran, centering his attention and focusing it on a single point.  He knew not where he was going, why he had to go, nor what would happen when he got there, only knew that it was very important he did. Skygazer, portal, they were merely words that needed no meaning for now.

      He had to find this black wolf. In the moment, it was the only thing that mattered.

      

      Everyone in the pack was dreaming...it was best to leave quickly and get it over with. Midnightstar crept up quietly, her belly nearly scraping the floor as she made her way out of the cave. The stars had reappeared, and the rain had stopped. Nothing was to be heard except the hoot of an owl.

      She sighed in relief, until she heard a familiar voice ask, “What are you doing?”

      Midnightstar whirled around to see Snapfoot standing behind her, head tilted curiously.

      She bared her teeth. “Don’t try to stop me, Snapfoot. I have to leave.”

      “Leave? Why?” His tail fell as he crawled towards his sister, ears back. “Why are you ditching us? I thought we were all in this together! The prophecy said…”

      “That’s exactly why I have to leave, Snap,” she said. “Didn’t you listen? The prophecy said I’m the one who is supposed to bring an end to the war between the unicorns and the wolves. I thought about it, and I realized there’s only one thing to do. I have to go and find the Assembly of the Lands. I believe they’re somewhere in the Ice Born Mountains. They have even more power than the queen. They can stop this. They’re the only ones who can.”

      Snapfoot shook his head. “But why does it have to be you? Why can’t anyone else do it? We need you here!”

      “No you don’t,” she said quietly. “Snapfoot, I’m different. I don’t belong here. This is my destiny, I know it. I have to do it because...”

      “Because why?”

      She sharply raised her head in a sudden bout of determination. “Because I know that I’ll regret it if I don’t!”

      She bolted, and caught by surprise, Snapfoot didn’t give chase. She ran as fast as she could so that if the others woke up they couldn’t catch her, but no one came to follow. She felt a twinge of hurt. Part of her wished that her brothers and sisters would drag her back home, but a deeper part of her preferred it this way…leaving without a painful goodbye.

      Unexpectedly, Midnightstar found that Adelaide was running beside her. Tatl and Rabika were there as well, following Midnightstar as if there was nothing wrong with her scampering away in the middle of the night.

      “We saw you as we were on midnight patrol. Where are you going?” Adelaide asked.

      Midnightstar didn’t look at her. “I’m going away to find the Assembly so I can put a stop to this war.”

      “We’re coming with you,” Tatl growled immediately, his large paws thudding the ground at her side.

      “No. This is something I must do alone.”

      Rabika spun in front of her, halting the wolf’s path. “We’re best friends.” Rabika said, the scars along her face glittering under the moonlight. “Like it or not, we’re tagging along.”

      “What about the pack?”

      “The pack has enough trouble feeding everyone as it is,” Adelaide said. “It’s better if they have three less mouths to feed.”

      Midnightstar looked at them, so glad to have three good friends. She had wanted to go alone, but now she was utterly relieved that she didn’t have to. “Alright. If you’re that determined about it, you can come along.”

      The four wolves ran until they were clear out of the plains, and nearly into another fairy’s territory.

      When the sun was halfway over the hilltops, Midnightstar noticed a small white dragon waiting in their path, raising his wings to block the rising sun.

      “Hello,” the dragon said. “I know that I’m a stranger to you, but I’ve dreamt of our quest for a long time. I’ve been searching for you all night, and now I’ve finally found you. Wherever you’re going, I’m coming as well, to help.”

      The three other wolves growled at the strange dragon, but Midnightstar peered at him closely, narrowing her eyes. The rays of the sun shone around his white form as clouds drifted in a magical shape against the border of the sky.

      “Are you the clouddrifter?” she asked, stepping forward.

      His nostrils flared. “I don’t know what you’re talking about, but if you’ve been searching for someone too, I think I might be him. No matter what you’re doing, I’ll follow. I am Xiuhcoatl.”

      “There was a prophecy of a creature called the clouddrifter, who would aid me on my quest to end the fighting between the unicorns and the wolves,” Midnightstar said. “If you believe that you might be him, you may come with us. I am Midnightstar.”

      The other wolves stared at her in disbelief as the dragon bowed his head to her, but Midnightstar paid them no attention. “Come on. If we’re going to end this war, we might as well get a head start.”

      The five of them raced off into the sunrise, adventures of all kinds set before their destination.

      

      “Midnightstar’s gone. I let her go.”

      Snapfoot was gathered with his siblings in a circle, looking down at his large feet. When Midnightstar, Adelaide, Rabika and Tatl were nowhere to be found the next morning, Lilja had called a search. Late in the afternoon, Snapfoot finally came clean about where Midnightstar was to his parents, and was now breaking the news to the rest of his family. It didn’t get any easier on the second try.

      “What?” Caini asked, scared. “Where did they go? Are they coming back?”

      “She said she was going to find the Assembly of the Lands, wherever they are, to stop the war,” Snapfoot said glumly.

      Jade growled. “This doesn’t make sense. How could they just abandon us?”

      “She thought it was part of the prophecy,” Snapfoot said.

      “Forget the prophecy!” Shadowin shouted. “She needs to come home!”

      “We don’t know which way they went, and they wouldn’t come back. They’re too far away by now for anyone to catch up.” Snapfoot blinked his eyes in weariness. He looked as if he had run for hours trying...perhaps he had.

      “We may never see her again,” Jade whimpered. “You heard the prophecy. We could all be dead by the time she gets back.”

      “If she gets back,” Caini whispered. A tear dropped into her white fur. Her brothers and sister moved in to comfort her, howling lone calls of sorrow.

      

      Ionan sighed deeply and smoke flickered out of his nose as he walked through the Verinian on foot, looking for Wyntier. Even now, Keota was refusing to let Mirabelle stay with them, and demanded she live with Vixen and Casiff instead. It was the appropriate thing to do, as Lyrica was Mirabelle’s Accompany, but Ionan couldn’t help but feel cheated. Luciana and Rex had once again stampeded back into their lives, and Keota had welcomed both of them with open arms, but the daughter of his own Changer was unwelcome.

      It is only a matter of time before Luciana causes more chaos, Ionan thought bitterly. She always does.

      He struggled to comprehend how things could become worse. He’d been with Lilja and Cornia searching for Midnightstar and her friends all day, but it was clear they were nowhere near the plains or the forest. Kennu and Allie had taken the disappearance of their friend very hard. They were sure Wyntier would find her, and kill her before she reached the Assembly. Ionan could not say that was a lie, so was forced to comfort them in silence.

      He looked around for somewhere to take off and found himself in the very clearing where he had fallen fifteen years ago. Old memories of wolf pups and telling stories to forest animals made him smile...it seemed like only yesterday when he first set foot in the Verinian, but nearly two decades had passed. How quickly time flew.

      But he couldn’t linger here. There was work to be done. He thought back to when Malaki Shaman had poisoned the forest. Such a simple time…things were easier, and his friends were braver. He would have never considered a journey for a cure a slight thing years ago, but compared with Wyntier, the memory of Malaki appeared a harmless kitten.

      He thought he saw a flash of scales somewhere nearby. He moved the branches out of the way with his tail and looked down. An orange she-dragon was crying, tears rolling down her face and into the river. He knew if Mirabelle had come that Sunset wasn’t far away. Even so, it was strange seeing her here, and not bathing in the heat of the desert she loved.

      “Sunset. What on earth is the matter?” he asked, sitting at her side.

      “It is nothing, Ionan. Just motherly blues.” She took her tail and wiped the rest of her tears away. She stood to leave, but Ionan blocked her way.

      “Come now. Do tell. We are good friends now, are we not?”

      She looked away. “Yes, we are very good friends. Very well. I will tell you. I am simply sad because I have an empty nest. My son has joined his fate with the wolf, and my daughter now has her Accompany.”

      “Xiuhcoatl left with Midnightstar too?” Ionan asked in shock. “Why?”

      “He has been having dreams. Ionan, I believe that Xiuh is a portal. I told him to go, to seek his skygazer out.” Sunset sniffed, and a large ball of fire fell to the forest floor from her nostril, alighting a bush.

      “His skygazer? I am not aware of this,” Ionan said.

      “Someone from Nesting’s Haven would not know of the skygazers, only a creature of the Lands, who is old enough to remember their presence on our homeland,” Sunset said solemnly. “Regardless, both of my children are gone. They are dragons now.”

      “I understand. My Allie is nearly grown up now as well. Every time I turn around she grows more and more into a lady,” Ionan said. “But you must understand that your life is not over.”

      “My brother would be ashamed of me, such a strong dragon acting this way.” She laughed.

      “Bloodbath would certainly not be ashamed…he would be proud of you for raising them, as am I.” Ionan rose his head high.

      “I do declare…” She shook her wings, and they rippled as a wave in the ocean. “I feel as stretched as a piece of skin the hatchlings use for play. I wish I could feel young again.”

      “Shall we dance then? It’s been a long time since either of us has, I assume. Do you recall the Mortican Winged Waltz?” Ionan asked.

      She looked up at him. “It was the first dance my mate and I performed when we fell in love.”

      “What a coincidence! I mean…” He pulled back sheepishly. “There are no coincidences. But it is strange however…that is the first dance my mate and I shared as well, back when we were very, very young. It was a long time ago.”

      “Indeed.” She began to move around him in a circular motion. He followed her until they had gone around in circles three times, the tips of their tails nearly touching each other’s noses. They began to weave like snakes, heads diving in and out as they turned to face each other again. After the dragons had spun twice, they backed away from each other. Ionan bowed, one leg coiled and the other stretched out as he lowered his eyes and head. Sunset curtseyed her head in reply. At this they flung into the air, knocking down trees as they took to the sky.

      Their wings opened at the same time and Sunset twirled straight up, like a spinning arrow. Ionan made circles around her, going up and down in circles until they switched places. He retracted his left wing and hers the right, and they drifted upward in a spiral motion. The two dragons made a serpentine around the clouds, climbing higher and higher. When they had reached a great height they clasped claws on all four legs, then went spiraling down to land.

      Around and around they went as they fell together, neither one letting go or opening their wings. Just before they were about to crash to the ground, they relinquished their hold and fluttered to the earth, unharmed.

      “Ionan,” Sunset said softly. “I think we went too far.”

      “I agree, and apologize. I didn’t mean to do the entire dance,” he replied.

      “You and I both know that interlocking claws and falling, the Death Promise, is only made by mated pairs. After my mate died, I could never again…”

      “I understand.” Ionan bowed his head. “I do not believe I could love another, either. Forgive me. I became carried away.”

      “The fault was not yours alone. I enjoyed it too.” She walked forward and nuzzled the place under his cheekbone. Ionan shivered...nobody had touched him like that in over ten years.

      “Thank you for making me feel young again,” she said to him, before she spread her leathery wings and flew off.

      

      “Ouch.” Kennu bit his lip, turning away as Vixen quickly put some cloth onto the new wound. She threw away the syringe she had gotten from Nesting’s Haven and the boy shifted on the bench, putting his sleeve over the injection and moving his arm in a circle, staring at the objects scattered carelessly around Vixen’s small house. Nearby, Allie sat on a chair as a lynx, watching with wary eyes.

      Vixen wrote something on her board. “Dearest Kennu has lost weight.”

      “I just didn’t eat anything last night, that’s all,” he said.

      “More like he doesn’t hardly eat at all.” Allie tried to purr, but her voice came out as a growl.

      “The young prince must try to eat, though he doesn’t feel well.” Vixen looked up from her board. “But he has grown a few inches, so that is a good sign.”

      “Will I ever be as tall as Dad?” he asked hopefully.

      Vixen twirled, setting down her board next to the boy. “No. But maybe a bit more. Answer these questions, and then you are done.” She gave him a sheet of paper and an inky quill, then pirouetted out of the room, calling, “Lottie! Jade! Where is that medicine Vixen needed? Is it here yet?”

      Allie gazed out the window as Kennu began writing. After a few minutes, he turned bright red and held up the paper. “Hey, what kind of questions are these?” he asked, waving it around in the air.

      Allie jumped down from her chair and onto the bench. When she saw the questions he had to answer she laughed, falling upon her back and snickering loudly.

      “Oh, you think that’s funny, do you?” he demanded in a teasing manner.

      “Yes I do,” she chuckled. “I find it interesting that your health has to do with answering questions about your love life.”

      “What love life,” he grumbled, writing a big NO over the question. He finished the rest quickly and went out the door, handing the paper to Vixen as he did so.

      His father was waiting for him. Keota asked, “How was it?”

      “Humiliating, after that stupid paper she gave me. I’m going to home and go take a bath. Maybe the water will make my muscles stop throbbing.” Kennu rubbed his arm. He hated the shots, but Vixen said they were necessary, so he let her treat him. He really wanted to stop taking them, but the shots were warding off the seizures and giving him a little more time, so he did it for Allie, and his parents.

      He looked forward to the day when he didn’t have to do them anymore. Even if it meant he was dead.

      Vixen had dragged Kia through a closed door, but it didn’t matter. Kennu heard everything they were saying through the power of his telepathy.

      “It’s gotten worse? How is that even possible?” Kia asked.

      “Vixen does not know. Kennu is not doing well,” Vixen said in a sad, soft tone.

      Kennu cut off the connection and walked out of the hut. Allie was still laughing. To distract himself, he smiled and said, “Can you cut it out? Seriously, if somebody had asked you something like that do you think I’d still be laughing?”

      Allie changed into a griffin, ruffling her wings cheerfully. “Yes. I know you would be. It’s just the funniest thing when your doctor slash aunt has to know about what’s going on down...”

      “Oh, shut up.” His smile fell when he watched his parents walk out of Vixen’s house. Kia seemed deeply upset, and Keota had that far-off, detached look he always got when he was trying to be strong.

      “Did she give you bad news?” Kennu asked glumly, and Allie’s wings drooped.

      Keota looked at him and tried to force a smile. “Of course not, son. Let’s just go home. You really do need a bath. You smell like wolves.”

      They started the long walk home. Kennu got on Allie’s back and wouldn’t look at his parents. He tried to turn his telepathy off to their thoughts, but his efforts were useless. Kia and Keota’s minds were panicked, loud. Vixen had definitely told them something terrible. Kennu knew she would. He felt weaker and weaker these days, but he preferred not to know what the Great One said. He knew he was dying...why torture himself with more facts? He’d rather his death jump upon him and surprise him, on a day when he wasn’t expecting it. It was hell knowing exactly how much time you had left, so you could count the days and minutes of your life ticking by. He was glad not to know.

      Ionan met them with hasty explanations, which Keota waved off. They flew back to the hut, at which Keota jumped off of Ionan’s back as if scalded and said, “I’m going to find Luce.”

      Kennu could practically feel the disapproval radiating off Ionan, but the Changer didn’t say anything. Kia, however, slipped off of Ionan and said to her husband, “You’d think you’d want to be with your family at a time like this, not running off with some strange woman.”

      “I need to get away, Kia,” Keota said, walking away from her with his back turned.

      “You’ve been spending more time with her than all of us lately,” Kia called after him. “Don’t you care about your son?”

      “Guys...” Kennu said softly, shrinking behind Allie.

      “Of course I care!” Keota shouted, turning around. “But she needs me right now!”

      “I need you. I’m your wife,” Kia snapped.

      “And she’s my best friend. Leave me alone, Kia.”

      Keota stomped off into the woods. Kia grimaced and went into her hut, lip quivering. She came out some time later with soaps, towels and new clothes in a bucket, giving them to Allie to carry.

      “Now don’t take too long. Make sure Allie goes with you.” Kia gave Kennu a kiss on the cheek and hurried inside, cupping a hand over her mouth.

      “Kiatana...” Ionan said softly. He transformed into a large rabbit and hopped after her, shutting the door with his back foot.

      “We all know what that was about,” Kennu said as they made their way down the river bend, looking for a secluded place to bathe. “Mom acts like there’s more between Dad and Luciana than friendship. I think she’s jealous.”

      “I don’t know,” Allie said, struggling to talk while carrying the bucket. “When I talked to Ionan about it, he said they have a complicated past.” The griffin shook her head. “But I know Keota loves Kia. They’re meant for each other.”

      “Do you...do you think my Dad would cheat on my Mom?”

      Allie didn’t answer. They were quiet for a very long while, even after they had found a part of the river that shone with sunlight. He tested the water and found it very warm, unusual for late March.

      Kennu began to strip, first throwing his shirt carelessly over his shoulder. His emotions caused him to not bother where he put his clothes...it felt as if the weight of the world was on his shoulders. His pants ended up on the other side of the river and his socks were tossed over a branch carelessly, snagging the yarn. When he was totally nude he took a soap from the bucket and stepped into the water. His muscles convulsed at the touch of the water, but soon relaxed as he sunk into the depths of the river. Allie heard a snap in the bushes and went off to investigate, the bucket still in her beak.

      She came back without it. “Nothing,” she shrugged, lying on the ground.

      Kennu dipped underwater and began scrubbing his hair with the soap, tilting his head at Allie. “Where’s the bucket?” he asked.

      She looked around. “I don’t know. I must have forgotten it when I went looking for the crackly noise.”

      “Crackly noise. Right. Well, you can just go get it,” he said, irritated.

      “I’m not going to go get it. I’m comfortable here,” she whined. “You go get it.”

      “I don’t have any clothes on!” Kennu yelled.

      “Who’s going to see you?” Allie crossed her feet. “Me, a couple of birds, and the Creator. Nothing nobody in this forest hasn’t seen before.”

      “What if somebody we don’t know is walking in the forest?” he protested.

      “Oh, yes. I’m sure Wyntier is prowling around, just waiting to catch you with your pants off,” Allie said, rolling her eyes. “Stop complaining, Kennu. Nobody’s out here.”

      “Well, I’m not coming out.”

      “Suit yourself. I’m not about to get up.” She laid her head down in defiance, clacking her beak loudly.

      Unexpectedly, another crack was heard in the bushes directly in front of him. Allie lifted her head and asked quickly, “What was that?”

      Kennu peered at the bushes. When he recognized the person staring back at him, he screamed, and put everything but his head underwater. “Allie!” he whimpered. The griffin squawked, rising to her feet.

      Reagan, whose leisurely walk now was ruined by bumping into Kennu, jumped from the bushes, a hand in front of her face. She was trying to suppress a laugh, and seemed to think it was hilarious that she’d found Kennu naked in the middle of the woods.

      Reddening, Kennu asked, “Allie, get my clothes.”

      “I can’t find them!” she cried in panic, who had been looking for them the instant she spotted Reagan.

      Trying to think, Kennu said wildly, “Um…Reagan...there’s a bucket that Allie lost. It has some clothes in it. Can you get it for me?”

      The human girl laughed, taking off in search for the missing object. Once she was out of sight Allie plunged into the water, shielding Kennu with her wings. The two walked up to the bank, where the Changer pushed the fairy into the bushes.

      “Wait here,” she instructed, taking off after Reagan. Kennu huddled against the bushes, dripping wet. He had never been more embarrassed in his life.

      When Allie came racing back with the bucket, he didn’t even bother using the towels to dry off. He instantly threw on his clothes, emerging from the bushes with a bowed head.

      Reagan giggled once more. “Uh…sorry for walking in on you,” she said. “Why is Allie here?”

      “I have to have somebody with me when I bathe,” Kennu said, unable to look at her. “If I don’t and I have a seizure, I’ll drown.”

      “Oh.” Reagan shrugged. “Just to let you know, I didn’t see anything. At all. Nothing. So too bad for you, Romeo.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” Allie asked.

      “You wouldn’t understand it. It’s a human story,” Reagan said, waving her hand. “But it’s your own fault. Nobody takes a bath outside. Anybody could just walk in on them.”

      Farther away, a man’s voice could be heard. Reagan jumped at the sound and said, “Shit, it’s my dad. I don’t want to see him.”

      “We don’t really either,” Allie added.

      “Allie, lead him away,” Kennu ordered, pointing in the other direction.

      “Me! Why me?” she said.

      “Because you’re the fastest, and he’s not looking for you,” Kennu said. “Allie, please.”

      Allie hurried away with an aggravated caw. As she left, Reagan grabbed Kennu’s hand and started pulling on him. “You know the forest better than I do. Please, just get me away from him!”

      Kennu squeezed her hand. “Come on. I know just the place.”

      They began the hike through the woods. Reagan pulled her hand from Kennu’s and said, “So what was that thing the other day all about? That big storm came in, and your eyes got all crazy.”

      “Oh that. It’s something that happens to Allie and me,” he said. “She has the gift of prophecy, and since we’re connected I can share her power, too.”

      “Prophecy? You mean like, magic?”

      “Sort of.”

      “This place just gets weirder and weirder.” Reagan shook her head.

      The climb up the hill aggravated Kennu’s muscles, and his body felt like it’d been beaten once they reached the top, but her reaction was worth it. Reagan’s mouth dropped open as Kennu led her to the memorial, in awe of the beautiful waterfall that cascaded down to the stones below. “What is this place?” she asked.

      “It’s something my Mom and Dad built, to remember those who lost their lives in a battle a long time ago,” Kennu said. “I come here all the time to draw.”

      “You draw?” Reagan asked.

      Kennu nodded. He walked behind a tree, lifting a small rock to reveal a pad of paper and some drawing utensils tucked underneath. “This is where I keep my extra supplies. Nobody knows about it, not even Allie.” Kennu smiled. “But I guess you do now. It can be our secret.”

      Kennu pulled out a piece of paper from the sketchbook. “I hope you don’t mind, but I drew you the other day. I was thinking about you, and...well.” He shrugged, giving her a lopsided grin. “It just came out.”

      “You drew me? That’s creepy...”

      Reagan’s voice trailed off as she took the drawing from Kennu, looking at it with wonder. “Wow. Kennu, this...this is really good.” She looked at him. “Why are you here? You’re really talented.”

      “The Verinian is my home. Where else would I go?” he asked, leaning against a stone.

      “No, Kennu. You don’t get it.” Reagan snatched the sketchbook out from under his arm, thumbing through it. “This is amazing. With your kind of skill, you could go anywhere you wanted to. You’re an amazing artist.”

      “Thanks, I guess,” he said. “I’ve been told that all my life, but it’s different coming from you.”

      “Why? Because I’m a human?”

      “No. Because you’re you.”

      Reagan handed him back his sketchbook. “How did you get so good? I have friends who go to the best art schools in the world, but they’re not half as good as you.”

      Kennu sat beside her. “Drawing’s the perfect thing to do when you’re stuck in bed all the time and can’t get up. All my life, drawing’s been the only thing that I’ve been able to do better than anyone else. No matter how sick I am, I can always still pick up a piece of charcoal, or some lead, and lose myself. I don’t feel so sick when I draw. I feel...normal.”

      Reagan nodded. “I guess that makes sense,” she said. “Though I kind of wish you’d leave this place. You’re wasting your talent here, hanging out with that loudmouthed chicken.”

      Kennu closed his sketchbook slowly. “Maybe someday,” he said. “I’d consider it, if you went with me.”

      

      Lilja crept quietly, so quietly that the stag on the small cliff above him could not hear. All he had to do was leap up and catch the animal by the throat, easily tearing him down to his doom.

      His four remaining children snuck behind him, assisting the hunt. “Do it, Dad,” Shadowin whispered. “What are you waiting for?”

      At his son’s prompt Lilja jumped into the air, aiming for the creature’s throat with his jaws.

      He didn’t leap high enough. His front end hit the cliff. He scrambled to get a decent hold as the deer bolted, fleeing to the safety of the plains. Snapfoot and Shadowin followed the beast, but as the element of surprise was gone they soon gave up the chase.

      “Are you alright, Father?” Caini asked, jumping onto the ledge and dragging her leader up by the scruff of the neck.

      “I’m fine, no worries,” Lilja huffed. “Just…I’m not as young as I used to be.”

      Jade looked at him sympathetically as the boys came trotting back. Lilja stood, his legs quivering, and said, “Ah well. Nine out of ten hunts fail anyway. Let’s head back to camp and try again later.”

      The five wolves made their way back, each of the young ones bowing their heads in sadness. No matter what they all wanted to believe, it was too true...the days of Lilja’s youth were long over.

      Before they reached camp, Shadowin halted. “Dad. Wait.”

      The old wolf turned around, his brown eyes sparking in interest. “What is it, son?”

      The young black wolf took a step forward. He stammered as he began to speak. “You see, the pack’s too large. The prey isn’t what it used to be and all of us can’t eat, even with Mids and the others gone. Do you understand what I’m getting at?”

      Lilja sat down, his giant paws resting underneath his bushy tail. “I understand, my son. I knew this day would come, though it seems it has come too soon.”

      “Then you understand. We have to go with him,” Jade said, and she took her place by her brother, patiently waiting.

      Snapfoot looked around in confusion to see his two remaining sisters by Shadowin’s side. Caini came forward and said, “Normally we would all go our separate ways, but ever since Wyntier captured us, I don’t think we can stand to be apart.”

      “But Shadowin, you’re the oldest. You’re supposed to be leader after Father,” Snapfoot argued. “Why would you go off on your own and make a new pack?”

      As it slowly came to him, Snapfoot felt shivers run down his spine. He bared his teeth and said, “When did you all decide this without asking me? This is unfair!”

      “No it’s not, Snap. Shadowin never wanted to fight Dad for the pack. He always wanted to go off and make his own,” Caini said softly.

      “And he has to take both of you? The only sisters I have left?” Snapfoot growled.

      “We’ll be nearby.”

      “Yeah, sure, I bet you’ll...”

      His last sentence was cut off as his father flew at him, fangs bared. Snapfoot rolled underneath him in surprise and pushed his father off of him, snarling. The other three wolves watched them, waiting expectantly for the outcome.

      As they circled, Snapfoot’s mind whirled. He didn’t know how he was supposed to beat Lilja. He was an older wolf with much more experience, and bigger by far. Lilja flew at his son and pinned him to the ground, lunging for his throat to signal victory.

      Snapfoot reached around and bit his father’s heels, causing him to stumble back. Lilja was tossed to the ground as Snapfoot shoved the old wolf’s body upward with all his strength.

      In that moment, Snapfoot recalled flashbacks of fighting with Allie. It had always been in play, but they had fought so fiercely that it had scared everyone else. He had always lost against the griffin, but there were times in which he had nearly won.

      And his father was much weaker and slower than Allie was.

      A bout of confidence surged through the young wolf. Snapfoot jumped over Lilja and swept his father’s legs from out from under him. Using his front paws, he shoved the old wolf to the ground and pinned him by the throat.

      Moments passed before Snapfoot let him up. His siblings had left immediately after the fight was over, to make a new pack. There was no place for old wolves in the new order. Such was the way of their kind.

      “So comes the end of a legacy,” Lilja said. “You fought well, my son.”

      “It feels wrong,” Snapfoot confessed, looking down at the ground.

      “What does, replacing an unsuitable leader with a new one, who is more able to lead the pack?” Lilja licked his fur clean of dust.

      “You’re the best leader the pack has ever had. Everyone says so,” Snapfoot replied meekly.

      “With good time, I’ll soon be second best. I’m sure you’ll lead our pack into a bright future, my son.”

      Lilja started walking towards the camp, nudging his son in front of him to take the lead. The full impact of what had been done struck Snapfoot. He was leader. All the things he had wanted, had planned for the pack but thought would never come true, could now become reality.

      He raised his head high, walking with grace. Things had changed abruptly in the past few weeks. But Lilja had chosen and challenged him to take up the role of new leader. No matter what, Snapfoot swore he wouldn’t let his father down.
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          A Very Important Birthday
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      Days passed, the cool March air turning softly into sweet whispers of spring. As Kennu and Allie awoke simultaneously and looked at each other on March twenty-first, huge smiles spreading across their faces. It was, they remembered, Kennu’s birthday, and the sixteen-year anniversary of when they had been bonded as Changer and Accompany. Kennu leapt out of bed and Allie with him, jumping as a lynx into his arms.

      “Happy Sixteenth, Kennu!” she cheered, snuggling against his chest.

      “Happy Sixteenth, Allie!” He squeezed his Changer, swaying back and forth. She fell out of his arms, changing into the smallest doe form she could fit in the house and running to his dresser.

      “Come on, come on!” Allie began pulling clothes out of the drawers, scattering them around the room.

      “I will, I will! Just stop messing up our room,” he laughed.

      After quick selection Allie pranced to the door, helping Kennu down the stairs. For once, Kennu felt good... he hoped there were no seizures today. Ionan hopped around the kitchen eagerly as a rabbit at Kia and Keota’s feet. For the first time in weeks, they weren’t arguing.

      “Today is a special day for you both.” Kia smiled and brushed back Kennu’s hair, kissing his forehead.

      “Indeed,” Ionan said. “Sixteen years together is a great feat. You are now old enough to be called a man in our society, Kennu, and you a grown lady, Allie.”

      “I think we still have some growing up to do,” Kennu laughed nervously.

      “That depends,” Keota said, though his smile didn’t seem completely honest. “You can’t come in the house today. We’re getting surprises for you.”

      “No peeking around at all?” Allie moaned, and she poked her head into the closet.

      Ionan hopped to the door and put his paws on it. “Oh, no you don’t. Go outside and stay there. You have visitors waiting for you.”

      As they opened the door to the outside world, Allie jumped in front of Kennu instinctively as several voices screamed at them all at once.

      “Happy birthday Allie and Kennu!” every animal in the forest screamed, hopping up and down in the trees and on the lawn. There were dozens upon dozens gathered in the small clearing. Creatures had come from long distances, merely to wish them well on their birthday.

      Scarlet landed on Kennu’s head, appearing very pleased with himself. “You like the surprise? I’ve been planning it all week. Happy birthday!”

      “Yes, a very happy birthday indeed, young prince.” Sunset slunk from behind the house with Lyrica and Mirabelle. The two girls were wearing multiple ribbons on their heads in celebration, which streamed behind them in the wind.

      “Wait until you see all that we’ve planned for you guys!” Lyrica squealed, but Mirabelle smacked her tail in front of her mouth. The two girls giggled and ran off. Behind them, everyone in the forest was bustling in preparation.

      “Shoo, shoo.” Sunset pushed them away with her head. “Out of the backyard. Go fly around in the forest or something.”

      “Oh, must we?” Allie complained, but soon there were many paws on their backs shoving them into trees.

      As they headed away from their house there were many cheers, Snow Drop crying, “They’re gone! Let’s hurry, before they come back!”

      Allie changed into a griffin, scooping Kennu on her back. “I’m in a right mind to go back and spy,” she said mischievously.

      “You’ll ruin their hard work. Surprises are no fun unless they are surprises,” Kennu reprimanded playfully, bouncing because of her high trot. She crouched and jumped without warning, Kennu clutching onto her feathers to hang on as they sprung into the air.

      They flew as high as they could, until the air thinned so they could no longer breathe. At this point Kennu smiled and let go, falling off of Allie’s back to skydive towards the ground.

      Allie waited a few seconds before chasing after him. He fell faster and faster, but only exhilaration reached him, only joy entered his mind. He spiraled downward in the sky until Allie caught him in her claws, performing a spiral and placing him on her back again.

      “That’s the best thing ever.” Kennu sighed in happiness and laid his head down on Allie’s neck. It was the ultimate form of trust between Changer and Accompany, and they had performed it many times, but it was always out of sight of the adults or anyone else.

      “It always scares me a little,” Allie confessed. “What if you had a seizure as you fell?”

      “I won’t have a seizure. It’s too perfect of a moment.” He closed his eyes and rocked back and forth on her, making her sway as she flew.

      “All the same.” Allie’s eyes narrowed.

      “You’re the bravest griffin I know. You wouldn’t let me die.”

      “I’m the only griffin you know.”

      “Well, even if I knew all the griffins in the world, you would still be the bravest, as well as the best Changer.”

      “You don’t mean that.”

      “Oh, yes I do.”

      “Well, if I’m the best Changer in the world, then you are the best Accompany. I’ve never met a better one than you.”

      Kennu made a face. “Allie, I’m a horrible Accompany. I’m not tall, or strong. I don’t even have a pure bloodline. Not to mention my health sucks.”

      “And that’s what makes you the best. You’re my Kennu.”

      Kennu shook his head, burying his face into her feathers. “I love you, Allie.”

      “And I love you, Kennu.”

      Kennu scoured the ground and spotted a lone figure walking in a field filled with yellow flowers below. “Hey look, its Reagan! Why don’t we invite her to the party?”

      Allie shot him an angry look, then sighed, turning downwards to descend. “Alright. Invite the human girl. But only for you, Kennu.”

      Kennu jumped off of Allie before they even touched ground, sprinting towards the girl. “Hey Reagan! Guess what? Today is our birthday!”

      “You have the same birthday too? Is there anything you don’t share?” Reagan said in disdain.

      “No, there’s not. Not anything.” Allie stepped forward smugly, flicking her tail

      “Good to know.” Reagan shook the blonde hair out of her eyes. “So sweet sixteen? That’s a good year. My party was huge. I invited over three hundred people. Are you going to have a party?”

      “You bet. Everyone in the forest is coming. We were wondering if you wanted to come,” Kennu said.

      Reagan glanced at Allie before smiling reluctantly. “Sure. I’ll come.”

      Kennu noticed the look on Allie’s face. He grinned and said, “Allie, it’s our birthday. Cheer up.”

      “No,” she said grumpily. He started scratching the area behind her owl ears, and her body instantly sagged in relaxation.

      “Hey, cut that out. You know that feels really good…stop it…” Allie started to twitch, thumping her leg against the ground.

      Snow Drop descended from the sky, landing by Allie. “My mother sent me to make sure you don’t go sneaking back to the party,” the Pegasus said. “She knew that you would try.”

      “Allie would try, not me,” Kennu said. “But since you’re here, why don’t we have some fun?”

      “How so?” Snow Drop neighed, flicking her tail.

      “We should have a race! Reagan on Snow Drop, and me on Allie. If that’s alright with you, Snow.”

      “That sounds wonderful! I haven’t been ridden in ages.” Snow Drop said, before looking at Reagan. “You do know how to ride, right? Because I’m not stopping if you fall off.”

      “Of course I know how to ride!” Reagan said snottily. “My friend used to have horses! She didn’t grow up in the suburbs of Detroit like I did, lucky for her. She got to live in Bloomfield Hills.”

      “Okay, whatever that means,” Snow Drop said as the girl climbed on her back. “It’s your fault if you go tumbling to the ground.”

      “Ready?” Kennu asked. “To that stone and back.” He pointed to a boulder at the other end of the field. “Ready…get set…go!”

      At his word, both creatures charged into a speed that seemed magical. Allie had changed into a chestnut mare to keep up with Snow Drop, who flew just as easily along the ground as she did the sky. Allie took the lead, and Kennu whooped in exhilaration as they began to pass Reagan and Snow Drop.

      “Oh no you don’t,” Reagan murmured, and she urged Snow Drop to go faster. Allie and Snow Drop soon were neck and neck, tying when they reached the end of the boulder.

      Kennu’s windblown hair was everywhere. “That was crazy! I’ve never seen Allie run so fast!”

      “Let’s try again, after I catch my breath,” Snow Drop gasped. They waited a few more minutes before racing twice more, with the same result.

      “We’re never going to crown any winners this way,” Kennu complained. He glanced at Snow Drop and said, “Hey Reagan, why don’t we switch?”

      “Excuse me?” Allie snapped.

      Kennu got off of his Changer and said, “Why not? I’ll ride Snow Drop, and you’ll ride Allie.”

      Allie and Reagan stared at each other, their gazes filled with absolute loathing, before the human girl reluctantly dismounted the Pegasus. Kennu hopped on Snow Drop, teasing, “Come on girls, or I’ll leave you behind.”

      Allie snorted when Reagan climbed on her back. The Changer danced back and forth as Reagan grabbed her mane, her muscles tense.

      “Don’t buck me off,” Reagan grumbled to her, sure Allie was seconds away from doing so.

      Allie gnashed her teeth. “You should feel lucky I haven’t tossed you to the ground already. Are you sure you can hold on?”

      “Are you sure you can keep up?” Reagan said.

      Allie went to say something nasty back, but Kennu whirled by her on Snow Drop, laughing loudly. “You lost your chance!” he called, hurtling towards the boulder.

      Kennu’s cheating caused them to spur into action. Allie took off before Reagan had even a good hold, flattening her ears against her head. Their mutual dislike of one another was pushed aside as Reagan and Allie raced towards the finish, closing the gap between their competitor. Even though Kennu had gotten a vast head start, the girls quickly caught up. It wasn’t long before they flew by the Pegasus, crossing the finish before Snow Drop and Kennu had gathered what happened.

      Reagan slid off of Allie’s back instantly, the immense enmity between them evolving once more as Kennu and Snow Drop trotted across the finish.

      “You guys make an excellent team,” Kennu said. “Snow Drop and I weren’t even close.”

      The girls didn’t say anything. Taking a deep breath, Snow Drop said, “It’s time to go back, Kennu. Your party’s ready by now.”

      Once they got to the backyard, Kennu’s mouth dropped open. Golden streamers were hung along the trees, and yellow cloths covered a long table in the middle of the backyard. Luciana and Rex were gathered at the end of the table, along with his grandmother, Carolinia. He gave her a hug before his mother tapped him on the shoulder, handing him a giant card that looked handmade.

      “Soran, Zorna, Vivi and Melodi all send their love,” Kia said. “They promise to come visit as soon as school ends.”

      “Zorna’s coming this summer?” Allie asked, her ears perking up. Kennu grinned slyly at her, tilting his head. She added coolly, “That’s great. I’m excited to see them.”

      “Sit down, sit down!” Lyrica pushed her cousin into a chair and Allie plopped down next to him, changing back into a griffin. “It’s time to start dinner!”

      Casiff and Vixen brought out a great deal of trays covered in food, the animals cheering in excitement. This was their favorite part of the party. As the feasting began, Reagan looked around and asked, “Hey, where are those dogs that you always hang around with?”

      “They’re wolves. And they’re all kind of...busy,” Kennu said. “It’s complicated.”

      Mirabelle stood up, and Lyrica rushed to her side. “We would like to give Allie and Kennu their present now, if that’s alright.” She looked at Ionan, and the great dragon nodded. Lyrica and Mirabelle climbed on a platform covered in golden ribbon, and Lyrica pulled out a harp.

      “We wrote this song for you and Allie,” Lyrica said. “We hope you like it.”

      Together, they began to sing.

      
        
        “Your wings are my stronghold

        They help me to fly

        You clear away tears when I cry.

        Each breath you take is mine

        Each heartbeat mine too

        Each movement as one

        My safe heart song you’ll always be,

        Because I will go on and you with me.

      

        

      
        Live everlasting with you by my side

        A joy that will never be matched

        The truth in your eyes

        Comforts my pain

        And I can go on as long

        As you’re with me

        Heaven’s song cannot compare

        To the smile I see on your face

        Eyes gleam in the moonlight

        And stars dominate the skies

        And I will go on

        If you stand with me.

      

        

      
        A life renewed

        On a joyous day

        A world of hope

        Because I know you’ll stay

        And I will go on

        If you stand with me

      

        

      
        No matter the trouble we get into

        No matter the pain that I feel

        As long as I can run to you

        I can go on with my life

        I will go on

        If you stand with me.”

      

      

      The girls finished their song and the clearing erupted in a roaring applause. Even the hungriest of the animals had stopped eating to listen to them. The shy Mirabelle stepped out of the circle of attention and Lyrica with her, both girls receiving strong hugs by their fathers.

      “That was great, Lyrica!” Kennu said, giving his cousin a one-armed embrace. As he said this, Kia and Keota came out carrying a giant gold cake, several layers tall.

      Kennu smiled as he loaded the biggest piece he could onto his plate. It only took minutes for half the cake to be gone. Most of the animals had taken out giant chunks with their teeth, leaving the fairies to cut around the fragmented pieces.

      “Here, darling, have some cake.” Casiff hurried towards his wife, carrying a plate. Unexpectedly, he tripped and the piece he had been holding flew right into Vixen’s face.

      Casiff gasped. “Vixen, I’m so sorry...”

      Vixen smiled foxily and pushed her own cake into his face. As this happened, the whole forest suddenly erupted. Cake began flying through the air, splattering into the faces of animals and fairies.

      Keota ducked as Luciana threw her frosting at him, arms over his head. “Oh no you don’t, Luce!” Keota said playfully. He peeled the frosting she threw at him off the house window, tossing it back at her. It smacked her in the face, and Keota laughed, tackling her to the ground. Their clothes were splattered with frosting as they landed. Luciana sat on top of Keota’s hips and said, “You look good, covered in cake.”

      “Thanks,” Keota said. “So do you.”

      Mirabelle dropped a piece of cake onto Ionan’s head, giggling. “Got ya, Papa!” she cried, flying off. Ionan laughed, only to be pelted by an abnormally large piece by Rex. In response, Ionan scooped up half of the cake and smeared it on the panther’s coat. The two Changers began pelting each other relentlessly with cake, though their actions were far from playful.

      “Take this Kennu!” Allie smashed the cake on her Accompany’s head. Kennu took the yellow frosting covering his hair and smeared it all over her feathers. Then, with a nasty smile, he headed over to Reagan.

      “You better not...”

      SPLAT. Reagan’s face was covered in cake. Taking her hand, she smeared it off her chin and said, “Oh no, you didn’t.” She then took her cake and stuffed it down the back of his shirt.

      “Ah! Get it out!” Kennu started jumping up and down frantically, trying to slip the cake out of his shirt.

      The best part about it was that not one speck of the cake was wasted. By the time everyone was clean about forty stuffed animals sat on their backs, rubbing their swollen bellies.

      “Best. Birthday. Ever,” Lyrica said as a hunting hound licked the last remaining dot of frosting off her cheek. “By the way, isn’t it time for presents?”

      Carolinia came forward and gave Kennu a black case lined with velvet. “Open it up, Kennu, and see what’s inside,” she urged.

      The glimmer emitted by what was inside lit up their faces. There were black talon coverings for Allie, sharp as blades and able to cut through the thickest of metal. Next to it lay a double-edged knife with a green hilt. The hilt had inscriptions of the Verinian Forest on it, with an image of the hut embedded in the metal.

      “The talon coverings I had specially made, but the blade was your great-grandfather’s.” Carolinia smiled. “This way, you’ll always be able to remember your homeland.”

      “Thanks, Grandmother.” Kennu picked up the blade and turned it around in his palm, looking at it, while Allie’s eyes glinted greedily at the sight of the talon blades.

      Ionan came forward next. With a swipe of his wing, he revealed suits of glittering gold.

      “Armor!” Allie exclaimed, rushing to thank him with a hug.

      Kennu gazed at the present. The armor was designed to cover his torso, arms and legs, intricately designed with swirls. In the middle of the breast plate was a griffin rearing on its hind legs, wings spread wide. Allie’s armor matched his, and would cover her head, neck and legs, the brim coming down between her eyes melded with the letters K and A woven together.

      Ionan chuckled and said, “It took me a long time to find the gold, and even longer to meld the armor, but it was well worth it.”

      “Oh thank you, thank you,” Allie squealed. “Can I try it on?”

      “Wait for your other gifts first,” Kia called. She opened the door, and Keota came out carrying a small black saddle, with small silver stirrups and a brown sash.

      “In Nesting’s Haven, when an Accompany turns sixteen he receives a saddle,” Keota said. “It’s a rite of passage.”

      The two of them gazed at the saddle in amazement. It would be able to stand up the hardiest of weather and be comfortable in the longest and toughest of rides.

      “Thanks Dad.” Kennu gave his father a stiff hug. “And you too, Mom.”

      Keota set the saddle on the table and Kennu strode into the house to get his gift for Allie. He called out the door, “Close your eyes!” and she obeyed, shutting them tightly.

      “Okay, you can open them.” Once Allie saw what he held in his hands, tears came to her eyes. It was a gorgeous halter, made of white leather and silver beads. Allie looked closer, admiring its handiwork.

      “It took me a year to make it. You can attach reins to make it a bridle, but they’re just for show. I hope you like it.” Kennu unbuckled the bridle and put it on her gently.

      She tossed her head and whispered, “Oh Kennu…this is the best present ever.”

      Allie squeezed into the house and handed him a leather bag, which he opened. Inside was a new drawing kit.

      “It’s nothing compared to what you gave me, but you’re always talking about how you want to travel, so I made you a new bag. I saw that your drawing stuff was getting low, so I…”

      Her words were stifled as he wrapped his arms around her and gave her a great hug. Her wings unfolded and she encased them around her Accompany tightly, embracing him back. In all their years together, they’d never felt so close.

      “Wait, wait! Vixen has not given her present yet!” Vixen strode forward and opened her right hand to reveal yet another present. Suspended from a chain was a pendant made of gold. It was a griffin rearing on its hind legs, talons extended and beak open. The eye of the griffin was a brown stone, glittering in the light. Vixen then opened her left hand to reveal a matching pendant of white gold, with a blue stone for the griffin’s eye.

      Vixen took the gold necklace and fastened it around Allie’s neck, while placing the white pendant around Kennu’s. She then brought the two pendants together. The talons of the griffins clicked and joined as one, making one singular necklace that connected both Allie and Kennu.

      “This is Vixen’s and Dragonstar’s. It is a family heirloom that has been passed down for generations,” Vixen said. “Vixen thinks Kennu and Allie should have it. They need it far more than Vixen and Dragonstar do.”

      “Thanks Vixen,” Kennu said, lifting the white pendant in his hand to look at it. “It’s been a good birthday.”

      “Yes,” Allie said. “A very good birthday indeed.”
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      “I can’t believe your mother gave Kennu that knife for his birthday. What does she think he’s going to use it for?”

      “Don’t you insult my mother! Your Changer gave him armor! A knife is one thing. If Wyntier sneaks up on him at least he can use it, but the idea of him going into a battle with his condition…”

      Kennu was red in the face the next day as he escorted Reagan out of the house, his head bowed in embarrassment. For once, Allie’s attention was directly averted away from Reagan. She only listened to the raging fight between Kia and Keota, flattening her owl ears back when she heard Ionan’s gargantuan roar for everyone to be quiet.

      “Sorry about that,” Kennu murmured. “They fight a lot these days.”

      Reagan smiled at him. “Don’t worry about it, Romeo. My parents fought all the time, until my mom left. Maybe one of your parents will leave too, and you’ll be able to get some peace.”

      “That will never happen!” Kennu said suddenly, looking up.

      Reagan smirked, giving him a shrug. “I didn’t think my parents would split up either. But they did. And my life’s completely better for it. You’ll see, when your parents get divorced. It’s better for everybody.”

      Reagan twirled around, to head home. Kennu watched her go, feeling rather forlorn.

      “We need an adult to talk to,” Allie said sadly, and Kennu nodded. At that moment, Ionan came in a fury out of the house, changing from his tomcat form into a dragon, sparks flitting from his nose.

      “Ionan?” Kennu asked cautiously.  “Can we talk to you about something?”

      The dragon turned around in confusion, eyes narrowed. He saw that Allie’s body sagged, while Kennu’s wings kept flickering in and out of view as his whole form dragged.

      “Certainly, Kennu. Climb on.” He knelt so Kennu could sit upon his shoulders. Allied changed into a lynx so she could hop next to him.

      After a short flight they landed by the seashore, a cluster of pine trees swaying in the distance. Ionan laid down and Kennu and Allie slid off his back, leaning against his large stomach.

      “What weighs on your minds?” Ionan asked curiously.

      Kennu looked away. “I’m tired of all the fighting.”

      “As am I,” Allie put in, staring upwards.

      Kennu crossed his arms tightly around him. “We hate it. I try and try to fix it, but there’s nothing that I do that works. I yell and scream just as loud as they do, but they don’t care to hear me, and I know it’s all my fault. I thought I was a good kid. I mean...I know I was an accident. If I had never been born, they would be a happy couple. But I came along and ruined it.”

      “Kennu, stop saying such things.” Ionan shook his head.

      “It’s true! I was never supposed to happen! I’m sick, really sick, and I’m never going to get better!” Kennu clenched his fists in rage. “Why don’t they just throw me out so they can get back to loving each other like they used to?”

      He had dissolved into furious tears. Allie crawled into his lap and Ionan put his wing around him, drawing the fairy close. Ionan put his head down and looked at him out of his great yellow eye. “Kennu, none of this was or is your fault. Your parents love you.”

      “They have a nice way of showing it. They don’t even listen to me.” he said bitterly. Allie wiped the tears from his eyes with her paw as they continued to flow.

      “Hush now. You are going to give yourself a seizure. Listen to me, Kennu. Your parents choose to fight, and it is their fight to continue, not yours. There is nothing you can do to make it better.”

      “So what, I’m powerless to do anything, just like usual?” he snapped.

      Ionan looked at him sadly. “That is the way of the world, young prince. Even if you are as large and as strong as I, it does no good with affairs of the heart. When it comes to things like these, I’m as little and unable as you are.”

      “You’ve always been able to handle things.”

      Ionan grimaced and shook his head. “Not always, young prince.” He gazed out at the lake and his scales shimmered as he took a deep breath, sighing tiredly.

      “You were never an accident Kennu.” he rumbled. “I became enraged when I discovered your mother was pregnant, but as soon as we laid eyes upon your tiny face, it was love at first sight for all of us. You were meant to be. I promised forever that I would protect you no matter the cost. And what of Allie? What would have become of her if you had never existed?”

      Allie stirred at the idea. “Wyntier would have captured me and killed me for sure, I know it. Nobody would have loved me enough to come chasing after me, and that feather biting...”

      “Allie, watch your language.” Ionan growled lowly, and Allie stared meekly back at him. Kennu turned away.

      Ionan sighed once more. “I haven’t seen anything of Wyntier or Nineva since you were attacked. It makes me concerned.”

      “That witch,” Allie snarled. “When next we meet, I’ll sink my talons into her so quick...”

      “You won’t do anything.” Kennu wrapped his arms around her and held her before Ionan could scold her again. “You’ll stay with me, and I’ll hold you so tight you won’t be able to move.”

      She nipped him playfully on the arm. “Not unless I hold you prisoner first.”

      She squirmed out of his arms and changed into a doe, tagging him and springing away. Kennu ran after her, both of them laughing so loudly the birds flew out of trees. Ionan followed them through their game of tag, until Kennu was out of breath. Ionan saw Reagan’s house in the distance and changed into a stag, towering over Allie with his eight pointed antlers.

      Reagan and her father were fighting just as loudly as Keota and Kia had been. The skies had grown gray, and it began to rain. As Reagan followed her father into the woods, curiosity got the better of the fairy and he strode up to the abode, the Changers following. He’d never been in Reagan’s house before. It looked very different from his small hut. He wondered if it was even more different on the inside.

      “Kennu, be careful,” Allie said, but he didn’t listen.

      When they were by the house, Ionan’s ears perked up and he asked, “What was that?”

      Allie looked in the window, let out a gasp and then reared, her sharp hooves striking the air. “Who has done this? Who has the nerve to imprison the creatures of Mortica this way?”

      Kennu peeked in the window, and what he saw turned his stomach. Animals of all sorts and sizes were imprisoned within small cages inside the house, some of them sickly and appearing injured. Kennu had wondered what Reagan’s father had come here to do, but now he had his answer. The humans were experimenting on the animals, just like Wyntier had experimented on Soran and Zorna with the drugs. But why would they do that? And was Reagan involved?

      Ionan snorted fiercely as he stared at the sight. “Humans are never satisfied!” He stomped his hooves and waved his antlers around in a terrible rage.

      “You knew Reagan was a human?” Kennu gasped.

      “I always knew, but I felt it was only right to give her a chance. Now I know for sure that humans can’t be trusted,” Ionan said.

      Kennu cursed Ionan’s powerful intuition just as Reagan came out of the woods without her father. She headed towards the three, opening her mouth and screaming loudly, “What are you freaks doing around my house? Get out!”

      “This is inexcusable!” Ionan roared. “These creatures are not your playthings, to do what you wish with them when you please!”

      “This isn’t my fault! This is my dad’s! Stop blaming me!” Regan shouted.

      While Reagan and Ionan were caught up in the heat of the moment, Allie pointed to the animals stuck inside their cages. “Kennu, I need your help. Use your telepathy to open the doors and set them free,” she whispered to her Changer.

      “What good will that do?” Kennu asked.

      “Just do as I say.” She stared pointedly at the window and Kennu closed his eyes, squinting them in concentration. After a moment, the locks opened of their own accord and the doors to the cages swung open.

      “Now what?” he asked.

      Without looking at him she said, “Now open up the door around the back.”

      He did that too, and dozens of animals came pouring out of the house. Most of the birds flew right out the door, without looking back, and the rabbits too. But there was a singular doe that shivered inside the doorway, her sides marked with bruises and scars, too afraid to venture outside.

      Allie stepped inside the home, daring to venture closer. “It’s okay, you can leave now. I’ve set you free. You don’t have to be afraid anymore.”

      The doe didn’t say anything. Allie came to her and she asked, “What is your name?”

      “Stream,” the doe said meekly. “My name is Stream. They...they caught me weeks ago. I lost my fawn, because of those monsters.”

      “Follow me, Stream, and we’ll get you out of here.” Allie led her out of the house and the doe followed cautiously behind. When Stream’s hooves touched the sand of the beach, Allie pushed the deer with her head and she fled without another word, sprinting to the safety of the woods.

      When she was out of sight Allie turned back around. Reagan had noticed the animals escaping and had two hands clenching her hair in a panic, eyes huge. “What have you DONE?” she cried. “My dad is going to KILL me! He’ll think I set them free!”

      “It’s what you deserve, for even allowing this to happen in the first place,” Allie said coldly.

      “Allie is right. This is a terrible thing to condone, human,” Ionan raged, shaking his head.

      “You don’t understand what he’s trying to do, because you’re all just a bunch of stupid animals!” she screamed. “Just go away!”

      “We’re sorry, Reagan,” Kennu started, but Allie scooped the fairy onto her back and bounded out of sight before the girl could say anything more, Ionan trailing behind.
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      A few hours later Reagan sat with a surely expression in her room, where her father had confined her for the rest of the night. He’d been absolutely furious when he’d come back to find his experiments missing. He’d assumed that Reagan had been so mad about their most recent fight that she opened the cages and let them go free. She’d thought about opening those cages multiple times, and now that she was in trouble for it, she wished she had.

      “What am I supposed to believe, that a little fairy came and set them loose?” her father had screamed when he found them all gone. But that was exactly what had happened, though she knew that he had help. It was obvious that Kennu was a follower, not a leader. She knew that Allie was really the one who had let them go.

      She made a nasty noise. It didn’t matter. Her life had been awful ever since she had come to this island, and she wasn’t about to come second to a bird. Kennu was the only person she knew around here, and although she really didn’t like him that much, she didn’t want to end up completely alone with no one to talk to.

      But at the same time, she couldn’t stand Allie. Kennu was going to have to make a decision soon. It was either going to be her, or that animal.

      There was no question to whom he would pick. He’d go with Allie, every time.

      Unless…

      An idea formed in her head, making her smile. She would start a fight between Allie and Kennu, and when they were mad enough at each other, she would ask him to make a choice, and he’d ditch the griffin and pick her. It was the perfect revenge against Allie for getting her into trouble. She’d done it hundreds of times in high school, pit friends against each other. It would be easy to do it with these two.

      She flopped back on her bed happily, trying to think of something bad enough to make the Accompany and Changer fight. They were so close, only something big would cause a rift between them.

      Her smile grew larger. The answer was obvious. She’d make Kennu fall in love with her.

      

      When Reagan went looking for Kennu the next morning, it didn’t take her long to find him. The fairy was sitting on a rock by a small lake, tongue between his teeth as he bent over a piece of parchment, scribbling furiously away. Reagan watched the fairy for a moment or two as he moved the lead across the paper. Kennu really loved art. It was obvious in the way his expression changed as he created the various emotions throughout his sketch.

      Reagan jumped when she saw Kennu glance up. The fairy grinned. “Hey, Rea. What’s going on?”

      “Nothing. Just bored,” she said, sitting beside him. “Why are you out here by yourself?”

      “I snuck out. My parents think I’m in my room. They never noticed me leave.”

      “Where’s Allie?” Reagan said, mouth souring at the taste of the name on her tongue.

      “She’s out with Ionan,” Kennu said. “It’s probably a good thing neither one of them are here right now. They’re both pretty mad at you.”

      “They shouldn’t be. My dad was the one keeping all those animals, not me,” Reagan said angrily.

      “I’m not blaming you,” Kennu said very quickly. “We all do stuff for our parents that we shouldn’t.” He closed his sketchbook slowly, putting his utensils into his leather bag. “But I don’t know why your dad would do something like that.”

      “It’s his job,” Reagan said. “We were sent to this island because it was far away. Some of the things he was doing got people angry. We left so he could work on his research in private.”

      “What was he doing that was so controversial?”

      Reagan glanced to the side. “I don’t want to talk about it. Can you just drop it?

      “Okay.” Kennu began shuffling in his bag. “I felt bad for getting you in trouble the other day, so I brought you this.” Kennu pulled out a massive, golden crown, one embedded with multiple gems of all colors. “It’s something my mom and dad found on their adventures throughout the Lands. It’s been sitting around for years, and nobody has paid any attention to it. I thought you’d like to have it.”

      “That’s a huge crown. It’s fit for a king,” Reagan said, staring at it.

      “That’s only what it looks like when I touch it. It changes, depending on who’s wearing it.” Kennu placed the crown on Reagan’s head, and it morphed into a glass crown with jagged, sharp edges, pitch-black in color. “Mom said she got it from a creature called Nagli in the Blue Sky Peaks. I always thought it was a cool story.”

      “It is pretty cool,” Reagan admitted. “Though it’s kinda weird. Stuff doesn’t…”

      “Change where you come from, I know,” Kennu smiled. “A lot of things happen here that don’t happen back home, don’t they?”

      Reagan nodded. “Yeah. It’s like living in a fairy tale, except I don’t like it. When I was a little girl I always pretended like I was a princess, living in a magical land full of unicorns and dragons. And now that I’m here, all I want to do is go back home.”

      “I’m sorry, Reagan,” Kennu said. “I wish I could help.”

      “Well, you can’t. So…” Reagan tilted her head, and the crown shifted on top of her hair.

      Kennu shook his head abruptly, covering his ears as if someone was screaming directly in his face.

      “What’s wrong with you?” Reagan asked.

      “You’re thinking too loud,” he said. “It’s really hard not to pay attention when you’re doing that.”

      “Um...what?” Reagan asked.

      “I have telepathy. I can read other people’s thoughts,” Kennu said. “Some fairies get it, some don’t.”

      “Oh, that’s great! Any other special powers you’d like to tell me about?” Reagan asked, putting her hands on her hips.

      “No.” Kennu sighed, and closed his eyes. “That’s better.”

      “Have you been reading my mind this whole time?” Reagan said.

      “I’ve never read your mind until now.” Kennu looked at her. “I don’t like it. Just because I have a power doesn’t mean I should use it. I try not to read anyone’s mind unless I have to. It’s an invasion of privacy. I wouldn’t want anyone climbing around in my head, so I don’t let myself do that to other people, especially not my friends.”

      “Good for you for having morals, I guess.” Reagan shrugged. “I know if I had that kind of ability I’d use it as much as possible. Make things a lot easier.”

      “I promise I will never read your mind, Reagan. Not even if there’s something I really want to find out,” Kennu said. “I trust you to tell me the truth no matter what.”

      Reagan frowned. “Thanks Kennu. But you really, really shouldn’t.”

      “Having telepathy does give you some perks, though.” Kennu smiled lopsidedly. He waved his hand, and the blossoms blooming from the trees around the lake softly detached from their branches, spinning like dancers upon the air until hundreds of flowers were twirling in a circle all around them, moving up and down in a spiraling pirouette against the golden morning sun. Reagan gasped as she watched the spellbinding array, unable to believe her eyes.

      “I can move stuff with my mind,” Kennu said. “It’s not hard, unless it’s really heavy.” He took a deep breath, putting a hand on the rock he was sitting on. “It does take a lot out of me, though.”

      “It’s worth it, Kennu,” Reagan said, and she leaned against the boy, putting her head against his chest. She could heart his weak heart increase in rapid beats as she grew closer. “This is pretty damn magical.”

      “Yeah.” Shakily and slowly, Kennu put his arm around her shoulder. “I guess it is.”

      Deliberately, Reagan looked up at Kennu. Right there, in the middle of the swirling blossoms, she placed her lips on his. Kennu’s heart beat wildly underneath her hand as, feverishly, he kissed her back.

      Almost as quickly as she kissed him, she pulled away. The crown jolted on top of her head as she got to her feet. “I’m sorry, Kennu,” she said. “I’ve got to get back.”

      The blossoms plummeted to the floor as she reentered the woods. She didn’t know whether to be proud or disgusted with herself. 
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      Caini trotted happily along, observing her surroundings after a full meal. It had once again been a successful hunt, and she felt as if the very world was at her pack’s feet. With her gaze held high, she tripped over someone in her path and gasped, nearly running into the ground before she caught herself.

      A young girl was lying face down on the ground. From the looks of things, she’d been here quite a while. The smell wasn’t fairy, nor Accompany. It was something different, something Caini had never smelled before. She assumed the girl must be a human, but she wasn’t afraid. She had heard Kennu was running around with a human girl, but if Kennu trusted the humans, well, it was good enough for Caini.

      “What are you doing?” the she-wolf asked curiously, poking her head in the girl’s hair.

      “I tripped,” the girl said.

      “I can see that, but why aren’t you getting up?” Caini asked.

      “Because I don’t want to. Just let me lay here.” Her voice came out muffled against the grass, deadened and sad.

      “Come on now. Up you go.” Caini nudged the girl’s body, her voice playful. Not wanting to be bothered, the girl raised her head and sat up. Even with all the dirt smudged across her face, Caini could see the girl was very pretty.

      Once she saw the wolf, the girl screamed. “Get away!” she cried, scooting against a tree trunk.

      Caini laughed, saying, “Why are you so afraid?”

      “You’re a wolf! You’ll eat me!” she cried shrilly.

      Caini chuckled. “Of course not. My belly is full. And we don’t hunt humans.”

      “That’s not what I hear.” The girl brushed a lock of hair behind her ear.

      Caini’s eyes narrowed. “I bet you’ve heard that wolves are dumb, bloodthirsty brutes who like to kill for pleasure?”

      The girl...Caini thought she’d heard her name was Reagan...nodded.

      “That’s only my brother, Snapfoot.” Caini laughed out loud and added, “Just kidding. He wouldn’t hurt anybody without a good reason.”

      “You eat poor, innocent things,” Reagan said. “Like deer.”

      “It is our nature.” Caini’s eyes softened. “We can’t help what we are.”

      Caini’s tail waved in the breeze. “We do what we must to live. To live we have to kill. That is the way of our world. I don’t understand many things, but I can understand the land and the way I love my family and my friends. I can understand the respect we have between predator and prey, and even though I can’t understand you, I can understand what is within you. You are what you are, and is there any stopping it?”

      As Reagan pondered this, Kennu came walking through the brush. His expression was unreadable. It was hard to tell whether the fairy had been crying, or had just gotten done screaming his rage to the world. “He left,” he said instantly, with no other explanation.

      Caini whirled around and Reagan asked, “Your dad?”

      “Yeah.” He plopped down on the ground next to Reagan. “He cheated on my mom. It was just a kiss, but it meant everything.”

      “What do you mean?” Caini asked, astonished.

      “Just what I said. I guess he and Luciana went for a walk and Mom walked in on them kissing.” His voice had taken on a distant, detached tone, as if he couldn’t believe what he was saying was real.

      “I didn’t know Luciana had a thing for Keota,” Caini said.

      “I don’t think she liked it,” Kennu said reluctantly. “I mean, I can’t tell for sure, but I walked in on them the same time Mom did, and it was for sure that Dad made the first move. Luciana looked shocked, like she couldn’t believe he did that. She probably thinks they’re just friends, while Dad wants something more.”

      “What did Kia do?” Caini asked.

      “She lost it. She went off on Dad, and told him to get out, so he did. He and Luciana flew away to Nesting’s Haven. I begged him to stay and try to work things out, but he...” Kennu put a head in his hand, seemingly to stop himself from crying.

      “Ionan’s gone too?” Caini asked.

      “No. Ionan refused to go. It’s kind of twisted, that my dad made Ionan stay here years and now he’s the one who’s leaving.” Kennu stared dully at the ground. “I guess Dad doesn’t love Mom anymore.”

      “Don’t be too sad, Kennu. Divorce happens to a lot of people,” Reagan said, putting a hand on his arm. “You know, it makes me think this whole love story crap is just a bunch of garbage.”

      “I can’t disagree with you.” He wiped his nose on his sleeve and sniffed. Caini simply laid her head on his shoulder for a minute or two, then licked his face gently before padding off to find the rest of her pack.

      

      It wasn’t too long before, in silence, Kennu got up off the ground and went back to his house. Reagan, having nothing else to do, followed him.

      Allie the doe was waiting for them there. She had a sourness in her brown eyes, like she’d known Kennu would go running for Reagan. Her necklace flashed in the sunlight and she walked over to Sunset nearby, who was watching Ionan from a distance.

      The mighty stag’s head was nearly scraping the ground. It was as if Ionan had been cleaved in two. Keota’s absence had hit him harder than almost everyone, save for Kia.

      “Please tell us a story Sunset, to get our mind off all this horrible mess,” Allie begged. She sat down in front of Sunset’s head, with Kennu at her side. Reagan followed, hiding behind Kennu.

      “What story should I tell?” the dragon asked, keeping her eyes on Ionan. The stag bounded off into the woods, seeking sanctuary within the tall trees.

      “Tell us the history of the Changers and the Accompanies,” Kennu said. “That’s always a good one.”

      “Ah, yes. I have heard it many times when Ionan told it to Mirabelle over a desert campfire. It is a good tale, and history too. Listen closely, dear ones, for this tale is who you are,” Sunset said. “So it was, long ago, there existed lands in the sea. They were miles and miles wide, and full of magic. This place was called Mortica, more commonly known today as The Lands. In Mortica, there lived a phoenix, and his name was Zorna. He had been raised from an egg by a powerful young fairy named Philialoha. Now Zorna loved Philialoha, and Philialoha loved Zorna. They went everywhere together, and were never separated.

      “One day, on their many travels throughout Mortica, they met a unicorn entangled in the brush. Feeling pity for the creature, they freed it and nursed it back to health. When the creature became well, the unicorn changed into a woman with snow white hair and an enchanted voice.”

      “A light spirit,” Allie said eagerly, as if this was her favorite part of the story.

      “Zorna and Philialoha were amazed. ‘Do not be frightened,’ the spirit said. ‘I mean you no harm, but give you a blessing. You tended to me when I was near death. For your kindness, I will make you like us. You will be bonded forever, and the phoenix will no longer be just a phoenix, but a creature of many forms like I. You shall not know how you change, or how you are made. You just will be.’ She touched the space between Zorna’s eyes and instantly, he morphed into a stag. The light spirit vanished and Zorna, enthralled with his new power, flew Philialoha up into the skies as a dragon, carrying his friend upon his back.”

      “Now as time went on, Zorna and Philialoha fell in love, Zorna with a pretty young dranern, and Philialoha with an elf called Osias. It wasn’t long before Zorna’s mate gave birth to three healthy children. Though the children had hatched as dranern, Zorna’s gift had passed onto his hatchlings. Philialoha’s children grew very tall, and incredibly strong, as she was. All of Philialoha and Zorna’s children became unable to eat or sleep, but rather absorbed their energy from light. It was just as the light spirit had said.

      “Over time, their offspring mated with many other creatures. Soon, an entire new species had been created. Philialoha noticed Mortica was becoming crowded and decided her kind needed a place to stay. Thus, a search began. An old, dead volcano was chosen as home, and they called it Nesting’s Haven. After all was settled, Philialoha ruled Nesting’s Haven as the first Great One. She called the animals Changers, and the strong people Accompanies.

      “Time passed. Philialoha and Zorna died, as all things do, and others took her place. As time went on, a rumor began that the Changers were jealous of the Accompanies and wanted to take Nesting’s Haven for themselves. The Accompanies became frightened, and with the help of a witch from far away, they created a binding spell. The spell would make it impossible for Changers to disobey orders. The magic took hold, and it has been that way ever since. A tale exists of a way to break the enchantment, but only with the three items that were used to create the curse. In order to set the Changers free, they would have to be destroyed.”

      “Our prophecy,” Kennu said. “It said that the three items would be brought together by a secret from across the sea. They must exist, if we foretold of them. Do you think we’re supposed to find and destroy them, Allie?”

      “I don’t know.” She used her teeth to scratch at an itch on her chest, moving her necklace to the side as she did so. “As far as I’m concerned, I just want to stay out of it.”

      Sunset rose to her feet. “I wish to see my daughter and her Accompany, if you don’t mind. It was a pleasure talking to you.”

      “Same here,” Kennu lifted a hand in thanks and the group was blown backwards by a gust of wind as the dragon took off, buffeting the edges of the trees as she flew away.

      “She’s beautiful,” Reagan sighed, seemingly swept up in the magic of the moment. “She blends right into the setting sun.”

      “There was only one other dragon in the world who was prettier than Sunset.” Allie got up from the ground and walked away, her melancholy returned once more now that stories could no longer distract them from their problems.

      Reagan looked at Kennu. “What is she talking about?”

      Kennu hesitated before diving into the story of how he was kidnapped ten years ago. Reagan’s eyes grew larger and larger with each part. He wasn’t able to tell her anything about Vera, except for the fact she had died.

      “Then we came back here, and that was it. Allie never showed another sign of her powers until recently.”

      “That must’ve sucked for you.”

      “It did, but I think my parents splitting up is worse.” He sighed. “But everything’s not so bad.”

      “Why?”

      “Because.” Kennu stepped forward and kissed her lightly on the lips. “I met you.”

      When Kennu kissed Reagan, Allie gasped in surprise. She changed back into a griffin, beating her wings furiously. “Kennu, what are you doing? Have you lost your mind?”

      “I like Reagan, Allie,” Kennu said, taking the girl’s hand and glaring at his Changer. “So what?”

      “You like her? She’s a human, and an unpleasant one at that! This is disgusting,” Allie snapped.

      “You just want me all to yourself. Face it, Al, you don’t like to share,” Kennu rebutted, gripping Reagan’s hand more tightly within his own.

      “She’s the one who doesn’t want to share!” Allie shouted, pointing at Reagan with her wing. “I could tolerate you liking her if she was even the slightest bit bearable!”

      Reagan shook her head, ripping her hand out of the fairy’s. “Kennu, this isn’t going to work out.”

      “What do you mean?” he asked.

      Reagan took a deep breath before holding her ground, crossing her arms tightly around her body. “If you want to be my boyfriend, you’re going to have to ditch Allie. No exceptions. You get to have one of us, not both.”

      “I agree, Kennu. It’s either me or her.” Allie stood her ground against Reagan, clenching her talons into the ground.

      “What are you talking about? I couldn’t choose between either one of you!” Kennu shouted. “You’re both being unfair. Friends don’t give each other ultimatums.”

      “Kennu, just make a decision.” Allie was goading him to make a quick choice, because she knew he would pick her. But that wasn’t going to work. Reagan had a plan.

      “Yes, Kennu. Pick the one who has your interests at heart.” Reagan moved towards him in a confident manner. “Me.”

      Allie made a loud, angry noise as Kennu blinked. Reagan shrugged and said, “I mean, I’m looking out for you. I didn’t do a darn thing to Allie, and she instantly hated me for no good reason. She can’t stand that I like you. She’ll never let anyone else around you. All the stuff that Wyntier has done to you has been her fault. If she wasn’t around, you’d have never been kidnapped in the first place, and he wouldn’t be after you now. If you ditch her, Wyntier will leave you and your family alone. He doesn’t want you, he’s after Allie.”

      “Don’t listen to her, Kennu,” Allie hissed.

      “Everything I’ve said so far is pretty true,” Reagan said snidely.

      “Kennu, she’s not good for you! I know what’s best, and she’s not it!” Allie protested.

      “There she goes, telling you what to do again!” Reagan pointed her finger at the griffin. “Like I said, if you had never met her, you would just be a normal fairy with a family that’s still together. Just because some psycho wants her, that doesn’t mean you and your family have to suffer. I bet if she wasn’t around your dad would come back. Your parents broke up because of Wyntier, anyway. Just send her away and all your problems would be over and we would get to be together. You know it and I know it.”

      Kennu turned away. Allie’s beak fell open in shock as the fairy said, “I’m not sure.”

      “How can you blame me for all of this?” Allie hushed. “This isn’t my fault!”

      “I know it’s not your fault, Allie,” Kennu said quietly. “I know you can’t help who you are.” He looked down. “But being bonded to you has caused a lot of trouble.”

      Reagan smirked as she watched the griffin’s wings droop to the ground in disbelief. You could practically see her heart break. “Is that how you feel? After all I’ve done for you?”

      “Is that all I am? Somebody for you to take care of? Do you think I owe you?” Kennu snapped.

      “Of course she does. Your health problems distract her from how messed up her life is, so she sticks around,” Reagan commented.

      “Kennu, Kennu, why are you listening?” Allie had tears in her eyes now, and she was furiously lashing her tail. “You’ve only known her for a few weeks, and I’ve been with you all my life. I’m your Changer!”

      “And you’re the reason why he’s in so much pain! None of this would be happening to him if you weren’t here,” Reagan said. “I can make him happy. All you can do to him is make him miserable.”

      Allie looked like she nearly believed her. She never let any of the tears fall, but whispered menacingly, “Just pick, Kennu.”

      Minutes passed. Kennu looked from Allie to Reagan, torn between the two. After a while, Reagan shrugged and said, “If you finally make up your mind, you know where to find me. I think we both know what the right decision is.”

      Her words left an ominous ring in the clearing long after she had gone. Changer and Accompany stood staring each other down, a light rainfall beginning to tricklefrom the twilight skies.

      “I can’t believe you,” Allie said.

      “Can’t believe what?” Kennu snapped.

      “How gullible you are. You believe anything she tells you.” Allie gave a sarcastic, pitiful noise. “Ionan tried to warn me about this, but I didn’t listen. I thought you’d know better than to pick a girl over me.”

      “I’m not my dad!” Kennu shouted.

      “You’re just like your dad,” Allie sneered. “He lost his head when he met Kia, and tossed Ionan to the side. What, are you going to abandon me, go to Reagan and then come crawling back a few years later when you’ve finally figured out how horrible she is? Or are you just going to cheat on her when you get bored?”

      “My dad cheated on Mom because Wyntier came back! If Wyntier hadn’t shown his stupid face in the forest again, looking for you, Dad wouldn’t have left!” Kennu said furiously.

      “If you really think that you’re just as dumb as your father is.”

      “Don’t talk about Dad like that.”

      “I’ll talk about anybody who abandons his wife, his sick kid, and his Changer for someone he hasn’t seen in years,” Allie said. “Even if he is your dad.”

      As twilight dissolved, the world darkened. The skies were black with glittering stars, shadowed by gray clouds. A heavy windstorm was picking up, and thunder echoed in the distance.

      “So what’s it going to be, Kennu? Are you going to come home with me, or run after that bitch, just like Keota did?” Allie snarled.

      “Don’t call Reagan names,” Kennu said, clenching his fists. “You’re the one who’s been avoiding her and making everything difficult.”

      “I don’t know what you see in her. She’s such a whore.”

      “I told you not to call her names,” he warned.

      “I’ll call her whatever I want, the withering, vile, bitter, feather biting...”

      “SHUT UP! Shut up right now!” The rain droplets fell across their faces as Kennu took a step towards the griffin.

      She clacked her beak. “Is that an order, Kennu?” She raised her wings, until they pointed directly upward, quivering in rage.

      “It definitely is,” Kennu said harshly, under his breath.

      Allie’s eyes were fearsome as she stepped forward, placing her face inches from her Accompany. This would have terrified anyone else, but not Kennu. He stood his ground and looked her right in the eye. “You don’t scare me.”

      Allie cawed at his reply, viciously whirling around. “I should.” She ran to a lone tree nearby and tackled it, uprooting it clean away from the ground.

      “Wonderful, I suppose you feel great now. Real mature.” He rolled his eyes.

      There was a crushing sound as Ionan landed nearby, shaking the rain off his scales. “We must hurry home, you two. This storm grows in strength.” Ionan paused, looking between them as he noticed the tension. “What is going on here?”

      Allie ignored Ionan, and turned to face Kennu. When she spoke, her voice was full of poison. “Well, that’s too bad what you want. I don’t have to follow your orders. I have the power not to. I’ll call her whatever I like. And you know what else? I’m glad your dad left. All he ever did was fight with you, Kia and Ionan. He ditched his family AND his Changer. He’s a useless bum. And if you choose Reagan, so are you.”

      “That’s enough!” Kennu screamed. He took a few steps forward and Allie stopped in mid-sentence with an open beak.

      “You’re always trying to control me and telling me what to do!” Kennu screamed. “You act as if I can’t take care of myself! Here’s a secret, Allie, I know I’m going to die, so you’re just going to have to get over it! None of this would have ever happened to me if you were gone!”

      “Kennu...” Allie gasped, stepping backwards.

      “No! Go away, Allie! Go away, and never come back!”

      Allie, finally, started crying. She shook her head violently, crouched down and sprung into the sky, taking off into the incoming storm.

      “Kennu, go back to the house,” Ionan said sharply. “I’ll bring Allie back.”

      Kennu watched the dragon give chase, the rain blurring his vision. The anger fled from his face, to be replaced with an expression of utter regret as he tangled one hand in his green hair.  “What have I done?” he whispered.
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      “Allie, come back!” Ionan roared against the thunder. The wind hammered against the dragon, and both Changers struggled to stay in flight and not be carried off by the growing storm as they flew over a large canyon. The river was swelling with the falling rain, and crashed against the walls of the canyon far below the flying creatures.

      “No!” she cried.

      “Allie don’t do this! Kennu loves you!” Ionan protested, head down.

      Allie cackled bitterly. “He loves me. He loves me less than some girl he met a month ago.”

      “He doesn’t know what he’s doing! Come home!”

      “No!”

      She dived straight for the canyon’s edge to try and lose him. Ionan tailed her, avoiding the sharp edges of the canyon and maneuvering carefully to avoid crashing into the rock and being swept into the ravaging current below.

      “Allie!” Ionan cried one last time, in an effort to bring her home. “Stop!”

      Just before he reached her, something large slammed into his side, throwing the dragon out of the air and unto the cliffside above the canyon. Ionan snarled as he saw the wyvern Lukas stalking towards him, his venomous tail twitching in delight. The two Changers collided, biting and scratching at each other in an animalistic duel.

      “Ionan!” Allie screamed. She flew back to help him, wings beating furiously against the wind, talons extended towards Lukas in an attempt to pull the wyvern away.

      Thunder crashed at the exact moment a gunshot echoed across the sky. Ionan pinned Lukas underneath him and looked up.

      Allie’s eyes were wide with shock as a red spurt of blood spotted within her chest, staining her golden feathers red. She hung suspended in midair for a few sacred seconds before her eyes closed, falling downward headfirst.

      Ionan bellowed and went to catch her, but Lukas wriggled free and snagged him by the tail, holding him in place.

      Allie was falling in a slow, graceful way. She had nearly reached the river before Ionan saw two figures reach out and grab her from the air. Ionan watched in horror as Aravon and Carmilla each bit a side of Allie’s chest, ripping it open with their mouths in jagged, barbaric movements. Her organs and muscle were exposed to the Ortusans as Carmilla reached her hand inside and tore Allie’s heart away by the strings, splitting the still-beating organ into two pieces, handing one half to Aravon and taking the other half for herself. Under the light of the full moon, against the power of the storm, Carmilla and Aravon slid a piece of Allie’s hearts down their throats. Heads bent backwards in ravenous glory of their feast, the two Ortusans began howling in ecstasy. In their arms, Allie’s body slumped dramatically in death, blood spilling out between the opening in her torso the monsters had created.

      Ionan felt Lukas’ stinger sink just behind his neck, into his spine. With the poison filling his blood, the Changer’s strength left him, and he crumpled to the ground.

      

      The rain was falling more slowly now. Ionan got shakily to his feet, limbs watery. Lukas might have poisoned him, but Ionan’s size had prevented the poison from causing death, a miscalculation that Wyntier had obviously missed.

      Death. Panic filled his veins and he took off crookedly to the sky, scanning the cliffs and struggling to stay aloft.

      He didn’t have to go far. He he let out a terrible roar as he landed, a sound that was devastated, unknowing, filled with the tragedy of loss. All that was left of Allie was a bloody pool of feathers. The halter Kennu gave her laid on the ground in broken fragments. Her body was nowhere to be found. The Ortusans had taken it with them, to devour everything but the bones.

      Ionan picked up the pieces of Allie’s broken halter with his claws, holding them fragilely before breaking into horrified sobs, mourning the loss of his eldest daughter.

      

      It was the darkest hour of the night, a time just before sunrise. Kennu had been up all night with his mother, waiting for Ionan and Allie to return. Kia couldn’t have looked more tired if she tried, yet she refused to go to sleep, her hands nervously shaking as she held them pressed together in her lap.

      The sound of whooshing wings caused him to jump. Kia went to the door. “Stay here,” she instructed her son, hustling into the yard.

      Kennu looked out the window. Ionan was outside, but Allie wasn’t with him. Kennu’s heart sank. He tried pushing the terrible possibilities of everything that could’ve happened out of his head, but they wouldn’t go away. Something was wrong. He knew it. He felt it.

      Ionan’s head was down. Whatever he was saying, he was saying very quietly. Kia was still, then her hands flew to her mouth and she shook her head fiercely back and forth, as if she was denying something was true.

      The door was pulled slowly open. Kennu’s heart was beating so fast, he felt it would burst out of his chest. A bout of nausea hit him, and he clung to the armrest of the couch as his mother sat beside him, taking his hands in hers. Ionan, as a rabbit, hopped onto the couch on the other side of him. The Changer appeared completely devastated.

      “Mom, where’s Allie? What’s going on?” he asked.

      “Allie…” she stared, tears rolling down her face. “Allie’s not coming home, Kennu.”

      “What are you saying?” Kennu asked the words slowly, feeling as if he was sinking into a terrible nightmare.

      “Wyntier had a gun, and two Ortusans were with him.”

      Kia’s words weren’t real...it was as if she was speaking from another room, another time, another place.

      “It was Carmilla and Von,” Kia continued. “Allie was flying away from Ionan, and Lukas tackled Ionan to the ground. Wyntier shot her…it was very quick, Kennu. Carmilla and Von took her body.”

      “No,” he gasped. “No, you’re a liar! You’re lying! No…”

      Kennu screamed loudly in the worst pain he had ever experienced, clutching the griffin amulet that was twisted tightly around his neck. Kia rushed forward to comfort him, but he pushed her away, tears streaming down his face as he yelled his grief. Kennu had never been in so much agony. He had been so close to Allie that the fact that she was no longer alive was ripping him to pieces. There was no escape, no refuge from this suffering. All that existed was hell, and he was in it.
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      Under the light of the full moon, Aravon and Carmilla lay on the ground, shaking violently. After eating, they had crawled into the cover of some trees by the river, and left the griffin’s lifeless body on a nearby bridge. Other animals would come along and finish off what the Ortusans hadn’t. Wyntier was no longer concerned with her. The prophetess was now out of the way, and now, not even her power could compare to the strength of the monsters in front of him.

      Carmilla clutched her stomach, eyes rolling in the back of her head. Aravon pressed his hands against his ears as if he were trying to block out a loud noise, both of them twitching and screaming as loudly as their lungs would permit. The transformation from Ortusan to Bloodluster was obviously very painful. Eventually, the change began, first in Carmilla, and then in Aravon.

      Carmilla suddenly stopped shaking as her legs and arms grew slightly longer. Sharp claws sprouted from her fingers and her fangs became sharper, longer. Her eyes went from caramel to black, and her skin became as white as snow. Her features became sharper as her body thinned into something lithe and stretched.

      Aravon changed seconds after she did. His limbs and claws became just as long as hers did, although his teeth grew longer, and much sharper, eyes melting into cold darkness. He released a deep, throaty growl before turning toward Carmilla. The two Bloodlusters stared each other down until Wyntier, who’d been watching nearby, stepped between them. “You know what you have to do now.”

      “Sure,” Carmilla replied coyly. Even her voice had become more menacing, colder...crueler.

      “Of course we know what to do,” Aravon said in a slightly deeper, stronger voice. “It’s time to show off what we’ve become.”

      He began to laugh, a cruel, echoing sound that petrified those who were close enough to hear it. It wasn’t long before Carmilla joined in, adding her own ringing laugh that had once been beautiful, but was now only horrifying.

      Wyntier smiled. The Bloodlusters had been born. The only thing that was certain was there would be blood.

      

      Reagan pranced joyfully through the forest, looking for Kennu. She’d slept wonderfully that night, certain the next morning, he’d pick her. She’d done everything she could to get him to hate his Changer, and she was almost certain it worked. She headed towards the old hut, but when she arrived, she noticed that nobody was there. Confused, she circled the area before throwing caution to the wind, letting herself inside and climbing the staircase to Kennu’s room.

      Kennu was sitting on the floor, his arms wrapped around his legs and his head staring listlessly off into nothing. His eyes, rimmed with red, flinched to her face.

      “What’s wrong with you?” she asked the question harshly, not feeling in the mood for waterworks.

      Kennu didn’t say anything. Not right away. “I never had a chance of being with you, did I?”

      She looked down at the ground. “Sorry. No. I was just having fun. You know, just a bit of playing around. It was a joke.”

      The confession made his eyes darken, though his expression didn’t change. “Love isn’t something you give to someone, then take back when you like.”

      She flinched, placing her hands on her hips. “Whatever. At least you’ll have more time to spend with Allie now, right? I mean, I sort of took it too far the other day. Maybe now that this fling between us is over she’ll come around.”

      At the mention of her name the fairy said in a flat voice, “Allie’s dead.”

      Reagan’s voice cracked as she asked, “What?”

      “Did you hear me?” he asked harshly. “I got in an argument with her, and told her to leave. She was flying away, and Wyntier killed her. It’s my fault she’s gone.”

      “I…I never meant it to go that far.” Reagan shook her head as her chest tightened. “I was only trying to get your attention.”

      “Why do you care? You got what you wanted,” Kennu snapped. “I got in a fight with her because of what you said. I told her I wanted her gone forever. Looks like we both got what we wished for.” His voice had dissolved into a shaky whisper.

      Reagan couldn’t say anything more except, “I’m so sorry, Kennu.”

      She bolted from his room, leaving him alone and tearing back towards her house. Branches lashed into her face and pine needles scratched at her hands as she ran, but she didn’t care. She didn’t stop until she had reached her bedroom, collapsing unto her bed and weeping into her pillow until her eyes were just as red and as teary as Kennu’s were.

      “Reagan?” Her father opened the door, walking to his daughter’s bedside and sitting down next to her. “What’s wrong?”

      Reagan sniffed as her father began to stroke her hair. “Dad, I want to go home. We’re destroying this place. We need to go back to Detroit.”

      “I know you don’t belong here. You belong back in the city,” Adam Royals said calmly. “Taking you away from civilization was the worst thing I could’ve done.”

      “So we’re going back?” Reagan said hopefully, sitting up.

      Adam sighed. “Not exactly. I have to go with my employer, to a place he calls Nesting’s Haven. He won’t fund my experiments if I don’t go with him.”

      “I don’t want to go anywhere else but back home, even if it means I don’t get to be with you!” Reagan shouted, her misery getting the best of her as she shoved her father away.

      Adam nodded sadly. “If that’s what you want, I’ll send you back.” He got up and walked away from his daughter, pausing at the doorway. “I’ll arrange a plane to fly you back home. You can stay with your friends until you’re ready to go to college, like you wanted. I won’t make you be with me any longer.”

      He closed the door. After a few minutes, Reagan guiltily wiped the tears off her face and stood up to follow her father. “Dad, we should talk about this...”

      Her footsteps paused at the top of the staircase as she heard someone he didn’t know say, “I don’t believe you understand, Adam. I need you where I need you. And at the current moment, that is with me.”

      There was a strange man in her house. From the staircase she watched her father gaze humbly at the stranger, who was hidden in the kitchen.

      “Mister Wyntier…sir…can’t there be a way that I can work from home?” Adam protested.

      Reagan emitted a strangled gasp. Wyntier. Her father was working for Wyntier.

      “No. You must come with me to Nesting’s Haven,” Wyntier said coolly.

      Adam swallowed. “Then it seems that I have to force myself to quit. I can’t keep working for you if it’s ruining the relationship I have with my daughter.”

      While Reagan silently cheered, Wyntier laughed. “I believe you misheard me. When I said you must, I meant it. You have no say in the matter.”

      There was a loud, crunching noise from above. Reagan glanced upward as several talons pierced the roof of the house, ripping a hole in the ceiling. A brown, scaly monster, one with a scorpion’s tail and a dragon’s wings, grabbed Adam around the middle with its foot. Reagan watched as the one she assumed was Wyntier climbed onto the monster. They flew into the sky, Adam emitting yells of utter terror.

      Cowering against the railing, Reagan suppressed a terrified scream as she watched her father be kidnapped by the monster, the one called Wyntier riding upon its back.
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      The entire family had come out to support Kennu. They didn’t hold a funeral for Allie, as they didn’t have a body to bury, but Kia thought it best that they have some sort of memorial to honor her life. That resulted in Vixen, Casiff, Lyrica and Mirabelle gathered around Kennu in a circle in the backyard. Sunset had come to support Ionan, lying her tail across his in a gesture of comfort. The wolves had been told what happened, but for various reasons, had decided not to come.

      Kennu knew they blamed him for Allie’s death. It didn’t hurt him much to know that, because he blamed himself, too. He knew they couldn’t face him right now.

      “Are you ready, Kennu?” Kia held a basket of flowers in her arms that she had picked that morning. The plan was to throw them over the waterfall at the memorial, as a final goodbye.

      “I don’t care,” Kennu mumbled. “I just want to get this over with.”

      “Kennu, you must allow yourself to grieve,” Ionan said. “Suppressing your sorrow will only make this worse.”

      “Worse?” Kennu asked. “How can it get any worse? My father’s gone and my Changer’s dead. My Changer is dead.”

      Before much more could be said, Mirabelle screamed. The group turned towards the sound and saw Nineva, standing at the edge of the woods alone.

      The wind blew Nineva’s red hair and she stated simply, “I see Keota has left. There’s nothing more for you to gain by fighting against us, Kia. Join us. I want to help.”

      “Is your idea of help putting your nephew in this state?” Kiatana dropped the basket and gestured angrily to Kennu, a hand on the knife tucked in her belt, shaking furiously.

      “It had to be done. Wyntier would’ve never left your family alone otherwise,” Nineva said. “Now that the prophetess is gone he agreed to let you live, on the condition you join us. Now are you going to come with me, or not?”

      “Never,” Kia snarled.

      “Kia. Please,” Nineva said, in a nearly pleading tone.

      Kia said nothing. Nineva’s face was near begging, until her temper bounded loose and she snapped, “Very well. You made your choice.”

      “Vixen will not allow this to happen!” Vixen cried, pulling out a knife and charging towards Nineva. “The witch’s time is at an end!”

      As Vixen was charging towards her, Nineva flicked her hand carelessly upward. A blast of black magic darted from the witch’s palm and hit Vixen directly in the chest, causing her to tumble to the ground, clutching her heart and gasping for breath. Kennu stumbled backwards in shock as Casiff ran to Vixen’s side, trying to help her up.

      Something wasn’t right. Nineva would’ve never risked approaching Vixen unless she knew the fairy wasn’t at her full power. The Great One wasn’t well. What was wrong with her?

      Nineva raised her hands, and from them black fire emerged, igniting the trees and spreading at a rate faster than was physically possible without the aid of magic. The area surrounding Kia’s house caught flame, and Nineva aimed her hand at the small hut, opening her hand quickly. The entire house combusted into a massive inferno, the black flames devouring the hut as if it were nothing more than paper cast into a fireplace.

      And the Lands that will not bow, the witch will cast them black, Kennu thought. There was no escaping the prophecy. It was going to come true, whether he wanted it to or not. Even though Allie was dead, her words would still bring the future, no matter what happened.

      They fled. Casiff helped Vixen run as they headed for the safety of the plains. No matter how fast they were, the dark magic was faster, and flames encompassed them wherever they stepped. Kennu clutched at his chest, struggling to run, before Ionan scooped him up on his back as a stallion and began racing for an exit. Snow Drop and Dragonstar emerged from the flames, surrounded by hundreds of animals fleeing the same, fiery fate, and scooped the fairies onto their backs to charge towards refuge. Lyrica cried loudly as Mirabelle darted this way and that as a tiny pony, her Changer’s eyes wide as her hooves touched crumbling ash with each step.

      When they had finally broken free from the burning trees and reached the plains, Kia slid off of Snow Drop and turned to her only son. She had tears in her eyes. “Ionan, you need to take him.”

      “What?” Kennu gasped. “No, Mom! I want to stay with you!”

      “I can’t leave the forest, not while Nineva is burning it to the ground. If I don’t save it, I’ll die,” Kia whispered. She kissed her son’s head. “Casiff and I will remain behind, to try and stop her.”

      “Mom, you can’t do anything! She’ll kill you!” Kennu looked at Vixen, wanting her to do something, but the fairy made no protest. Her head was slumped on Dragonstar’s back, and her mouth was open as she gazed at something none of them could see, crying out in pain and clutching at her stomach.

      Casiff was holding onto Lyrica. The small girl sobbed as her father spoke calming words to her, glancing behind him at the blazing inferno.

      “Kia, I won’t leave you behind,” Ionan said. He changed into a dragon, bearing his teeth. “I will fight this with you, until the bitter end.”

      Kia placed a hand on the dragon’s cheek and put her forehead upon his. “I know you would, Ionan. But you need to take Lyrica, Kennu and Mirabelle to Nesting’s Haven, and find Keota. You can’t be apart from him. Heaven knows we should understand by now what happens when Accompanies and Changers are separated.” She laughed, and a fountain of tears leaked out of her eyes. “You’re the only one in the world who I trust to take care of my son.”

      Ionan’s gaze softened. “So you’re still the Kiatana I know.”

      “I’m a fighter who’s been sitting on the sidelines too long,” she said harshly. “Now go, Ionan.”

      Kennu didn’t have time to say goodbye. He felt his mother’s hand brush out of his fingers as Ionan took to the skies, tumbling forward onto the dragon’s neck. Dragonstar had grown wings, and had to lean this way and that as he flew to keep Vixen from falling off. Sunset was following, hovering protectively over Mirabelle as the small dragon carried Lyrica to an unknown fate. Below them, the forest appeared nothing more than a cluster of flames and smoke, a black splotch in the land that had once been lush and green.

      It was over. His home, the only place he’d ever known, was nothing more than kindling for Nineva’s fire. He’d lost everything.

      “Kennu!” Lyrica screamed.

      He knew the seizure was coming long before it happened. Kennu slid off Ionan’s back, falling towards the ground slowly as if sliding through quicksand.

      Everyone’s gone, he thought. Mela...

      The ground grew closer and closer.

      Midnightstar…

      He was still hurdling through clouds.

      Dad…

      It was a wonder he hadn’t hit already…

      Mom…

      He was near death now. He had to be.

      Allie.

      Someone caught him in their talons, spiraling upward and refusing to let him perish, though he sorely wanted to.

      Allie.

      The beating of Ionan’s wings slowed and became a steady pace as the dragon held the fairy in his steady claws. The five of them pointed towards the desert, which they would need to cross in order to get to Nesting’s Haven. The wind ruffled Kennu’s hair as they drew closer with every weakened heartbeat.

      Allie.
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            Chapter Seventeen

          

          Welcome to Dinkleberry University
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      Vivienna and Soran looked up at the massive, towering school in front of them, Melodi as an owl on Vivi’s shoulders, and Zorna a furry bat on Soran’s. It was the beginning of spring, and the start of a new semester. Today, they’d be starting new classes. Blossoming flowers grew all around the courtyard in clumps, minuscule next to the giant, ancient castle that was Dinkleberry University.

      “I can’t wait for summer,” Soran said, shifting his shoulders. “I want to go back to the Verinian.”

      “For now we should just worry about school,” Melodi hooted from her spot on Vivienna’s shoulder.

      “What do you guys have to worry about? You graduate this year!” Zorna laughed, digging his claws into his Accompany’s shoulder.

      “You two don’t,” Vivienna said. “And if you want to next year, you guys should focus more on your classes rather than goofing off.” She nudged her brother playfully with her shoulder.

      “Right,” Soran said, rolling his eyes and grinning. “I’ll remember that.”

      A large crowd began to form nearby, near the edge of the courtyard. Wheels rumbled down the stone road on the outskirts of the university’s grounds as a large black carriage came into view.

      “Now what is that all about?” Vivienna asked. “Come on, Sor, let’s go check it out.”

      As they pushed through the group of loud and noisy students, the black carriage pulled up to the school and stopped a few feet away from the massive crowd. The carriage was pulled by two beautiful and strong horses wearing silver harnesses. A large orange mare stood closest to the gathering, shaking her head up and down as if she was showing off. Next to her, an equally large brown stallion shied away from the crowd, as if he hated the attention.

      The carriage they pulled was just as gorgeous as the horses were. It was made of black wood, carved with the images of flowers and animals. The handle on the door was made of intricately sculpted metal, and the curtains in the window were purple velvet. Soran stared in wonder at the whole ensemble, taking in every detail. Whoever owned this carriage had more money than the Creator himself. The door slowly began to open and he turned to see who could afford such an expensive ride to school.

      A young girl about his age poked her head out cautiously and then slowly stepped out of the carriage, closing the door behind her. She had bright pink hair that was put up in a mass of curls on the back of her head, with distrusting, dusty eyes that had the same shade of pink within them. Her lips were a very light shade of red, and she wore blush on her cheeks. The silk gown she wore was white in color, covered in lace and tiny glass beads that caught the light and reflected it in rainbow colors. Her earrings were made of the same glass beads and dangled an inch away from her earlobe. The necklace around her neck was gold, and in the shape of two ferrets twined around a tiny diamond.

      As the girl began to walk forward, the crowd formed a path for her to walk through. She looked at everyone as though they might randomly attack her, though from her proud stance, it appeared she didn’t mind having the opportunity to fight back.

      Halfway through the crowd, she stopped. “Pumpkin. Martin. We have to go now.” She called them softly, in a voice like a soft summer’s breeze.

      “Coming, Cameliyon,” the two horses replied in unison. They changed into two small ferrets, one orange and one brown. They ran up the Accompany’s legs and took their places on each of the girl’s small shoulders. Once the two Changers were situated, she walked up to the front door and into the school, leaving the carriage behind as if she no longer needed or wanted it.

      “Great. Like we need a pompous rich kid running around,” Vivienna complained.

      “That’s not just any rich kid.” A young boy with curly, dark-blonde hair spoke up from behind her, his grayish-blue eyes locking on hers. “That’s Cameliyon. She’s the daughter of Nicodemus. He was the old head of the Council, until he was poisoned years ago.”

      “Hi Daren,” Soran said, greeting his best friend. “So she’s all alone?”

      “Well, no.” Daren informed him. “She lives with her godparents.”

      “Why does she have two Changers?” Vivi asked.

      “Pumpkin and Martin are twins. They refused to split up when they went into their finding ceremony, so they were both bonded to the same Accompany.”

      “How’d you hear all this?” Vivienna asked, putting a hand on her hip.

      “Rumors have been going around about her for days. I paid attention to the most interesting ones,” the boy responded.

      “Of course you did,” Soran said, laughing. “Well, at least it’s an interesting story.”

      “Ready to go to our new classes, Soran?” Daren asked.

      “I’m more than ready. Anything’s better than having to take Changer Science again,” Soran replied. “See you later, Vivi.”

      Vivienna stayed behind a moment longer. “Twin Changers,” she murmured. “Now where have I heard that before?”

      

      Soran sat in class and wondered what Daren was up to. The two friends had separated to find their new lockers, which changed every semester, and now Daren was missing. Soran’s first hour was History of the Lands, and he was incredibly bored. The teacher rambled on about the First Despondent, a topic Soran already knew everything about, thanks to Aunt Vixen. So, rather than hear it all again, he daydreamed about what to do when school got out.

      The minute the bell rang he ran down the hall towards the locker he had been given, Zorna following as a small coyote. On his way, he heard a very familiar cry for help.

      “Get me out of here!” a familiar voice begged.

      “Where are you, Daren?” Soran asked, trying not to laugh and failing epically.

      “In the locker,” Daren replied meekly.

      “Again?” Soran asked.

      “Yes. Antimaus shoved me in here. Federin is in here with me,” Daren said sadly.

      “Can’t Federin break down the door?” Soran said, tapping on the lockers and trying to figure out which one Daren was in.

      “No. He’s resting like last time,” Daren grumped. “I told him not to curl up in my bag, but he did anyway.”

      Soran chuckled and looked down at Zorna. “Should we help him Zo, or just leave him to fend for himself?”

      “I think we should leave him. That would be hilarious,” Zorna barked, wagging his tail.

      “Come on, guys! Get me out of here!” Daren whined.

      “Well, it’s kind of hard to do if I don’t know what locker you’re in,” Soran complained.

      “I’m in the one that’s talking to you, genius.”

      “Yeah, but which one is talking?”

      “Fourth locker from the door.”

      “So this one?” Soran banged on the locker specified.

      “Jeez, that’s really loud. Knock it off already!” Daren complained. “Yes, that’s the one.”

      “Okay, we’ll get you out. One minute.” Soran stepped back. “Just like last time, Zo,” he said, looking down at his Changer.

      “Can do.” Zorna took the form of a phoenix and flew upwards, picking the lock with his talon. The locker clicked open and Daren fell out onto the floor in a heap, his books tumbling out with him.

      “Thank you.” Daren sat up and rubbed his head. A small tan hamster waddled out of his bag and looked up at him.

      “Why are you on the floor, Daren?” the Changer asked, twitching its nose.

      “Because you’re too lazy to help me up, Federin.” Daren snapped. “We were trapped in a locker, and you were busy thinking about Creator knows what.”

      “Again? That’s the fourth time this year.” Federin yawned and walked back into the bag, where he curled up and began to rest.

      “Oh no you don’t, Federin!” Daren yelled.

      “But it’s nice and warm in your bag,” the Changer complained.

      “I don’t care. Get out here right now!” Daren ordered.

      Soran laughed. He and Zorna walked away, leaving the pair to argue. Federin spent most of his time resting, and hardly ever went to class. Soran was pretty sure Daren was crazy for trying to convince his Changer to do anything other than laze around.

      “Soran, we need to get going. We’re going to be late,” Zorna said.

      “Crap. You’re right,” Soran said, breaking into a run. Helping Daren had slowed them down, and now they had to hurry to make it to the class before the bell rang. As they were sprinting, the loud bell went off and the sound echoed down the empty halls. Too late. Soran swore, but kept running.

      He made it to the classroom two minutes later, Zorna right on his heels. “Sorry I’m late, Professor,” Soran said, apologizing quickly.

      “So nice of you to join us, young man,” the Accompany replied kindly, and Soran caught a better look of him. The professor appeared scruffy, and a little frazzled, but his soft hazel eyes seemed to speak of kindness. Word around school was Professor Moorock had lost his Changer in the Great Siege Wyntier brought down upon Nesting’s Haven over ten years ago, but he was one of the few Accompanies that didn’t go mad from it. He continued to teach, but never really got out much. “You may take a seat next to Cameliyon.”

      “Excuse me, Professor Moorock, must someone sit with me?” a voice asked nervously. It was the same girl from earlier. She sat in the front row at a table meant for two students, and was the only one sitting by herself.

      “There is nowhere else for him to go, Cameliyon. He has to sit with you,” Professor Moorock told her. “Take your seat Mister…”

      “It’s Soran,” Soran told him. “Just Soran.”

      “Then take your seat, Soran, so we may begin.”

      Soran sat down next to Cameliyon. She scooted her chair as far away from him as possible, a look of mistrust on her pretty face.

      “Welcome to The Art of Teamwork,” Professor Moorock began. “In this class, you will learn to work with your Changer and with other Accompanies. Your partner is the person you’re sitting with. If there are any problems, well...” Professor Moorock chuckled. “You’ll just have to survive.”

      Cameliyon moaned quietly in despair as Professor Moorock continued. “You will learn how to plan an attack with others, and how to execute it flawlessly. Let’s start by introducing yourself to your partner. You have ten minutes to talk.” The professor sat at his desk, leaned back and watched as the students began to converse with each other, focusing an eye on Soran and Cameliyon.

      “I’m Soran.” The Accompany offered his hand to Cameliyon to shake. She took it, but quickly pulled her hand back as soon as the gesture was finished.

      “Cameliyon,” she said dismissively, turning to face away from him.

      “So, what kind of things do you do for fun?” he asked, trying his best to ignore her strange behavior. Zorna was attempting to talk to Martin and Pumpkin underneath the desk, but her Changers seemed just as distant as their Accompany was.

      “Why are you trying so hard to get me to talk?” she asked.

      “Because we’re partners,” he said. “We’re supposed to talk to each other.”

      Cameliyon sighed. “I guess you’re right. If we have to work together, might as well get to know each other.” She straightened up in a very proper way, stating her next words like she was citing a passage from a textbook. “My favorite thing to do is write poetry. What do you like to do?”

      “Uh...I like to go flying with Zorna,” he told her. The coyote at his side perked up his ears at hearing his name. “And when I’m at home I enjoy teasing my cousin, Kennu. He’ll be sixteen soon.” He laughed, as if it was something he was already looking forward to.

      “Sounds like fun.” A soft smile appeared on her face. “So, where do you live?”

      “Well, technically I live here with my sister. But it’s not really home. Home is back in the Verinian Forest, with my aunts and uncles and all my cousins,” Soran replied. “And the wolves, they’re my family too. What about you?”

      “I live with my godparents, but I know they want to get rid of me. They think I’m a challenge to deal with, probably because I don’t really trust them, and partially because I do what I want.” She rolled her eyes and looked up at the ceiling. “My dad died when I was six, and I never knew my mom. It’s just been me, Pumpkin, and Martin for the longest time.”

      “If it makes you feel any better, my parents tried to drug me. When I ran away with my sister they didn’t even care.” Soran stroked Zorna’s head gently.

      “They did worse things to me, Sor,” his Changer put in. “I’m glad we got out of there. Life is better without them.”

      “Wow. My parents never hated me. They just died.” Cameliyon reached out and took his hand in hers. “It’s okay, Soran. I understand what it’s like to be abandoned by your parents. I’ll be here if you need me.”

      As she said this, Soran realized the entire room had stopped talking, and was looking at them as if they couldn’t believe her eyes. Cameliyon looked at the floor and put both her hands in her lap, reclusive once again.

      “What’s the big deal?” Soran whispered to Zorna, completely confused.

      Professor Moorock was staring at him. “I’ll talk to you after class, Soran,” the professor told him. “Continue on, class.”

      Soran turned to look at Cameliyon. A small tear fell and struck her hand. “I hate this,” she said. “I told my godparents I didn’t want to come here. I wanted to stay home.”

      “Why are you crying?” Soran asked softly, feeling upset himself at her tears.

      “Everyone treats me like some sort of freak. They always have,” she sniffed. “I’m just something to stare at.”

      “Don’t cry, Cam,” Soran said comfortingly. “So they all looked at you. Who cares what they think?”

      She looked up at him and smiled. “You called me...Cam.”

      “Do you like it? I won’t call you that if you don’t want me to,” he told her quickly.

      “No! I love it.” She giggled at his reaction. “It’s just...no one’s ever called me anything other than Cameliyon before. It’s nice to have a friend who can call me by something other than my full name.”

      “Oh. Okay then.” Soran just smiled, not knowing what else to say.

      “Can I call you Sor, like Zorna did? Or is that reserved for Changers only?” She laughed.

      “You can call me anything you want to.”

      “It’s nice to have a friend.” Cameliyon said. “It feels good to know that I won’t be alone anymore.”

      “Are you sure we can trust him, Cameliyon?” The small brown ferret named Martin jumped up on her knee, placing his paws on her stomach.

      “Of course we can trust him, Martin. Otherwise she wouldn’t be talking to him,” the orange ferret said in near blind devotion. “Cameliyon is always right.”

      The bell rang. Cameliyon grabbed her bag, scooping up her Changers.

      “I guess I’ll see you later,” Soran said.

      “Yeah. Look for me in the entrance hall later. We can talk more then.” She smiled and left the room, seemingly waltzing out after the rest of the students.

      Soran walked reluctantly to Professor Moorock’s desk, Zorna dragging behind. “So you wanted to talk to me, Professor?”

      “Yes. About Cameliyon.” Professor Moorock began hesitantly, appearing bothered. “I’ve known her for quite some time, and she hasn’t trusted anyone since her father died. She’s under the impression that everyone is out to get her. She even hates her godparents. I don’t know how you did it, but you somehow managed to gain her trust in a matter of minutes.”

      “Wow,” Soran said. “I wasn’t trying to. I was just being nice.”

      “Don’t misuse the trust she has given you,” Professor Moorock said solemnly. “Be kind to her, and if anything happens to make her angry at you, run.”

      “Wait...run?” Soran asked.

      “Yes. Run.”

      “What is that supposed to mean?” he asked, staring at the teacher.

      “Just remember to run.” Professor Moorock shifted back in his chair. “Now get moving. You don’t want to be late again.”

      Soran left the room and then looked at Zorna. “Any clue what that was all about?” he asked the coyote.

      “None at all,” the Changer answered.

      

      Soran managed to get to his next three classes on time, and he found he hated all of them. The first was Mathematics, which he despised because he didn’t understand it. Next was Geography, something he’d always been horrible at.

      The final class was Battle Technique. He loved this class, but when the teacher refused to teach him, his entire attitude about it soured. She took one look at him and sent him into the hallway for the remainder of the class, excluding him from the group. When the hour was over Soran stomped angrily down to the headmaster’s office, to argue about the unfair treatment.

      When he got there, the professor that had done him wrong had beat him to it. She paced back and forth angrily in front of the headmaster’s desk.

      “I will not teach that boy!” she screeched. “The last time I instructed someone from his family, he tried to destroy Nesting’s Haven! What’s to stop his son from doing the same? His father was bad to the core, and I’m willing to bet that he will be, too!”

      “Professor Smithton, you must teach him.” The headmaster replied, folding his hands together on his desk. “You don’t have a choice in the matter.”

      “I can always make him sit in the hall for an hour!” Professor Smithton yelled back. “I’m not above such desperate matters!”

      No one had noticed Soran standing in the doorway. The boy took a step forward and Zorna snagged the boy’s pant leg with his teeth, holding him back.

      “Don’t I get any kind of say in this?” Soran asked, walking up to the desk. “I’m not my father, and I never will be! He’s cruel and heartless! I’m kind and compassionate. Just ask anyone who knows me!”

      “I will not teach someone that looks like him,” Professor Smithton hissed. She turned on her heels and stormed away back to her classroom, shaking her head.

      “You will continue attending the class,” the headmaster told him. “Forgive Professor Smithton. Wyntier killed several members of her family. I hope you understand.”

      “I get it,” Soran said, but his chest burned with the injustice of it all. When was the world going to learn he was nothing like his father?

      “I’m absolutely certain she’ll give in eventually,” the headmaster nodded, oblivious to the situation. “Now go and enjoy your free hour with your friends. This will all sort itself out soon.”

      “Thank you, sir.” Soran turned out of the headmaster’s office, proceeding to the entrance hall to meet Cameliyon and her Changers.

      He opened the large door and slipped inside. Rows and rows of tables dominated the hall, surrounded by dozens of chairs. The walls were painted with murals that depicted the history of the Accompanies and Changers. The ceiling had glass panes in it to let the sunlight filter in. Accompanies and Changers of all kinds sat at the tables, playing games or doing homework. His stomach rumbled, but Soran told himself he’d eat later. His fairy blood might require him to eat, but he hated being the only one besides his sister who had to. He mostly ate alone in his dorm, when nobody but Zorna was around to see.

      He looked around for Cameliyon. She sat alone with Pumpkin and Martin, at a table towards the back of the hall. Soran quickly made his way toward her, but Daren caught him.

      “Hey buddy. How were all your classes?” Daren asked.

      “Pretty good.” Soran shrugged. “Actually, no. They were terrible. Hey, follow me. I need some help with something.”

      “What do you need help on?” Daren trailed his friend towards the back of the hall.

      “Mathematics. I have no clue what’s going on,” Soran replied.

      “You know, I’m not all that great at math,” Daren said.

      “Yeah, but you already took the class last semester so you’d be better at it than me,” Soran told him. “Come on.”

      “Why are we going back here? Vivi’s over there somewhere,” Daren said, pointing to the other end of the hall.

      “Yeah, but we’re not looking for Vivi,” Soran said.

      “He’s looking for Cameliyon,” Zorna teased, nipping playfully at his Accompany’s fingers.

      “Zorna...” Soran said, a blush starting to rise in his cheeks.

      “You know it’s true, though,” the Changer replied. “It’s only been a few hours and you already have a crush on her.”

      “Don’t waste your time,” Daren said. “That girl wouldn’t trust herself if she didn’t have to.” He laughed.

      “Soran!” Cameliyon noticed them from across the room. She jumped up from her seat and ran over to him. “I knew you’d be here!”

      She smiled and took his hand. “Come on, let’s go sit down.” She pulled him toward the table she had claimed eagerly, as if no one had ever done such a simple thing as sit with her before.

      Daren stayed standing next to the table, dumbfounded, while Soran introduced them. “Cam, this is Daren. He’s a good friend of mine,” Soran said.

      “I don’t know if I trust him. He looks suspicious,” Cameliyon said, tapping her chin and gazing at the boy.

      “You don’t have to trust me,” Daren said in a flat tone. “I’m going to go find Vivi.”

      Daren took off toward the other end of the hall as fast as he could without causing undue attention to himself.

      “Sorry. I didn’t mean to scare him off,” Cameliyon said, apologizing.

      “Don’t worry about it. Anybody could scare him off. He’s a very timid person, just like Federin, his Changer.” Soran grinned.

      “Thank you for really coming to find me,” she said quietly. “I was afraid you wouldn’t.”

      “I had to go talk to the headmaster for a minute,” Soran explained. “That’s why I wasn’t here sooner. “

      “What did you have to talk to him about?” she asked.

      “Just a professor who has decided not to teach me,” he grumbled. “All because of my father.”

      “Oh. I see. Who’s your father?”

      In a small voice, Soran replied, “Wyntier.”

      “Wyntier? The Wyntier?” Cameliyon repeated.

      “Yeah,” Soran said, fearing she would leave him. “That’s him. I hate him. I haven’t seen him in years, but I’m glad he’s out of my life. He’s tried to kill my family, too. Everybody in Nesting’s Haven seems to forget that.”

      She took his hand. “It’s okay. I don’t care who your dad is. I’m sure the teacher will give in eventually.”

      “Maybe you’re right,” he said. His cheeks once again blossomed when Cameliyon took his hand. “I think that would be great if she did, because I really want to take that class.”

      “What class is it?”

      “Battle Technique. It’s my favorite.”

      “Wow. That kind of sucks.” She let out a huff, sticking her lower lip out. “Just give it time. Things will get better.”

      “I believe you.”

      At that moment, the bell rang. They got up slowly from their seats. “I guess I’ll see you later, then,” Soran said, looking at the floor.

      “What do you have for your next two classes?” she asked him.

      “Next I have The Art of Writing,” he replied.

      “I have that writing class next too!” she exclaimed cheerfully. “We can walk together.”

      Soran smiled broadly. “Yeah! That’d be great,” he said. “Come on Zorna, let’s go.”

      “I’m coming Sor!” The coyote got up. Cameliyon’s two ferret Changers were perched on his back, looking particularly cheerful. “I think I like these guys!”

      “We like you too, Zorna!” Pumpkin and Martin said in unison, wiggling on the Changer’s back.

      Soran and Cameliyon laughed and walked toward the door, the three Changers following in their stead.

      

      “See. I told you,” Daren pointed to Soran and Cameliyon as they passed, his voice a whiny whimper. “That girl hasn’t even been here a day, and she’s crawling all over Soran.”

      “Wow. I guess you were right,” Vivienna commented, staring at her brother. “I never thought Soran would be able to get a girl to like him. He’s just so shy.”

      “Well, he did,” Daren grumped, crossing his arms. “And it’s the prettiest girl in this whole place. He didn’t even give me a chance to get with her.”

      “I’m sure they’ll be other girls for you, Daren,” Melodi hooted from Vivi’s shoulder.

      “Yeah. I agree with the owl.” Federin peeked out of Daren’s pocket to voice his opinion before tumbling back inside the boy’s jacket to rest.

      “Why did I get stuck with the one Changer that’s constantly just lying there to think?” Daren whined.

      “I doubt that he thinks. He probably just lays there.” Vivienna giggled. “I mean, he doesn’t have much of a brain to think with, right?”

      “You’re right about that,” Daren replied. “Well, I have to get going. I’ll see you later, Vivi.”

      “See you Daren.” She waved as he walked away, wondering why Daren was so upset. Sure, Soran had gotten to Cameliyon first, but so what? There were plenty of other girls in the school. Daren would just have to find someone else.

      

      “Welcome to the Art of Writing. I’m Professor Rose.” The young woman at the front of the classroom smiled at them, her rat Changer perching itself on the top of her desk. “I prefer you use Rose rather than my last name. It’s so boring.”

      The professor giggled, and Soran spared a glance at Cameliyon. This teacher was barely out of school herself, and was particularly girly. He didn’t know if he could take her class seriously. But Cameliyon seemed pretty interested in it, so he supposed he should at least pretend to be, to try and impress her.

      Professor Rose pranced around the room. “Anyway, throughout this class you will be writing everything from poems to papers. Some of the things you write will be shared in front of the class. Others will not.” The professor came to a stop in the middle of the room. “So, why don’t we get started? Is there anyone here who has already written something in the past and wants to share?”

      “Why don’t you share a poem, Cam?” Soran nudged her gently, whispering to her. “You said you like poetry, and I bet you’ve got something you’ve written on you. I know you’ll be great.”

      “I don’t know. I’ve never been good at getting up in front of people,” Cameliyon replied nervously.

      “If you screw up, I’ll make a fool of myself to create a distraction,” Soran offered.

      “Really? You’d do that for me?” she asked.

      “Of course. What are friends for?”

      “Okay.” She nodded, and stood up from her desk. “I have something, Professor Rose.” She raised her hand and pulled a sheet of folded paper from her bag, hands quivering slightly.

      “Wonderful! Come on up here, darling.” Professor Rose smiled, tapping her desk eagerly with her hand as a sign for Cameliyon to come to where she stood. Cameliyon drifted to the front of the room, nervously raising the paper in front of her face.

      “I wrote this about a year ago. I think it’s one of my better pieces,” Cameliyon said quietly. “Here it goes.

      
        
        “To drown within a pool of water blue,

        Surrounded by the fish and the colored reef,

        Never even having a single clue,

        As to what you are doing here beneath.

      

        

      
        A stab of pain that is over quickly,

        Never given the chance to scream out loud,

        Falling down upon the floor so weakly,

        Lost forever in the silent black shroud.

      

        

      
        A love so pure and perfect that it sings,

        Ripped and torn away from me so cruelly,

        To me a horrid grueling pain it brings,

        Such a heartbreak as this must be deadly.

      

        

      
        Nothing better than the release of death,

        To those who are broken with nothing left.”

      

      

      The class was silent. A small tear rolled down the girl’s cheek and she slowly walked back to her seat. Professor Rose’s mouth was open. The teacher shut it slowly before continuing on with her lecture, acting as if nothing had ever happened.

      “That was great, Cam. I wish I could write like that.” Soran smiled and placed his arm around her shoulders when she sat down, seemingly the only one enchanted by Cameliyon’s words.

      “You really think so?” Cameliyon asked, wiping the lone tear from the middle of her cheek. A small trail was left in the blush where it had fallen.

      “Yeah. That was amazing,” Soran commented. “I could never do anything like that, even if I tried.”

      Nobody else read anything after Cameliyon. When the bell rang everyone rushed out of sight, away from the girl and her friend.

      Soran and Cameliyon lingered. “I don’t want to go. This is the only class I have with you today,” Cameliyon said quietly.

      “You can stop by my dorm later. It’s number twenty-nine, on the third floor,” Soran told her with a smile.

      “You’d really let me come visit you?” Cameliyon asked in surprise.

      “Sure. As long as you don’t mind Daren and Vivi being there too,” Soran said. “They kind of take over the place.”

      “Is Daren that kid that was with you earlier?”

      “Yeah, that’s Daren.”

      “I don’t know. He didn’t seem to like me very much.” She stared at the ground nervously.

      “He was just shocked that you and I are friends now,” Soran commented. “He’s a little odd like that.”

      “Okay. But who’s Vivi?” she looked back up at him.

      “Vivi’s my older sister,” Soran explained. “You’ll like her. She’s pretty awesome.”

      “Okay. I...guess I’ll try to get along with other people.” She swallowed. “I’ll see you later tonight.”

      “Anytime you want to come over, just stop by,” Soran told her, feeling lightheaded as she left the room. He didn’t know why, but he felt like this semester at Dinkleberry was going to be the best he’d ever had.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eighteen

          

          The Angel in Hiding
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      The Changeress stared longingly as she watched the students file into the entrance hall sadly. The tall towers stretched above her, casting down dark shadows upon the palm trees she was taking refuge under. The building had been constructed as a grand fortress long ago to defend bonded pairs from the agony of the First Despondent, but now it was simply a school that needed repairs, a beautiful castle that she was not allowed to enter. The air was hot in Nesting’s Haven, but she was used to it. After all, she did live outdoors.

      The swan walked back towards the school courtyard, where a small pond lay in waiting for her. She paddled around the water aimlessly, like she did every day. Ever since she could remember she’d wanted to attend Dinkleberry University, but that seemed like an impossible dream.

      A Changer laughed with their Accompany as they raced to class, but the swan tried to ignore them. Even though she wanted to go to school, she would have given it up for a chance for someone to love her.

      The swan dipped her beak in the water. She had nothing to call her own. She’d been in a finding ceremony every year ever since she had been born and had never found an Accompany. Her sixteenth birthday was on the horizon, and that was the cutoff point. Nobody had ever gone without a partner past sixteen. There would be nobody her age left to bond with. She didn’t know what she would do then.

      She came to the pond’s edge and set her feet on the shore, changing into a lovely white fox. She could never change into anything without the color being white...it was just the way she was. She gazed at her reflection in the water mindlessly, mind muddled with lonely thoughts.

      Yes, she had nothing and nothing had her. She had a teacher for a while, a few months ago. That was the one time she could remember being happy. There was a woman, Miriam, who had found her and taught her for a while, but when Angel started to get on her nerves she had stopped. She didn’t see why Miriam had gotten so upset. She never said anything to make her angry…

      Then again, she didn’t say anything at all.

      All her memories were of living out in the heat, hiding away from everyone at day and shivering under the bushes at night. She’d been raised in the orphanages when she was very little, and had been pushed out when she was old enough to take care of herself. She didn’t even have a proper name. Only a nickname...Angel. The orphanage directors named her that, after her pretty white wings.

      Bitterness welled up in her. All she’d been told when she was little was that her parents had died in the Great Siege, and in the process, Angel had lost her voice a few days after she’d been born. The doctors had said she would never speak.

      One of the worst parts about not being able to talk was that she couldn’t ask any questions. All she could do was stare dumbly at people and try to make gestures so they could understand her. Sadly everyone, even Miriam, thought there was something wrong with her brain instead.

      She flew away from the school, not wanting to be noticed. The pureness of her coloration did that too often, attracted undue attention. If the professors caught her lurking about the grounds, she’d be shooed away again. She didn’t want that to happen.

      She came to land in front of a massive stone cathedral that sat on top of a large cliffside, overlooking all of Nesting’s Haven. The cathedral had a massive stone staircase leading to the city streets below, and was surrounded by vats of oil and incense. People were filing out by the dozens, so she hid behind a marble pillar until all of them were gone.

      When nobody was around to see, she entered. This was the one place she couldn’t be kicked out of because of her status as an unbound. Her flat feet smacked on the shiny floors, and as always, she was swept with amazement as she gazed at the stained glass windows, illustrating wonderful images of beauty. The red pews were empty and all was silent as she made her way to the altar.

      Candles smoldered on their holders. She walked towards the altar cautiously. Are you even there, Creator? she asked the silence. Can you even hear me? I don’t know if you would listen to a silent prayer, especially from an unbound…

      She backed up a few feet, already regretting the decision to come inside. She bumped into someone behind her, jumping backwards at the touch of a stranger.

      The otter behind her jumped as well. Frightened, Angel changed into a dove and flew off into the rafters to hide. She hid behind a pole and the brown otter cried, “Hey, hold up! I didn’t mean to scare you! Wait for me!”

      He turned into a brown wren and fluttered after her to catch up. She hopped along the beam and he said, “No, don’t run away! It’s alright. Seriously!”

      He was trying so hard to make it up to her that she softened. For the first time, someone was actually concerned that they’d frightened her off.

      “I’m Martin,” he said. “I’m sorry I ran into you. Did you want some privacy?”

      She shook her head. He sighed in relief and changed into a brown ferret, putting a paw to his head. “That’s good. I didn’t want to ruin anything. I just like it in here so much, you know? It’s so peaceful and quiet, and nobody can bother you. I don’t have to worry about what happens here. It’s so safe. It’s almost like you can hear the Creator, do you know what I’m saying?”

      She nodded quickly. He laughed and sat back down. “Look at me! Here I am chewing your ear off. Sorry for being rude. Who are you?”

      She kept silent. He cocked his head at her and asked “What’s the matter? Lost your voice?”

      He didn’t realize the absurdity of his statement, so she just nodded again. He laughed and said, “Don’t be shy. Tell me your name!”

      She opened her beak and he leapt back in surprise, expecting an attack. Instead, she stretched out on her legs and stuck out her neck in a position that you would expect to see if she was screaming, except no sound came out. The effort made her feathers ruffle.

      Martin gazed at her in shock. “You can’t talk, can you? And I just went and insulted you. I’m sorry.” He dipped his head.

      She ran forward and pulled at his coat with her beak, as an invitation to follow her.

      He changed back into a wren and they flew out of the temple and onto the sandy ground outside. With her beak, she drew some letters in the sand.

      “Angel? Is that your name?” he asked. She nodded again and he asked, “Shouldn’t you be with your Accompany?”

      She shook her head and drew more letters in the sand. UNBOUND. OUTCAST.

      “You’re an outcast?” he said, baffled. “Well, that’s not very fair. Why aren’t you in school right now?”

      She tilted her head.

      He got embarrassed and scratched his head with his wing. “Okay, I’m not in school either, but it’s not like me to sneak out. I just wanted some alone time. My sister is sort of hogging our Accompany all to herself…yes, yes, we’re bonded to one Accompany, it’s a long story,” he said as her eyes widened.

      “Outcast…” he murmured. “You know what? That’s great! So are we. Well, Pumpkin and Cameliyon could be popular if they really wanted to, but Cameliyon never trusts anyone and Pumpkin won’t ditch her. But we hang out with a bunch of other outcasts. There’s Soran and Vivienna. Everybody hates them because they’re Wyntier’s kids. You know who Wyntier is, right?”

      Angel gave him a confused glance. She had heard of Wyntier, but his involvement in anything beyond the Great Siege was a mystery to her.

      “Anyway, their Changers are outcasts too just for being with them and the last kid Daren and his Changer keep getting shoved into lockers. So all we really are is a bunch of misfits.”

      She smiled. Martin hopped around her in a circle. “Come with me. I bet we can find a way to sneak you in.”

      

      This was the most insane class he had ever been in in his entire life.

      Soran leaned away from the table, giving a confused, open-mouthed stare at Mr. Mensolen. The crazy elder waved his hands around in the air. He acted out his class, The History of the Lands, as if past events were literally taking place right in front of him.

      “The Second Despondent is coming!” he shouted. His platypus Changer, who was just as mad as he was, made a gurgling sound in agreement. “Prepare for death as the arrival of the twin Changers sets off the greatest war in a century! We must be ready!”

      Vivienna leaned back in her chair and stared at her fingernails. Melodi was yawning on her shoulder as a mouse, bored. Vivienna and Melodi were such good students, they’d passed every single course Dinkleberry had to offer and now had to retake a few just to fill time until graduation. Soran wished Zorna were here, but he was probably in Nature Skills trying to get Federin to help him do whatever Changers did when they were roaming in the wild.

      He hoped the class would get over with quickly, so he could get to Battle Tactics quicker. He’d heard Professor Smithton had resigned, and been replaced with another teacher. He’d sighed in relief when he realized he wouldn’t have to face Smithton again.

      “Quack! The Second Despondent foretells doom!” the platypus croaked.

      “Yes! Doom!” Mr. Mensolen’s eyes grew wild, and he tore at his hair. “There are twin Changers, bound to one, and their enemy shall be undone! There is light inside and darkness within, but whomever the twin Changers side with will win!”

      “Quack! There is a Changeress filled with power, her time will come at bleakest hour!”

      Soran turned his head away as Mensolen and the platypus shuffled out of the room, muttering to themselves. “Can you believe this?” he asked.

      Vivienna wasn’t listening to him, and neither was Melodi. They looked at each other simultaneously and Vivienna exclaimed, “That’s where I’ve heard it before! That’s where!”

      “Heard what before?” Soran asked, but before she could answer there was a tapping at the window by his desk. A wren, Martin, was knocking on the glass, with a white dove trailing him. Soran leaned over to open it and the birds both fluttered in the window, landing on the desk.

      “Martin! What are you doing here? Shouldn’t you be in flying practice with Cameliyon and Pumpkin?” Vivienna asked.

      Martin changed into a ferret. “Cameliyon never rides me. She’s always on Pumpkin,” he said sourly. “I wasn’t needed and I wasn’t about to waste my time watching everyone else, so I skipped. Anyway, look who I found!”

      He motioned to the dove, who was cowering against the desk. Vivienna came forward and sat on the other side of it. “Who is she?” she asked.

      “This is Angel. She can’t talk,” Martin explained. “She doesn’t have an Accompany so they won’t let her come to school. I’m trying to find a way to sneak her in.”

      “They won’t let you go to school? That’s not fair,” Soran said. He opened up his schoolbag and said, “Hop in. You can come to all my classes and hide in my bag.”

      “And she can stay in our dorm at night,” Vivienna offered. “Our roommate switched dorms so Melodi and I have the room to ourselves. There’s plenty of space.”

      Angel hesitated before doing as asked, fluttering inside the black bag. She ruffled her feathers in a particular way, peeking her head out of the bag.

      “I think she’s saying thank you,” Martin said.

      “It’s nothing,” Soran told Angel. “I’m willing to help anyone out, especially a new friend.”

      Angel’s pale eyes glimmered cheerfully.

      

      The next day during their free hour in the entrance hall, Soran and Zorna were hurrying to finish up their homework. Cameliyon laughed and said, “What’s up, Sor? I’ve never seen you work so hard on homework in my life.”

      “Today’s the Celebration Carnival,” Zorna explained, clambering over Soran’s papers as a bat. “Soran, no, your calculations are off, it’s supposed to be five, not one. Yeah, the carnival. Soran and I go every year. Does anyone else want to come?”

      “I’m not going,” Daren said crossly. “I went once and had a horrible time.”

      “That was five years ago, Daren, and that was when you still had a head brace,” Soran protested.

      “What’s Celebration Carnival?” Cameliyon asked curiously.

      “You’ve lived in Nesting’s Haven all your life and have never been?” Soran asked, aghast.

      “My godparents hardly let me out of the house when I was growing up,” Cameliyon said. “They only made me come to Dinkleberry because they could no longer handle me at home.”

      “Why were they so protective of you?” Zorna asked.

      “It doesn’t matter,” Pumpkin said, cutting him off.

      “Is it casual or what?” Cameliyon asked curiously.

      “It’s come as you are,” Soran said.

      “That rules me out,” she said sadly, looking down at her expensive dress. “I know every girl in school would kill to have my wardrobe, but when you’ve got to wear fancy things every day it gets old, fast. I would wear regular clothes if my godparents didn’t make me.”

      “You can borrow some of mine and then we could all go together,” Vivienna said. “You wouldn’t be recognized in some of my dresses.”

      “Everyone would still recognize me. I do have pink hair.” Cameliyon’s eyes widened and she smiled. “Unless…”

      Cameliyon’s pink curls changed, straightening into a short, brown hairstyle, while her pale eyes morphed into a murky blue, her nose lengthening and lips thinning to become pale and straight. It was kind of like watching a Changer transform, except that it seemed completely unnatural.

      “How’d you do that?” Soran asked, gaping.

      “My name is Cameliyon. It’s just something I was born with.” She made her brown hair go back to pink, so nobody else would notice. “Okay, since we’re all going, that means Daren has to come too.”

      “Oh no. There is no way.” Daren closed his book with a snap. “I refuse to attend such a ridiculous event.”

      “I’ll go with you, Daren,” Vivienna put in. “I haven’t been to the Celebration Carnival in a long time.”

      “It’ll be fun,” Soran said. “Meet you all tonight in the entrance hall after class.”

      “Look what they’ve dragged me into this time,” Daren groaned, shaking his head.

      

      After Soran and Vivienna had their dinner, they met everyone else as planned. Cameliyon had brown hair again, and was wearing a plain dress of Vivienna’s. Both Soran and Cameliyon dragged Daren by the arms to the carnival, with Federin the hamster clinging to his shirt and wearing a green ribbon. Zorna was a black phoenix and had a red ribbon tied around his neck, while Melodi was a tan owl with a midnight blue ribbon.

      “What’s with the ribbons?” Cameliyon asked.

      “The Celebration Carnival is mainly a Changer celebration. They do this super cool ceremony. You’ll see when we get there,” Soran said. He pulled three more ribbons out of his pocket...two pink ones, for Martin and Pumpkin, who were ferrets, and a silver one for Angel, who was a swan.

      “She refuses to hide. We could get caught,” Vivienna complained, pointing at Angel. The swan, though silent, was staring defiantly at Soran’s bag on the floor. Although she was happy to be attending school, Soran knew Angel couldn’t be comfortable being stuck inside the bag all day.

      Soran shrugged and said “That’s alright. Nobody will even notice her when the party starts.”

      He looked over at Martin and Pumpkin. “I suggest you guys get bigger. It’s not as crazy as in the days of the dranern Changers, but there’s still a pretty big risk of you getting stepped on. Changers…are different in Celebration. You’ll see what I mean.”

      The twins changed into horses, and after tying the ribbons in their manes they headed out the door. It was a long walk to the carnival, but there was a lot to see. Vendors coerced money out of pedestrians for various wares and children ran along the streets of Nesting’s Haven, their Changers pulling balloons after them. Palm trees were covered in streamers, and confetti littered the streets. Although it was crowded, Soran couldn’t help but notice the carnival wasn’t as packed as it usually was. The crowd was thin and sparse, when usually, there wouldn’t be enough space to walk. Where was everyone?

      “Everything’s so colorful!” Pumpkin exclaimed in awe.

      Soran smiled and said, “It gets better.”

      They were led to the court in the middle of Nesting’s Haven, set far below in the belly of the dead volcano which they had made their home. It was gigantic, shaped in the likeness of a sphere with gardens all around it, the flowers grown in such shapes that, as they descended the steps, looked like Changers and Accompanies dancing.

      “It’s gorgeous,” Cameliyon hushed, in awe of the city’s beauty.

      When they reached the bottom of the steps, Daren bolted. Soran grabbed Cameliyon’s hand, chasing after him.

      “Where are we going?” Cameliyon yelled over the loudness of the crowd. She realized her Changers had left her. She gave a cry of panic but Soran said, “It’s okay, Cam, they know what to do. It’s instinct.”

      “What’s instinct? Where’d they all go?” she screamed.

      “Never mind, we’ve just got to get to the center!” Soran pulled her along until they had joined a big group of Accompanies, all piled at the center of the court.

      Cameliyon gave a sigh of relief as she saw Pumpkin and Martin standing at the very edge of the circle which the Accompanies had formed. Zorna and Angel were standing on either side of them, with Federin changed into a tiny dog, the largest form he could come by. For once in his life, he didn’t look tired. Melodi was next to him, standing as a sheep. You could tell she was doing everything she could not to change into her main form, a dranern. The Changers began to turn on the spot as the pounding of large drums emitted from the border circling the Court below.

      A symphony of flutes joined the drums and the Changers sprang into the air, changing into a different form as they landed. The music became faster and faster as chimes, harps, and trumpets joined. Soon there was all kinds of music, beautiful, triumphant and foreign. The Changers danced and twirled, jumping and transforming, never the same form twice. Once they had circled around the entire court once, they began to sing.

      “Deus est meus forever, Sit meus pectus pectoris quod pennae…”

      “This is the part where we dance! Come on, Cameliyon!” Soran cheered. He grabbed her hands and they spun around and around, feet flying as colors from the ribbons whirled around them. Vivienna was dancing on her own, spinning on the spot to the music, while Daren merely swayed back and forth.

      “Oh no you don’t!” Soran laughed. He grabbed Daren and he, his sister and Cameliyon grabbed hands and spun around him in a circle. Daren looked at them awkwardly before he began to enjoy himself and started dancing as fiercely as the rest of them were.

      “Nos vadum sono forever, tribuo Him nostrum panton…”

      The only ones more wild than the Accompanies were the Changers. They were absent of thought, only creatures of emotion, changing with the music and singing at the top of their voices.

      When the song ended all the Changers came to an abrupt stop. They then rushed to their Accompanies, with shouts of great joy. Zorna came and landed on Soran’s shoulder. The phoenix was gasping for air and shaking, but appeared vibrantly alive.

      Daren was still dancing. Angel, who had no Accompany to return to, resorted to twirling circles around him, bending her neck in time with the imaginary song. Although they looked terribly ungainly, their smiles were broad. Others began noticing and started laughing at them, pointing their fingers.

      “Look at the two freaks! What nerds!” someone cried.

      One Accompany stuck out his foot and Daren tripped over it, tumbling into Angel.

      The swan squawked in surprise, bursting into a new form her friends had never seen before. Angel’s body melded into that of two creatures, her back half the legs and tail of a snow leopard, her front a massive white eagle, talons a steely silver as she laid her owl ears flat against her head. The crowd gasped, pointing at the snow white griffin, and Angel crouched down, tail between her legs.

      Hushed whispers rippled through the crowd as Angel gazed back, terrified. Her friends gathered around her and Vivienna stuttered, “Angel…why didn’t you ever show us your true form?”

      She turned away from them. Without a warning, Angel transformed into a white fox and took off back towards the school, running up the steps of the court as fast as her legs could take her.

      “Angel! Wait!” Martin cried. In his stallion form, he pushed several Changers to the side so he could run after his friend.

      “We have to go after her,” Soran said. The small group pushed themselves through the crowd and out of the party, ignoring the glares others were giving them on the way out.

      They found Angel swimming on a small pond next to the school, her head tucked between her wing. Martin was by the pond as a ferret, and was trying to coax her out of it.

      “Come on, Angel. We didn’t mean to scare you,” Martin said.

      Soran knelt by the edge of the pond. “I’m sorry it didn’t go as well as we hoped,” he said. “But you really were beautiful. You shouldn’t be ashamed of having such an awesome main form. You’re probably the only Changer in Nesting’s Haven that can do that.”

      Angel pulled her head out of her wing and looked at him.

      “In fact, we only know of one other Changer who can transform into a griffin,” Soran added. “That’s pretty special.”

      Angel came closer. She stepped out of the pond and gazed up at Soran.

      “Don’t be afraid of who you are,” Soran said. “Creator knows all of us are misfits, too. But that’s what makes us, us. They laugh at you because you’re different, but you should laugh at them because they’re all the same. It’s better to be unique than be like everyone else. We’re proud of being outcasts. And you should be, too.

      Angel nodded. She then transformed into a chunky guinea pig, running up Soran’s leg, into his pocket and out of sight.
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      Soran and Zorna had been tireder from the carnival than they thought they’d been. Soran kept drifting in and out of sleep, his dreams meshing with the warm sunlight beaming through his window. Zorna was resting as a bat on the ceiling above his head.

      Soran moaned and said drowsily, “Come on Zo, we’re going to be late for class...”

      The bat stretched out his wings and let go, falling from the ceiling to land on Soran’s chest lazily.

      “Who are you, Federin? Get up,” Soran yawned. “What time is it?”

      Zorna lifted up his head and shrugged, crawling off Soran and slipping under the covers.

      “Zo, cut it out,” Soran complained.

      There was an urgent knocking. Soran groaned and got up, stumbling to the door. Zorna poked his head up and mumbled, “Sor, where’d you go? Sor?”

      Soran threw a pillow at him. “Move it Zorna. It’s already…holy crap!”

      Soran scampered to the window as he saw a first hour class being taught below. “We’ve missed the first part of class! Get up, Zo!”

      He opened the door to see Angel surely standing outside as a swan, tapping her foot. It seemed she’d been waiting outside for a long time. She transformed into a guinea pig and shuffled into Soran’s bag, scratching the sides of the fabric and giving an impatient huff.

      Zorna wiggled the blankets off of him. “Why didn’t one of the others wake us up?”

      “I don’t know,” Soran said, irritated. “You’d think Daren would bother to remind us.” He threw his clothes on quickly and grabbed his bag, with no time left for breakfast. Zorna changed into an ocelot, and they bolted out the door.  By the time he made it to class, History of the Lands was almost over.

      “I’m so sorry I’m late,” Soran apologized as he entered the room. Everyone was staring at him and Zorna, but Professor Mensolen wasn’t there. It was another teacher, one Soran had never had before but had heard was called Professor Aurora.

      The teacher raised her eyebrows and said, “Timeliness is a thing I value, young Accompany. Don’t do it again, or else I’m liable to throw you out.”

      “What happened to Professor Mensolen?” Soran asked.

      “He has presently been removed from his position,” Professor Aurora said coldly. “From now on, I will be instructing this class.”

      “Oh. Okay.” Soran proceeded to his seat beside Daren. Zorna growled at the students staring at them as they walked by.

      “Why didn’t you wake us up?” Soran hissed at Daren.

      Daren made a face, avoiding his friend’s gaze. “I don’t know. I was busy. Sorry.”

      “Thanks a lot,” he grumbled.

      “Believe me, you haven’t missed much,” Daren promised, an angry spark coming into his eyes. “Vivi’s already left. She couldn’t take it.”

      “What do you mean?” Zorna asked, but Daren just jerked his head as in indication to listen. Soran looked away and focused his attention on Professor Aurora. It would seem she was talking about something important, so it caught all of their attention.

      “Now you may have heard many things about the Great Siege sixteen years ago, said to have been caused by Wyntier Ignavus,” Professor Aurora said. “It was a night of terror, one where many Accompanies and Changers died. I am here to inform you that the Great Siege was actually not caused by Wyntier, but interestingly enough, simply a riot of unstable Changers.”

      “What?!” Soran hissed.

      Daren mumbled, “It gets worse.”

      Professor Aurora motioned to her unicorn Changer on her left. He stomped his hooves and said, “You may have been told by your parents that Wyntier Ignavus was a terrible person. Wyntier actually was an Accompany of great ideas, but because his dream of a new order was frightening to the Council, he was listed an outlaw. The Council has revisited his ideas as of recent and decided to put them into practice.”

      “Are you all insane?!” Zorna shouted out loud, unable to contain himself.

      Professor Aurora turned to him and said, “One of these new ideas is that a Changer will not speak unless asked to by his Accompany. Did you ask your Accompany to speak?”

      “Zorna doesn’t have to ask! He belongs to no one but himself!” Soran shouted, blood boiling with rage.

      A senior by the name of Francisca raised her hand. “Professor, is that right? I thought it was a partnership between Changer and Accompany that makes the whole thing work.”

      “Young girls shouldn’t question their elders,” Professor Aurora snapped, eyes skirting towards the door. She seemed tense, as if she was afraid that someone was watching her.

      “Isn’t that what school is for? Asking questions?” Daren asked.

      “My mother can’t walk because of what Wyntier did!” Francisca protested. “I don’t believe a group of Changers caused the Great Siege!”

      “Your mother’s injury was an accident, Francisca. The house fell in on her,” Professor Aurora said gently.

      “Only because Wyntier was the one who caused it to topple over!” she snapped.

      “It was an unruly Changer, as I said before,” Professor Aurora argued back. “An unfortunate accident.”

      “And was Vera’s death an accident too?” Soran said, standing upwards from his desk sharply. The chair he was sitting in flung backwards onto the floor with the quick movement.

      Aurora turned to him and said, “Wyntier has been missing for years, Soran. His Changer probably died from the separation.”

      “Tell me that when you can erase the memory of him beating her,” he snarled. Zorna put a paw on his Accompany’s hand. Soran was near tears, but he wouldn’t break down...not here, in front of everyone.

      “You were a child, Soran. You probably made the whole thing up, after your aunt and uncle took you in,” Professor Aurora said calmly.

      “You’re trying to tell me that I never knew him? That I made the whole thing up?” Soran said. “I’m not stupid. He’s alive, and he’s out there.”

      Soran was going to lose control, so Zorna stepped in. “Soran isn’t lying. I was there, and I remember what happened.”

      “Really, Zorna? When you can’t even remember your own parents?” a boy across the room questioned.

      The room had been silent before, but now it had an icy clarity that made everyone feel uncomfortable.

      “Watch it, Oriole,” Soran said in a threatening tone.

      “You two don’t even remember being bonded or how you met,” Oriole argued. “I’ve had class with you since we were kids, and I’ve heard the story, Soran. You’ve told it to me yourself. All you remember is going to rest one night, and the next morning you had a black fawn in your crib. Can’t you at least listen to Professor Aurora? Some of what she’s saying makes sense.”

      “That’s quite enough, Oriole,” Aurora said.

      “Well it’s true!” Oriole shouted. “Zorna tells everyone all the time that he never has any memory of anything before Soran…”

      “Did you remember anything when you were a baby?” Soran snapped. “No? Then shut your big, stupid mouth!”

      Oriole glared back at him. Zorna was crippled...it was easy to see in the way he stood what Oriole had said really hurt him. Without another word, Soran picked him up and stomped to the door.

      “Soran, if you walk out that door it’s detention for both of you,” Professor Aurora warned.

      Soran slammed the door behind him. Then, with Zorna still in his arms and Angel in his pocket, he began to run.

      

      All was quiet in the library. It was a simple place to hide, far enough away from their dorm and the classrooms that nobody would suspect to look for them here.

      The librarian smiled at Soran and Zorna as they came in, then went back to her book without any questions. They liked Mrs. Miriam, and she liked them. Their group came in frequently, unlike other students, so they had made it their usual hangout. Miriam had often helped them with questions, and knew more about history than anyone else alive. The bell had rung several minutes ago, but Soran and Zorna didn’t plan on going to Professor Moorock’s class. They were too upset.

      Cameliyon would wonder where they were, but word would travel around soon enough. As soon as Soran and Zorna had given up their pretended charade of looking for books and snuck behind a shelf in the back corner Angel jumped out of Soran’s pocket, changing into a swan and appearing concerned.

      Soran sat down against a bookshelf and Zorna changed into a phoenix, dragging his long tail behind him on the floor. Soran stroked his back and said to Angel, “Don’t give me that look. What else can we do?”

      Angel clicked her beak and Soran said, “What, fight? That would get us in even more trouble.”

      She turned away from them and settled on the floor, feathers ruffling.

      It wasn’t long before there was a loud BANG as the library doors were thrown open. His sister rounded the corner, Melodi the mouse trailing.

      “What were you thinking? Look where your temper has gotten you this time,” Vivienna whispered harshly, taking a seat next to him.

      “If you believe I was going to let her talk to Zorna like that, then you don’t know me.” Soran pulled up his legs and put his arms around them.

      “But why did you have to...”

      “You already left the class. Don’t blame me.” His voice had developed a rough quality to it, the kind that happened when his throat choked up.

      Her face softened. “Oh, Soran.” She put his arms around him and they sat alone in the aisle, not knowing what to do anymore.

      

      Both of the siblings and their Changers had gotten detention that night, Soran for walking out on Professor Aurora and talking back, and Vivienna for skipping her classes.

      “Like it matters. I’ve taken every class this place has to offer ten times over,” she’d said harshly when informed by a teacher.

      The Changers were equally punished for following their Accompanies. They couldn’t have cared about the trouble if they had tried, but it didn’t make their Accompanies feel any better about it.

      “Why are you so guilty? What are we supposed to do, abandon you?” Melodi hooted. Vivienna stroked her feathers lightly and Zorna clung to Soran’s chest, Soran’s arms wrapped around his body.

      “Di’s right. You’re my brother, Soran. I can’t let you take all the blame when its partially my fault,” Zorna squawked.

      When they got to the classroom where detention was being held, they received a welcome surprise. Daren, who they hadn’t seen since first hour, was sitting at one desk with Federin dozing in his hand. He sported a black eye and was sitting across from Cameliyon, who they hadn’t seen all day. Unlike Daren, Cameliyon wasn’t wounded, though her fancy dress was ripped. Martin and Pumpkin’s ferret fur was a bit ruffled, but they were no worse for wear.

      “What happened to you?” Soran asked.

      Cameliyon smiled. “Hello, Sor. We heard what happened earlier. Some group of kids were talking badly about you and I got...kind of angry.”

      “What do you mean?” Soran asked.

      “This bigmouth was saying how you were some sort of bastard,” Daren said angrily. “So Cameliyon got furious and…”

      “And what?” he pressed.

      The others looked at each other and Daren said, “Well, I’m not really sure what she did…”

      “It’s not important.” Cameliyon said shortly. “I just…got mad, and they attacked me. Then Pumpkin and Martin get into it, and the next thing I know, Daren jumped in.”

      “You guys shouldn’t have done that. Now we’re all in trouble,” Vivienna said disapprovingly.

      “It was self-defense!” Pumpkin protested. “They just came at us. It was pure instinct. I’m going to be a Changer and not regret what I do.” Pumpkin began cleaning her orange fur in a way that suggested she cared less about what the others thought.

      “You did that for us?” Zorna said, shocked. As the Changer of Wyntier’s son, he was usually fighting people off instead of having others fight for him.

      “It was amazing,” Martin babbled. “Daren punched some kid in the nose. He was bleeding and everything. But Federin was the best. He just stopped resting for five seconds and jumped up to bite this one Changer in the butt. He’s got a patch of fur missing now.”

      Angel poked her head out of Soran’s pocket as an ermine. She had refused to stay behind in his dorm room and had gone along with them for their punishment. Martin waved a paw and said, “Hello Angel. I’ve missed you. It’s not been the same all day without you there.”

      Angel changed into a swan and walked over to Martin. At this moment the door opened and they all gasped, realizing Angel was in plain sight.

      Professor Moorock came in and looked directly at her. “I know you all are supposed to be serving detention with me, but I don’t have this young lady on the list to be punished. Who is this?”

      They were caught. With a heavy voice Soran said, “This is Angel. She um…she goes here.”

      Professor Moorock gave him a look. “Come now, Soran. You can do better than that.” He peered at the swan. “I’ve never taught you, and you should at least be a sophomore. But I have seen you before.” Moorock paused. “You’re an unbound, aren’t you?”

      Angel stared defiantly at him. Soran moved forward and said, “We’re not letting you kick her out. She’s our friend. If she goes, we go.”

      “Is that how you truly feel?” Professor Moorock stared at them. He took his seat at the desk and said, “Well, I guess I’ve gained another student.”

      The group stared at the teacher in shock. Vivienna said, “But Professor Moorock…”

      “But what? It’s unfair.” He shook his head. “It’s only recently that they’ve been so selective about who they allow in. Then again, the Council isn’t exactly preforming justice in our courts nowadays, so why should the school be any different?”

      “What are you talking about?” Soran said, confused.

      “Soran, haven’t you been paying attention?” Professor Moorock scolded. “The Council is getting worse and worse every day. People can’t do anything anymore without being arrested.”

      “I don’t know. Stuff like this just doesn’t happen overnight,” Vivienna protested.

      Melodi bobbed her owl head and said, “Yes, they can’t just take over all of a sudden.”

      “It hasn’t been happening overnight,” Moorock said. “For the past ten years things have been changing. Enmity between the Lands and Nesting’s Haven has been building. For the past decade, ever since Wyntier’s...and yes, I will say it was Wyntier’s...Great Siege, Nesting’s Haven is suffering. Life is hard.” Professor Moorock sighed. “And it seems our city is willing to let the Council do whatever they want in order to prevent a Second Despondent from happening again.”

      “Freedom means everything. I need to be free in order to live,” Melodi hooted.

      Moorock nodded at her. “You are one of few who thinks so. Everyone has stopped talking about Wyntier. The teachers, as of recently, are now forbidden to teach anything bad about him. Everyone who wasn’t directly affected by Wyntier’s disasters has forgotten what he has done, and even those who were damaged by his actions choose not to remember. The Council has managed to place in positions of power only those who agree with them. This way, they can pass any law they want to and nobody can do anything about it.”

      “But the Council can’t just do whatever they want. There are others out there that would oppose them,” Soran said.

      “Haven’t you been noticing the disappearances?” Professor Moorock said. “Mensolen is gone. So is Smithton. They’re getting rid of all the teachers who say anything bad against Wyntier. It’s not just the school...there are many throughout Nesting’s Haven who have vanished altogether. The ones missing have been known to oppose Wyntier in the past.”

      “If that’s true, Vivi and I should be gone by now,” Soran argued.

      “Getting rid of Wyntier’s children is too suspicious. It’s more effective to discredit you,” Moorock said. “You’re right in saying Wyntier is out there, Soran, and he will make a move soon. It won’t be long before he steps foot in Nesting’s Haven again.”

      Soran remembered the empty streets at the carnival, and a shiver ran up his spine. Wyntier had already begun to set another one of his plans in motion, and he hadn’t even noticed.

      “Why doesn’t Vixen stop all of this?” Soran said angrily, looking at his sister.

      Vivienna shook her head. “I don’t know, Sor. I think there’s something Aunt Vixen is keeping from us, but I don’t know what.”

      “The Council could never be controlled, not even with an uprising from the residents of Nesting’s Haven,” Moorock said. “The state of the Council has only worsened under the leadership of Anubis and his cousin, Ra.”

      “What’s so bad about them?” Zorna asked. “I bet we could take them.”

      Moorock gave him a look. “I went to school with both of them. They are the cleverest and nastiest pair of Changers I’ve ever known. They have a special way of being able to turn people against each other very easily, which was why Wyntier liked them so much.”

      Zorna asked, “Then is that what all the teachers think? Aurora…”

      “Aurora’s being bullied,” Moorock said. “She’s forced to teach that Wyntier is actually a brave leader instead of a coldhearted monster, or else she’ll lose her job, or worse. It’s the same for all the teachers.”

      “Why haven’t you gotten kicked out then?” Soran asked.

      Moorock smiled. “When I was in school I was Wyntier’s former friend, so they assume I’m on his side, should he return. As long as I keep my mouth shut, I won’t disappear like the rest of them.”

      “But he killed your Changer during the Great Siege! Won’t they think you’ll have some sort of grudge?” Soran leaned forward.

      Professor Moorock looked at them in amusement. “I know you love Zorna, but not all Accompanies have the same affection for their partner. Changers are being treated more and more like slaves. As long as I act like I agree with Wyntier’s idea of seeing Changers as nothing more than servants, I won’t be noticed. Creator knows I treated my Changer badly when I was younger…”

      “But what about the Council? There are tons of Changers on there. Why would they put into law something that restricts their own rights?” Soran asked.

      “Ah, the rules do not apply to Council members.” Professor Moorock grinned. “They are considered above the status of normal Changers.”

      “Of course,” Vivienna grumbled. “There’s always a loophole for those in power.”

      “But that isn’t right!” Soran shouted. “You don’t agree with it, so you should be brave enough to stand up for what’s right, or at least be enough of a coward to run!”

      “Calm yourself, Soran,” Moorock said. “If I was to leave, there would be nobody left at the school to stand against Wyntier.”

      “There would be us,” Pumpkin put in formidably, shaking her tail.

      “Everyone knows where you and your friends stand, Pumpkin,” Professor Moorock said. “Yet nobody knows who I’ve sided with. I can work from the inside.”

      “How can we trust you?” Cameliyon asked, standing beside Soran.

      Professor Moorock’s eyes darkened. “Because I will be the only adult that will take your side after this purge has ended.”

      

      Professor Moorock seemed right about that. Day after day, more teachers began disappearing. They weren’t the only ones. Students who were known to have something against Wyntier dropped out mysteriously. Nobody knew where they went. As the days passed, whole families began leaving Nesting’s Haven. Houses would be full of life one day, and the next they would be vacant, the doors swinging wide open as if those inside had left abruptly in the middle of the night. Everybody was gone, and there was never any trace of where they had gone to. Some students tried going to the authorities about the missing Accompanies and Changers, but they always got the same response. There would be a short investigation, and then you would never get a reply back. One Accompany had hammered on the door of the Council all night long, trying to get an answer to why hadn’t they found his Changer yet. The next morning, he was found dead in his home.

      Francisca and her family were nowhere to be found. Her Changer Cobbles had gone to pick up some books from the library for her, and come back to find their dorm room empty.

      “How…could…she…have just…left me…like…that?” he sobbed to the group one morning during Geography.

      “I’m sure she left you behind to keep you out of danger, Cobbles.” Cameliyon petted the Changer’s soft fur gently, trying to comfort him. Cobbles had transferred to this class when his sharp mouthed comment about Wyntier got him kicked out of his honors club. “Wherever she is, I’m sure she’s safe.”

      The group wondered why they hadn’t been taken yet. After all, they were Wyntier’s biggest group of opposers, and made it known by the way they talked about him.

      “There has to be a reason.” Vivienna pounded her fist on her textbook. “They wouldn’t just go around letting us voice our opinion like this unless they think nobody is listening to us, like Moorock said.”

      But nobody was listening to them. The school was divided in half between those who supported the Council and their ideas about Wyntier, and those who were too scared to rebel in fear of what could happen to them and their families.

      “They’re splitting us up.” Vivienna said sadly. “They’re separating Changers and Accompanies that oppose him. That way, there’s no power with anyone but his followers. Changers and Accompanies are always weaker apart, and if we don’t watch our step, we’re going to be next.”
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      Cameliyon stood staring at the door in front of her, scared to approach it. Pumpkin and Martin were two dogs by her side, and they seemed as anxious as she was, low whines emitting from their throats. Nervously, she reached out one hand and knocked on the door.

      “Come in!”

      Cameliyon jumped at the noise. Cautiously, she turned the knob and slowly walked into the room, her chest in tight knots.

      “Hey Cameliyon. What’s up?” Daren said, blushing slightly.

      “Nothing,” she said timidly. “Soran, can I talk to you?”

      Soran looked up, his mathematics book spread out in front of him. “Sure. What do you need to talk about?”

      “Can we talk alone somewhere?” she asked, glancing at Daren, as well as the Changers.

      “Yeah. Let’s go out into the courtyard. That’s always quiet.”

      Soran got up and walked towards Cameliyon. Zorna automatically followed him.

      “Zorna, could you stay here?” Cam said softly. “You too, guys,” she told Pumpkin and Martin. “It’s important. I have to talk to Soran alone.”

      She took his hand and led him outside, leaving the others behind. The courtyard was empty, except for a few small benches set up here and there.

      “What’s on your mind, Cam?” Soran asked, sitting down and gesturing for her to do the same.

      “I wanted to talk to you about the fight the other day,” she said, staring down at the green grass beneath her feet.

      “The one where you said you didn’t know what you did?” Soran asked.

      “Yeah.” She dug the toe of her shoe into the dirt. “It’s about that.”

      “What did you do?” Soran lifted her chin so she was looking at him. “You’re scaring me. Cam, what’s going on?”

      “I...I almost killed those kids,” she said, turning away. “I didn’t want to hurt anyone, so I fought it. I couldn’t let it take control like last time.” She shook her head quickly, as if she was trying to snap herself out of a horrible nightmare.

      “Couldn’t let what take control?” Soran asked, his voice taking on a tone of deep concern.

      “The...darkness.” The very word sounded menacing from her lips. “I couldn’t let the darkness take me over again.”

      “Please explain,” Soran said.

      “You know how I told you I didn’t know what happened to my mother?” She turned to face him again. He nodded, and she continued. “It’s a lie. I was two when she died. I was playing with a toy I’d had since I was born. Mama said I was too old for it, so she tried to take it from me. But I loved that toy.” Cameliyon took a quivering sigh. “I was mad, and then it got...dark. When I woke up, Daddy was screaming, and Mama was lying in a pool of her own blood, dead. It was all over me. Daddy kept saying it was my fault, that I killed her. It was my fault, and I don’t even know what I did.” Tears began to poor from the girl’s eyes.

      Soran wrapped his arms around her. “It’s not your fault, Cameliyon. I’m sure you didn’t do anything. You were two years old. There’s no way you could’ve hurt her.”

      “But I did, Soran. I killed her.” She began crying into the front of his shirt. “I killed Mama, and now she’s gone. Daddy’s gone, too, and now I’m alone.”

      “You’re not alone. I’m here.” Soran stroked her hair gently. “We’re all here. You have friends now. We’d do anything to protect you.”

      “But what if I hurt you?” she asked, pulling away from him. “I couldn’t live with myself if I hurt you. I swear that, Soran.”

      “You won’t hurt me. I know you never could.” Soran placed a gentle hand on her shoulder, but she shrugged it off.

      “Promise me that if I start to lose control you’ll run,” she told him. “You have to run, and never stop running.”

      “No,” Soran said harshly. “I’ll stay with you.”

      “I can’t lose you, Soran. You’re everything to me. You have to promise that you’ll run, so I won’t hurt you.” The tears poured down her face in thick streams as she begged him, losing her self-control. “You have to run. Promise me. PROMISE ME!”

      Soran held her closer. “I promise.”

      

      The next day, Soran and Cameliyon sat together during the Art of Writing. Their conversation had brought them closer, although he was afraid of what would happen if Cameliyon lost it like she had with her mother. Although he’d promised her to run, he told himself he’d stay and try to get Cameliyon to snap out of it if something like that ever happened again. No matter what he’d said, swearing to abandon his friend was a promise he couldn’t keep.

      “Today I thought we’d try something new,” Professor Rose announced as the bell to start class rang. “I have decided that rather than writing, we will have a debate. The topic will be one by the name of Wyntier.”

      The class began to mutter amongst themselves. Soran wondered what Professor Rose was doing. This was a sure way to get herself thrown out. But as he looked around the room, he noticed that Rose’s Changer, Senica, wasn’t there. With a start, Soran realized that the rat had been gone for several classes.

      They took her, Soran thought, staring at Rose’s hooded, dark expression. They took Rose’s Changer. I know they did.

      “Those who agree with the Council about Wyntier will be on the left side of the classroom, the others will be on the right,” Professor Rose said. “Split up.”

      The class quickly followed her orders. Out of twenty students, only Soran and Cameliyon both took to the right side of the room, their Changers with them. It appeared to be very one-sided.

      “Now, who would like to start?” Professor Rose asked, looking about the room.

      “I will, Professor.” A blonde haired girl on the left side of the room raised her hand.

      “Then start, Cicada.” Professor Rose gestured toward the girl with a look of pure disgust.

      “Wyntier never did anything to hurt anyone. At least, not on purpose,” Cicada started. “He only did what he thought would help Nesting’s Haven in the end.”

      Soran cleared his throat. “No. You have no idea how wrong you are.” He stepped forward. “Wyntier is my father, as you all know by now. He killed his Changer, who had only shown him love. He put my Changer, Zorna, on some sort of human drugs and tried to force me to kill my cousin and his Changer. He rejected my older sister for no reason other than that she was a girl. If you think those are good things, you must’ve been dropped on your head as a child.”

      “Vera died when she and Wyntier got separated. She was so weak, she couldn’t take it,” Cicada snapped. “And Vivienna probably isn’t even your sister. You look completely different, and she acts nothing like you. The drug thing is just stupid. Humans are extinct, and have been for years.”

      “You just don’t get it, do you?” Professor Rose was obviously not impartial to the argument. She swept out from behind her desk, towering over Cicada. “Wyntier is not a good person! In any way! He’s cruel and spiteful!  He’s manipulating all of us!”

      “Professor...” Cicada gasped.

      “His ideas have nothing to do with what’s good for Nesting’s Haven! He only wants what’s best for himself!” Rose cried, shaking her fist. “I went to school with him, and watched as he broke the heart of a very good friend of mine! He tore her apart from the inside out, and no one has seen her since. She made herself vanish.”

      “What was her name, Professor?” Cameliyon asked, curious.

      “Luciana Morris,” Professor Rose said, her voice quivering. “Ask anyone and they’ll say they don’t remember her, but I do. I always have, because I’m just like her.”

      Suddenly, there was a loud bang on the door. Professor Rose seemed only slightly irritated by the frightening noise. “Who’s there?” she called coldly.

      “Rosenia Morris, you are under arrest!” a strong, male voice called. “Open the door this instant!”

      “Come in and get me!” Professor Rose yelled back, her teeth locked in a growl. “I dare you!”

      The door came flying inward with a loud thud, and several students screamed. Two guards, clothed in suits of armor, stepped inward, gripping swords tightly at their sides.

      “There is no use resisting us, Ms. Morris,” the first guard said. “I suggest you come quietly.”

      “Oh, but there is,” she cooed softly. Rose let out a cackling laugh before she sprinted towards the window, crashing out of it. The guards rushed out the door, to capture Rose in the grounds below. Soran ran to the window, looking down. The classroom was on the third story of the castle, but Rose’s body wasn’t sprawled and broken on the ground from the fall. Instead, she was nowhere to be found.

      

      Ana and Maekrel stood together in the small flower bed that decorated the outside of their home, on the outskirts of Nesting’s Haven. Ana backed up to get a good view of the collection, smiling her approval at the multicolored flowers that decorated the bed.

      Maekrel walked behind her and wrapped his arms around her thin waist. “I think you did wonderful,” he whispered.

      “We did wonderful,” Ana corrected him. “You helped me quite a bit on this project, Maekrel.”

      “I guess I did, didn’t I?” He kissed her cheek gently. “But you did most of the work.”

      “You got me there.” Ana turned to face him, his arms still locked around her waist. “But thank you for all you did do.” She smiled and kissed him softly.

      “At least I’m good at something, right?” Maekrel’s happy expression fell, to be replaced with one of sadness and disappointment.

      Ana hugged him tightly. “Maekrel, quit blaming yourself. We hoped, but we knew it would never happen.”

      “I know,” he said. “But I knew you wanted a child, but when you’re with me, you can’t...”

      “Hush,” Ana said, kissing him again. “We’re together. That’s the end of it.”

      There was a shadow from above, casting a darkness upon the two lovers. Ana pulled away from Maekrel to gaze up at the sunny sky. A large black dragon was descending quickly, with two riders on his back. “What in the world...” she said, shielding her eyes as the dragon landed beside her home.

      It was her brother. Keota leapt off the dragon, helping off a white-haired woman, who was heavily pregnant. “Hi Ana. Can I stay here?” he asked immediately, without any sort of explanation.

      Ana put her hands on her hips. “Keota? What are you doing here? Who is this woman? And why is she pregnant?”

      “I didn’t do it,” Keota said instantly. The dragon transformed into a squirrel, skittering into the woman’s arms.

      “Then who did?” Ana asked. “Keota, what’s going on? Where’s Kia and Kennu? Where’s Ionan?”

      “It’s a rather long story, Ana,” Luciana said softly. “One we’d rather not retell.”

      “How do you know me?” Ana looked her up and down, utterly confused. “I’ve never seen you before in my life.”

      “Luciana?” Maekrel said, stepping forward and narrowing his eyes. “By the Creator. It is you. I haven’t seen you in years. Where did you find her, Keota?”

      “She found me.” Keota responded absently. “But anyway, we’re together now.”

      “Together?” Ana exclaimed. “What exactly is going on?”

      “Me and Kia fell out of love. We had a final argument, and I left. Ionan refused to come with me.” Keota shrugged.

      “So you ditch your family and come here?” Ana asked. “What the hell is wrong with you? Keota, you’re still married!”

      “Kia and I have been having problems for a while now, Ana. Just drop it,” he told her harshly.

      “He thought you’d be able to house us for a while. We have nowhere else to go,” Luciana said softly.

      Despite her irritation, Ana sighed. “You three can stay here as long as you would like. We have plenty of space for you all.”

      “Thank you, Ana. You have no idea how much this means to me, and him as well.” Luciana smiled and shook Keota’s arm. “Come on, Keota. Don’t you think you should say thank you?”

      “Thanks,” he mumbled, picking at a loose string on his pants.

      Ana couldn’t take it any longer. She grabbed Keota by the side of his sleeve and pulled him to the other side of the house, not bothering to cast a glance at the others. “I need to talk to my brother. Alone.”

      When they had gotten out of earshot, Ana whipped Keota around and said, “Is this for real? Keota, what are you thinking? Are you really with Luciana?”

      “I don’t know.” He shrugged once again, appearing rather passive. “We kissed, so I suppose we are. I’m not completely sure.”

      “This is crazy. You’re not thinking straight.”

      “I’m thinking more clearly than I ever have been, Ana. Don’t try to tell me otherwise,” he said.

      “I severely doubt that. Keota, Luciana’s pregnant, and the baby isn’t yours. I know you’ve loved Luciana for years, but are you really willing to be a father to her child when he or she comes along?”

      “I don’t know. I’m not ready for another kid,” he said listlessly.

      “I can obviously see that, as you left Kennu behind so easily,” Ana snapped. “Keota, Kennu doesn’t have a lot of time left. You should be at home, spending time with him.”

      “The Verinian is no longer my home,” Keota replied sharply. “I left all that behind. Kennu has a lot of people around to help him. I’m no longer needed. I’m sure he doesn’t miss me.”

      “That’s the stupidest thing I’ve ever heard you say, and that’s saying something,” Ana said in mock awe. “Keota, traveling with Luciana is probably giving her the wrong idea. If you don’t want to be in a relationship with her, you should probably tell her.”

      Keota shook his head. “You don’t understand. It’s not like that. She’ll never love anybody like she loves her Changer, Rex. He’s the only thing she needs. Luce comes and goes, uses you when she needs you to be there, and then runs away before she can return the favor. I don’t hold it against her, because it’s who she is. But she needs me right now, so I’m not going to abandon her.”

      “So you left your family instead.”

      “Ana, stop trying to convince me to go back home. I won’t. Nobody wants me there. Not even Ionan.”

      Ana stood openmouthed, gazing at her brother in disbelief. “Whatever,” she said, throwing her hands up. “You can stay here. I just hope you change your mind.”

      

      Soran was the only one still in the entrance hall that afternoon. Everyone else had gone outside to enjoy the sun, but Soran still had a large amount of homework to get done. The light poured in through the large, open window next to his table. A breeze blew by, ruffling the papers in front of him slightly.

      “Soran. Pst! Soran!” A soft female voice traveled in from outside, echoing through the window.

      He looked up from his paper. “Professor Rose?” he asked.

      The tiny professor peeked her head inside. “I’m not a professor anymore, Soran. Just call me Rose.”

      “What are you doing here Profess...I mean, uh...Rose?” he whispered.

      “I need your help,” she responded. “I need somewhere to go, where no one will look for me or try to turn me in.”

      “You want somewhere to hide? I’m not the best person to ask.” He put his quill down on the table and looked at her strangely.

      “You must know someone in Nesting’s Haven, and if not, I know you have family in the Lands. You have to help me, Soran. You’re the only one who I can trust,” she begged.

      “I’m not sure if I know anyone who would be willing to help,” he said sadly. “My family is really far away.”

      “Just think about it, alright? If you remember a name, let me know. I’ll be around somewhere.” She ducked under the window to go.

      “Wait!” he shouted, an idea coming to him. “You can stay with my Aunt Ana. I’m sure she wouldn’t mind.”

      “Your...Aunt Ana?” she asked.

      “Yeah. Ana Morimoti.” Soran smiled. “She’s about your age. You must know her.”

      “I remember Ana. But how are you related to her?” Rose asked.

      “My mom’s sister, Kia, is married to Ana’s brother Keota,” Soran explained.

      “Where does she live?”

      “I’ll take you to her, tonight.”

      “Alright. I’ll meet you beneath the palm trees out front, by the gate. I’ll be wearing a hooded cloak so no one recognizes me.”

      “Okay. We’ll be there.”

      It took Soran twenty minutes to find his friends and tell him where he was going. When he had discovered Zorna, the two met Rose under the designated palm trees and set out immediately, hiding under the cover of twilight. Zorna glowed as a phoenix on Soran’s shoulder, looking this way and that for any sign of trouble. When they arrived, a golden haired man answered the door.

      “Hi, Maekrel. Is Ana there?” Soran asked.

      “Hi, Soran. Ana’s inside,” the man answered. For some reason, he seemed rather irritated. The teens and Rose pushed past him and ran into the house. Maekrel raised a finger to protest them barging in, but then let his hand drop in a defeated manner.

      “Ana, there’s a bunch of teenagers looking for you!” Maekrel called, his voice a deep growl.

      “What?” Ana appeared around the corner and her eyes grew wide as she saw Soran charging down her hallway. “Oh, no.”

      “Aunt Ana!” Soran smiled. “I’m so glad we found you!”

      “Soran?” she gasped. “What are you doing here?”

      “They came to help me find somewhere to hide.” Rose said, pulling off her hood. “Hello there, Ana.”

      Ana’s eyes widened in shock, a smile of joy spreading across her face. “Rosenia!” Ana threw her arms around the other women and hugged her close. “I haven’t seen you in ages!”

      “Yes, I know.” Rose laughed and pulled away. “I’ve been teaching at the school recently. Until they found out I was against Wyntier, of course.” Rose scowled.

      “Wyntier?” Ana gulped. “Let’s not talk about him.”

      “KEOTA, WOULD YOU STOP BOUNCING THE DUMB BALL ALREADY!” A sharp, female voice screamed from the other room, and Zorna curiously peered around the corner.

      “Uncle Keota’s here?” Soran said, and his face paled. “Something’s happened, hasn’t it? Kennu’s finally...”

      “Kennu is fine, Soran. Keota is here for his own reasons,” Ana said, putting her hands on her hips.

      “Why should I stop bouncing the ball?” Keota’s voice floated out to them in the hallway, rather sounding like a small child’s.

      “Because it’s annoying the heck out of me,” the female voice responded. “If you don’t stop, I’ll take it from you.”

      “Whatever,” Keota responded. The sound of a ball bouncing off the wall echoed down the hallway.

      “THAT’S IT! IT’S MINE NOW!” the strange voice yelled.

      “Give that back, Luce! It’s mine,” Keota whined.

      “You’re acting like a baby! Stop bouncing the dumb ball! I’m going to hold onto it until you decide to act normal!”

      “Fine!”

      “Is that...is that Luciana?” Rose asked, looking to Ana with an astounded expression.

      “It most certainly is,” Ana replied, grinning. “It looks like her arrival here wasn’t such a coincidence after all.”

      Beaming, Rose practically danced into the other room, Soran and Zorna following. “Hey, little sister! Come give me a hug!”

      Luciana stood up cumbersomely from the counter, holding her large belly. She appeared astonished to see the other Accompany standing in front of her. “Rose!” Luciana flung herself at her sister.

      “Hey there, Lucy.” Rose hugged the pale woman close to her, as tightly as she could with the Accompany’s round stomach. “When did you decide to have a baby?”

      “I didn’t want to have a baby. Please, don’t ask,” Luciana said in a pained voice.

      “Then I won’t,” Rose said, kissing Luciana’s cheek. “I’ve missed you, sister.”

      “And I’ve missed you.” Luciana leaned against the older woman happily. “Why did you leave after everything happened?”

      “I had to leave. I couldn’t watch you fade away. It was tearing me apart, so I simply got out of there,” Rose replied, a quiver to her voice. “I should have been there, but I wasn’t. I’ll never leave you again.”

      “It’s okay.” Luciana looked into her sister’s eyes. “I know you never meant to”

      Rose let a small tear fall down her cheek. “I’m sorry.”

      “You are forgiven.” Luciana told her. The Accompany looked at her sister’s shoulders, and then around her feet. “Where’s Senica?”

      Rose looked down at the floor. “Senica is gone. The Council took her a few weeks ago, and I haven’t been able to find her since.”

      “I’m so sorry, Rose.” Luciana wiped a tear from her sister’s cheek. “I know what it’s like to lose a Changer.”

      The two smiled, glad to have each other back. While the sisters had their tearful reunion, Keota jerked his chair back and stomped outside, slamming the door behind him.

      “What’s wrong with him?” Zorna asked, ruffling his black feathers.

      “If I knew, I’d tell you,” Ana said. “I suppose Rose is looking for a place to stay, otherwise, you wouldn’t have come.”

      “Yes,” Soran said. “Could you hide her, just for a little while?”

      Ana sighed. “This puts me and Maekrel at risk. But I’ll do anything to help a friend, especially my best friend from when I was in school. Yes, I suppose she can stay, too.”

      Soran and Zorna glanced at each other. They knew Ana and Maekrel were already under watch from the Council, because Maekrel had once been Ana’s Changer before Wyntier had mutated him into a human by use of some strange drug. The only reason the Council still permitted them to live together was because of their old bond. If the Council found out she and Maekrel were in a romantic relationship, or worse, were housing fugitives, there’s no telling what would happen. Soran had overheard Ionan warn Maekrel a very long time ago about facing the Trials of Separation if the two of them were found out, but such barbaric acts were outlawed long ago. He doubted the Council would bring it back just for Ana and Maekrel.

      There was a loud BANG outside as Keota ripped a limb off a flowery tree. Soran looked out the window and saw that the tropical plant was practically ripped in two, for no good reason other than Keota had lost his temper.

      “What are we going to do with him?” Luciana asked Ana, looking out the window at her best friend.

      “I don’t know. He’s been such a wreck ever since he left Kia,” Ana responded.

      “Wait. He left Kia?” Soran gaped.

      Ana nodded solemnly. “And Ionan.”

      Outside, Maekrel was currently trying to wrestle with Keota, to restrain him from ruining anymore of the yard. It was something he was failing at miserably.

      “We could make him get a job,” Rose suggested. “It would make him useful, and keep his mind off of his family.”

      “I like that idea. It would get him out of our hair,” Ana mumbled.

      “He looks horrible,” Soran commented.

      “At least he’s not like I was,” Luciana told him. “Just be glad he hasn’t tried writing Ionan’s name in blood.”

      Rose sighed sadly. “Come here, little sister.” Rose wrapped up the albino girl in her long arms. “It’s not your fault that you reacted like that. Everyone is different. You just got violent.”

      “No. More than violent.” Luciana looked down. “I became cruel and murderous.”

      Soran thought chillingly of Cameliyon. He had just met Luciana, and he wasn’t sure what had happened to her, but whatever it was, he didn’t want the same to happen to his friend. What would Cameliyon do if she lost it completely? He didn’t want to think about it.

      The door went flying open, with Keota standing in its stead. Apparently, he’d heard the last thing Luciana had said. He strode up to the Accompany and took her firmly by her shoulders. “Keota...” Luciana said.

      “No! Listen to me, Luce! None of that was your fault!” Keota yelled at her. “It was those freaks who made fun of you, and the stupid Council who took you away from Rex! What you did in Azazael wasn’t your fault, and none of this is your fault!”

      “But it is!” Luciana pulled away and stood in front of him. “If I hadn’t showed up, you and Kia never would’ve been fighting like that. I broke you up.”

      “We’ve been fighting for ages, Luce, ever since Wyntier kidnapped Kennu,” he explained. “You did nothing! Kia was just looking for one more thing to hold over my head so she would win the argument. That’s the way she is!”

      Luciana didn’t say anything else, just gave Keota a solemn, disconnected expression. Soran took Zorna in his arms and slowly began backing out of the room. “If you guys are okay, we’re just gonna go,” he said. “We’ve got...um...homework and stuff.”

      “Oh, you don’t want to stay longer? Why? This is so much fun,” Maekrel grumbled.

      “No thanks,” Zorna said. “We’ll see you later.”

      Soran left the house and walked with Zorna through the empty streets of Nesting’s Haven alone, cradling his Changer to his chest. He didn’t know what was going on back in the Lands, but he knew that if it had ended Kia and Keota, it had to be terrible.

      “I can’t believe he abandoned them. Even Ionan,” Soran said. “How do you have the strength to leave your Changer behind willingly?”

      “I don’t know, Sor.” Zorna clambered onto Soran’s chest and stroked his soft, feathered cheek across his Accompany’s face. “Even if you ordered me, I could never leave you.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-One

          

          Protests, Plans, and the Pain of Loss
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      “This is crap.” Soran snapped his book shut with a bang, putting his elbow upon it and rubbing his head, looking at each of his friends in turn. “This is absolute crap.”

      “I’ll say,” Cameliyon fiercely agreed, snapping the syllabus in her hand as she read it furiously. “Do a project that recaps the great plans Wyntier had for Nesting’s Haven. I’ll tell you what his plans are. His plans are to blow us all into oblivion.”

      “Not all of us. Just the ones brave enough to fight back,” Martin complained, scratching behind his ear with his ferret foot.

      “I can’t believe Professor Aurora’s making us do this. I wish I had never come to this school.” Cameliyon flung the syllabus to the floor, Pumpkin sitting on her head.

      “But you wouldn’t have met all of us,” Soran smiled, but then his face fell. “Or have had to do this super fun project.”

      They all sat idly in the library in silence. Lately every single school project, even the ones that had nothing to do with history, had something to do with Wyntier. It worried them. Why was the Council focusing on brainwashing everyone in Nesting’s Haven about Wyntier when most people considered him dead?

      As a swan, Angel picked up a sharp quill in her beak, leaning over a large piece of parchment and making big letters across it.

      “Angel, what are you doing?” Zorna barked in his coyote form. She didn’t make any gesture that she had heard him, only propped up the sign. They all read it when finished.

      “Don’t let Wyntier extinguish your voice? Let it be heard?” Daren read out loud. “Angel, that’s great, but what does this have to do with anything?”

      “It’s a protest!” Cameliyon said in excitement. “Angel’s telling us that she thinks we should do a protest for our project!”

      “That wouldn’t work. Aurora would fail us.” Daren made a face.

      “The syllabus says to do something that tells people about Wyntier’s plans. It’s perfect! You’re an angel, Angel!” Soran swooped down and scooped her up, spinning her around the room. Excited, the others began getting right to work on making signs, interest in their project renewed.

      Their vigorous work was interrupted by Vivienna, who came storming into the library, a newspaper bunched up in her fist. Melodi the owl was holding onto her Accompany’s shoulders tightly with her talons, trying not to be flung off.

      “What’s going on?” Soran asked.

      “This!” Vivienna flung the newspaper down on the table and Soran’s stomach twisted as he saw his father’s face printed on the front. The headline was even worse.

      
        
        WYNTIER RETURNS: LONG LOST LEADER PRESUMED DEAD, NOW BACK IN NESTING’S HAVEN

      

      

      “The bastard finally decided to come out of hiding,” Vivienna said, tears blurring her face. “Good. I’m tired of fighting him in the dark.”

      “Is there going to be a trial?” Soran asked, peering at the paper.

      “The Council already cleared him off all charges. It’s in the article,” Vivienna said, wiping her mouth. “They’re giving him total control of the Council.”

      “Giving control of the Council to a murderer? I’ve never heard of such a thing,” Cameliyon said. “My father would’ve never allowed it.”

      “I can’t stand this,” Vivienna said, trembling. “I just can’t.”

      Small sparks of black fire flashed from her fingertips. None of the others noticed, but Melodi bounced up and down on her Accompany’s shoulder and whispered, “Vivi, stop, before you burn down the library!”

      “Vivi.” Soran grabbed her wrist. “Not here.”

      Vivienna took a deep breath, and the dark magic from her hands faded. “Fine. But what can we do? I wish we could get close to him. Then I could kill him.” She clenched her fists. “My magic could do it. I know it could.”

      “You’d have to get through Nineva,” Soran whispered.

      “She can get in the way, too. I don’t mind taking her down as well. We both know I’m the better witch,” Vivienna said bitterly.

      “We don’t want a fight between you and Nineva,” Soran hushed under his breath. “Your magic might be stronger than hers, but she’s got more experience, and she’ll do whatever it takes to win. She’ll kill you, Vivi.”

      She looked down and sighed. “I know. But I do want the chance, and if I ever get it, I’m going to take it.”

      “You can help us with this,” Soran said, floundering for a poster and showing it to her. “We’re making a protest against Wyntier. I guess it’s more important than ever, seeing as how he’s finally come out of hiding.”

      Vivienna wiped her face harshly with the back of her hand and said, “If it’s the least I can do, then so be it. Anything’s better than just sitting here.”

      A few days later on the project’s due date, they’d finally finished. All the signs had been made and were set up in front of the school, where many Accompanies and Changers had to pass for work. Cameliyon was passing out flyers she had done off the school’s printing press and was handing them out with a big smile. She had disguised herself as a pointy-nosed, brunette girl, and although Vivienna complained that Cameliyon wouldn’t get caught if the rest of them were to get into trouble because of the disguise, Soran was secretly glad, as he didn’t want anything to push his best friend over the edge.

      “Thanks for letting me write your childhood story, Soran. People will definitely read this.” Cameliyon picked up more flyers off the table that contained the history of Soran’s past, handing them out to a gaggle of students who flocked by.

      Soran smiled. “It was hard, but it wasn’t that bad telling it to you, Cam. At least people are going to know what he’s capable of now.”

      Zorna brushed his brown paw over his sign, which read, Wyntier is drugging our society like he did me! Pumpkin and Martin were horses, each with a chain wrapped around their necks and a sign hanging from it, reading Wyntier’s plans are a twin deal! Don’t get attached!

      Like a soldier, Daren was marching up and down with his sign, appearing extremely determined and glancing Cameliyon’s way every now and then. Vivienna and Melodi were passing out buttons that read, Wear this for a free Nesting’s Haven!

      Angel, however, was the best. Although she was silent, the pearly whiteness of her extravagant coat attracted the most attention. The griffin proudly held her head up high, leading Daren in the march and flicking her tail back and forth, appearing like she had no reluctance to be in her main form as she had shown before.

      Even Federin had gotten in on the job, though he wasn’t much help. He rested on the table while a sign was propped up against him. Don’t laze around while Wyntier takes over!

      “This is great. I think people are starting to notice,” Soran beamed.

      People were beginning to notice, but for reasons unknown to the kids, they looked mad instead of supportive. It had only been an hour before a bunch of Wyntier’s supporters rode by on their Changers, chucking wet piles of mud at the group before riding quickly away.

      “Ugh. I knew we would meet trouble,” Vivienna complained, wiping mud off her new jacket.

      “And it looks like more is on the way.” Soran pointed.

      Professor Aurora and her unicorn Changer were stomping directly to them, absolutely furious. The teacher grabbed one of their boards and crumpled it up, tossing it to the ground. “What are you doing? You’re going to get me fired!” she hissed.

      “You told us we had to do a project that showed Wyntier’s plans. We put in a lot of hard work for this and we’re not going to quit now,” Soran said defensively.

      “As of this instant, you’ve all failed. Now pack up your things, and get in that school!” Aurora pointed to the castle and her unicorn danced uneasily, looking from left to right.

      Soran straightened up and said, “No. People need to know about this. We can’t sit back any longer and watch these disappearances take place. You know why it’s happening just like we do.”

      For a second, Aurora looked like she wanted to break down and join them before a guard came up behind Soran, shoving a pink ticket in Cameliyon’s hand.

      “Are you the leader of this protest?” the guard asked.

      “Not really. She is.” Soran pointed to Angel and the griffin stepped towards the officer.

      “I don’t want to talk to a Changer or a bunch of dumb kids. Who’s the adult here?” the guard said rudely.

      “We’re all students. But my sister’s nineteen,” Soran said.

      The Accompany clomped over to Vivienna, his suit of armor rattling, and said, “I’m going to have to ask you to clear out, before I have to break this up by force.”

      “Why? This is a peaceful protest! You can’t stop us!” Vivienna exclaimed.

      “Yes they can, Vivi,” Cameliyon said in a quiet voice, reading the ticket that the soldier gave her. “We can’t protest anymore, because we no longer have the right. The Council’s burned our constitution. They’re rewriting all our laws.”

      “This is ridiculous! They can’t do this!” Soran burst.

      “Soran, shush,” Zorna said, glancing nervously towards the guard.

      The guard turned to Professor Aurora and asked, “Ma’am, are you the one responsible for this?”

      Professor Aurora gulped. “I had nothing to do with it. I’m just their teacher.”

      “Then you allowed this to happen. Come with me.” He grabbed her arm and started leading her away, her Changer following. “This had better be cleaned up by the time I get back, otherwise, there will be more arrests,” he threatened as he pulled Aurora away, sneering at them from over his shoulder.

      The group got very quiet. Their flyers and signs felt useless now.

      “I didn’t mean to get Aurora and her Changer arrested,” Soran said quietly. “I just wanted to do something to stop all of this.”

      “What did you think was going to happen? This was a stupid idea,” Daren said, already beginning to put away the signs. “Let’s hurry up and go, before more soldiers show up.”

      Within a few minutes everything was cleaned up, the signs thrown in the trash. Soran felt terrible just looking at them. He hadn’t thought a couple of signs would get anyone hurt.

      Martin noticed the look on Angel’s face. “Don’t be sad, Angel. It’s not your fault we got in trouble.”

      Angel ruffled her feathers and sighed, the fire gone from her blue eyes entirely.

      Professor Aurora and her Changer weren’t in class the next day, nor the day after that. They’d been replaced with an even worse teacher and his Changer, two individuals that probably could’ve been told to jump off a mountain for Wyntier and would do it. The kids heard no more of Professor Aurora, nor her partner. They, like many others, had vanished. Soran realized that he and his friends were to blame for her disappearance. He wondered if their small protest was worth whatever Aurora and her Changer were going through right now.

      

      Pumpkin remembered. Pumpkin remembered everything. She hadn’t liked it...no, she hadn’t liked it at all. There was her Cameliyon, and her eyes were true black, glowing with the richness of night as a large crowd surrounded her in the middle of Nesting’s Haven. A swirling mass of dark power hovered around her form, but it wasn’t fire...Cameliyon didn’t have any power like that at all. This wasn’t magic, this was something bad…something much worse…

      Black water, that’s what it was. That’s all Pumpkin could think to call it. Cameliyon cast her hands in front of her, into the crowd. Accompanies and Changers became infected by the black water as it flowed relentlessly into their mouths. Screaming in horrible pain, the creatures fell to the ground, clutching their stomachs as they began bleeding from the inside out.

      And then her brother’s eyes began filling up with black, the same water that surrounded Cameliyon. Soon, Pumpkin’s own eyes turned dark, and she was no longer herself, but a being of the black water. She was the first part of the twin prophecy, and she would side with the evil. Wyntier would win.

      Pumpkin awoke from her rest in the dead in the night, terribly frightened. She looked in the mirror on the opposite side of the moonlit room. Cameliyon and Martin were resting in the bed next to her, and their eyes were closed. She let out a cry of horror as she saw that her own eyes shone pitch black. An instant later, the darkness from them faded away.

      

      “Are you alright, Pumpkin?” Martin asked his sister the next day, worried. They watched as Soran fell headfirst through the skies above, only to be swooped up by Zorna as a black Pegasus, saved before he ever came close to hitting the ground. It was Moorock’s class, and they were being taught the Accompany dive today. Soran and Zorna could perform it without flaw already, though the others were struggling to even attempt it.

      Pumpkin shook her head. Both she and her brother were both Pegasi. “I’m fine, Martin. I just had a bad dream last night.”

      “Excellent, Soran!” Professor Moorock praised as the two touched ground. “Marvelous form! Now you three have a go.” He pointed at Cameliyon and the twins.

      The Accompany stood up nervously, getting on Pumpkin’s back. She took off and Martin flew after her, his brown wings pumping vigorously.

      “I’ll drop her and you catch her!” Pumpkin cried to her twin. “Ready, set…”

      “Don’t do it!” Cameliyon screamed, but it was too late. Pumpkin had already turned sideways and Cameliyon was plummeting through the air. Martin waited a few seconds before diving after her. Cameliyon was screaming her head off as she fell, crying out to anyone to save her. Martin caught her long before she hit the ground, fluttering down to the courtyard. Cameliyon clung to Martin, bawling, as they landed.

      “Miss LeEdna? Are you quite alright?” Moorock asked as he went to Cameliyon’s side. The other students in class were laughing at her, as if they found her terror funny.

      She shook her head and Martin said, “Maybe I should drop her this time, and Pumpkin should catch her.”

      “No!  Don’t do it again! You’ll let me fall!” she protested. She slid off of Martin and grabbed her bag as Daren walked to her side, Soran following.

      “It’s not the end of the world, Cam. Federin and I can’t do it. He won’t even let me ride him,” Daren said, trying to comfort her.

      “Just get away from me!” she snapped, pushing Daren away. She slammed the courtyard door behind her as she left, leaving her Changers behind. Daren’s cheeks burned and he angrily glared at the ground, avoiding everyone’s gaze.

      “She…” Pumpkin let her head down. “She doesn’t trust us enough to let us do it.”

      “If she can’t trust us then who can she trust?” Martin asked, his voice a mixture of hurt and disgust.

      Moorock came forward and said, “It’s not a problem that she can’t do the dive. I know many Accompanies who still can’t do it to this day.” He waved to the rest of the class. “You’re dismissed.”

      Moorock sighed. He rubbed his face, turning away from Soran and his friends, who were watching curiously.  “Cameliyon must learn to trust her Changers. Otherwise, it’ll end up in disaster.”

      “What do you mean?” Zorna was a phoenix again and was bobbing his head as he sat on Soran’s shoulder as the rest of the class left the courtyard.

      “Sit down. It’ll be a long story.” Moorock sat cross-legged on the grass and the rest followed suit. Angel slunk out of Soran’s bag as an ermine, crawling to her friend and sitting upon his knee.

      Moorock cleared his throat. “A few years ago, when I was still a young Accompany, I signed up for the army with my Changer. Wyntier and Vera joined too, along with your uncle, Soran, though I can’t remember his name…he had a dragon Changer…something with an I…”

      “Keota and Ionan?” Soran asked.

      “That’s right. Wyntier was jealous of Keota for years after he was bonded to Vera…he had always wanted Ionan instead. I remember there were times when Wyntier tried to steal Ionan out of Keota’s dorm and leave poor, resting Vera in his place by the bedside. I helped him once, and got a nasty burn for it, too. Ionan didn’t take kindly to being stuffed in a bag in the middle of the night.”

      “But it doesn’t work like that,” Soran said. “You can’t just go around swapping Changers. They choose you, not the other way around. They won’t be with anyone else. Ionan wouldn’t have stayed with Wyntier even if you had succeeded.”

      “Wyntier doesn’t think like that. He sees Changers as property,” Moorock said grimly. “After he realized that wasn’t going to work, he tried persuading Ionan to make the switch. Of course, he always refused.”

      Moorock continued. “So Wyntier was stuck with Vera, to his dismay, but he decided to make the best of it. After he graduated, Wyntier tried getting into the Council. They rejected him completely, and it made him very bitter. He decided to sign them both up for the army. Back then, I was Wyntier’s shadow, so my Changer and I joined him, and Keota and Ionan followed suit.

      “Wyntier quickly rose in the ranks of the army. He ended up becoming commanding officer of our battalion in just a few months, though how, I’m not sure. Most likely, he bullied his way to the top. Of course, ever since the First Despondent ended ages ago, there’s been no one left to fight. The army was reduced to settling small skirmishes in the city, and the occasional uprising on the edge of Southwild, the land bordering Nesting’s Haven. Most of the time, it was very boring. We spent the majority of our service fighting rebels in the jungle.”

      Moorock shook his head. “Wyntier had grown up with violence, and it came to the point he needed the rush it gave him. He loved seeing the terror in another person’s eyes. If he had any remorse when we killed rebels, he didn’t show it. Then, one day, something happened that just sent Wyntier over the edge.”

      “What?” The kids all leaned forward, on the edge of their seats.

      Moorock grimaced lightly. “Ionan saved Wyntier’s life.”

      “You’re not serious.” Soran let his jaw drop.

      “I’m more than serious. Wyntier and I were desperately outnumbered against a group of rogue Accompanies, who were trying to rise up against the Council. We were supposed to be defending our base, but we weren’t doing our job very well. The look in Wyntier’s eyes was insane, a crazed madness only war could bring. I thought it was all over until Ionan swooped in with Keota and saved the day. We weren’t able to rescue the base, but we were able to get out in time. It was Wyntier’s mistake that the base had been attacked. It turned out he had made an agreement with the rebels to raise up some sort of militia against the Council, and they’d turned on him. When we returned to our general’s camp, Wyntier was stripped of his power, and he and Vera were chased out. He fled to the Lands, and I haven’t seen him since.”

      The bell rang. The kids got up off the grass and packed their stuff away, heading towards the door.

      “Wait, Soran. Stay for a moment. I can write you a pass,” Moorock called.

      Soran put down his bag in confusion, slowly turning to the professor. The teacher strode up to the boy, hands in his pockets. “I need to tell you something else. Something you and your sister should know.”

      “So you believe she’s his sister, then?” Zorna asked sourly.

      Moorock turned to him and said, “Without a doubt. She laughs the same way her father used to.”

      Stung by this bit of information, Soran recoiled. Moorock only moved closer. “Soran, I’ve had you as a student for about a year now and I’ve noticed you have a little trouble controlling your temper. Is that correct?”

      Soran gulped and looked down at the grass. “Yes sir, it is.”

      Moorock sighed. “Your father had a problem with his anger as well.”

      “Yes, but Soran would never hurt anyone.” Zorna changed into a bat and climbed onto Soran’s shirt. “Especially never me.”

      “I know that, Zorna. At least not intentionally.”

      “No. Not even then,” Zorna said defiantly.

      Moorock closed his eyes. “The reason I ask is that…Soran, I’ve been keeping secrets from you too long. Do you even know who your family is?”

      Soran shook his head. “Only my mother’s side. Nothing of my dad’s.”

      “Did you ever remember Wyntier eating when you were little?”

      “Eating?” Soran asked. “Wyntier’s an Accompany. He doesn’t need to eat.”

      “No...I suppose his blood had enough Accompany in it to keep him strong so he didn’t have to eat much...” Moorock mused.

      “Professor Moorock, what are you talking about?” Soran asked.

      Moorock looked at Soran. “I’m telling you this because you and Vivienna need to know, and I’m the only one Wyntier ever told. The reason that Wyntier isn’t as strong as an Accompany is because his father, your grandfather, Soran, was a human.”

      

      Once the initial shock wore off that he had human blood, Soran found he didn’t really care much. He was already a half-breed, due to his mother being a fairy. What was one more species thrown into the mix?

      His friends stunned, however, close to treating him like something to be avoided once he had told them he was part human. Daren had completely flipped when Soran told him.

      “But there’s all kinds of diseases you can get! Sneazles and bamcer and who knows what else!” he had yelled, flabbergasted, throwing a medical book at his friend that Soran was sure was outdated.

      Vivienna was nearly as bad as Daren was. She was already stressed with all the talk of Wyntier returning. The papers talked about it nearly every day now. Melodi kept zooming around and around above her Accompany’s head, changing forms constantly.

      Vivienna’s anxiousness was making Soran testy. He began pacing around his sister’s room. Zorna the coyote followed, tracing his Accompany’s steps.

      “Cut it out! You’re making me dizzy,” the Accompany babbled.

      Soran petted him. “You’re tired, Zo, I can see that. Why don’t you go rest while I meet the others down at Ana’s? That way, Vivi and Melodi can catch up later and you can rest. Except...damn.” He made a face. “I forgot to pick up my book in Moorock’s class. Can you fetch it for me before you come?”

      “Sure, I’ll do that.” Zorna yawned, shaking his head. “I’ll meet you there in a bit.”

      The coyote trotted towards his dorm room alone, jumping onto Soran’s bed once he got there. Immediately, the coyote laid his head down and his eyelids began to slowly droop, slipping into the realm of memories.

      It was last summer, the end of his sophomore year and soon to be his seventeenth birthday. He was in the Lands, and they were running through the old plains. Nearby, a herd of unicorns grazed close to Vixen’s house.

      “Catch up, Zorna! You’re so slow.” Allie laughed as she bounded through the fields as a doe. Zorna followed behind her as a black stag, his antlers glistening in the sun.

      “Allie, you’re too fast for me,” he complained, coming to a halt and gasping for breath. A few butterflies landed on his antlers and Allie laughed at him, hopping up and down.

      “Zo, you’ve got something on your nose,” Allie said, growing closer to him.

      “What is it? Is it a bug?” he asked fearfully. He wasn’t afraid of many things, but for some reason, he hated bugs.

      “Just hold still. Let me get it. It’s right…about…” She drew closer and closer until their muzzles were almost touching. As he looked at her, he realized that her eyes were the deepest and most sparkling brown he had ever seen.

      “Here!” She pecked him right on the nose in a deer-kiss and ran away with a mischievous snicker, kicking up her heels.

      Zorna jerked up his head in shock, the butterflies flying off his antlers. He laughed and said, “Allie, you’re such a flirt.”

      He saw Kennu and Soran coming to get them. He turned to Kennu, whining, “Your Changer is hitting on me again!”

      Kennu laughed. “She hits on everybody. I mean, how many animals has she gone out with now? There was that lynx from Creekfall…”

      “The canary from Brooksbend,” Soran interrupted.

      “And the snow leopard from the mountain!” Kennu laughed.

      Allie laid her head on Kennu’s shoulder. “I liked them all, but they just weren’t right for me. They all have mates now, anyways.”

      “Aren’t you worried about finding a mate after pretending to like all these animals? No one will believe you if you actually tell them you like them, after word gets around that you like to play games,” Soran asked.

      Allie waggled her tail. “I don’t plan to have a mate. I want to be single forever.”

      At this moment, Zorna came out of the memory, finding a grinning Vivienna and Melodi by his side. They’d followed him back to his dorm for some reason, and were whispering to each other in a girlish way.

      “What?” he asked in irritation, getting up and shaking his pelt.

      Vivienna beamed. “Your tail was wagging. Were you dreaming about Allie again?”

      He wrinkled his nose. “I was thinking about the Verinian, not just Allie. Always jumping to conclusions, you two are.”

      “Ooh, Zorna has a crush,” Melodi sung cheerfully.

      “I do not!” he protested.

      “Oh, yes you do! Were you two kissing?”

      “Allie’s just my friend. I don’t have a crush on her,” he repeated again, the heat welling underneath his coat. Zorna jumped off the bed, scampered out of the room and padded down the hallway, running at full speed to get away from Vivienna and Melodi. He headed towards Moorock’s class, to pick up Soran’s book.

      As he drew near, it sounded like two people were arguing. He perked up his ears at the sound of conversation and stood away from the door. If Moorock was having a conference with one of the teachers, then he wouldn’t interrupt. He would just have to wait.

      The teachers were talking very loudly. It became impossible to shut their voices out.

      “We’ve got to be on watch, Moorock. Aurora got kicked out for simply being around Soran’s little protest. We could be next,” a teacher Zorna knew as Professor Chloe said.

      “Heaven knows I realize that. How many of us are left that haven’t gotten fired? Five?” There was a scraping of a chair and Professor Moorock said, “Any news that you believe involves Wyntier?”

      “Not much, except for the Lands. A fairy had her forest burned to the ground. Poor thing. It’s all gone.”

      A forest? Zorna’s heart caught in his throat.

      “I heard something about that. Wasn’t it the...uh...the Verinian?” Moorock asked. Zorna’s throat got even tighter.

      “I believe so. It’s not in the news, but the Council’s been talking about it. My sister, she told me. As far as I know, the entire family fled. But one of them didn’t make it, a Changer. She died before the fire started. Killed by Ortusans.”

      Zorna’s heart was either beating very quickly or not beating at all. Moorock said, “Who was it that died?”

      “I’m pretty sure it was Kotakenzie’s and Allayr’s daughter. You remember them?”

      “Of course I do. Terrible tragedy, that was. Well, it looks like the whole family’s wiped out now. What did you say her name was again?”

      “I didn’t. It’s Allakenzie.”

      Zorna let out a great cry and the teachers turned to see him collapse in front of the doorway. He couldn’t maintain his coyote form and ended up changing back into a phoenix, wings spread out wide as he hit the stone hard.

      “I’m leaving, Moorock, I’m not getting into this. If you tell anybody I was here, I’ll deny it,” Professor Chloe threatened.

      “You have nothing to worry about from me. Go, and do so quietly.” Moorock knelt by Zorna’s side as Professor Chloe fled, picking the phoenix off from the ground. “Zorna? Zorna what’s wrong?”

      Zorna breathed in heavily as tears ran from his eyes. “She’s gone. Allie’s dead.”

      Moorock picked him up, Zorna’s tail feathers dragging on the ground. “Come, Zorna. I’ll take you to your room.”

      “No! Soran!” Zorna protested loudly, screaming at the top of his lungs. “I have to see Soran!”

      “Alright, son, just calm down. Tell me where he is.”

      “Ana Morimoti’s. Just get me there, please. I must see Soran!”

      “You’re giving me burns!” Moorock yelped as flames began flying from the phoenix’s feathers. Zorna stopped the fire, but not the tears, which were now smoking and sizzling on his beak.

      Moorock started running through the school with Zorna in his arms, ignoring the stares and points as students began to gossip amongst themselves what was wrong with Soran’s Changer.
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      Keota stood in Ana’s backyard, gazing at the mess he’d made. His newest rampage had caused him to lose all sense and tear up Ana’s beautiful garden. The once lovely flowers were now lying scattered amongst the dirt with crushed buds and broken stems. He felt terrible destroying his sister’s hard work, but at the same time, he thought he couldn’t help it. He’d figured leaving the Verinian would make everything better, but in reality, it’d made everything worse. He was losing it without Ionan. What was worse, and he hated to admit it, was that he missed Kia.

      As he turned to head back into the house, something snarled at him. Curious as to what the noise was, he rounded the corner and almost fell to his knees.

      It was Ionan. His lion’s fur was ragged and dirty, mane tangled and dull, eyes appearing like they had seen too much for his years, but it was still Ionan.

      The two stood and looked at each other for very a long time. Then, in an instant, they both charged towards each other. Keota enveloped Ionan in his arms, gruffly gripping him in a firm hug.

      “You came back,” he said, tears entering his Changer’s mane. “Even though I left you again, you still came back.”

      “I swore when next I saw you I would rip your eyes out,” Ionan said. “But now I realize I cannot do that, and was wrong for thinking so. I forgive you, my friend.”

      Keota pulled away, his arms till wrapped around the lion. “Ionan, what’s wrong?” he asked. “Something’s happened, hasn’t it? You didn’t come here for no reason.”

      Ionan looked behind him beneath the shadow of Ana’s house. A weary looking Sunset emerged, Mirabelle dragging her wings on the ground behind her. An emaciated Lyrica clung to the dragon’s back.

      “We’ve been feeding them what we could find,” Sunset explained.

      Lyrica made a disgusted face. “We had to eat meat a few times. I hated it. It’s horrible.”

      As Mirabelle cooed in sympathy Keota stared in disbelief at his son, lying across Sunset’s back. Kennu looked awful. He was sleeping across the dragon’s shoulders, with one arm hanging limply off. His hair and body was matted with grime, weight less than Lyrica’s, bones protruding from the skin. He looked deathly sick.

      “He’ll recover now that we’re here,” Ionan said, in a voice that hoped more than it believed. “We’ve been flying as fast as Mirabelle could keep up for weeks now. We could’ve made the trip shorter, but we couldn’t push the children too much.”

      “Why didn’t you go to Southwild? Your parents are there,” Keota asked Ionan.

      “Kiatana said to find you first. Southwild is too far away, and I don’t think Mirabelle could flap her wings another beat. We’ve had to carry her half the way.”

      At the mention of his wife’s name Keota looked around, as if he expected her to suddenly appear. When she didn’t, he asked, “Ionan, where’s Kia? And Vixen, and Casiff? And where in the Lands is Allie? She should be helping Kennu,” he said.

      At the mention of Allie’s name, Ionan broke into sobs. Keota grabbed him and Sunset said, “Keota, it’s been a very long journey, and not one well planned. We had to flee the Verinian.”

      “Flee?” he asked, voice cracking.

      “A few weeks ago, Nineva burned the forest. We didn’t have time to pack or get ready. The Verinian is long a pile of ash now.”

      “But what about Casiff and Vixen?” Keota asked weakly, once again. “And what about my Kia?”

      “We’re not sure if they made it out alive,” Ionan said dully, his tears ceasing.

      With all the air gone out of him, Keota asked, “You still didn’t mention Allie. What about Allie?”

      Ionan didn’t say. Mirabelle and Lyrica looked dead, as if they had remembered this story too many times to count for it to have any effect on them anymore. Sunset drew them close with her wing. “Before the attack, the young prince and the Changeress got into an argument. She became so upset that she flew off into a thunderstorm and Ionan chased after her. Wyntier hid with his Ortusan friends and shot her down. They took her body.”

      Keota’s mouth dropped open. “Allie’s...gone?”

      “Yes, Keota,” Ionan said with a weary sigh. “Allie is gone.”

      Mirabelle came up to her father and said, “Don’t cry, Papa. We don’t grieve for those who are gone, we grieve because we miss them so. I know Allie’s happy where she is. She’s probably wrestling with the best of griffins right now and winning.”

      Ionan laughed sadly. “I bet she is.”

      Kennu groaned. They all looked at the fairy prince and Ionan said, “Where are you staying? Kennu needs rest. We all do.”

      “At Ana’s,” he said in a voice that didn’t sound like his own. “She’s inside.”

      Keota pounded on the door. Ana opened it to find Keota standing outside, a crowd of people and animals behind him. Keota reached up and took Kennu off of Sunset’s back, cradling his son in his arms.

      Sunset said, “I’ll go sleep behind the house,” and she disappeared. Ionan walked in and flopped down on the rug, curling up to rest without bothering to say hello.

      “Keota! You found Ionan! But what on earth is going on?” Ana asked, looking down at Kennu.

      “I’ll explain later. Just get me some rooms,” he said quickly.

      Ana called for Maekrel and she guided Lyrica and Mirabelle to the next room, where she found a bed for them. They both collapsed into it, Mirabelle changing into a puppy at her Accompany’s knees.

      “Uncle Keota, what’s going on?” Soran asked. He followed him into the last spare room they had in the house. Keota drew back the covers and put Kennu inside the bed, who was shivering.

      “Keota, my nephew and your Changer, along with two little girls and a dragon, are now piling into my already crowded house. Would you please explain to me what’s going on?” Ana demanded.

      Keota looked at Soran before tucking Kennu in. He went to speak, but before he could, the house door once again flew open. They ran out into the hallway, Ana snarling, “How many more visitors can I get in a month’s time?”

      She trailed off as she saw Moorock standing in the doorway. Zorna flopped out of the teacher’s arms and Soran gave a cry, rushing to his Changer’s side. All was silent as Zorna lifted his head, opened his mouth and cried, “Allie’s dead!”

      

      Angel could still hear the sobbing from the other rooms in Ana’s house, even though the door to the bedroom was closed. She was lying on the floor as a griffin, watching over the young boy they had called Kennu because at the moment, no one else was, and she felt since he’d been the one that had lost his Changer, he shouldn’t be alone.

      It had been a long, agonizing story, painful for her to hear Soran tell. All of his friends, including herself, had come rushing to Ana’s when they’d heard the news about his family. She didn’t like the sound of her friends crying, but that’s all they did...cry for their missing family members, and cry for the Changer they had called Allie. Even Angel was sad at her passing. This Allie was a stranger to her, but Angel felt some sort of connection to her, this Changer she never knew. It brought a tear to Angel’s eye to even think about her.

      The minute Angel had seen Kennu’s pale face, she felt protective over him, like she was his Changer. Perhaps, now that he didn’t have a partner, she could ask to be his.

      In her heart, she felt a guilty leap. This boy had just lost his Changer. How could she even consider asking him to accept her in Allie’s place?

      The boy shifted and Angel cocked her head. His golden eyes fluttered open, looking at the griffin on the floor. “Allie? Allie, is that you?”

      I’m not Allie, she begged in her head. Oh please, let him hear me. I’m not Allie. I’m Angel.

      The boy blinked. No. You must be Allie. You look just like her. You sound like her. It’s you, Allie.

      Angel gasped. You can hear me?

      I’m telepathic. I can hear everybody’s thoughts. She shifted in the dark, and his sureness that she was Allie vanished when he saw her silver eyes.

      Angel began weeping tears of joy. She’d finally found someone to speak with her, someone who could hear her voice.

      You don’t know how long I’ve waited for you, she hushed, getting off the floor and leaning over his chest. Her feathers brushed against the boy’s silver necklace, and she leapt back in surprise as a great light emitted from it, shining throughout the room. Kennu jumped upwards, taking the necklace in his shaking hands as a gentle voice emitted from it. “My daughter Allakenzie and my daughter Kallayr. You have been reunited again.”

      The voice died away with these words, the light sinking back into the necklace.

      Kennu’s eyes were wide. You’re Allie’s sister? I didn’t even know she had one!

      I...was her sister? Angel questioned. Unbidden, it all came rushing back to her. The attack on the nest…the reason she couldn’t talk…the death of her parents. I have a name…a true name...Kallayr…

      That’s why you look so much like her. You must have been twins. Kennu coughed and Angel looked at him, drawing near to the fairy. Though I don’t know why Vixen didn’t save both of you.

      Vixen? Angel thought back, long and hard to when she was a hatchling. She remembered seeing a fairy, one with dark hair, skirt among the ruins and pick up a little fawn, abandoned within the rubble. She had turned and hid, before the fairy saw her. If I know who you’re talking about, which I believe I do, this Vixen never saw me. I don’t even think she knew I existed.

      I guess that makes sense. Allie was the one she was saving from Wyntier, after all, since he was after her. Not that it made a difference, because he got her anyway, in the end. Tears filled the young prince’s golden eyes.

      Don’t get upset, Kennu, Angel said. I’m watching over you. I’ll take care of my sister’s Accompany.

      He smiled weakly. Angel changed into a white fox and crawled onto the bed, curling her body around him. I’ll take care of you, Kennu, she whispered to him. In honor of my sister, I will.

      

      The next morning dawned quickly. Kennu shook the sleep from his eyes and sat up, looking around. Angel was still resting in the giant bed as a fox. Someone was sitting in the chair across from him. “Soran?” he asked, peering closer.

      Soran smiled, though sadly. “How are you, little cousin?” Zorna was on his lap, the phoenix lost in the realm of his memories.

      “I’ve been better.” He smoothed out the covers and looked at Zorna. “Is he gonna be alright?’

      Soran glanced down at his Changer. “Yeah, he should be okay. All of it came as a big shock to him. But again, how are you feeling?”

      “Fine,” he said in a flat voice, even though they both knew he was anything but.

      Soran pulled out a bag and said, “Here, I brought some clothes for you from my dorm. They’re a little big, but you can have them. We’ve got some new clothes for Lyrica already too, so you guys should be all set.” Soran got up off the chair. “Your dad is waiting for you, whenever you’re ready.”

      He left the room. Kennu got out of the bed and took the bag, ruffling through them until he found something green. Once he was dressed he went out into the living room, where his father was impatiently waiting. Keota gave him a gripping hug, but Kennu didn’t embrace him back, only stood still. Keota let go of his son and they both turned to the couch, sitting on it.

      “Kennu…” he started.

      Unable to control himself any longer, Kennu went off. “You left us! Left! Took off with some woman we don’t even know, one who you haven’t seen for years, and didn’t look back! You dumped your Changer and your family for her! How could you?”

      “The fighting had been going on for a long time Kennu…”

      “I’m tired of the fighting! Fighting is the reason I lost Allie!”

      “Do you blame me for that?” Keota asked calmly.

      “No! I blame myself for that! But I blame you for not being there! Mom was a mess when you left, and now I don’t even know where she is! I’ve lost all my friends, and if you were there you could have helped! You could’ve put a stop to this!” Kennu put his head in his hands.

      Keota could say nothing more except, “I’m so sorry, Kennu.”

      It was the same answer Reagan had given him. It only made him more bitter.

      Soran came in from the next room with Angel and said, “It’s Saturday, Kennu. We have the day off. Why don’t you come down to the beach with me and my friends? I’m sure you’ll have fun.”

      Keota went to say no but Kennu stood up and said, “Okay. Sure. It might take my mind off things. Besides, the last place I want to be is here with him.”

      He headed out the door without another word, refusing to look at his father.

      

      Kennu was glad for the distraction Soran and his friends gave him that day. They had fun playing in the waves of the ocean that bordered the old volcano, the palm trees swaying in the warm breeze. Although he didn’t know the area, Kennu enjoyed being in a new place, creating new memories where there was nothing to remind him of the past. For the first time in weeks, he finally felt like a kid instead of some broken, useless object.

      Nesting’s Haven is beautiful place to die, Kennu thought, looking out at the ocean. If I can’t have Allie and don’t have long left, I might as well enjoy myself here for as long as I can.

      Late in the afternoon the group headed back, covered in sand and feeling moderately cheerful despite yesterday’s bad news. They were all gathered about making dinner for the fairies, Ana complaining about the lack of space when Lyrica and Mirabelle, who had been playing outside, rushed into the house.

      “Hey everyone, it’s a parade!” Lyrica squealed.

      “A parade?” Keota asked, confused. The group flooded out of the house and followed the girls down the street a couple of blocks, where a large crowd was forming. Ana’s group pushed through the ruckus, taking place along the city streets. Mirabelle and Lyrica’s eyes shone as they watched, gleefully giggling.

      The entire Dinkleberry University band was marching and playing in the streets. Flag twirlers weaving black, silver, and blue colored flags in circles followed them, while others weaved streamers and threw confetti. Behind came gymnasts, both Accompany and Changer, doing back flips and twists. Dancers weaved in and out of complicated lines, and proud Accompanies carried banners that had a strange, unknown symbol upon them of a long, jagged icicle. All that wasn’t anything compared to what happened next.

      Accompanies, mounted on Changers wearing silver and black armor, marched through the streets. They were carrying long, iron spears, and were clothed in the same colors as the flags. The design on their chest was the same icicle as on the banner. You couldn’t see their faces through their iron masks.

      “It’s the army,” Keota said and he peered over Kennu’s head. “But why are they dressed like that?”

      The answer came along several minutes later. Luciana gasped in fear and pointed, clutching to Keota’s chest as she did so.

      Wyntier. He was riding Lukas, who was in his wyvern form, and gazed at the crowd in a horrifying manner. He had a smile on his face and a hand raised in welcome, but anyone who knew the Accompany was sure that smile meant nothing good. He wore long black pants and knee-high boots. He had no shirt, but wore only a black cloak, with a heavy gold chain securing it around his neck. He sat in an iron saddle like some of them had seen on the dragon Bloodbath years before. Yet there was one thing about Wyntier’s appearance that was the worst.

      Covering the saddle were multitudes of furs. One of them was the skin of a golden griffin.

      Kennu fainted. Keota grabbed his son just before he hit the ground. Ionan growled, smoke furling out of his mouth as Wyntier drew near, but Rex stepped in front of the Changer to hold him back. There were too many guards who would kill not only Ionan, but the rest of them, before he even made the attempt. All they could do was stand around and watch as Wyntier paraded into Nesting’s Haven, sitting upon Allie’s pelt.

      The crowd’s cheers grew. “All hail King Wyntier and his army! All hail the new king!”

      They cheered this over and over, and Wyntier held his head up proudly as his new subjects cried out his name.

      “The new king? He’s a king now?” Soran screamed.

      Lyrica leaned too far forward, trying to see, and stumbled into the street. Mirabelle ran after her, halting directly in front of Lukas as he passed. When Mirabelle’s blue eyes met Wyntier’s, his eyebrows raised in realization.

      Lukas roared, rearing up on his hind legs. The girls screamed underneath the wyvern’s claws in terror. Ionan pushed Rex out of the way and charged in front of them, slashing his tail behind him.

      Both enemies glared at each other for a long time before Ionan finally said, “Pardon the child. She tripped.” He herded Lyrica and Mirabelle back to the side of the street, and Wyntier finally ripped his eyes away from them. The new king noticed Soran and glared at him before Lukas went to walk on.

      Slowly, Kennu came around. With no way to protest the parade without getting killed, the group turned and fled.

      

      As soon as they reached the safety of Ana’s yard, Mirabelle collapsed against Ionan. “He knows I’m Vera’s daughter. He wants me, Papa.”

      “Shush now, my child. It’s going to be alright.” Ionan put his wing around his daughter and drew her close.

      “Alright? Alright! How is it going to be alright?” Kennu questioned. He was near a breakdown again, and Angel pressed herself against his side to comfort him.

      “We have to find a base. Somewhere we can hide while the rest of us formulate a plan,” Keota said quickly. “I think I may be able to contact the elves and ask for assistance.”

      “The elves? Elves love war and hate fairies. They won’t help,” Soran said.

      “No, I mean, King Oliver and his subjects,” Keota said. “Kia was friends with them. They’ve helped us out before. It’s sure to be safe there.”

      “Nowhere is safe now,” Ana said.  “I can’t keep hiding you all in my house. Soon the Council is going to find out where you are, and we’ll really be in trouble then. Things are sure to get worse with our new king leading the way.”

      “There hasn’t been a monarch in over a thousand years. I’m sure Wyntier will do a wonderful job,” Maekrel said sarcastically.

      “There is one safe place…” Ionan said slowly. “We should head to Southwild, to my mother and father’s. The Accompanies and Changers there are untamed, and don’t follow the laws of the Council. They won’t likely submit to Wyntier’s reign. Now if we leave by…”

      “No, Ionan. Not Southwild. I’ll go with the elves before I’ll go there.” Maekrel protested.

      Ionan rounded on him angrily. “Why? Couldn’t pay a visit to your parents all these years?”

      “Neither could you!” Maekrel accused.

      “I live very far away, and Keota didn’t want to come back. They always said to put the Accompany first. You’re just afraid they won’t accept you for who you are, Maekrel.”

      Keota patted his Changer’s head. “I’m sorry, Ionan. I didn’t realize how much you missed your family. We should have come back sooner.”

      “It does not matter now.” Ionan shook his head. “We are here, and we need to hide until we can discover a plan of attack.”

      “I’m not going back there, Ionan,” Maekrel protested. “You nearly killed me when you found out I was in love with Ana. How do you think our parents will react?”

      “I was devastated by Vera’s loss when I did that. It would be better to tell them the truth than to keep slinking around Nesting’s Haven, avoiding them,” Ionan argued.

      “It’s settled then,” Ana said. “We’ll head for Ionia’s Palace and ask if we can stay there. If they kick us out...”

      “Or run us out, more likely,” Maekrel whimpered.

      “...We’ll go to King Oliver and ask for his help.”

      “My sister and I already discussed this, just in case we’d be forced to leave. Luciana, Rex and I don’t want to go to Southwild,” Rose interrupted. “We would much rather stay with the elves, even though it’s farther away. Rex doesn’t think he can face his parents again after Vera’s death.”

      “It’s his choice, then,” Ionan said, though he looked disappointed.

      “When do we leave?” Soran asked. “Right away?”

      “No.” Keota shook his head. “Kennu and the others still need time to recover.”

      “I think it would be best if the children stayed behind to finish their education,” Rose suggested. “There are only a few days left in this semester. That way, Vivi and Melodi can graduate.”

      “Fine,” Keota said. “But after that, they can’t return to Dinkleberry. Not ever.”

      “We can’t go back?” Soran said in a small voice.

      Keota put his hand on Soran’s shoulder and said, “No Soran. You can’t go back.”

      “It’s settled. Luciana and Rose will make way on Rex for the elves,” Ionan said. “I’ll have Keota write another letter to Ionia’s Palace as soon as he can announcing our arrival. Creator knows this whole congregation can’t just show up on their doorstep.”

      “Why not?” Ana grumbled. “You all showed up on mine.”
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      Vivienna stood in line with the other seniors in the entrance hall, the underclassmen clustered around the edges of the room. They didn’t have time to allow her to go to the graduation ceremony, so the simplicity of the senior walk on the last day of school would have to do. They’d be leaving the day after. As the school band began to play a rather sad song, the students in front of her began to move, almost in an enchanted manner. She followed slowly, feeling morose. She had few friends, so she didn’t say goodbye to anyone until she found Soran’s group clustered together in a corner at the end of the hall.

      “Come walk with me, Soran.” Vivienna smiled, reaching a hand out to her brother.

      “I don’t know if I’m allowed,” he mumbled, looking toward the few teachers that decided to attend. “I’m just a junior.”

      “This is your last day, too, so you’d better come walk with me. This is the only chance you’ll get,” Vivienna said.

      Soran knew not to mess with his sister, so he and Zorna stepped onto the path cautiously, hoping nobody would complain.

      “Don’t leave me!” Cameliyon cried, rushing forward to stand with them and grab at his arm.

      “If you’re walking, then so am I,” Daren declared, scampering after Cameliyon. Their Changers stood back a minute before joining the group, figuring they might as well.

      “Well now that we’re all here, let’s walk,” Melodi hooted, ruffling her owl feathers happily.

      “Sounds like a plan to me,” Daren put in. The small group began to walk the rest of the path, moving in one large bunch around the entrance hall.

      “Hey! Get the underclassmen out of our way!” a senior boy yelled, throwing a wad of paper at them.

      “Shut up! I told them to walk with me!” Vivienna yelled back. She whipped around to glare at the boy, giving him a rude gesture.

      “Why don’t you shut up, you stupid teacher’s pet!” the boy taunted. “Nobody in our class likes you anyway! What, were you too stupid to graduate when you were seventeen like everyone else?”

      Soran stepped in front of Vivienna, already losing his temper. “No one talks to my sister that way,” he threatened.

      “Ooh, I’m so scared of the tiny little rebel,” the boy teased, looking eager to start a fight.

      “You’re asking for it.” Cameliyon stepped forward angrily, and Soran grabbed her arm. She shook it off.

      “Am I, little girly?” he asked, looking her up and down. “You know...you’re kind of cute. You should come walk with me, instead of hanging out with all these losers. I could show you a good time.”

      “That’s it!” Soran yelled. Without hesitating, he punched the older boy directly in the nose. Vivienna grabbed her brother before any more damage could be done and begun dragging him away. The group ran off quickly, out the doors of Dinkleberry University and towards Ana’s house.

      The only graduation Vivienna would ever get ended without her.

      

      “And then Soran punched the kid right in the nose,” Vivienna said, smiling as she related the story of what had happened to everyone back at Ana’s. “I never expected him to hit someone that much bigger than him, but I’m glad he did.”

      “I didn’t mean to hit him,” Soran mumbled. “I let my temper get the best of me again. I didn’t mean to.”

      “It’s okay, Soran. Sometimes the only thing you can do is get angry,” Cameliyon said softly.

      “No, it’s not okay! It means I’m just like him!” Soran got up from the table and ran outside. Zorna went to follow, but Luciana held out an arm for him to stand back.

      “I can talk to him. I know how he feels.” Luciana got up. “I used to get mad and do terrible amounts of damage. I’m sure most of you remember the incident.”

      “Yeah, we remember,” Ana said. “Who could ever forget that?”

      Ignoring her, Luciana walked outside. Soran was leaning against a tree in the backyard, arms crossed over his chest.

      “It’s Soran, right?” she asked, walking to him.

      “Why do you care?” he asked angrily. “I just want to be left alone.”

      “Because I want to help you,” she said, sitting in the grass carefully, struggling to get down with her large stomach. “My name is Luciana.”

      “Hi,” he said, looking down at her. “I appreciate the effort, but I doubt you can help me. I’m Wyntier’s son. I’m beyond help.”

      “I think that if you hear my story, it could help a bit,” she said. “Have a seat, Soran. It’s kind of long.”

      “Whatever.” He sat cross-legged in the grass next to her. “Let’s hear it.”

      Luciana took a deep breath and told him all about what happened to her, so many years ago. As she dove deeper into her tale, Soran’s eyes widened in surprise.

      “Wow. Did that really happen?” Soran asked when she was done, staring at her in shock. “You don’t seem like the kind of person who would lash out like that.”

      “I know. I look so kind and sweet, shy, and innocent,” Luciana told him, picking at the grass. “But I’m far from it.”

      “My friend Cam is like that,” Soran said. “She told me she freaked out once and...hurt someone. Really bad. She told me she’s afraid to do it again.”

      “If she’s like me, you should stay away from her,” Luciana warned. “I hurt Keota terribly when I vanished, and he did everything he could to help me. Your friend could end up hurting you, too, if you don’t keep your distance.”

      “Cam would never hurt me. I know it,” Soran insisted.

      “If you say so.” Luciana shrugged. “Just be careful.”

      It was quiet for a moment, before Soran spoke again. “Interesting, how people can be so different than what you assume them to be,” Soran commented. “Like how some people look really mean, and act super tough, but they’re actually good people on the inside. That’s how Allie was.” He looked sad as he said the words.

      “You all really miss her, don’t you?” Luciana asked, looking toward the sky. “I never thought that one death could hurt so many people.”

      “We all loved Allie, but Kennu loved her the most,” Soran said, standing up. “I should apologize for storming off like that.”

      Luciana tilted her head as she looked at him. “You know, you really do look a lot like Wyntier,” she said. “He turned out to be a horrible man, but maybe there’s hope for you.”

      Soran gave an angry growl, casting his arms towards the sky. “Really? After that big long talk we just had? I can’t believe this!” Soran kicked the tree they’d been sitting under, and then stomped toward the house. Luciana watched him go as Keota wandered outside.

      “What exactly did I do?” Luciana asked Keota as he helped her off the ground.

      “I’m thinking you brought up his resemblance to Wyntier,” Keota said.

      “Yeah, but I didn’t think it would be a big deal,” she replied.

      “Don’t bring it up. Ever,” Keota told her. “He’s had some rough times because of Wyntier, kind of like you had issues with him.”

      “Oh. I see.” Luciana looked down. “I didn’t mean to make him upset.”

      “It’s not your fault,” Keota comforted. “Soran will get over it. You and Rose should finish packing.”

      At the mention of her leaving, Keota looked downward. He seemed very upset. Luciana touched his arm and said, “I have to do what’s best for the baby. He or she can’t be born here. Wyntier will find us.”

      “I understand.” Keota took a shuttering breath. “I just wish I didn’t have to lose you, after just getting you back.”

      “I guess I’m pretty good at leaving you behind,” Luciana said, attempting a poor joke. He didn’t laugh.

      Luciana struggled not to cry as they headed into the house. Keota had kissed her back in the Verinian Forest, but Luciana knew her feelings weren’t the same. All he’d ever be to her was a best friend, not a lover. She knew he was still in love with Kia, but if she continued to remain in his life, he’d never admit it to himself. He’d always be constantly chasing after her.

      There was only one thing left to do. She’d hurt Keota before, and now, she’d have to hurt him all over again.

      

      At the end of the week, the two sisters and Rex stood outside Ana’s house, watching the sun rise over Nesting’s Haven. As soon as it was light enough, they would leave. If they prolonged their trip any longer, they would lose their chance to go before Luciana was forced to stay in one spot due to the baby’s birth.

      “Bye, Luce. I’m going to miss you,” Keota said, choking back tears.

      “I know where to find you, so I’ll visit as often as I can,” Luciana said, hugging her dear friend goodbye. “I promise I will.”

      Something was off about Luciana. She was even more distant than usual, her expression vacant, her embrace around Keota stiff and unwelcoming. Rose seemed herself, but there was an anxiousness about her as well.

      “Have fun with the elves,” Ana told them, embracing Rose. “Be safe, my friend, and let no harm come to your sister or her child.”

      “I shall protect her with my own life,” Rose replied. “And I know Rex will as well.”

      The large panther looked up at the sound of his name. “Are we ready to go yet?”  he asked, sounding impatient.

      “Yes. You need to have a dragon form, Rex. It’s the only thing that can fit both of us,” Luciana said, stroking his soft fur.

      “Alright. If I must.” Luciana backed up slightly as he changed into a slender black dragon, his massive horns gleaming in the dim light of early morning. “We have to get moving if we are to arrive soon.”

      “Come on, Rose, we have to go now. It’s a long trip, and I want to get there soon,” Luciana said, climbing clumsily onto her Changer’s back. Rex had to use his head to push her up so she wouldn’t fall onto the ground, struggling to clamber on over her pregnant belly.

      “Coming,” Rose said sadly. She hugged Ana one last time and then climbed reluctantly onto Rex’s back behind her sister.

      “Keota,” Luciana started. “There’s something I have to tell you.”

      “Anything, Luce,” Keota said, reaching up and grabbing her hand.

      Luciana tightly clutched his hand in hers. “I told myself if I ever had to use my powers on you, I would tell you first. It won’t matter, because you’ll forget anyway, but it matters to me. At least I’ll feel I’ve done the right thing.”

      “Luce, what are you talking about?” Keota said, very confused.

      “Luciana and I are faders,” Rose explained quietly. Her nervousness had left, to be replaced with sadness. “We were born with the power to make people forget us, if we so choose. It’s the reason Luciana was able to make people forget her so easily after she left Azazael.” She looked at her sister.

      “Yes. Everyone forgot about me. Except for you and Rose,” Luciana said. “Sometimes, if the love is strong enough, people will remember you anyway.”

      “But not this time,” Rose interrupted. “Both of you, and everyone we’ve met here, must forget us entirely. It’s the only way to keep ourselves safe from Wyntier, so he doesn’t figure out where we are going.”

      “So you’re just going to erase our memories and make us forget about you?” Ana said angrily. “Rose, this isn’t right!”

      “I’m sorry, Ana,” Rose whispered. “But this is the way it has to be.”

      Rose closed her eyes. Ana blinked once or twice before looking up, staring at confusion at Rex and his riders. “Who are you? And what are you doing in my yard?” she asked Rose. “This is trespassing. Get out.”

      “No, Luce!” Keota lunged forward, grabbing Luciana’s other hand. “Don’t do this. Please. I can’t stand to lose you again.”

      “If there was a way you could remember me, I’d let you,” she whispered to him. “But you can’t. I’ve already ruined your life multiple times. It’s better for you if you don’t remember I ever existed.”

      Luciana let go of Keota’s hands. With the absence of her touch, all his memories of Luciana, each one from the first time they’d met until now, vanished. Luciana leaned away from him and Rex beat his wings twice, carrying them into the sky. Tears marred Luciana’s face as she watched Keota grasp at the air, staring upward at the ascending dragon without realizing why he was doing it. She watched until Keota was a dot, and Nesting’s Haven a toy city of tiny buildings below.

      “We had to, Lucy,” Rose said quietly, putting a hand on her sister’s shoulder. “If they’re caught by Wyntier, we’ll be in danger. It’s better this way.”

      Luciana didn’t answer, only turned to face in the direction they were heading.

      After they’d been flying nonstop for several days over the ocean, the Lands finally came in sight. Rex sailed lowly over a sparse forest, eyes drooping in tiredness. He was exhausted. They’d have to land soon.

      “How much farther must we travel?” Rose asked, stretching her arms above her head.

      “How should I know? Look at the map,” Luciana said. She gasped and held her stomach, a pained expression suddenly coming across her face.

      “What’s wrong?” Rose looked at her sister, a panicked expression spreading across her face.

      “Nothing. It just hurts,” Luciana said through gritted teeth. “I’ll be fine.”

      At this, she screamed loudly, cry echoing over the Lands.

      “Or not,” Rose said, her face turning pale. “Please don’t tell me this is happening.”

      “I’m going to land now,” Rex announced. “I have a feeling that we don’t have much time.”

      “Much time for what?” Rose asked as the large dragon slowly descended.

      “The baby,” Rex responded. “I have a feeling that it is just about time.”

      “What? She can’t have a baby in the middle of a forest!” Rose shouted. “We can’t be that far from the elves! Come on, we can make it!”

      “I don’t think I can, Rose,” Luciana gasped. She was breathing heavily now, and sweat had broken out on her forehead. Both of her hands gripped her stomach tightly, and she looked like she was trying not to scream. “He’s not going to wait any longer.”

      “I see,” Rose said quietly. “Then I guess we better get ready for baby.” She smiled encouragingly at her sister, and Luciana nodded.

      Rex landed as gently as possible in a small clearing, and Rose helped her little sister onto the ground. Rex took the form of a panther and laid down to wait, unsure of what else he could do. None of them had any experience in delivering babies, but at the moment, they had no other option.

      “I’m gonna try to do this the best I can,” Rose told her sister. “If I screw up, you can’t blame me.”

      “I just hope I don’t screw up,” Luciana said in a voice mottled with pain. Unable to stand it any longer, she screamed again.
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      Kennu sat alone in the small room Ana had given him, the shades drawn and the room dark. Most of his friends were at the beach, and he’d wanted to go with them again, but the adults had told him to stay behind. His health was slowly getting worse as the days without Allie became weeks. He didn’t know how much more of life he could take without her. Soran had tried to help him feel better, but he only succeeded in making his younger cousin more depressed. Zorna was always at his side, and it made him think of Allie.

      Angel had tried to stay behind with Kennu, but he had asked the Changer to go along without him. He felt guilty he couldn’t provide the type of care to Angel that she gave him. It made it even worse that she was Allie’s sister, because he once again felt like he was letting his best friend down.

      I’m alone, Kennu thought. He brought back the curtains just a tiny bit and stared out the window. Birds flew about the yard without a care in the world. Their song made his ears ring.

      “Why?” he asked, desperate for answers. “Why me?” He slammed his head into the wall angrily, and unexpectedly, he felt a sharp pain. A small trickle of blood ran down his forehead and down his cheek before dripping off his chin and onto his pant leg. He looked to the spot on the wall he’d banged his head on. A small nail stuck out of the wood, most likely used to hold a painting on the wall, but now it was just embedded on its own. A small ruby dot was on the end of the old metal. Kennu stared at the blood, mesmerized.

      “What are you thinking about?”

      Kennu jumped at Ana’s voice. His aunt walked into the room and sat on the bed across from his chair, hands on her lap. He didn’t say anything.

      “What’s running through your mind right now?” she asked again, obviously determined to get some response out of her nephew.

      “Nothing,” Kennu answered quickly.

      “Don’t lie, Kennu,” she told him. “I’m not stupid.”

      Ana shifted and then looked him in the eye. “You were thinking about how easy it would be, weren’t you?”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” he mumbled, staring at the blood on the nail.

      “You know exactly what I’m talking about,” Ana said, reaching out placing a hand on his knee. “It’s not so easy, Kennu. You may be free of pain, but what about those that loved you? It’s never an easy escape, because you’ll end up in a better place, watching the ones you loved suffer for you.”

      “How do you know?” he asked, looking up at her again.

      “I just...do.” Ana looked at the sheet, as if she were trying to memorize the exact pattern of it, unable to look her nephew in the eye. “The easiest way to get through everything is to just live with the pain. If life sucks, do something to make yourself laugh. If you can’t go on, then sit down, take a breath, and get up again.” She rose to her feet and walked towards the door. “I’ll be right back with some things to clean that cut up.”

      She was back a few minutes later with some bandages and a wet cloth. “I hope you understand that you’re not the only one that’s had a hard life, Kennu,” she told him, cleaning the wound gently.

      “But I am the only one with problems this bad,” he growled, flinching as she wiped the blood off his forehead.

      “That’s not true. Soran and Vivienna have to live with the knowledge that Wyntier is their father.”

      “Who cares about them,” Kennu snarled. “I sure don’t.”

      “Don’t say that!” Ana looked at him in shock. “Kennu, your family cares about you, so it’s time you start caring about them. We all have to deal with this together, whether you want to or not.” She finished bandaging his head.

      “Well, it doesn’t matter,” Kennu said. “They can all just go away and never come back for all I care.”

      “Kennu, I understand...”

      “No, you don’t! You can never understand! You have no idea what it’s like to lose your Changer!” Kennu burst. “None whatsoever! Maekrel might be human now, but he’s still yours! It’s absolute hell living without her! It’s constant torture, like a piece of me is destroyed, and I’m never going to fix it or get it back! Allie is gone forever! If I’m going to die anyway, why don’t I just hurry up and get it over with?”

      “Don’t say that, Kennu,” Ana said quietly. “Don’t ever, ever say that.”

      “Yeah, okay,” he said, crossing his arms and turning away from her. “Just leave me alone.”

      Ana got up. She began backing away. “I think there’s someone who can help you more than I can right now,” she said. “I ask that you listen to her, even if she can’t say anything at all.”

      Ana swung the door open. As she went out, Angel walked in. The white griffin had a small bag strung over her head and across her shoulder.

      Hi, Kennu. I brought you something, she said.

      He looked up. Hi Angel. I thought you were at the beach?

      I didn’t want you to be lonely, so I came back early.

      Oh. He sat back. What’d you bring me?

      The swan walked to the edge of the bed and laid a sketch pad and four pieces of lead on the sheets. Soran said you liked to draw, so I brought you some things to draw with.

      Thanks Angel. This is great. Kennu smiled weakly, getting up from the chair and scooping up the art supplies. He laid across the bed on his stomach, tilted his head when he looked at the paper, and then began to draw. Angel watched him intently, as absorbed in the creation of the drawing as he was. When he was finished, he displayed it to her proudly.

      This one’s you, and this one here is Allie. He pointed to the two griffins he had drawn, and then hung the picture on the nail he had cut himself on a short time ago. Do you think you could see if Ana has anything else I could use to hang up pictures with?

      I can try, Angel answered. She waddled out of the room and Kennu began to sketch once more. He didn’t think about what to draw, or think about how it would look when he finished. He just drew whatever his hand wanted him to, and although it didn’t make him feel better completely, it made him feel...safe.

      When Angel came back with a small box of nails and a rock from the garden, he smiled. Can I see what else you drew? she asked, laying the things down on the bed.

      Yeah. I guess I can show you. He flipped back a couple pages and displayed the first picture. It was of a beautiful dragoness, with feathered wings. It’s supposed to be Vera. It would look better with color, but I guess it’ll be okay for now.

      I can get color for you, if you want it, Angel told him. From the same place I got this stuff.

      Where exactly did you get it from? Kennu asked, hoping Angel hadn’t been so desperate to steal art supplies just to make him happy.

      There’s a little art store not far from here. They have to close because the owner’s being sent away, Angel said. He’s giving everything away to those who want it.

      Oh. That’s too bad.

      So do you want anything other than color?

      Maybe an eraser...but I don’t think I need anything else.

      Okay. I can do that.

      Angel was gone for almost an hour before returning with a set of over thirty different colored leads and four small erasers. She had grabbed an extra set of regular leads for good measure, and a huge stack of paper as well.

      Thank you, Angel. You’ve made me a little bit happier than I was, Kennu said, taking a purple lead and gently shading in the picture of Vera.

      I’m glad I could help in some way, Angel said, sitting on the edge of the bed next to him. Can I see them all now?

      Of course. This is Vera, all colored in. Kennu displayed the image to her, and had to do a double take. He realized it was just like the real Vera had been.

      She’s so beautiful, Angel said, looking at the drawing.

      Yeah, she was. Kennu took the picture and hung it on the wall, using the rock to pound in a nail. He looked at the next picture on the pad, one he hadn’t meant to draw. But even though it was accidental, it was perfect. The colors on the bikini were identical to the one in real life. Her hair and her sunglasses, even her small hands, were drawn perfectly. He’d gotten every detail about her right.

      Who is that? Angel asked curiously.

      Someone I miss. Not as much as I miss Allie, but I miss her just the same. He hung up the drawing of Reagan next to Vera and the two griffins.

      Why did you have to be so mean? Why couldn’t you feel the same way about me? he thought openly, not caring if Angel could hear as he stared at the picture of the human girl. He took a deep breath, struggling to hold back tears, and then reached under the pillow to pull out a picture that was folded four ways. He unfolded it gently and hung it up on the wall, closest to where his head would go when he slept.

      That’s Allie, isn’t it? Angel asked.

      Yeah, that’s my Allie. I miss her more than anything in this world, he sighed. Angel set her head on his shoulder, and he returned the affectionate gesture, leaning against hers.

      Later that night, Ana walked toward Kennu’s room to bring him dinner. She knocked before opening the door, entering slowly. Kennu was curled up in a ball on the bed and Angel sat next to him, her head buried beneath her wing. The walls were plastered with all sorts of pictures, at least twenty of them. She set the food down on the bedside table and looked around her in amazement, her mouth dropping open.

      There was a picture of the small hut where Kennu had been born, with Kia and Keota standing side by side, both of them smiling. There was one of Ionan and Allie flying together and one of Mela, her blue hair up in pigtails like when she was small. Soran, Zorna, Cameliyon, Pumpkin, Martin and Daren were in their own picture, all clustered together on a beach under a setting sun, grinning gleefully. There was one of Allie in her lynx form, standing next to a slightly larger male lynx. There was a picture of each of the wolves on their own, and then one of all of them together.

      But the one picture that caught her eye was the one of Vera and all of the children that had been kidnapped those ten years ago. The drawing looked perfect, as if she were actually looking at something in real life.

      She reached out and brushed the drawing, as if she needed to touch it to be sure it wasn’t real, and then left the room.

      

      Luciana leaned against a tree, a broad smile across her face. In her arms, little Nathanial sucked his thumb and slept. The child had pale blonde hair that was almost white, just like his mother’s, but he hadn’t opened his eyes yet, so their color was still unknown.

      “He’s so beautiful.” Luciana smiled and stroked her son’s cheek gently, wondering if the child was really in her arms, or if it was just a dream. “It was worth everything I endured to have him here with me.”

      “Yeah, but he doesn’t look much like you, does he?” Rose said, sitting down next to her. “He must take after the father.”

      “Yeah, but that’s okay,” Luciana told her. “He’s my son just the same, whether he looks like me or not.”

      “He is a very cute little thing,” Rex said, admiring the baby’s perfect pink skin. The baby’s white hair ruffled as he blew a warm gust of air out of his panther nose.

      “He’s my little angel, that’s what he is,” Luciana cooed, rocking Nathanial gently back and forth in her arms.

      “You’re going to be a great mother, Luciana. I can just tell,” Rose said with a proud grin.

      “You really think so?” Luciana asked, looking up at her older sister.

      “I know so,” Rose replied, smiling.

      Luciana continued talking quietly to Nathanial. “Mommy loves you. Oh, yes she does. She loves you, baby!”

      The little boy moved slightly and they watched him squirm curiously. “What’s the matter, Nathanial?” Luciana asked deliriously, as if expecting the boy to answer.

      The small child opened his eyes to look up at his mother.  Rose immediately gasped. “Luciana, do you see it? In his eyes!” she said, pointing to the baby.

      Luciana didn’t answer, but it was obvious she saw the same thing her older sister did. For in her child’s hazel eyes, she saw a friend of old.
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      Everyone was packing their things in order to make the trip to Southwild, except for Lyrica and Mirabelle, who were simply too tired to do anymore. They had just gotten back from a long trip already, and to go on another after a few days of rest seemed a daunting task to the two young girls. Lyrica stroked Mirabelle, who was a puppy, on her lap as they sat on the bed wearily. Both had been too exhausted to even mutter a tune recently, let alone dance and sing. Ionan prowled in as a lion, maneuvering around their few belongings on the floor.

      “All ready to go?” he asked, resting a paw on the bag.

      Mirabelle opened her eyes. “Yes, Papa.”

      “Girls, you’ve been quieter than I’ve ever known you to be. What is wrong?” Ionan asked.

      Lyrica continued looking out the window. “I miss Mommy and Daddy. Ionan…Ionan, I’m scared.”

      “There’s no need to be frightened. Your parents are very brave fairies. I’m sure they’re alright,” Ionan said.

      Her blue eyes dimmed and she said, “But Ionan, remember what the oath from the forest said? The one written on a stone in every realm? But if land is dead and creatures cry, therefore shall the fairy die? If the forest and plains are burned, how can Aunt Kia still be alive?”

      Lyrica’s eyes began swimming with tears. She knew the consequences of a fairy leaving their realm unprotected.

      Ionan said, “Don’t worry, Lyrica, Kiatana has left the forest many times and she has never been killed from it. I’m sure whoever wrote the poem long ago was exaggerating highly.”

      “But each time Aunt Kia left, it got worse for her,” Lyrica protested. Mirabelle cleared away her tears. It hurt Ionan to watch, remembering Allie had done the same for Kennu not so long ago.

      “Do not worry yourself so. We will find them soon enough. It won’t be too long before you’re back where you should be, at home with them.” Ionan smiled at her, though it was a grin marred with uncertainty. Reassured by his words, she stopped crying and smiled back, only to have the small grin fall once again.

      “That’s not all…” she said. “There’s something else.” She looked down at her hands. “Ionan, Mommy is the Great One, but the prophecy said the one who was her heir would be of her own family, with wings shining and rare. I…I think it’s me. It’s the only explanation that makes sense.”

      Lyrica’s rainbow wings flickered once and Ionan recoiled. One of her own family, wings shining and are rare…he recalled the verse from the prophecy. It fit perfectly. “Lyrica…I have to agree with you. I believe it is you. There’s little way around it.”

      “But I don’t want to be the Great One!” she protested, and Mirabelle wrinkled her nose. “I don’t want to have any special powers or rule over people, I just want to be myself! If Mommy’s gone, I have to take her place, but I don’t even know how to be the Great One!”

      “You may not have a choice, Lyrica.”

      “No! Mirabelle and I have been talking about it. We want to come back here when we’re grown and become famous singers! That’s what we want!”

      “There’s nothing wrong with that. You could be both…”

      “But I don’t want to be!” Lyrica insisted. “You know that if I really am the next Great One I’ll have to end this new war! This is so unfair!” She squeezed her Changer tightly.

      “Calm yourself. There may be a different way,” Ionan said.

      Lyrica looked out the window. “This isn’t right. I don’t want to be forced into this. I want a choice.”

      Ionan wagged his tail feebly to try to get her to smile. “Though the prophecy states what must be true, the war cannot balance on the shoulders of an eleven-year-old girl. Follow your dreams, Lyrica. Whatever makes you happy and safe should be good enough for the rest of us.”

      

      “One day left,” Soran reminded himself. Things were being readied to load onto the Changers for the long flight to Southwild. Zorna laid in Soran’s arms as a phoenix and watched the luggage be piled outside of Ana’s house in stacks mournfully, as if the very idea of leaving Nesting’s Haven was torturous to him.

      Cameliyon came running up the street, Martin and Pumpkin following. Soran could tell by the look on their faces that whatever she had to say wasn’t good.

      “My stupid godparents won’t let me come with you!” she said angrily, stomping her shoes into the grass. “They’re forcing me to stay behind. And Martin and Pumpkin’s parents won’t let them come, either.”

      “What? But Daren’s parents said it was okay. Can’t they come with you? They have to know it’s not safe in the city anymore,” Soran said.

      “No. They say there’s no danger,” she said sourly, and sat on the grass. “I hate my godparents. I wish they were gone and I didn’t have to deal with them anymore.”

      “Be thankful you still have them,” Zorna snapped, raising his head up. “Unlike a lot of people here.”

      “Shut up, Zorna. I don’t need a lecture,” she growled back at him.

      Soran tilted his head, looking upward as he got a sudden idea. “Wait. Maybe there’s something we can do so nobody has to leave.”

      “What do you mean?”  Pumpkin asked.

      “The Council’s secret files!” Zorna said excitedly, catching on. “You’re a genius, Soran!”

      “Moorock kept hinting at them. I never got it until now, but I think he wants us to go through them,” Soran said. “I bet if we find Wyntier’s file, we can show everyone who he really is. There’s probably tons of stuff to discredit him in there.”

      “The files? As in the secret, private files the Council keeps locked behind closed doors? You’re insane if you think we’re getting in there,” Martin said.

      “But I have the perfect way,” Soran hushed. “At dusk, Wyntier’s going to be crowned king. Everybody’s going to be there, including the Council and their best guards. They’ll put their worst soldiers to guard the files because, let’s face it, if there’s going to be an attack they’ll expect an assassination attempt, not a break-in. Plus, their faith in the system is so absolute. Like you said, Martin, you’d have to be half mad to try to get in.”

      “We’re going to do this, aren’t we?” Cameliyon sighed, shaking her head. “Come on, what’s the plan?”

      

      It was just as Soran had said. Wyntier was being crowned at the new palace they were building for him downtown, so the Council Hall was practically empty. Daren had met up with them after Pumpkin and Martin flew off to spread the word.

      “You do realize this is illegal, right?” Kennu whispered by Soran’s side as they entered the great wooden doors. Once he had found out that Soran was planning a full scale sneak attack on Wyntier, he and Angel forced him to drag them along. Soran worried that there were too many of them and they were going to get caught. The adults had been so busy packing that they didn’t see the kids leaving. It was almost too easy to get away, and it made Soran weary.

      “Duh. What do you think I am, stupid?” Soran hissed to his cousin, already wishing they could turn back.

      “We’re all stupid if you think we’re getting out of here without getting arrested. My parents aren’t going to bail me out of Azazael if we get caught.” Daren quivered with fear as they walked the cold, marble hallways of the Council Hall. The room to the files was at the end of the building, the door protected by several guards and their Changers. The kids stood behind the corner of the long walkway leading to the room, feeling so close to their goal.

      Unlike his Accompany, Federin was completely calm, resting in Daren’s shirt pocket. Zorna had changed into a black hamster and was hiding inside Soran’s coat at his Accompany’s request.

      “If we’re caught, Lukas will tear us apart before we get the chance to be arrested,” Cameliyon said. She was in a guard’s uniform they had stolen from one of the storerooms in the back, and looked rather intimidating. “Looks like this is where I come in.”

      As a female guard and her Changer rounded the corner to end their shift, the kids stood along the wall patiently, pretending to be waiting for their parents. The guard nodded to them before leaving for home.

      “Come on Cam, hurry,” Soran hushed under his breath.

      Cameliyon melded her looks, taking on the pixie-nosed appearance of the guard while Pumpkin mutated into the large black dog that had been following her. Cameliyon nodded to Martin and Angel, both small ferrets, and the two went around the opposite wall in the same route the guard had taken. It wasn’t long before they heard a loud crash. Every guard but one stayed behind to block the room to the files.

      Cameliyon walked boldly out into the hallway, pretending to be in a hurry. The last guard and his Changer turned, looking at her curiously. “Edana, what’s up? I thought you were done for the day,” the guard said in confusion.

      Cameliyon huffed, changing her voice to sound different from her own. “Change of plans. I was sent back here to watch the door. It looks like somebody’s trying to get into the court room. The boss wants you and your Changer to look into it.”

      Without another word, the man and his Changer hurried off. Once he was gone, they all stepped out from behind the corner.

      “Don’t take forever,” Cameliyon said. “Angel and Martin can only keep the guards preoccupied for so long.”

      Thanking the Creator for Martin and Angel’s bravery, they rushed inside. Daren started leafing through the many different drawers, pulling out two at a time. “Look for a tan file, that means they’re living, or green, which equals missing. Any colored file means they’ve died. Red means death by murder, purple means death by illness, and white means died naturally.”

      “Aw, come on. There’s got to be a million different cabinets in here,” Kennu moaned.

      Soran opened a drawer and said, “Quit with the bad attitude, Kennu. Angel and Martin are risking their safety to give us this time. Stop wasting it.”

      With an irritated look at his cousin, Kennu pulled open another drawer. He asked, “It’s alphabetized, right? Doesn’t that mean we should look for his last name?”

      “It’s not organized by name, but the year of birth, which we don’t know. Just keep leafing through stuff,” Soran said, pulling out dozens of files at a time.

      Daren was deep in immense concentration, reading a large file carefully. “Wow these facts are amazing…” he said, truly awed. “It says here that most of the population’s partners are same gender. Only a quarter are female Accompany male Changer pairs, and a tiny sliver makes up the male Accompany female Changer bonds…they’re supposed to be really rare…”

      “We’re going to be rare if we don’t get out of here. As in, non-existing.” Cameliyon poked her head through the door. “Kennu, what are you doing!” she asked as her friend flung the files to the floor.

      “What?” Kennu asked, pausing with two files in each hand.

      Cameliyon pointed and said, “They’re not supposed to know we’re here! You’re making a mess!”

      “Oops.” Kennu gulped. There was no time to correct it now. They kept going, file after file.

      “Stay near the bottom, that’s where the more recent ones are. The ones on top are all older, a hundred years or so,” Soran said.

      Kennu pulled out his fifth drawer. Within it, he found his own file. He didn’t even know he had a file, as he didn’t live in Nesting’s Haven. Yet there it was, all folded, several papers organized neatly inside. He pulled it out and looked at it. Inside he found Allie’s file, still tan. They hadn’t yet put it in a red folder. Tears formed in his eyes, but he brushed them away. This was no time for hysterics. He put his file back and moved on.

      “I’m close!” Soran cried and they all hurried over to his cabinet. “I found Vera’s file!” He pulled it out, and they saw it was purple instead of red. Why it wasn’t in Wyntier’s file, they had no clue. They opened it up and found less than a page of information.

      “Nothing we didn’t already know,” Soran said with disappointment. “Just has her family, her graduation year, her time in the service and the date that she died.”

      They put it back solemnly, rushing quickly through the rest of the files. After a while, they felt like giving up.

      Finally, Daren screamed, “I’ve got it!” He pulled out a tan file and they opened it up, dreading what they would find inside.

      There it was. Wyntier’s file. But something was wrong. As they turned the pages, they realized that the paper was new, and fresh off the printing press.

      “It’s brand new! He rewrote his file!” Kennu snarled as he read through the pages. “They’re making him seem like some sort of hero! Are you reading this?”

      Soran shook his head furiously as they skimmed page after page of lies. Wyntier had deleted every single record that made him look the least bit distasteful. After a while, they found Lukas’ file tucked inside.

      “It was as if he had never been bonded to Vera at all,” Kennu said. “I bet Nicodemus’ file is probably a pile of ashes right now.”

      “I bet you’re right,” a sinister voice said behind them. They turned to see a giant monitor lizard, as large as several horses, blocking the doorway, his tongue flicking in and out of his mouth in amusement. Beside him was a cobra of the same monstrous size, his threatening hood flaring in the window’s light. The rest of the guards circled the two behemoths. A man held up Cameliyon by the collar of her shirt, transformed back into herself. Two Changers struggled to hold onto a fighting Angel in her griffin form, while Martin and Pumpkin, both ferrets, were subdued by the rest of the Changers.

      “Clever idea, yes?” the cobra hissed. “Nobody’s around to catch our little friends in the act except us. Bad little friends...you shouldn’t be slithering around here.”

      The monitor cackled and said, “Allow us to introduce ourselves. My name is Anubis, and this is my cousin, Ra. Surely you have heard of us?”

      Anubis laughed at their shocked expressions. “You have heard of us indeed. Luckily, the Council left their Changers behind to guard the Hall, silly friends. All except for Lukas, of course. But we won’t be needing him.”

      “Won’t be needing him indeed.” Ra slithered around the kids in a circle. The guards threw the rest of the group against Soran, and the Accompany realized that Ra was herding him into another room. Ra took his tail, bashing them back through a door Anubis had opened, throwing them down a long flight of stairs into darkness.
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      All that could be heard was the sound of their screams as they tumbled down the stairs, and then their labored breathing as they lay against the cold stone, immersed in the dark. They were unsure of where they were...nothing could be seen, save for the pitch blackness of the room they’d fallen into. Soran heard the rattle of Ra’s tail and yelled, “Light! I need light!”

      His coat tore off him in flames. Zorna flew high into the air, sweeping around the room and creating as much fire as he could in his phoenix form. Even as a phoenix, Zorna only gave enough light so they could see what was right in front of them. The Changers leapt protectively in front of their Accompanies, forming a barrier between them and the Changers of the Council as they closed in.

      As far as they could tell, the room was nothing but stone. The only thing in it were tall platforms on which the Council was sitting upon. Ra was the only one still left on the floor, snaking around them.

      “Let’s see the power of your Creator,” Anubis said mockingly. Anubis displayed his fangs and chanted, “I call upon Rameses, Nefti, Takmet, Sulket, Horus. Do your duty for your king.”

      Five Changers leapt off the platform. A falcon larger than Zorna flew straight at Soran’s heart, beak widened, aiming to plunge it into the Accompany’s chest. Zorna flew in front of him and locked talons. The birds spiraled to the ground and began tearing at each other with everything they had. Two pumas circled Martin and Pumpkin, who had changed into horses. They leapt onto their backs and Cameliyon screamed loudly as the twins tried to buck them off. Angel was dueling fiercely with a formidable osprey of her own size, while poor Federin was being chased by a giggling hyena, who was enjoying the game of violence. The remaining Council members swayed in a chant, repeating over and over, “Rameses, Nefti, Takmet, Sulket, Horus…”

      Meanwhile, Ra circled around the Accompanies, enclosing them in as he planned to strangle them all at once. Soran looked around and wondered if this was the end. This was all his fault. Were they all to die here, foolishly and for no purpose?

      Cameliyon sobbed as Martin and Pumpkin fell under the weight of the large cats, rolling to get them off. The pumas simply raked their claws over their backs and jumped out of the way when the horses fell. Federin was smacked across the face by the hyena and hit the wall, unconscious. Zorna was trying so hard, so very hard, to fight for Soran, but the stronger falcon had him pinned and was now ripping out his black feathers fanatically as Zorna screeched, trying to toss him off. The osprey smashed Angel down into the hard stone, biting hard behind her neck. Her mouth opened in a soundless scream, writhing underneath her foe.

      One of the pumas had Pumpkin pinned. The large cat pulled back his fangs and sunk them into her neck, tearing into the flesh. In wretched pain, the Changer screamed.

      This noise did something terrible to Cameliyon. Letting out a scream that matched her Changer’s, her eyes began filling with a smoky, black texture, overwhelming the pupils and whites. She flung her hand out in front of her, and from it emitted a wavy, flowing black water, one that streamed directly for the puma that bit Pumpkin. The water streamed into the puma’s mouth and the big cat got off Pumpkin, eyes wide as it began coughing heavily, gasping for air. The puma took a few steps before collapsing on the ground, blood streaming out of its mouth into a large puddle as it shuttered, then died.

      “What is this?” Ra hissed. “This is not part of our game.”

      Cameliyon opened her other hand, and the black water went for the rest of the Changers attacking her friends, infecting the mouths of the osprey, the hyena, the falcon, and the second puma. Each of them gasped for air just as the first had before sinking to the ground, drowning in a stream of their own blood that flowed from behind their teeth. Slowly, Cameliyon’s eyes lost their smoky appearance and she stepped back, her shoes soaked in the carnage she’d effortlessly created.

      The Accompanies had no time to marvel or be afraid. Cameliyon ran to her Changers, splashing through the bloody pools. The twins transformed and she scooped them up in her arms, running up the steps and out the door they’d been thrown down. Daren grabbed Federin, and Kennu scooped up Angel as a swan. They hurried after Cameliyon, clumsily scampering up the smooth stairs.

      Soran was last, crawling to Zorna through the river of blood flowing through the stone room. He kneeled by his side, dragging him out from underneath the dead osprey. There was a part where there were no feathers left on Zorna’s back.

      “Oh Zorna. I’m so sorry.” Tears fell from Soran’s eyes as he got to his feet. He hurried up the steps, before Ra and Anubis got their bearings and could follow. As they hurried through the Council Hall, Soran asked, “Cam, what was that?”

      She took deep breaths as she ran. “That’s what I told you about, Soran. The darkness.”

      The banging of the wooden doors behind them was enough to signal that Ra and Anubis were giving chase. There was nowhere to go. If they went to Ana’s they would only be leading them back to everyone else.

      Angel had an idea. Kennu, go to the cathedral, she said frailly in her mind. Kennu relayed the thought to Soran, and the Accompany changed his path, heading immediately towards it. Angel’s proposition was their only hope now.

      Once they had reached the grand stone cathedral, they launched themselves inside. Soran cried, “Refuge!” and fell across the head priest’s feet, Zorna still in his arms. The head priest saw the Council coming and stepped before them in his white robe, a white tiger following. He and the other ministers formed a wall between the children and their enemies.

      Anubis stepped forward and snarled, raking his claws across the stone. “Amancio! Move,” he snarled.

      The priest didn’t move. “No, Anubis. I will not stand for you coming in this holy place and wrenching the Creator’s children out to seek judgement. You have no right.”

      “Your head will be on a platter for the king if you don’t get out of the way, old man,” Anubis snarled.

      “The children claim refuge.” Amancio’s Changer spoke in a deep, rumbling voice, calm against the storm of Anubis’ threatening command. “There is nothing you can do. You may have burned our constitution, but there is a deeper law that states you cannot take those who seek sanctuary in the cathedral out to be judged, nor can you spill blood on sacred steps. Doing so will compromise your Council status. And I’m sure we can all take care of ourselves.” The white tiger growled lowly, as a warning to the Council members.

      Anubis flickered out his tongue. “For now.” When they saw that the ministers weren’t about to give in, both turned to leave.

      Before completely slithering away, Ra hissed, “You would do well to leave Nesting’s Haven, Amancio. While you still can.”

      With grim faces, the ministers turned to the children. They began tending to them and their Changers, wrapping their battle wounds in clean white fabric.

      “Ignus, watch over him for me.” Amancio pointed at Kennu, then went to put balm on Zorna’s skin patches.

      The white tiger left his cohorts to their duty and led Kennu over to a long pew. He made the boy sit down before checking him for any wounds.

      “Well, you’re fine on the outside,” Ignus said in his rough voice, “But not on the inside.”

      “I know,” Kennu said quickly, anxiously glancing over at his friends on the other side of the cathedral. “I’m in pretty bad shape. I can’t believe I haven’t had a seizure today.”

      “Not that,” Ignus said. “In here, like I was. Like we all were.” He touched his nose to Kennu’s chest, where the boy’s heart beat frailly.

      “Is everyone going to be alright?” Kennu asked anxiously.

      “They’ll be fine, but you won’t if you don’t learn to forgive yourself,” Ignus said. Kennu looked at him in confusion, and the big cat stared back. “I can see what has happened to you. You grieve for your loss, child, and because of it you lash out at others, even when you don’t mean to.”

      Amancio came back, his black hair brushed away from his eyes. “How is he?”

      “Worse than we thought,” Ignus said.

      The priest sat down beside him, and Kennu pleaded, “Please sir, don’t bother with me. I’m not worth saving. Just go help my friends.”

      Amancio smiled. “Your friends are in good hands, Kennu. And despite what you may think, you are worth saving. Everyone is.”

      Kennu looked closer at the priest and saw his own golden eyes shimmering out of the man’s face. His mouth dropped open and Amancio laughed. “Yes, Kennu, that’s how I know your name. I’m not only Amancio, high priest of Southwild, but also your grandfather.”

      “We received my son’s letter and came here as soon as we could. We knew we would find you here,” Ignus rumbled. He turned and said, “Mirabelle, what do you think? Doesn’t he look like Keota?”

      A golden lioness padded over by the tiger. “Dearest no, he must take after his mother,” she said. “He’s obviously got fairy blood.”

      Kennu jumped at the sound of her voice.  Amancio got up and patted his grandson on the shoulder. “Stay here. Your family will be here soon, and we’ll all make way for Ionia’s Palace together.”

      “Does my dad know you’re here?” Kennu asked.

      Amancio laughed. “No, but he’ll find out when he shows up! We’ve sent someone to fetch him.”

      Vivienna nearly crushed Soran and Zorna as she and Melodi embraced them tightly when they arrived with all the adults. No one showed up for Daren, so he simply cuddled Federin to him and waited to leave.

      Ionan and Keota seemed winded. They must’ve rode at breakneck speed all the way to the cathedral. For a minute Kennu thought that his father was going to shout at him, but instead the Accompany slid off of Ionan’s back, grabbed his son and clung him to him, ruffling his hair affectionately.

      Cameliyon, Martin and Pumpkin looked around in confusion. Their parents hadn’t yet shown. “Excuse me, but can anyone tell me where our parents are?” Cameliyon asked loudly.

      Ana, with Maekrel in her wake, said softly, “Cameliyon…your house was attacked. Pumpkin’s and Martin’s parents, along with their Accompanies, were chased out, a few hours ago. We looked everywhere, but we couldn’t find them.”

      Cameliyon’s face twisted into a snarl. “It’s not true. You’re lying.” She stormed out of the cathedral, in the direction of her home.

      “She’ll come back,” Keota said solemnly. “There’s nothing left for her to go to. Both houses have been burned to the ground. We were so scared...we thought you had all gone to her house when we couldn’t find you.”

      “Where did you all go?” Ionan asked angrily, stomping his large feet. They all looked at each other, and Soran told the story slowly.

      When they were done, Ionan gnashed his teeth and said, “What a foolish thing to do! Even if you had found something, nobody would have believed you about Wyntier! Use your common sense!”

      “Don’t be so mad, Ionan. They did it for good.” Amancio came up behind him, and the dragon jumped several feet when he noticed the Accompany, shaking the ground as he came down.

      Keota looked closer. “Dad…is that really you?”

      Amancio smiled. “In the flesh, son.”

      Keota walked forward and embraced his father. “I’m sorry I didn’t come home...again. I really meant to visit you with Kia. But I...didn’t. Life got in the way.” He looked down shamefully.

      “Everyone must follow his own path,” Amancio said. “However, I don’t understand how someone so close to home could not come by once to see me.” The pain in his face was evident once he set sight on Ana.

      Ana stepped forward. “I’m sorry Dad, I really am. I was just...afraid how you would react.”

      “React to what?” Amancio asked, bewildered.

      Maekrel, who had been hiding behind her, stepped out with his hair in front of his face. “React to this,” Ana said. “I’ve fallen in love with him.”

      There was a long silence. The golden lioness Mirabelle stepped forward and asked, “Are you my son?”

      Maekrel smiled sheepishly. “I was. Until Wyntier used a drug on me, and changed me. I’m human now.”

      Nobody knew what to say at this point. Thankfully, they were saved by two little girls, skipping around the pews.

      “Why hello, little one,” Ignus laughed as the younger Mirabelle looped circles around him while chasing after Lyrica.

      The young dragon turned around at the sound of his voice and cocked her head, her scales shimmering in the light of the stained glass. “Papa, who are these people?” she asked.

      Ignus and his mate looked at Ionan when she said this. He said softly, “These are your grandparents, Mirabelle. Ignus is my father, and the lioness you see is the Changeress you were named after.”

      “Yay! Are we going to be seeing my other grandparents too?” she asked.

      “Yes, very soon. Now go play. You will have much time to talk to them on our way there,” Ionan said. At his words, the little dragon began playing tag with Lyrica again.

      “Mira! Mira, where are you?” Sunset stuck her head inside the cathedral.

      “Over here, Mama. I’m fine,” she called.

      Sunset nodded in relief, drawing her head out of the building.

      “I suppose we’re going to have to call me Belle now, to keep things less confusing.” The older Mirabelle chuckled, glancing out the door at Sunset. “Is she your mate? She’s very beautiful.”

      Ionan shook his head. “Sunset is Mira’s adoptive mother.”

      “Then whose hatchling is she, then?” Ignus asked.

      A second later, the young Mirabelle opened her mouth and began to sing a happy tune. Ionan turned away and said, “Isn’t it enough to know by her voice?”

      Ignus squinted. “She’s not…yours and Vera’s, is she?”

      Ionan nodded. “Vera named her. She always adored you, Mother, up until the moment she died.”

      Mirabelle purred in happiness. Ignus placed his paw on Ionan’s and said, “Welcome home, my son.”

      It wasn’t long before Cameliyon, Martin and Pumpkin returned, dragging themselves into the cathedral. “It’s gone.” Cam said, collapsing in a heap in a pew. “Everything’s just…gone.”

      Keota came over to her and said, “I know it’s painful, Cameliyon, but in order to get you to safety we have to leave right away. Don’t forget we’re all leaving things behind here, things we love, and if we stay here we’re all in great danger. The cathedral can’t shelter us forever.”

      “But our parents!” Pumpkin protested.

      “There’s nothing that can be done,” Amancio shook his head. “The only thing we can do is to get you to a safe place.” He looked out the window. “Darkness falls. We should move quickly, in order to avoid being followed.”

      Everyone went outside, and the bags were quickly loaded onto the scaly backs of the dragons. Belle and Ignus had changed into dragons almost as big as Ionan was, Ignus a glimmering emerald with a beard, and Belle a pretty golden dragoness with seven different horns.

      Hop on, Angel said, offering her back to Kennu.

      The fairy balked. Ionan’s been the only person who’s carried me since Allie died.

      I know. But you must get there somehow, she insisted.

      He nodded, clambering on slowly. When Ignus had given the signal they all took off in a thrilling midnight ride.

      After a while, when many riders had fallen asleep, Belle flew up to her son’s side. She looked at Ionan with a knowing smile and said, “Are you planning the wedding soon? I’m sure your father will be thrilled to plan another party.”

      “What are you talking about?” Ionan said grumpily.

      “Ionan, I see the way she gazes at you. It is the same way Vera used to.” Belle cast an eye toward Sunset.

      “I’ve known Sunset for years, Mother. She lost a mate, and so did I. It would never work out.” A small puff of smoke filtered out from his fangs slowly.

      “I think she would say yes if you asked her. And I think it would work out if you tried.”

      “I would need Keota’s permission,” he mumbled lamely.

      “Go ahead and marry her,” Keota yawned from his back. “You both raised Mirabelle. I don’t see what’s holding you back.”

      Ionan was quiet. “Do you really think I should ask her?”

      Belle chuckled. “As long as you love her. Changers only mate…”

      “When they are absolutely certain.” Ionan finished her sentence, obviously deep in thought. She flew beside him in silence, leaving him to make his mind up.

      Behind them a little ways, the kids were trying to make sense of Cameliyon’s powers. “It’s just something like my telepathy. You can’t explain it,” Kennu argued. He gestured to Cameliyon, who was astride Pumpkin.

      “I disagree,” Vivienna argued upon Melodi, who had changed into a giant owl. “It’s not magic, like my powers are. It’s something else.”

      “I don’t see why it matters,” Cameliyon snapped. “I never want to do it again. The only reason I did was to get you guys out of there.”

      Zorna was having difficulty flying. Soran looked down at the black Pegasus and said, “You’re not alright, are you?”

      “No,” he coughed. After the fight with Ra and Anubis, he obviously wasn’t feeling very well. Soran brought out his wings and told Zorna to change into a phoenix, carrying him as the half-fairy flew them to Southwild himself. He could keep flying for at least another hour until they reached Southwild. Until then, Zorna would be safe in his arms.
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      The dawn broke as they reached their destination. Everyone was well awake now, and gazing down in awe at the splendor beneath them. The kids’ mouths dropped open as they stared in amazement, and Ionan rumbled, “Southwild. Home.”

      Tropical jungles encompassed the landscape, vines crawling over palm trees that sat by deep and wide rivers, thousands of tropical flowers speckled among multicolored ferns. Mirabelle flew low enough so Lyrica could pick some of the highest flowers twined within the branches of the trees. The group spotted a few monkeys swinging through trees and a crocodile basking in the sunlight by a river bank, with hundreds of parrots of all colors nesting within the branches.

      “The wildlife here is more prominent than in other parts of Nesting’s Haven,” Ionan said. “You’ll see many creatures the farther in we get.”

      It was true. Gorillas, great cats, and forest deer scattered when scared by the large shadows the group cast from above. As the sun rose, something shone in the distance.

      They were descending below to a great, golden palace, covered in vines and surrounded by a large garden. The palace was square, and had several levels, one on top of the other like a large, square pyramid. Next to the palace some distance away, several large floodgates held back the ocean, which pounded against the walls of the golden gates.

      As they trailed to the grass, they realized how big the palace really was. It was enormous, the largest building they’d ever seen. It was big enough so that dragon, nay, even dranern Changers could walk inside without having to change shape. They passed a large crystal statue of a dragon in the middle of a flowing fountain. It was Lady Ionia, her wings wrapped around a small hatchling. Hundreds of Changers and Accompanies smiled to them and continued bustling around with their work, either inside the palace or in the gardens. Southwild was almost as heavily populated as Nesting’s Haven. There were thousands, but all of the citizens seemed to live inside the giant palace.

      “This place is amazing,” Vivienna hushed, truly impressed.

      When Ignus walked to the gigantic, golden doors, dozens of servants rushed out so they could open it for him. When the group walked inside, their breath was taken away.

      Everything in Southwild was so big, so extravagant. The windows were as huge as the building was, reaching up to the heights of the clouds. Vines hung against the shining walls as a waterfall crashed down from the ceiling and splashed into a river that trickled out an opening on the other side of the doors. They had built the palace around the river, and incorporated it into their home. Children played happily in the water, underneath golden statues and ancient relics.

      “Exactly how many people live in this place?” Vivienna asked.

      Amancio smiled and said, “A great deal, though the top three floors are limited to the royal family.”

      “Royal family?” Melodi asked.

      Her question was answered when the servants stopped in their tracks as Ionan entered the palace. Their faces broke into huge smiles and Ignus trumpeted, “All hail my son, who was lost and now returns! Pay homage to your lord!”

      “Hail!” the people cheered before going back to their work. Many came and welcomed Ionan, giving him hugs, gifts, and kisses after he had been gone so long. He chatted with many friends for some time. When he was done, he rejoined the group.

      “Ionan’s a lord?” Kennu asked in disbelief.

      Ionan smiled at him and said, “I was and I am again, young prince. I left the palace after Keota became bonded to me and went to live with him. Now, I am back.”

      He turned to Maekrel and gave him a look. He was simply ducking behind Ana and hoping nobody would recognize him.

      “Up to the last three floors, then,” Ionan said. He pumped his wings and rose straight up the immense waterfall. The others followed by riding their Changers.

      When Ionan came to the top floor, which had taken them five minutes to ascend to, he hovered over the banister and the others followed his lead. He came to another set of double doors, sectioned off from the other parts of the palace. Ionan called out in his booming voice, “I, Lord Ionan, ask that you open the gate. I have returned after many years, and wish to seek refuge along with my congregation of travelers. With me I have also royalty, the young prince of the Lands.”

      “How would one know it was you?” a male voice asked from behind the door.

      “Because I knew your daughter, Veron. Let us pass.” Ionan said.

      The doors opened slowly. A dragon, speckled with brown dots along his yellow scales, clambered out of the doorway. Mirabelle giggled and said, “Look, a dotted dragon!”

      Veron didn’t hear her. Instead, he flashed his eyes over the congregation and said, “Reginae, Ionan’s back.”

      “What?” a dragoness came out from behind a set of potted plants. Her scales were pale blue, with pink stripes. Her eyes were the same sapphire as Mirabelle’s. Neither of the dragons had any feathers, but great leathery wings like Rex.

      When Reginae saw Ionan, she stepped forward and nuzzled him under the chin. “Ionan. It is good to see you, after such a long time.”

      Ionan bristled at her touch. “It is good to see you as well, Reginae. How are things?”

      “As well as they can be.” Reginae chuckled, though a bit sadly. “I have not been well in...not in a very long time, Ionan.”

      Veron was growling lowly under his breath, glaring at Ionan. Lyrica let out a big yawn and Reginae said, “Look at us, jabbering on while the little ones are tired! Come now. I’ll fetch you all rooms.”

      One by one they were all put in rooms, close to the same hallway. Sunset received the biggest, as she couldn’t change like the others. She settled down on her gigantic red pillow to sleep quietly while the girls got a room next to hers, Daren and Federin the next, and so on. Before long only Kennu, Angel, Keota and Ionan were left without a room.

      “I’ve given you your own room,” Reginae said to Kennu. “The young prince of the Lands should have his privacy.” She went to push open a fairy-sized door for him with her talon, but Ionan paused her, glancing at Angel.

      “Would you mind bunking with the prince, dear?” Ionan asked Angel. “I would like to keep you all on the same floor.”

      Angel nodded, leading Kennu inside his new room. Reginae led Keota and Ionan to their own room and asked them, “Is there any word from Rex?”

      “Rex?” Keota’s face was blank. “Who is that?”

      “Rex and Luciana,” Reginae repeated. “You would know where they were more than anyone would.”

      “Yes...Rex.” Ionan flicked his tail, as if he was trying very hard to remember who that was. “It sounds familiar, but I cannot place the name. It must’ve been someone we knew, though from where, I do not know.”

      Pain shadowed Reginae’s face. “I...I see.” She nodded, as if understanding something the other two didn’t.

      

      The bed was huge. Kennu’s body sunk into the clean white sheets, and he watched the curtains ripple in the breeze through the open balcony. Angel looked out at the jungle, and at the beach several miles beyond. Isn’t it gorgeous? she commented, not taking her eyes off the scenery.

      Kennu didn’t answer. The white griffin stepped outside into the valance, opening her wings to take off in flight. Kennu’s hair ruffled as she beat her wings back, leaping into the sky to tour Southwild’s wonders.

      “This isn’t home,” Kennu said out loud, his voice vibrating back to him off the walls. It sounded very lonely. He got under the covers and tried to go to sleep, but sleep wouldn’t come. There was no soft breathing of a Changer to lull him this time.

      An image of his mother broke into his mind. He remembered how he could always fall asleep to the sound of her voice as it had echoed from the kitchen to his bedroom upstairs. He concentrated on imagining his mother’s voice, soothing him to sleep, and slowly, he slipped into dreamland.

      The Verinian was burning around him, the entire realm alight with black fire. A herd of deer stampeded across the plains, and Kennu turned to Allie, his Allie, in doe form. She wasn’t dead. She was alive.

      “Allie!” he cried. He began rushing towards her, the black flames growing closer and closer. But as he ran to her, she stepped backwards, shaking her head and refusing to let him near.

      “Allie, what’s wrong?” Kennu asked.

      “You killed me Kennu,” she said in a mystic voice. “You killed me.”

      “No, Allie! I didn’t mean anything I said! I love you!” he pleaded.

      “You don’t love me. You never did.”

      She turned and bounded away, her black hooves kicking up grass as she vanished into thin air.

      

      When the fairies were eating lunch the next day around a long, large table, Ignus suggested, “We should have a ball. A grand gathering, to celebrate your homecoming.”

      “Ignus, we’re not really in the mood to celebrate.” Keota said, watching Kennu play thoughtlessly with his food.

      “Nonsense. We here in Southwild will give any excuse for a party.” Ignus chuckled, and his beard swayed as he did so.

      “Well, we all know that,” Maekrel said, rolling his eyes. “I’m not one for dances, but that didn’t stop you from throwing them constantly while I was here.”

      “Hold on, Ignus. Give Ionan time to decide on his proposal before you start throwing festivities.” Belle laid her tail across her mate’s neck lightly while Ionan let out a frustrated puff of smoke.

      “A wedding! Wonderful!” Ignus cheered, already excited.

      “Everyone needs to calm down. I’m not sure if I am to ask her yet, and if she will even say yes.” Ionan let his head down.

      “Who are we talking about?” Soran asked. “Sunset?”

      Mirabelle fluttered her wings happily. “Oh, ask her, Papa! Then we really will be a family!”

      “Well while he’s thinking about it, why don’t I give you all a tour?” Maekrel said. “It should be fun.”

      There was a murmur of agreement and everyone left the table and went back into the gardens. Maekrel took them to the places of his childhood, through all the secret rooms Ionia’s Palace held, maneuvering around the beauty of the jungles and the gardens. Young children around Lyrica’s age began braiding the girl’s hair into the common Southwild hairstyle of two plaits down the back, while their Changers found flowers and interwove them into Mirabelle’s horns. The littler ones tagged along and asked for rides, Ignus swooping them onto his back and chortling as he did so.

      A tiny boy tugged at Soran’s pant leg and Soran swept him up, putting him on his shoulders. The little boy laughed as his tiny Changer hopped around as a lovebird on Zorna’s head.

      “They adore us,” Vivienna said, holding the hand of a Southwild girl.

      “The people here do not see prejudices. They love everyone.” Belle caught a baby swallow trying to fly just before it hit the ground, placing it tenderly back in the safety of its nest.

      Angel was carrying five children at once. She said to Kennu, It reminds me of the innocence and beauty of the wild. These children are not being separated, like back in the city.

      What do you mean? Kennu asked.

      Didn’t you know what was happening? Before I met you all, I saw it with my very own eyes, Angel said in amazement. The Council was taking Accompanies and Changers who they did not like together and splitting them up. They pared them with different ones, pairs that would be easier to control and order around. These were not adults, but young ones. Just hatchlings.

      Outraged, Kennu relayed the idea out loud to everyone. Soran shook his head and said, “That’s not right. They’re not supposed to be messing around with stuff like that. It’s…barbaric, taking you away from the Changer you were meant to be with.”

      It happens every day, Angel said.

      Out of nowhere, a tiny boy and his fawn Changeress came up from behind Kennu. The fairy prince tripped as the boy and his fawn chased each other around his feet, squealing. The little boy ran into the jungle, his fawn skipping happily after. It reminded Kennu of himself and Allie when they were that small, but this time, it somehow didn’t hurt to think of her.

      He walked over to Angel. Hey. Can we talk?

      She lifted the children off her back, and they ran off. Of course. What’s up?

      He looked down at the grass as he walked. It’s going to take a long time to get over Allie. I know that. He hesitated. But I want to be your Accompany, since you don’t have one. I think it may be destiny or something, having lost her and found you. You’re her sister, so I can’t think of a better replacement.

      Angel nestled him with her beak. Take as long as your heart needs to heal from the loss of my sister. I’ve had practice waiting forever.

      He dropped his gaze, ashamed. I know it’s not very fair to you. I’m sick, Angel. Really sick. He swallowed. I don’t have a lot of time left, but I want to make the rest of my days count with you.

      It doesn’t matter whether I have you for a few weeks or a few years, she noted gently. What matters is I was blessed with the miracle of knowing you in the first place.

      He smiled at her as they walked into the jungle. They found Sunset maneuvering through the trees carefully, hunting for a meal. Kennu put his arm around Angel as they continued after their friends, listening to the joyous birdsong ringing throughout Southwild.

      There were no words to express how much he missed Allie. It was a deep ache, one that would never go away, no matter how hard he tried to get rid of it. But even though he missed her, nothing would change the fact that she was gone, and there wasn’t anything he could do or say that was ever going to bring her back. There was no use raging at the world and cursing life because Allie had died. After all, he was still here. He couldn’t waste what little life he had left constantly missing her.

      In his heart, Kennu knew it was time to say goodbye. But if he was honest with himself, he didn’t think he’d ever be able to let her go.
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      Her heartbeat. It didn’t exist. She’d always taken comfort in the sound of her own heart, listened to the flow of blood through her veins in order to calm herself whenever she felt anxious or in danger, but now, it was simply gone.

      She didn’t know how she could be alive, but the creature was certain…she no longer had a heart. Had she possessed a heart before? She wasn’t sure.

      Rain was falling steadily on her brown fur, flanked by the darkness of night. She struggled to sit up and looked around. She was in the middle of a wooden bridge, inside a large canyon with red rocks reaching to the sky. Her black hooves slipped on the planks of the bridge, and she looked down. The river was only a short distance below her.

      A twinge throbbed on her shoulder. There was a large wound there, and the large doe turned around to lick it. Patches of fur had been torn out of her body, and there were large bite marks and scratches all over her pelt. By the look of the cracked planks beneath her, she must have fallen off a cliff from a very great height. Yet that was impossible. If that were the case, she would certainly be dead.

      A golden necklace hung around her neck, with a griffin talisman glistening at the end of it. The doe shook her neck, and the chain rippled along her fur. She got to her feet with difficulty and walked cautiously across the bridge, to the land on the other side. Ears up, she called out in a loud voice, “Hello?”

      Nobody heard her. Bravely, she stuck her neck out and walked carefully along the riverbed. Her resounding voice called out again, “Hello?”

      There was no answer. Her ears fell back in disappointment as she continued cautiously down the river. She would have thought that someone would be looking for her by now…but who?

      A terrible crash made her cower behind a large bush, scared for her life. It was only the thunder, but it made the doe quiver. Loud noises petrified her. It was the last rumble, however. The storm ended, fading away to a realm far away, and the rain continued on in a soft drizzle.

      She wanted to go home, but she didn’t know where home was. Her thoughts were blank, with no trace of memory. She couldn’t recall her past, recent or otherwise. She knew she must have friends or family, somewhere, but wasn’t sure who they were. She didn’t understand why she was here…she didn’t understand anything.

      The canyon dissolved into the edges of a forest. The doe walked amongst the shadowy trees, no longer feeling safe enough to cry out a friendly hello.

      From the shadows, four other deer emerged in her path, two does and two stags. They appeared to be around her age. All five deer stood still when they saw each other, heads, ears and tails up.

      A small doe was the first to walk forward. She stuck her nose out and followed the scent of the strange doe. One of the males traveling with them began to herd the last doe away, until she head-butted him and turned to watch the scene.

      The small doe asked, “Where did you come from? I’ve never seen you around here before.”

      The large doe blinked her brown eyes. “I…I don’t know. I’m not sure.”

      “She probably got attacked by Ortusans.” One of the stags walked forward, observing the doe. “It makes sense that she wouldn’t remember anything, due to the venom. Look at her. She’s covered in blood.”

      Star looked sympathetically at the strange doe. “You’re probably right, Orphiyus. Stream, Cozue, get over here. This doe needs help.”

      The other stag and doe journeyed closer, coming close to the newcomer. “What happened to her chest?” the stag called Cozue asked. “It’s all mangled.”

      “I told you, Ortusans probably did it. Her injuries are typical of this kind of attack,” Orphiyus said wisely.

      “What’s with the necklace?” Stream asked, touching it with her nose. “Why would you need such a thing?”

      “I...I don’t know.” The strange doe looked down at the talisman shining amongst her brown fur, mottled with dried blood. “I think someone I love gave it to me.”

      “Hey, wait a minute…” said Stream, poking her head out cautiously. “I’ve seen you before.”

      “We’ve met? I can’t remember,” the strange doe said.

      “I definitely know this deer,” Stream said assuredly. “Her voice echoes just like I remember. This was the doe I was telling you about, the magic deer who set me free from the humans!”

      “Are you sure?” Orphiyus asked in skeptically. “She doesn’t look like magic.”

      “I believe her, Orphiyus. It could be true.” Cozue came forward and looked her over. “You’re hurt, but you’ve obviously survived, so you’ll be fine. Lean against me. You’re shivering.”

      “Thank you,” the doe said, pressing herself against Cozue.

      “Now we just have to figure out where you come from,” Star said.

      “We can do that in the morning.” Cozue led the strange doe up the hill. “Right now, she needs some rest.”

      “I just woke up,” the doe protested.

      “Yeah, but from what?” Cozue asked. “Obviously, those Ortusans barely left you alive.”

      “I’m a little dizzy,” she said, weaving on the spot.

      “You’re just overtired. Come on, let’s hurry. It’s a long walk back to the herd.”

      When they had finally reached the large clearing where the herd was gathered, the strange doe saw hundreds of deer sleeping, grazing and on watch. “Why are there so many deer?” she asked.

      “A new wolf pack just moved in,” Stream explained. “We’re not taking chances, so we’ve banded together. The herd has exploded since the human deer joined us.”

      “Human deer?”

      “We call them that because they were brought here recently by the humans, and are even stupider than they are. They can’t even talk. Watch.” Star belted out a challenge to another doe, but she shied away without a comment.

      “See? Stupid.” Star flicked her tail and laid down in the grass. Stream followed suit and the strange doe dropped to the ground, the dizziness still whirling in her head. The stags went to the edge of the trees, to protect the females.

      “I never asked what your name was,” Star said, letting out a large yawn as she laid her head upon the ground. “Do you remember it?”

      The strange doe blinked twice. As it was, her name was the only thing she could recall.

      “Allie,” she said. “My...my name is Allie.”
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      The witch sat utterly alone in her home underneath he looming shadow of the Ice Born Mountains, refusing to shiver against the bitter chill that permeated the cabin. Though her dress was thin, and the blizzard that raged outside was horrendous, Nineva didn’t show her discomfort. The fairy merely tossed her mane of red hair over her shoulder and stared out the window with a tight-lipped, stony expression that was colder than the weather outside.

      Wyntier had left for Nesting’s Haven to be crowned king, but she had opted to stayed behind for a time to help Carmilla and Aravon rally the the Ortusans throughout the realm under one banner. It was a complicated task, one she didn’t trust the witless Bloodlusters to handle well on their own. She would leave when things proved to be under control. Besides, the Lands was her home. It had been for over ten years, and she wasn’t about to leave it. Not yet.

      It felt strange, living in an empty house. No children running around, and none of Wyntier’s scheming to keep her mind preoccupied.  It was quiet, and gave her time to think.

      She mostly thought about her children. Nineva sat back in her chair and pondered the two, sweet little angels she had been gifted with, but had been too stupid to realize how special they were. She was a mother in pain, because she had lost her little ones. Her family no longer loved her as they had before when they were young toddlers, and the man she adored had left her alone. For nearly a decade, Nineva had hardly bothered to think about the beautiful daughter she had abandoned to the elements because she was jealous of her power, or the small son she had filled carelessly with human drugs, but now that she was alone with no Wyntier to whisper sweet nothings in her ear, she did.

      It was then she realized all her pain was because of the same, coldhearted person. She knew who was to blame for her agony, but she couldn’t do anything but complain about it. Despite all her magic, she was weak and useless. It was something even her husband knew, and that was why he married her. All he wanted was to use her dark power to achieve his own goals.

      Nineva buried her head in her hands and began to bawl for the first time in ages. Her tears formed rivers on her cheeks and hands, running down her neck onto her black dress. She cried for her children, whom she would never hold in her arms again. She cried for her family, who would never love her.

      But most of all, she cried for the man she thought she loved, because she knew she must stand by his side.  For if he did not win the war, her family would never be hers again. Even though only a few would remain after Wyntier’s tirade, at least they would be her family.

      Nineva stilled her tears and resolved herself to indifference. She hadn’t spent the last twenty years of her life by Wyntier’s side for nothing. He would rule over Nesting’s Haven and the Lands, and she would help him do it.

      It wasn’t easy being the wife of a killer. But those were the vows she took in marriage, and Wyntier was the only one in her life who had never abandoned her. Even if it had cost her Vivienna and Soran, she could never betray Wyntier.

      There was nothing in the world he could do to make her leave his side. No matter what the cost, she’d help him.

      Even if he was a monster.
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      If she couldn’t sleep, and was only resting, how could she be dreaming? Allakenzie had no idea, but then again, what was there in the world that she could explain anymore? The large doe ran through a field of tall grass, looking around in a desperate panic.

      “Allie!” a voice cried. Her head snapped up, eyes bright with alarm. “Allie, where are you?”

      The source of the voice was a young, sickly boy, only sixteen. His green hair was tossed over his golden eyes by the intense wind. Allie knew on sight that this boy meant a lot to her...meant more than her own life.

      “Allie!” the boy cried again. “Allie, where are you?”

      Allie bounded through the grass and yelled,  “Boy, I’m here! I’m right here!”

      “Allie!” he screamed one more time. Allie went to touch his head with her nose, but he vanished. The instant he did Allie lost control, spinning on the spot.

      “The boy! Where’s the boy?” she called. “I need to find the boy!”

      “Allie! Allie, quit dreaming!”

      The young doe tumbled out of her memories, covered in sweat and scared out of her mind. The quietness of the wooded glen she rested in seemed entirely unsympathetic compared to the stormy field of her nightmares. Many deer in the herd around her hadn’t even stirred, let alone awakened at the sound of her cries. She looked beside her to see a young stag, one the herd called Cozue. “The boy. I need to find the boy.”

      “What boy?” Cozue asked in confusion. “Allie, who are you talking about?”

      “I don’t know! All I know is that I love him and I have to find him!” she explained quickly. She was starting to make a scene...many deer in the herd were startled awake by her loud proclamations in the thick brush they had taken shelter in, next to the cover of large trees.

      “Maybe he was your fairy,” Cozue said in concern, lowering his voice to try and calm her down.

      “I don’t know who he was to me,” Allie said. “I just know that he’s very special, and before I forgot everything, I knew him. We shouldn’t be apart, not ever.”

      “If it’s that important to you, I’ll help you find this boy, Allie. You know I will,” Cozue said gently. “Now get some rest. Maybe things will be clearer in the morning.”

      Allie laid her head down and Cozue did the same. But she, unlike him, didn’t close her eyes. Allie knew she had to find this boy.

      But where to look? she thought. I don’t even know where I am right now. Until I figure out more about him, I’m stuck here. She sighed and a tear fell from her eye, shimmering in the starlight.

      

      Allie had been with the herd for a few days now, and even though she was a deer, she was utterly convinced that life as a deer wasn’t suitable for her. When the other deer tried to get her to eat berries, bark and plants, she found she couldn’t swallow and spit them out. Orphiyus and Star were sure she was going to die of starvation, however days passed, and Allie didn’t weaken. Despite this, she remained stronger than all the other deer, even the bucks. Often, whenever the subject was brought up, Stream proudly said, “See, I told you! She’s a magic deer!”

      Being a deer was also terribly dull. In her boredom she was found wrestling with the stags and was quickly looked down upon by the other does for it.

      “It’s just unnatural for a doe to fight. We leave that to the boys,” Star said, in a rather snobbish voice.

      Allie paid no attention and kept fighting with the stags. For some reason she felt a desperate need to fight, one that only grew more intense the longer she resisted the urge. Soon, all the stags in the forest were tripping head over hooves for her, including Cozue.

      “Why don’t you become my mate, Allie? The other does in my harem won’t mind. They like you a lot,” Cozue said as they roamed together through the forest one day.

      “I’m not sure, Cozue. I need more time,” Allie said. She liked Cozue, but something was holding her back from saying yes. She would have eagerly agreed to become his mate if she hadn’t felt that something was missing. Like her incapability to eat or sleep, she couldn’t explain the growing hole inside her. It was gnawing at the edges of her sanity day by day. It was a deep, open void, one that sucked the life out of her and made her cry when nobody was around to see. She had no idea what it was, and thought she never would.

      A month passed, the days drifting by like poisoned honey. Allie felt like she was swept up in some horrible dream, with no escape. The void only grew larger when her nightmares continued. She was particularly shaken one morning after an awful dream, one in which the boy screamed at her to leave, and never come back.

      “Allie, are you alright?” Cozue asked.

      “I’m fine.” She and Cozue were on another walk, but this time, she was shaking. It was impossible to suppress the dreams. They came at her fiercely, without any regard for her sanity, and were tearing her apart. She took a deep breath and once again tried to listen to the comforting sound of her heartbeat, but it wasn’t there. It never was.

      “I see the tears, Allie.” Cozue nuzzled her gently. “What’s wrong?”

      “He wanted me to die. He...never cared about me.” She gulped between sobs, her tears falling into the grass.

      “Who wanted you to die, Allie?” Cozue asked. “Who?”

      “The boy wanted me to die. So I left.”

      Cozue shook his head. “There is no boy. It was just a dream,” he said kindly. “Everyone has dreams. They’ll go away eventually, and soon you’ll forget all about this boy nonsense.”

      “Really?” Allie asked, her tears slowing.

      “Really.” Cozue answered. “Everything’s going to be alright. Just try to forget about it.”

      “I’ll try.” Allie said, though she knew forgetting the boy would be like forgetting who she was altogether. It felt like she was remembering something, but she wasn’t sure. All she knew now was that the boy had hated her, and there was no longer any reason to go find him.

      Allie made a decision. She would stay here with the herd, because this was her home now, even if she didn’t quite fit in.

      

      Reagan sat underneath the hole that had recently been torn in the roof of her home, not knowing what to do.

      That...monster and the cold, chilling man on his back had taken her father. The scaly, winged creature had grabbed Adam and carried him off into the sky while she hid, unable to do anything but watch her dad be taken against his will to a place called Nesting’s Haven.

      What did she know about it? She remembered how Kennu told her that his dad, Keota, was from Nesting’s Haven. If that was true, then he was her only hope. But how could she face Kennu again, after she’d broken his heart and lost Allie? How could she ask him for anything now, when she’d been so cruel to him?

      But then her mind turned towards other things, like what Kennu had mentioned about the man who had taken her father...Wyntier. This Wyntier had kidnapped Kennu and his friends as a baby, and now he’d killed Allie. If she put the pieces together, she had to figure Wyntier was her father’s employer. Her dad had told her his employer had hired him to experiment on animals, to discover cures for diseases and make the world a better place.

      Now Reagan understood all Wyntier wanted her dad for was to make weapons. Wyntier had been the source of all of Kennu’s problems, and she and her father had helped him, and were helping him to destroy this land

      “No! I won’t let it happen!” she said out loud, standing quickly. She bolted up the stairs of her ruined house, knowing she had to find Kennu. She knew he didn’t want to help her right now, but he was her only hope to save her father. She grabbed a bag and began throwing everything she could fit from her wardrobe into her backpack.

      The glittering black crown, the one that changed depending on who was wearing it, was sitting on her desk. She didn’t see a use for carrying a thing like that around in the woods with her, but it had been a gift from Kennu, so she threw in it the bag anyway before running towards the kitchen and grabbing any kind of food that didn’t have to be cooked, things like chips and cheese crackers.

      She zipped her bag and slung it over her shoulder. Reagan began to leave, but then she stopped. Her sunglasses lay on the counter next to her swimsuit. She grabbed both, tossing the bikini in her bag and putting the sunglasses on her head. She didn’t know where she was going, and she was pretty sure there wasn’t going to be a pool and a lounge chair waiting for her, but she felt she might as well be prepared. She left her house and began hiking through the trees, heading towards Kennu’s house.

      As she got closer to the hut, a strange smell began to overtake the sharp, cleansing scent of the forest. A musty, burning odor, like the scent of ashes after a fire, ravaged the air. The closer she got to the house, the more burnt the trees were, until the forest all around her was completely destroyed, every tree black and hollow. When she arrived at the small hut, she let out a horrified gasp when she saw what was before her.

      Kennu’s house was beyond repair. The front door was the only thing still standing, other than a small section of the front wall holding it in place. Everything else had been torched to the ground.

      “What happened here?” Reagan whispered. She felt tears well up in her eyes as she realized someone had burned the Verinian to the ground. She walked through the destruction, looking for anything familiar.

      A small fleck of white on the ground caught her eye. It was a sheet of singed paper, one that had barely survived the fire. Almost half of it was gone. She reached down and picked it up. It was one of Kennu’s drawings, though it wasn’t one of his best. The face of a cruel man stared back at her. She recognized him immediately. It was the same man who took her father. Wyntier had been here, and he had destroyed everything. Most likely, he had killed Kennu.

      It was then that she realized something critical. Despite how hard she had tried to keep it just a game, she had fallen in love with him. She loved Kennu.

      Or had loved him. Now, he was gone. Unable to take this reality, Reagan sat in the ashes and cried.

      “Kennu’s dead. Allie’s dead. His whole family is gone, and it’s all my fault!” Reagan shouted these words to no one as she cried into her hands. “I was such a stupid idiot! I never realized I was hurting them so much!”

      Her voice echoed through the decimated forest. After a time, Reagan stopped crying and pulled her hair back, out of her face.

      Wyntier might have killed Kennu. But maybe he hadn’t, and he was still out there. If there was the slightest chance that her friend was alive, she was going to find him.

      Reagan stubbornly got up and began walking through the ruins of the Verinian. She didn’t know where to start looking for Kennu, but the remains of the forest seemed like the best place to start.

      

      Luciana sat beneath the shelter of the trees, cradling her small son to her chest. Nathanial laughed and giggled as Rex tickled the boy’s nose with his squirrel’s tail, screeching as the boy lashed out his hands and pulled. The infant laughed and pulled again, making the Changer screech.

      “What is going on over here?” Rose asked, coming into view between two large maple trees.

      “Not much. Nathanial’s only playing,” Luciana said, smiling. “Isn’t this just so cute? He likes Rex.”

      “No. He likes to hurt Rex is what he likes,” Rex whined, running up into the trees to protect his tail.

      Luciana giggled at her Changer and rubbed her nose against her son’s. “We’ll be there soon, won’t we, Rose?”

      “Any time now, I believe,” Rose answered. “But we need to keep moving. You can play around later.”

      “But he’s just so cute,” Luciana cooed, making Nathanial giggle once more. Luciana looked up at her sister. “You know you want to take a break too. We’ve been looking for the elves for days.”

      “Yes, well, I happen to be able to contain myself a little better than you can, apparently,” Rose answered, though she appeared to be suppressing a laugh. “Come on, Luciana. We have to get going.”

      “Very well.” Luciana got up with a sigh and Rex took his panther form as he jumped out of the tree, taking long, graceful strides.

      “Do you want to go meet the elves, honey, is that what you want to do?” Luciana gushed to Nathanial, utterly obsessed with her son. “I bet you do!”

      “Well, you won’t have to go much farther. You found us.” A soft voice emerged from the trees, and into the light stepped a dark-skinned elf, with pointed ears and long, blonde hair. His clothes were made of the richest silk, and a red velvet robe swept behind him as he walked. “I am Oliver, king of the elves. How can I be of service to you?”

      “I am Luciana Morris. This is my sister, Rose, and my son, Nathanial,” Luciana said. “We’re looking for somewhere to stay. Keota Morimoti told me to find you. He said we would be able to live here.”

      “Keota. Queen Kiatana’s husband?” Oliver asked.

      “That’d be him,” Rose said, smiling.

      “Then you are welcome to stay here as long as you need.” Oliver spread his arms wide in a sweeping invitation and bowed his head slightly. “Any friend of the queen’s is a friend of the elves.”

      Oliver turned to walk through a clump of pine trees, leading them to a small village that had clusters of small huts sturdily built in rows. Elves of all ages ran about doing various things, while children played happily in the paths between the houses. Elven women tended to gardens and laundry, while the men headed into the forest with spears to hunt. Everything seemed quiet, and quite peaceful. Oliver gave them one of the empty huts to stay in, and told Luciana and Rose as long as they contributed to the village, they would be accepted here as one of their own.

      “Now this is a place to raise a child,” Rex said softly, coming up next to Luciana. “I’m sure Nathanial will be very happy here.”

      “You are very right, Rex. If he’s anything like his mother, this will be the perfect place to call home,” Rose said, looking at her sister knowingly.

      Luciana stared at the quaint bustling of the village around her with a smile on her face. Finally, she had somewhere that she could stay that was beautiful and calm, a place without any prejudice, without pain, without Wyntier. This village had no one to scream at her, no accusers, no one who would attack her child. Here, she didn’t have to fade away. She could become one of the elves and lead a simple life, disappearing from memory and time, just like all the other elves that lived here. No great destiny to fulfill or battles to win. Just peace and monotony.

      “Come on, Nathanial, let’s explore.” Luciana began to walk around, carrying her small child in her arms. Rex went to follow her, but Rose stopped him.

      “Let her be with her son,” Rose told him. “You know Luciana as well as I do. She needs time to be on her own every once and a while.”

      “But the last time I let her go out on her own…” Rex sighed, and never finished his thought. Instead of walking by Luciana’s side, he simply changed into a large black dog and followed his Accompany through the village at a distance, to give her some space.

      Even though she couldn’t eat, Luciana enjoyed the smells of food that filled the air. It was getting close to dinner time. She looked up at the sky and felt the sun bake her pale white skin. She spent so many years malnourished, her body thin and weak from the lack of sunlight that was needed to keep her and Rex alive. In Nesting’s Haven, she was forced to stay in her home, away from the light. Here, she could walk in it as much as she wanted.

      Luciana screamed loudly as she bumped into something on the ground, scaring Nathanial and making him cry. Luciana looked down to see a small elven girl, no more than eight, on the ground.

      “I didn’t mean to run into you. I’m sorry,” the elven girl said, looking up with frightened green eyes.

      Embarrassed she’d been so easily frightened by a child, Luciana offered her a hand. “It’s okay, dear. I was just startled, that’s all. I thought you were someone else.”

      “I’m really sorry,” the little girl repeated. “I’m Jessinda.”

      “Well, hello there, Jessinda. I’m Luciana.” Luciana smiled. “This is my son, Nathanial.”

      “Wow! He’s so small.” Jessinda looked at the baby with a surprised expression as Luciana displayed him to her. “And his eyes are very pretty.”

      “I know. Aren’t they just darling?” Luciana said these words flatly, cradling her son closer to her.

      “Where’s his daddy?” Jessinda asked.

      “He doesn’t have a daddy,” Luciana replied distantly. “He’ll probably never have a daddy.”

      “Oh.” Jessinda dropped her head and kicked at the dirt.

      “It’s okay, Jessinda. You didn’t mean to do anything.” Luciana shrugged. “Why don’t you run off and play?”

      “Okay.” Jessinda turned to go, and then stopped. She peered around Luciana, to stare at Rex a short distance away. “You think I could play with your pet sometime? I’ve always wanted a dog.”

      “What do you think, Rex? Would you be willing to play with the children every once in a while?” Luciana looked over her shoulder as she asked him, cocking a grin.

      “If they promise to never pull my tail like someone up there,” Rex said playfully, wagging his tail. Nathanial giggled and kicked his tiny feet as Rex barked loudly, jumping up and down in a circle to play with Jessinda. The elven girl laughed and began to wrestle with Rex, cheering as they toppled to the ground.

      Luciana watched them blankly, her good mood vanquished. She tried to ignore Nathanial’s eyes, but every time someone made mention of them, she was reminded of the resemblance. She couldn’t ignore the gaze of the friend she’d once held dear in her own son’s eyes. It was the gaze of the one who’d stolen her very soul.

      

      She saw the boy once again. He was sitting on a bed in a strange house, crying. On the walls around him were dozens of pictures, drawings of all kinds of creatures and fairies. She couldn’t remember who any of them were, but she was compelled to look at a drawing of two griffins side by side. The words on top of the drawing spelled Allie and Angel.

      Allie is my name, she thought. Am I that griffin?

      She turned to face the boy once more. Tears ran down his cheeks. He held tightly onto a piece of paper. It was a drawing of the griffin called Allie, and on top of the page were the words “Until I die, I’ll love her.”

      Restlessly, Allie stirred from the strange dream, looking around the dark clearing and blinking her eyes slowly. The dream had made her realize that the boy really didn’t want her dead. He was hurt, and weak. He needed her to come help him. But she couldn’t leave the herd after they had been so good to her, could she? She’d found a home here. Could she leave her new friends so quickly, after they had been the ones to rescue her?

      “No. I must stay here as long as possible,” Allie murmured. “The boy can wait to see me again.”

      But what had been all the mess about the pictures, where she saw herself as a griffin? She wasn’t a griffin, she was a doe. Wasn’t she?

      Allie wasn’t sure. She had a strange feeling that if she wanted to, she could be both.

      “What are you talking about, Allie?” Cozue asked, always close by her side.

      “Nothing, Cozue,” Allie said sweetly. “Just thinking out loud.”

      “Well, why don’t you come take a walk with me, since you’re already up?” Cozue asked.

      “I don’t see why not.” Allie got up slowly, and the two began to hike through the forest. They headed toward the clearing, where the deer liked to graze. Many deer were active during the night, and some does were looking for food with their fawns.

      “Aw, look at the little fawn over there. He’s so cute. I wonder who his dad is,” Allie commented as a small fawn ran off to cling to his mother, wagging its white tail.

      “That one is mine,” Cozue said proudly. “All of mine are cute like that.”

      “I see. Um...how many kids do you have exactly, Cozue?” Allie asked, trying not to sound too disgusted.

      “Eight, plus one more on the way,” he said, even prouder than before. “You could be the mother of my tenth if you like.”

      “I just realized I have to go,” Allie said quickly. “Goodbye, Cozue.”

      Allie bolted off, knowing Cozue would follow. But she was faster than he was, and easily lost him amongst the trees. Allie didn’t know where she was going, but in that moment, she had to get away.

      She couldn’t abandon the herd. But sooner or later, she’d no longer be able to tell Cozue no.

      Eventually, she’d have to pick for certain. It was the herd or the boy.

      

      Luciana and Rose had fit right in with the easy lifestyle of the elves, and the elves loved having them there. The children enjoyed playing with Rex, and the usually withdrawn Changer seemed to adore the children as well. He played with them as often as he could, no matter what the weather or what his responsibilities were for the day.

      After they’d been in the village for a few days, shortly after Rex had gone out to keep the younger elves busy, Rose and Luciana decided to explore more of their new home. Nathanial sat wrapped up in his mother’s arms as usual, doing everything he could to get Luciana’s nose.

      “You can’t get my nose, because I have your nose!” Luciana said, gently poking her son. “And I won’t give it back to you, Nathanial!”

      The infant giggled. Rose looked up ahead at one of the huts, where a couple was rolling around in the front yard, laughing loudly. The sight made her smile. “Look at those two. Don’t they just look adorable together?” Rose commented.

      “Yeah. They remind me of how Keota and his wife were, before I split them up,” Luciana said sadly. She looked at the ground before letting out a giggle, raising her son in her arms to swing him in the air. “He’s Nathanial, and he can fly!” she exclaimed.

      The baby’s sweet laughter erupted from his mouth, echoing through the village and catching the attention of the couple in the yard. Once Luciana met the hazel eyes of the man sitting there, she screamed, recoiling in shock and terror.

      “Moorock,” Rose hissed as her eyes narrowed cruelly. She put a hand on the knife attached to her belt and stomped over to the yard, where Moorock rose to his feet, helping the woman that was lying on the ground to stand.

      “What on earth did I do?” he asked, looking from Rose to Luciana blankly, staring at the child in her arms.

      “Oh, I don’t know. Maybe you raped my sister!” Rose screamed, yanking out the knife from her belt. Moorock raised his hands in a defensive position and the woman with him dove herself in front of Rose’s blade, unafraid of the Accompany’s threat.

      “My sweet little Moory Eel would do no such thing!” the women yelled, her hair tumbling in front of her face. “Put that knife away, you crazy woman! I’ve had a knife pulled on me many times before, and it will not end well for you if you dare attack us!”

      “Calm down, Miriam.” Moorock placed a hand on her shoulder gently. “Now Rose, I’m sure we can talk about this and figure out exactly what happened.”

      “I don’t want to calm down!” Rose screeched., waving the knife. “You raped my sister, you hideous bastard!”

      Others were starting to take notice of the chaos outside. Elves opened their doors and peeked out of their homes, curious as to what the shouting was all about.

      “I know it was you,” Luciana said, breaking into the conversation for the first time with a shaking voice. “Don’t deny it, Moorock. He has your eyes.” Luciana held out her baby for him to observe, and the former professor turned pale.

      “How do you even know it was him?” Miriam hissed.

      “Just look at my baby and you tell me!” Luciana screamed. “Same eyes and same nose. He looks just like him!”

      The resemblance was too much for even Miriam to deny. Moorock backed away, appearing crestfallen. “I’m sorry, everyone. This is all Wyntier’s fault.”

      “How is it Wyntier’s fault that you raped me?” Luciana wailed. “You were the one who did it, not him!”

      “Exactly! What are you babbling about?” Rose demanded.

      “Sit down. Let’s talk,” Moorock said, gesturing to the yard. Nobody moved, though Rose kept her knife out.

      “My poor little Moory Eel can’t change who he is,” Miriam said in a babyish voice. “It’s not his fault he can’t remember what happens, when he’s his other self.”

      “What?” Luciana looked from the couple to Rose.

      “I will accept responsibility for what I’ve done. Though I cannot remember it,” Moorock said with a tired sigh. “Many years ago, while we were in school, I was fond of helping Wyntier with his experiments. You all remember how he liked to experiment?”

      “I also remember how you used to tag along with him,” Rose snarled. “You did everything he asked without question.”

      “And it led to my biggest mistake,” Moorock insisted. “Just before we were about to graduate, Wyntier gave me some sort of injection. Being the follower I was, I took it willingly. And it altered me beyond repair.” Moorock closed his eyes. “Ever since that day, I have two personalities, one good, and one evil. I switch between the two at random, and I have no control over it. Most of the time, the dark man, the evil man, stays away, but sometimes he comes out. I can’t recall what I do when I become him, but I always know that he only causes pain when he emerges.”

      “That’s not an excuse for what you did,” Rose snarled. “If you really are that way, you need to get help. I can’t believe you have absolutely no remorse about it just because you can’t remember. What kind of sick bastard are you?”

      “No one can reverse the damage that Wyntier caused,” Moorock said. “I only admitted recently that I needed to get as far away from Nesting’s Haven as possible. The dark man is becoming worse and worse, and nothing I do can stop him. I told Miriam to stay behind and continue to run the library at Dinkleberry University, but she insisted on coming with me. If I had stayed any longer, I would’ve hurt one of my students. As I’ve hurt Luciana.”

      He looked at Luciana. “Listen, I’m sorry about what happened. I’ll help you care for the baby, if you wish…”

      “NO! ABSOLUTELY NOT!” Luciana yelled. “You shall not come anywhere near this baby! He is my son, and I refuse to let you so much as look at him again!”

      Luciana spun on her heels and stalked off angrily, clutching Nathanial to her breast. Rose walked closer to Moorock, poking the dagger directly into his chest. “I’m warning you, you and your...whatever she means to you,” she sent a sharp glance Miriam’s way, “Better leave as soon as possible. My sister and I have finally found a home, and we’re not going to share it with her rapist. If you don’t move as far away from us as you can, I’ll chase you out. I don’t care what I have to do to make you leave.”

      Moorock narrowed his eyes. “Very well. Give us a few days and we’ll be gone.”

      “You’d better be. If I ever see you again, I’ll kill you. That’s a promise,” she hissed. Rose shot Moorock a cruel glare before taking off after her little sister.

      

      As Luciana and Rose left, Miriam turned to Moorock. “Even if you were your other self, what would make him go after Luciana like that?” she asked, stroking his arm. “She doesn’t seem like much of a threat.”

      “But she is,” Moorock replied solemnly. “Luciana is a threat because she doesn’t look like she is. She is incredibly strong when angry.”

      “Do you think Wyntier planned this? Somehow put you near Luciana at the right time, just before you were about to become dark?” Miriam asked.

      “I don’t know!” Moorock threw up his hands in confusion. “I wouldn’t put anything past him.”

      “Well, now you have two children,” Miriam told him, smiling. “Under unfortunate circumstances, I suppose, but it’s still worth celebrating.”

      “Luciana only had one son,” Moorock replied slowly.

      “Yes, but my daughter is yours as well, darling,” Miriam said. “Not Adam’s.”

      Moorock frowned. “Really. And why am I just being told this now?”

      “Because I just now decided that you would make a much better father than Adam,” Miriam said promptly. “Technically, Adam has no rights to Reagan because she’s your daughter.”

      “She must be seventeen now,” he shrugged. “She may not want to come with you.”

      “If she’s anything like I was at seventeen, she already doesn’t want anything to do with the man she thinks is her father,” Miriam replied. “Or perhaps she’s still playing the games I used to at that age.”

      “Do you know where she is?” Moorock asked.

      Miriam shook her head. “No. All I’m aware of is that she and Adam left Detroit and came to the Lands for his research. But since we must leave the elves, I don’t see why we shouldn’t start looking for her.”

      “As you wish, my dear,” Moorock said, kissing her. “Luciana certainly doesn’t want me around. I can’t blame her.”

      Miriam snuggled against her lover. “I am so glad I left Detroit for you, Moory. You give me so much more than Adam ever could.”
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          Waiting For Death
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      Allie paced back and forth along the river bend, tangled up in her own thoughts. It was the morning after Cozue had scared her off, and being on her own that night made her frightened. She missed Orphiyus, Stream and Star, but most of all, she missed the strong buck that had chased her away in the first place. That night had been rife with more thoughts of the boy. She couldn’t take it anymore. She would rather have ten of Cozue’s children then have one more image of the boy in her head. What was she, a scared little fawn, to run at the first sign of trouble? No…she was a deer, and she would stand and face what she knew had to be her destiny. If she wanted to be rid of these dreams, she had to do what she had to do, and that was join the herd completely by becoming a mother.

      “You wanted to see me?” Cozue asked, coming out from a collection of bushes.

      She was thrilled at the sight of his white coat, but the feeling left her quickly and she stepped forward. “Yes, Cozue. I’m ready. I want to have your fawn.”

      His eyes widened. “Allie…are you sure? Just yesterday you ran off when I asked you about it. It seems like a hasty decision.”

      She wanted to say no, to take back what she said, but the boy’s golden eyes broke into her mind and she continued. “A few days ago you couldn’t wait to have your chance with me.”

      “You’re the strongest doe in the forest, so I know our fawns will be the best in the herd. But I want to make sure this is what you truly desire. I don’t want to mate with you if this really isn’t what you want.”

      Allie snorted and didn’t answer. Cozue danced on his hooves nervously. “Allie. Are you ready?”

      She gulped. “Of course. If we mate in a few months, the fawn can be born by spring. I already have some names picked out that would fit perfectly.” Allie didn’t know why, but she liked the name Zorna best. It wasn’t a real name, and she didn’t know where her mind had plucked it from, but it was her favorite.

      “It’s up to you,” Cozue said. He seemed no more interested in picking out names than figuring out the time of day.

      “Of course it is! Now stop dancing around, and get ready to fight. Don’t you know half the stags in the herd want me? You’ll have to beat all of them if you want your chance!” Allie charged at Cozue and he went bounding away, terrified at her sudden fury.

      This is what deer do, she thought as she watched him leave. They eat, drink, play and avoid humans, and then when they are old enough they mate, have fawns, and die. I should feel lucky that Cozue picked me. He’s the best stag in the herd. So why do I feel like something about this is wrong?

      A green dragon’s horrified face broke into her mind. She shook her head and tried to vanquish the thought. If I didn’t know any better…that dragon in my head would think it’s a terrible idea to mate with Cozue. I must be losing my mind. Dragons eat deer, not care for them.

      She looked back into the water. Soon I will forget everything, and become a normal deer. I will lose myself and all memories of the boy. I will start a new life.

      Allie laid down at the river bend and let her thoughts drift away on the quiet waters.

      

      As Reagan was trumping through the woods, she had to consider her ridiculous plan. Who was she, anyway, to rescue her dad? She was a seventeen year old city girl whose experience in the wild included three weeks of summer camp and living on a beach for a few months. She didn’t know these woods like Kennu used to, and there was nobody to protect her. She was all alone.

      She hadn’t found Kennu yet. There hadn’t been any bodies at the house, so she assumed he and his family must still be alive, unless the fire had burned their remains beyond recognition. With nothing left to do, she decided she was going home. She lifted the bag up on her shoulders and headed back towards the beach, avoiding the burnt forest as much as she could.

      On her way there, she heard loud voices. She took shelter behind some trees and peered out at a different section of the beach. Several mobile homes had sprung up on shore overnight, and appeared to be occupied by dozens of large, burly men, who were carrying rifles. They looked like hunters.

      She wondered what hunters were doing in the Lands, until she realized her father had been talking about this one day when she hadn’t been paying attention. Money for his research had been running out, so he and his employer had offered the Lands as an unregulated hunting space in exchange for a large fee. Reagan had thought that nobody would pay the outlandish price or want to come to this strange island just to shoot animals, but apparently, she’d been wrong.

      Reagan knew she couldn’t stay on the beach. Not with these hunters who she didn’t know. She waited for the hunters to head into the woods with their guns before running into the makeshift community, searching for supplies.

      Reagan grabbed more supplies out of the closets of the mobile homes, finally stuffing a small, fold-up tent in her bag. “Finders keepers,” she snarled as she placed it in the bag.

      She snatched a map of the area before looking at her designer tennis shoes sadly. “Sorry babies, but you have to go,” she whispered, and took them off to throw on a pair of sturdy boots that were close to her size. She heard the hunters returning and fled out the back door. She was as ready as she was ever going to be. She didn’t know where Kennu was, but maybe she could find one of his wolf friends to give her a clue as to where he went. Anything was better than wandering the woods alone.

      

      Caini licked her chops and continued her scout of the deer herd nearby, feeling desperately hungry. Half the Verinian had been destroyed in the fire, leaving food for everyone scarce, and her father’s pack was nowhere to be found afterwards. Caini felt her own pack was the only group of wolves around for miles. She worried about her mother, her father and brother, but there was little time to linger on these morose thoughts. It was difficult to get your paws on prey these days. If they didn’t catch something soon, they’d all starve.

      How could just one person cause the destruction of everything I know? she thought sadly. Her paws padded lightly across the ground. Caini’s white coat was a dull yellow now, and her ribs were showing. Since Allie had died a month ago, it seemed the land had died with her. She stared hungrily at the herd of deer, hiding in the shadows. She knew she didn’t have a chance of taking one down, at least not without her pack. She watched the deer move back and forth within the clearing with her mismatched eyes, trying to keep her drool to a minimum.

      Maybe if one ventures too close, I can grab it, she thought. Wolves, as a rule, generally didn’t hunt alone, but she was desperate.

      Eventually, a fawn strayed too far away from its mother and started hopping towards the bushes happily. As the fawn came within reach, she pounced.

      The fawn screamed and Caini was tossed backwards by a large deer, one whom she thought was a stag, but on second glance, realized was a doe. A familiar scent filled Caini’s nose, but before she had time to think about it the doe brayed a challenge, flailing her sharp hooves. Caini growled and leapt into the air, but the doe kicked at her, landing a sharp blow on her side. Caini dodged another kick, sliding along the ground to go straight under the doe’s stomach. Caini prepared to sink her teeth in when the doe surprised her and rolled. Caini used the doe’s large weight to slow her down, jumping on top of her. That’s when the doe brought her head around and bit her, hard. Caini was so shocked that she fell off of the creature, yelping sharply at the injury. Caini lifted her lips in a vicious growl, but the threat fell away when she saw the mysterious look in the doe’s brown eyes, filled with anger and rage. They were more like the eyes of a bird than of a deer.

      Caini turned and ran. The doe chased her out of the clearing until they were far away from the herd. Caini looked back, breathing heavily. Her fighting style, her eyes, even that rage…it was all so familiar.

      Caini’s tail drooped as her ears fell flat against her head. “Allie?”

      Caini wasted no time. She used her remaining energy to sprint back to camp, where the rest of her pack was waiting.

      “Caini, what’s wrong?” Shadowin asked immediately, tail raised.

      She wagged her tail back and forth quickly. “Nothing, brother. Everything is great! Fantastic!” She hopped on her hind legs and did a little dance, spinning in place joyfully.

      “Have you gone off your paws?” Shadowin asked, jumping out of her way as she did a clumsy twirl.

      “No! Everything’s just fine because Allie’s alive, alive, alive!” Caini sang, her voice creeping up into a high-pitched howl.

      “Allie’s alive?” Shadowin asked.

      Jade came out from the den of thorns, curious, and Caini screamed, “Yes! I was hunting her down! She was a deer, and she fought me off!”

      The look in Jade’s eyes held nothing but pure disgust. Shadowin tilted his head and said, “Caini…are you sure?”

      “Positive,” she insisted. “There’s no other way. I know my best friend when I see her.”

      “I think you’re hallucinating from starvation,” Jade snapped, poking the few berries she had left dully with one paw.

      “It was Allie,” Caini protested. “I know it was. Her smell, her eyes, that look she always gets, it was her. Does don’t stand and fight off predators, but this doe did. She turned around and looked me in the eye, just like Allie used to, and fought me off just like we played years and years ago. I was lucky she didn’t kill me.”

      “If it was Allie, then why didn’t she recognize you?” Jade replied in a scoff.

      “She was confused.” Caini started pacing. “She doesn’t know who she is, I’m sure of it. I bet the Ortusans wiped her memory with their venom…”

      “And let her go? Yeah right,” Jade snapped.

      “Crazier stuff has happened before in our lives!” Caini snapped, and she bared her teeth. “A missing memory really isn’t that uncommon when it comes to us!”

      “If anybody’s brain is missing, it’s yours, Caini!” Jade screamed. “You’re confusing dinner with one of your dead friends! What next, a tree is going to start talking to you, claiming it’s Vera? A little hedgehog named Midnightstar curls up in your path? Or perhaps Kia will whisper to you in the water?”

      The sisters began to circle each other. Shadowin stepped in and said, “Come on, the last thing we need is a fight. Things are hard enough as it is.”

      “Well, one thing’s for sure,” Jade said, snarling. “We can’t stay here. We have no idea where our brother and the rest of his pack are. We have to leave, Allie or no Allie.”

      Caini stamped her paw. “We’ll follow the whole herd, then. That way we keep ourselves from starving, and we can see if it really is Allie.”

      “And what if your Allie leaves the herd?” Jade snapped.

      “Then we’ll follow her.” Caini sat down simply.

      Shadowin said, “Fine. If this deer is as strange as you think she is, Caini, it’s worth following up on.”

      “Great plan, everyone,” Jade snapped. “Now can we all get back to reality?”

      Her tail twitched irritably and she went back in the den, turning her back on Caini.

      

      “Come on, Allie!” Stream cheered, bounding off on a hurry underneath the musky, orange light of dusk. “We’re going to miss the story if you don’t get your tail moving!”

      “Stream, you’re such a fawn,” Star teased, following the other deer lazily.  The does were off to hear what the herd storyteller Honovi was going to weave tonight, as they did almost every day. Allie tagged along with the two does to find many deer gathered in a circle around an old, graying buck that was lying in the middle. Fawns nipped at each other and the adults chatted excitedly, waiting for the story. When Allie got there, a group of stags pushed each other to the side to make room for her, though she chose a spot by Stream and Star instead.

      “Tell the story of the seven antlered stag, Honovi,” one huge stag cried.

      “No, no, the one about the fawn and the three stones!” a small fawn giggled.

      The old deer called Honovi blinked his blind eyes and said, “Today’s a riddle.”

      The whispering in the circle increased. Usually, it would take hours for the deer in the herd to figure out one of Honovi’s riddles. Honovi rubbed his head on his leg, and began to recite.

      

      
        
        “As does soft hoof steps light the ground,

        Cloven and sharp as talons.

        The horses see her,

        Yet they do not observe her,

        She is small to them and their mightiness.

      

        

      
        Yet brown ear and eye does light upon a wisp of wind,

        Which is not wind,

        But terror.

        She is frightened

        For no antlers protect her stead.

      

        

      
        She is a beauty,

        Deep coat that blends with her home.

        She is fast,

        A stronger jumper than the hare,

        Although unlike the hare she cannot crawl into a hole to hide.

        She can only hide behind trees,

        And run.

      

        

      
        There is a loud noise and she falls,

        Falls, falls, falls.

        Her red blood is lit upon the ground,

        And she struggles to get up

        But she cannot pursue the chase

        So she waits.”

      

      

      

      It was only when Honovi got up from the ground and started walking away that the herd realized the riddle was over. The deer looked at each other in confusion.

      “Waits for what?” Star asked, and the entire circle leaned forward to watch the old deer walk off. “What is she waiting for?”

      Honovi paused a short distance away to glance at Allie. That’s when she figured out the answer. “To die,” Allie said.

      BANG. There was a rippling noise like thunder across the sky, and the deer leaped to their feet, scattering in all different directions. Allie jumped up and watched Honovi as he stumbled to the ground, a large wound gushing blood from his shoulder. He struggled to get up twice before he finally became still.

      Several deer screamed. Allie shrank backwards, quivering against the trees. I hate loud noises, she thought. I hate them, I hate them.

      The loud BANG rang out again and another stag fell against the ground. Allie rushed to help him, but it was no use. In seconds, he was already gone.

      It was chaos. Lost fawns cried out for their mother as stags and does alike barreled over each other to get out of the way. The noise sounded again and again, BANG, BANG, BANG. Allie flattened her ears against her head and ran, her brown eyes so wide she felt they would pop out of her head.

      Cozue called across the field, “Allie!”

      “Run, Cozue!” she cried, and she tore off into the bushes. Allie bounded up and down through the brush, her legs carrying her as fast as they could. This was absolute terror, and after living so peacefully for so long, it was even more paralyzing than she remembered. Allie realized fear was something she was very familiar with, something she knew so well, she almost fell into it like the arms of an old friend. This wasn’t the first time she had fought to save her life.

      The trees ended and she came across a great meadow on the edges of the plains. She stopped in her tracks and stared at it, unsure of what to do. Should she go out into the meadow and lose her cover, or stay in the trees and risk being caught by the loud noises?

      Another BANG scared her out into the open. Allie sprinted across the meadow, trying to make it to the shelter of the trees on the other side. She was almost there, but there was one more BANG behind her, and as the sound echoed across the valley she felt a sharp pain spreading throughout her body.

      Allie fell head over heels. Her body crashed into the cover of the trees and slid down a ravine, coming to a rest at the bottom of the large, sloping hill underneath a patch of ferns. She gasped for air, her thigh aching. She tried getting up, but it was like the stag that had been killed. Her leg was just too weak to support her.

      The injury from the loud noise was bleeding all over her fur. She saw shadows move in the bushes above and glanced up to see two men holding something long and thin in their hands. Guns, Allie thought, but she wasn’t sure how she knew what the objects were. She just did.

      Those men were searching for her. Allie knew she couldn’t move, otherwise, she’d put herself at risk of being discovered.

      “I swear I got her. She was right there. I saw her trip. Grazed her thigh,” the first man said.

      “You shot nothing,” the other man said. “I guarantee you missed.”

      “Maybe we shouldn’t be hunting here,” the other man said nervously.

      “What are you whining for?” the other man said. “You paid the price. It’s legal. We can take as much game as you want. I don’t see why you’re upset about losing one doe.”

      The man chuckled. “Yeah, you’re right. Come on. There’s plenty of other deer around here. Though I would’ve loved to catch that doe.”

      The men walked away and Allie let out a sigh of relief. Her fading panic made the pain return, and she cringed at the twinges in her leg, her warm blood soaking the fur. She wouldn’t last long in this condition. Even if she did manage to rise to her feet, wolves would smell her blood and track her down, and she couldn’t fight them like this.

      I’m just like the deer in the poem, she thought. I will wait to die, and I’ll never see the boy again.

      She cast a last glance back at her leg. I will die of a gunshot, just as Vera did.

      Her eyes widened. Wait. Vera. Gun. Wound?

      It was overwhelming, the way her memories came rushing back. She remembered Wyntier and Nineva. She remembered Carmilla and Aravon, and how when feeding on her, they’d wiped her memory with their venom. She remembered how’d they’d left her body lying on the bridge after devouring her heart, satisfied that they’d performed the necessary dark magic to become Bloodlusters. She remembered Vera and Ionan, Kia and Keota, Vixen, Casiff, Lyrica, Mirabelle, Sunset, Snow Drop, and all her wolf friends. She remembered Vivienna, Melodi, Soran and, with a warmer rush of affection, Zorna. Everything about them, she remembered.

      But there was still one person she could not remember. Try as she might, she could not recall the boy, or the time she had spent with him. Her recollection was little still, and she knew that she must have spent a lot of time with the boy to have few memories without him in it.

      But how am I still alive? Carmilla and Aravon ate my heart, Allie thought. She listened intently, but just as before, she had no heartbeat. She now understood it was because it simply wasn’t there. She no longer had a heart. But how was it possible that she’d survived, if that was true?

      Her griffin amulet glistened in the last rays of the setting sun, creeping through the trees. The necklace, she thought. It must have something to do with it. That’s the only reason I survived. But how can a little necklace keep me alive, when I don’t have a heart?

      She felt herself growing weaker. It doesn’t matter now, she thought dully. They probably think I’m dead, and in a few hours, I will be. The necklace can keep me alive without a heart, but probably not without blood. It won’t end this way, though. Not without a fight.

      Allie struggled to her hooves and fell again and again. Disgusted with herself, she laid her head on the ground and tried to find a way out of this situation.

      She heard a crackle in the bushes. Allie brought her head up in fear, but she saw that it wasn’t a hunter...it was a young girl, with hazel eyes and bright blonde highlights in her dark hair.

      “You!” Allie snarled. Out of all the people Allie wished that she could forget, this girl was one of them.

      Reagan’s eyes widened and she whispered, “No…it can’t be…Allie?”

      “Yes, it’s me, you bitch. Come to finish me off, or just to watch and laugh as I suffer?” she hissed.

      Reagan stared at her for a minute before dropping her gaze. “Allie…everyone thinks you’re dead.”

      “Figured as much,” Allie snarled. “Why are you here? I have nothing to say to you.”

      Reagan looked up. “First I’m going to fix you up.” She hopped over a log and pulled her bag off her shoulder. “Then you’re going to help me find my dad.”

      “Excuse me?” Allie asked.

      Reagan snapped, “Lie still! This is going to hurt. Wyntier took my father. I have to get him back.”

      “And how is this any of my concern?” Allie hissed.

      Reagan pulled out a brownish liquid and washed the wound. Allie screamed and tried to bite, but Reagan shoved her head away and said, “Quit being such a baby! The bullet didn’t go in, it only grazed your side. It’s just a bleeder. And you’re going to help me because I think that wherever my dad is, Kennu’s got to be nearby.”

      Allie stopped fidgeting at the sound of his name.   “Kennu…” she whispered. “Kennu…”

      “Yes, Kennu,” Reagan said, irritated. “Remember him?”

      Allie was quiet for a while. “I remember someone…my memory has been gone for a long time now. But I will follow you anywhere if you know where the boy is. I will rescue tens of thousands of fathers, to know where I can find him.”

      “Oh brother.” Reagan rolled her eyes.

      Allie looked sharply at her and said, “Hold on. How do I know you’re not making all this up? I don’t recall the boy, but I know who the others are and where they live. I can head back there now, if I wish.”

      Reagan looked very uncomfortable. “I can’t explain that one to you, Allie. You’re going to have to see for yourself.”

      She put a large bandage on the wound and said, “We’ll rest here tonight, and then I’ll show you what you need to see in the morning. You should be able to walk by then.”

      “We?” Allie asked.

      Reagan shot her a look. “You are the most vicious thing I can think of, and something as hideous as you has to scare this evil weirdo in giving me my family back. I’m not going anywhere without you.”

      

      The next morning Allie was, indeed, able to walk again. They headed out at dawn, Allie following behind Reagan at a limp.

      “I hate this place,” Reagan moaned. “My hair is a disaster!” Reagan’s dark roots were starting to grow out of her head, giving an obvious indication that she wasn’t a natural blonde.

      “Forget how you look,” Allie said, branches tangling in her fur as she stumbled through the woods. “Where are we going?”

      Reagan quieted. “To show you what happened to your old home.”

      They climbed through brambles and bushes raggedly, and Allie wondered if Reagan really knew where she was going. Reagan seemed to be taking difficult terrain, when there was a clear path only a short ways away. After they had been creeping around in the thorns for five minutes, she stopped and asked Reagan about it. The girl got very red in the face and said, “I was taking a shortcut, but if you want to go the easy way, be my guest.”

      A shortcut, Allie thought scornfully. A shortcut right into a bunch of prickly plants.

      Just as she suspected, Reagan veered away from the thorns first and went to the path. Allie rose up on her hind legs and jumped over the whole mess, shaking her coat full of burrs.

      “It’s going to take us forever to get anywhere!” Allie complained.

      Reagan put a finger to her lips and said, “Ssh. Quiet. There are still hunters out here. You’ll give us away.”

      Allie flattened to the ground. As they drew closer to the hut, the brush vanished, replaced by burnt husks of trees and piles of ashes. Allie’s knees buckled when she saw the awful sight before her, the remains of the hut that had once been her home. Tears rose to her eyes as she walked among the dark ashes, head sweeping back and forth slowly. “What happened here?” she whispered.

      Reagan kicked at the ashes. “The Verinian was attacked. The rest of the forest is burned to the ground. Nothing lives here anymore. I don’t even think your wolf friends stuck around.”

      “Wyntier’s killed everything.”

      Allie’s hoof hit something in the ashes. She bent down and saw that it was a dirty stuffed horse. The boy had never much use for it, she remembered, as he had always snuggled up to her at night, but it was nice to cuddle against when the thunderstorms came, or fun to throw it at the monster in the closet. It was one stuffed animal they had liked particularly, so it hadn’t been torn up by one of Allie’s elaborate tug-of-war games.

      “Where are the others?” Her voice trembled as she spoke. “Are they dead?”

      Reagan shrugged. “I don’t know.”

      Allie thought long and hard about where her family could’ve gone. “King Oliver. The elves,” Allie said. “Yes, they would go there. It’s the only safe place that’s left.”

      Allie stomped her hoof down and asked, “Who did this?”

      Reagan shook her head. “I’m not sure.”

      “It must’ve been Nineva,” Allie said. “Wyntier’s wife,” she explained. “That’s why it destroyed everything so quickly. It’s what dark magic does.”

      “We have to deal with a witch, too?” Reagan moaned. She threw up her hands and asked, “Is there a leprechaun we have to watch out for?”

      “No,” Allie said, twitching her tail. “Just Ortusans.”

      “And what are those?”

      “Creatures who turn into wolves under the full moon and suck your blood any other time.”

      “Wonderful. Now we’ve got to watch out for vampire-werewolves,” Reagan snapped.

      “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

      “You wouldn’t.”

      Allie began digging through the dirt. Reagan asked, “What are you doing?”

      Allie pushed the stuffed animal aside as she dug. “If this survived the fire, there might be some other stuff here that we could use. Black magic can’t destroy everything. Start looking.”

      Reagan sneered at the ground, as if she hated the thought of getting her hands dirty, but crouched down and began shifting through it anyway. Allie threw herself into the work, turning her brown fur black with the effort.

      Reagan’s hand clunked on something hard and she let out a yelp. Allie came running over and let out a cheer. “It’s my armor! We’ll be needing this!”

      “Armor’s too heavy to carry around,” Reagan argued.

      “I can wear it during the day and take it off at night, and the boy’s armor doesn’t weigh much.” Allie pulled out the head plate and talon sheaths from the ashes. They were in need of a good cleaning. She found the jeweled knife underneath them. Allie threw the blade at Reagan, who caught it in midair. “Here. You’ll be needing this.”

      “Don’t throw knives! And, um, no I won’t,” Reagan said, tucking the knife in the bag warily, just to make Allie be quiet.

      “Not much else,” Allie said in disappointment. The last thing she found was the bag she had made Kennu for his birthday. She poked at the armor and said, “The boy isn’t here to help me. I guess you’ll just have to wear the armor.”

      The way she said it sounded like an insult. Reluctantly, Reagan put on the golden breast plate, and the arm and leg guards. “Why do I have to carry all this stuff?”

      “Just deal with it,” Allie said. Her own armor was slipping and sliding around on her fur. She blinked as the head plate went over her eyes and said, “I don’t think this is on right,”

      “Well, duh,” Reagan said. “It’s made for a griffin, and you’re in deer form.”

      “That’s why I was so itchy all the time. I forgot who I was.” Allie morphed from a deer into a griffin, coming into her true form and spreading her wings wide as she cawed joyously. “I’m back!”

      “That’s still ridiculously creepy,” Reagan said. “Now can we get out of here?”

      Allie shot her a look. The griffin pushed over a large beam that had supported the house and found her dusty saddle, along with her bridle.

      Allie closed her eyes. This is wrong. Only the boy should ride me.

      They didn’t have a choice. Reagan was too slow, and the human girl couldn’t walk to the elves. She yelled at Reagan, “Well come on! You know what to do, so put them on!”

      “You’re not expecting me to get on your back, are you?” Reagan said.

      “You’ve ridden me before,” Allie said.

      “Yeah, and you nearly threw me off!” Reagan shouted back. “Can you even carry me with that wound?”

      “I’ll manage.”

      “I know you’re going to fly. I am not flying on you, not ever.”

      “You’ll get used to it.”

      “No, I won’t! If you force me to fly, I’m not going anywhere!” Reagan crossed her arms.

      Allie ground her beak. ‘Fine, whatever. I’ll travel on foot. For now.”

      Reagan picked up the saddle, putting in on Allie’s back and cinching it up. “Watch it, that’s too tight!” Allie snapped, kicking out her back leg.

      “Just deal with it,” Reagan said, copying Allie’s remark from earlier. “I’m not about to fall off because of your comfort.”

      “The boy was never this rough. He was always gentle with me,” Allie growled.

      “Maybe that’s because the little weakling was too sick to put some backbone into it,” Reagan grumbled.

      Allie turned one lone eye on her. “What is your deal? Why are you always so mean?”

      “It’s how I am. Get over it,” Reagan said.

      “Somebody hurt you,” Allie said nastily. “Only people who have been ruined by someone else are this terrible.”

      “Shut up.” Reagan put her hands on her hips and glared at Allie. “Anyway, are you ready? I want to get out of here.”

      “One last thing,” Allie said. She picked up the toy horse gingerly in her beak and placed it in Reagan’s bag. “Now let’s go.”

      

      On their way past the plains and through the outskirts of the Verinian, Allie heard a soft noise. Branches, cracking underneath small hooves. She stopped walking and turned to see four deer wander out of the woods, their ears up and eyes wide. It was Stream, Orphiyus, Star, and Cozue.

      “Why’d you stop walking? We have to go,” Reagan insisted.

      “Wait.” Allie walked towards the deer, who seemed bewildered and afraid. “Guys, don’t be afraid. It’s me. Allie.”

      “Allie?” Stream asked, walking to the griffin. She poked out her nose and touched Allie’s beak timidly. When she recognized the scent, she said, “By the Creator, it is you! You’re not a magic deer at all! You’re a…a…”

      “A Changer?” Allie said. “Yes, we do exist, though I did not remember what I was until now.”

      The deer ignored Reagan as they drew closer to Allie. Orphiyus shook his head and said, “So that’s the reason you don’t eat or sleep. Our Allie, a Changer!” He looked at her in admiration.

      Star snorted. “I always knew you were too strange to be a real deer. But I’m happy you know who you are now.”

      Allie glanced at Cozue. He was the only one who hadn’t come closer. He stood there like a statue, unmoving and stern.

      “Cozue,” Allie said, and she started towards him.

      Cozue tossed his antlers in the air. “Stay away,” he warned, dipping his head.

      Shocked, Allie halted in her tracks. “Cozue, I’m not going to hurt you. It’s really me underneath this skin. I haven’t changed.”

      “I know,” he said. “Just stay away from me.”

      “Don’t pay attention to him, Allie,” Stream said, but Allie flicked her tail.

      “You and I will always share a connection,” Allie said. “But we were never meant to be mates. I can’t have your fawn, Cozue.”

      “I understand,” Cozue nodded. With that comment he turned his back on her, and went out of her life as if she had never existed to him.

      “Don’t mind,” Star said, seeing the hurt look in Allie’s eye. “That’s how bucks are. They mate, and then are gone. I myself have had three lovers. Mates, fawns, they all leave. But you still have us.”

      The three deer touched their heads to hers. “If you ever need anything, come to us,” Stream said. “We’re your friends. We’ll do anything for you.”

      Allie nodded, a tightness in her throat. “I’ll see you again. I will see you again.”

      “So I suppose that the boy you were always talking about was your Accompany?” Orphiyus asked. “Or do I have it wrong, and the girl with you is your Accompany?”

      “Don’t insult me with the thought!” Reagan said, throwing a hand in front of her eyes dramatically.

      Allie nodded and said, “Yes, Orphiyus, the boy is my Accompany.”

      “Well, bring him back here when you find him, and we’ll see what’s so special about him!” Star said, and they all laughed. While Allie was still chuckling, the deer slipped away as deer do. Orphiyus dipped his head and backed into the shadows, Star skipped out of sight, and Stream gave Allie a wink before she blended into the trees. Allie let her head drop sadly before turning around and starting to walk the other way, towards the south.

      “Talk about poor taste in guys,” Reagan said, not looking back. “The white one finds out who you really are and decides to have nothing to do with you. Typical of a man.”

      “My taste in boys is better than yours. At least I know my boundaries,” Allie said, still stung over Cozue.

      “What does that mean?” Reagan asked, pulling out a map from her bag sharply.

      “You’re all wrong for the boy in the first place,” Allie said. “A human, going out with a fairy! It’s just not done!”

      “Funny, if I remember correctly, he’s not all fairy,” Reagan said. “His parents didn’t go by the rules, either. He’s sort of a freak of nature, like you.”

      Allie narrowed her eyes. “If I could I would push you down a hill and leave you there while I go look for my family myself.”

      “Too bad you need somebody who can actually read a map,” Reagan said.

      Allie seethed. “I don’t need you that badly. If I wanted to I could carry you off and drop your pretty little butt in a lake.”

      Reagan let the map down slowly. “You could…if your fat head would let you fly correctly.”

      Allie clicked her beak. “At least I don’t have these mega boobs I like to stuff in these tiny little clothes!”

      “I’d rather have mega boobs than a huge butt!” Reagan said, dropping the map and putting her hands on her hips.

      “That’s it, honey! You’re going down!” Allie snapped. She headbutted Reagan and the girl fell backwards, tripping over a root and landing square in the mud. Reagan got up and stood there in shock for a minute, dripping with muck, before scooping up a handful of mud and throwing it right in Allie’s face.

      The mud slicked off of the griffin’s face slowly. Allie started towards Reagan menacingly, but then paused in her tracks. “Forget it. It’s not worth it. I don’t have time to argue with you when my boy is out there. He’s probably starving, cold, alone...”

      “He’s not a lost puppy,” Reagan said, scraping off the mud from her jeans. “Look what you did! You made me break a nail!”

      “You may break something else if we don’t get moving!” Allie shouted. “Is there anybody around?”

      “No,” Reagan said.

      “Then climb on quickly, before anyone sees,” Allie said.

      Reagan hopped onto Allie’s back. The griffin started off at a quick jog, trying to conserving her energy. “We have to move quickly. The elves aren’t far.”

      “Not far for you is probably forever for me.” Reagan let out an angry sigh, and Allie did her best to control her temper.

      Forget about Wyntier, Allie thought The real question is which one of us is going to kill the other one first.

      

      “Caini…” Shadowin breathed, looking down at a patch of dirt strangely. “Caini…you were right. It’s really her. It has to be.”

      The wolves were standing around a large footprint, with deep impressions from talons. What was more, the prints had Allie’s scent all over them, and there were a few scattered, golden feathers left behind along the ground. They all knew it now. Allie was alive.

      Caini was pouring tears of joy. “I knew it! It’s her. She may not know me, but it’s her. Our wonderful Allie’s alive!”

      “If this is Allie, she’s going away,” Jade said, pointing with her paw. “Look at those tracks. They’re stale.”

      “How much of a lead does she have?” Caini asked, sniffing the print.

      Shadowin shook his head. “At least a few days, and if she flies, we may lose her for good. Luckily, or unluckily, depending how you look at it, she seems unable or unwilling to fly. If we leave now, we might be able to catch her. By the looks of it, she’s heading south.”

      “Let’s go then,” Shadowin said, already thrilled at the prospect of leaving. Jade followed close behind, but Caini paused for a minute. If they left now, there would be certainly no possibility of ever seeing her father, mother or brother again from the other pack.  It was also certain that they wouldn’t be around to see Midnightstar when...if...she came back. Everyone else had left the Verinian but them.

      Caini had to face facts. It was over. Perhaps they could get away from the Second Despondent and the prophecy. Maybe it would stay here, in the northern part of the Lands, and be forgotten about forever. The south and the chance of catching Allie was their last hope.

      Caini looked back one last time at the burnt remains of the forest. Then she charged after her pack, leaving her home behind.
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          Enemies Must Work As One
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      Reagan yawned and stretched her arms after a long day’s worth of traveling, eyes drooping. “Can we please stop soon? I think I’m going to fall asleep here.”

      She screamed and clung to the saddle as Allie began to buck sharply, waking her up.

      “We don’t have time to stop,” Allie snapped back. “If we stop now, we’ll never find the boy or the elves.”

      “Please Allie, only for a few hours. Just so I can get some sleep,” Reagan begged, yawning again. “I know you don’t have to sleep, but you could still use a little break.”

      “Yeah, a break from carrying all this weight,” Allie snarled. “You need to lose a few pounds.”

      “Look whose talking, Miss Big Butt!” Reagan smacked the back of Allie’s head and the Changer reared onto her hind legs. Unable to catch herself, Reagan fell off and landed on her back in the dirt.

      “You will walk unless you take that back,” Allie growled angrily.

      “How can I take it back if it’s true?” Reagan snapped, her anger slowly taking hold of her.

      “If that’s how you want to play, let me tell you the boy never loved you. He only hung out with you because he pitied you,” Allie said harshly.

      “Actually, he was going to leave you so he could be with me,” Reagan said in a confidant tone. “I know he was.”

      “I don’t believe that. The boy would never love someone as cruel and ugly as you,” Allie said, advancing towards Reagan. The human girl backed up slowly until she was against the tree, with nowhere to go.

      “He did love me. I know it,” Reagan replied, her voice gaining an edge of fear.

      “You take that back right now, you vile little creature.” Allie snapped her beak as if to make a point.

      “No! I will not take it back.” Reagan rose to her feet and looked the griffin in the eye. “And you are at least a million times more vile than me, so nice try, attempting to convince me I’m some terrible person when you’re just as bad.”

      “Why you little…” Allie stopped her insults and perked her owl ears up. “Did you hear that?” she asked, the anger flowing out of her eyes quickly.

      “What? I didn’t hear anything.” Reagan replied, suddenly alert.

      “Hush. I think somebody’s out there,” Allie whispered. “We need to be quiet so they don’t hear us.”

      “Okay. I can be quiet,” Reagan whispered back. She looked around nervously, to find a sign of an enemy.

      “It stopped. Maybe they left,” Allie said, dropping her ears back down. “But they may come back, whoever they were, so we can’t talk.”

      “Yeah. I get it. Not a word.” Reagan made a motion as if zipping her lips, but Allie only looked at her, completely confused. Reagan unzipped her lips. “Oh, you don’t know what that means, do you? It means I’ll be silent.”

      “Oh. I get it now,” Allie said, even though she still had no idea what Reagan had done. “Climb on, so we can get out of here.”

      “Sounds like a plan to me,” Reagan whispered back, climbing onto Allie’s back as silently as possible. They began to move on, traveling silently in order to stay away from whatever had been hiding in the trees. When they had been traveling for about an hour, Allie deemed it safe for them to make conversation once more.

      “Finally!” Reagan said loudly. “You know, I have never really been able to be quiet for so long.”

      “I’ve noticed.” Allie said in an annoyed tone. “Would you mind shutting up so I don’t have to listen to your horrid voice?”

      “At least I don’t sound like I’m growling all the time. Honestly, do you have a cold or something?” Reagan asked.

      “My voice does not sound like I’m growling,” Allie growled.

      “Does too. But I guess it fits, since you’re such a horrid little witch,” Reagan said with a taunting laugh.

      “Yeah, well, at least I don’t go around messing with every boy I meet.” Allie bucked slightly, forcing Reagan to grip tightly onto the saddle.

      “I bet that’s not true. You’ve probably pretended to like a lot of guys and never ended up with any of them,” Reagan rebutted.

      “No,” Allie said defensively.

      “I do not mess around,” Reagan said. “I toy with their emotions. There’s a big difference” She shrugged. “It’s actually a lot of fun.”

      “Well I only tell the ones I really love that I love them. Mainly because I’m not a vile cretin that only lives to hurt others,” Allie retorted. “And if you call me one more name, I will drop you down in a hole where you will die slowly and painfully while I watch and listen to you scream.”

      “Was that a threat?” Reagan asked.

      “No, it was a promise,” Allie responded, stopping abruptly and throwing Reagan to the ground violently.

      “Ow! My arm!” Reagan whined. She lifted her arm to reveal a large scrape along her elbow. The blood was oozing out of the cut slowly in small beads.

      “You’ll survive,” Allie growled. “Now come on, you’re going to have to walk for a while, so keep up. I’m tired of carrying you.” Allie walked on, with her head held up proudly.

      “I will not walk!” Reagan yelled, getting up to follow the griffin. The blood from her wound fell onto the dirt and left a small trail on the ground behind them, dripping slowly.

      “Yes you will, and you’ll enjoy it. Besides, walking will help you lose that extra poundage,” Allie told her. “Now hurry up and…”

      Allie stopped talking as a bulky figure leapt at her from the top of a tree, pinning the griffin to the ground as she screeched loudly.

      As it fell, Reagan identified human-like features and pointed ears. The figure landed on Allie’s back, a knife clasped tightly in its closed fist. Reagan ran forward to help but was stopped by another one of the figures.

      “Now where exactly is a pretty little thing like you going?” the elf said, shoving her backwards.

      “To help my friend,” Reagan replied, her voice taking on an animalistic edge it had never held before. Her heart was beating much faster than it should have been, but she told herself to remain calm. If she panicked, she and Allie were done for.

      “Why don’t you just stay here?” the elf whispered, leaning in so he could hiss his words across her skin. “You’re very pretty.” He smiled, revealing teeth in desperate need of care.

      “I don’t want to stay,” Reagan snapped. In one quick motion, she drew the knife Allie had given her and placed it at the elf’s throat. “Now, if you would like to stay alive, you will back up and let me go.”

      “You wouldn’t use that,” he told her, laughing. “You don’t even know how.”

      “Try me,” Reagan snarled, pressing the tip of the knife into his skin. A small dot of blood formed at the start of the blade.

      The man moved his head back a tiny bit, but didn’t appear frightened. “Is that all you know how to do, little girl?”

      “Oh, I can do so much more.” Reagan brought up her knee, catching him between his long legs. The elf fell to the forest floor with a groan and she kicked him in the stomach twice, as hard as she could. She laughed as the elf doubled over, leaping in triumph. “Ha! Maybe next time you’ll think before messing with Detroit!”

      “You little…” he snarled, and jumped to his feet quickly, pulling a knife of his own. The elf lunged at her and Reagan spun backward, lashing out her own knife. Thus, the two began a dance that would in end in death for at least one of them.

      As Reagan fought off one elf, Allie viciously attacked the other. The man on her back had dug his knife into her right wing before she managed to buck him off. The knife was still stuck among her golden feathers, but Allie paid no attention. Allie lashed out at the elf with her sharp talons, but he was quick and agile, and managed to leap onto a low branch before she could strike him accurately. She roared at him and took to the air, despite her wounded wing. She dived directly towards him, smashing his body to the ground with her landing. The embedded knife fell out of her wing as the elf’s bones cracked beneath her feet.

      It was then that Reagan screamed. Allie turned to see the human girl with a knife buried deep in her side. The other elf was laughing at her, pulling another knife from his belt.

      The griffin let out a vicious cry and charged at the elf that had stabbed Reagan. In a singular, fluid motion, she dug her sharp claws into his back. He fell forward, the blood from three large gashes quickly soaking his skirt.

      “How dare you harm her. I need her,” Allie hissed at the elf. He didn’t hear her. He was already dead from her blow.

      “Allie,” Regan gasped, clutching her side and falling to the ground. Her hands were wrapped around the hilt of the knife. It was stuck between her ribs on her left side. Blood oozed between her fingers.

      “Reagan.” Allie pushed the girl’s hands away and grabbed the knife in her beak. Reagan screamed in pain as Allie carefully pulled it out, tearing a scrap of cloth from the girl’s shirt to wrap her side. “I know it’s not a real bandage, but it will have to do until we get to the elves.”

      “Thank you, Allie,” Reagan said weakly. “He would’ve killed me.”

      “I may have helped you, but this doesn’t make us friends,” the griffin said, turning around to find the elf that she had been fighting was gone. “Coward must’ve run off.”

      “Does it really matter? Let’s just get out of here.” Reagan leaned against a tree, clutching her bleeding side. “I don’t want to get attacked by anymore fairies if I can help it.”

      “Those weren’t fairies,” Allie said. “They were elves.”

      “What!” Reagan’s mouth dropped open, and she gasped in pain. “Okay, then we can’t go to the elves! They obviously don’t like us very much.”

      “Those elves were thieves. The elves we’re going to see are actually very welcoming and kind,” Allie replied.

      “I don’t care. They attacked us, so I’m not going anywhere near the rest of them.” Reagan yelped in pain as she banged her arm against her wounded side.

      “You don’t have much choice in the matter,” Allie snapped. “With a wound like that, you’ll die within a few days at most if you don’t get care.”

      “I will not die!” Reagan said firmly, a hint of doubt hidden in her words.

      “You will, and I’ll celebrate!” Allie declared, clicking her beak for emphasis.

      “Well, you’re hurt, too. You might die from that,” Reagan replied, pointing at Allie’s wounded wing.

      “No, because it’s already healing,” Allie bragged. “See, it’ll be nothing but a scar by tonight.” She flicked her long tail back and forth happily.

      “But that’s not fair!” Reagan whined. Her brow furrowed as she clutched at her side. Her lips quivered, showing how much pain she really was in.

      “Are you all right?” Allie asked, concerned for the first time. “Reagan? Come on, we have to go.”

      Allie nudged Reagan until the human forced herself onto the griffin’s back. Reagan winched and clutched at her side as she sat upon the Changer.

      “We’ll be there soon. I promise you,” Allie said, her voice taking on a kindness it didn’t normally hold. “It’s going to be okay, Reagan.”

      Reagan smiled painfully. “I don’t want to die yet, Allie. You have to go fast. I’m not ready to die yet.” A tear rolled down the human’s cheek, and she leaned over to lay her head on Allie’s soft neck.

      “You won’t die, not if I have anything to say about it,” Allie said in a determined manner. “But if we’re going to get there fast enough, I have to fly. I promise I won’t drop you.”

      “I trust you not to.” Reagan’s voice was getting weaker by the minute, proving that they had limited time. “I don’t care if you fly. Just get me somewhere safe.”

      Allie spread her wings and took to the sky for the first time since she had lived with the deer. Allie traveled as fast as she could without risking dropping her rider. As she flew, Allie could feel Reagan’s warm, red blood staining her golden feathers. Every now and then, Allie looked down to assess where they were. All the while, Reagan moaned in pain and clutched desperately onto life.

      “Hold on, Reagan,” Allie said softly. “It’s going to be okay, just hold on a little longer.”

      Reagan never responded, just whimpered and held on tighter to the wound in her side. Allie turned to look at the human, to be sure she hadn’t died yet, but her worry cost her. As she carefully watched Reagan, the elfin village zoomed by below her.

      Allie was too consumed by Reagan’s fate to notice.

      

      The wolves had been running day and night, and were sure they were only half a day behind the Changer they so desperately tracked. Caini led the group, with Shadowin and Jade behind her.

      “Hey, there’s blood up here!” Caini yelped as they ventured across a main pathway, observing the macabre scene.

      “Do you think Allie’s hurt?” Shadowin came up beside her, looking around. There were several pools of bright red blood, half dried, mingled with the dirt.

      “I don’t think she was the one who got hurt,” Jade said, padding over to an abandoned corpse spread across the forest floor. “There’s a dead elf over here.”

      “These are claw marks in his back,” Shadowin said, examining the body. “Definitely from a griffin.”

      “Go, Allie!” Caini barked. “She showed him!”

      “It’s not just the elf. This is human blood, guys.” Jade sniffed at a pool of blood and cringed.

      “What human would be with Allie? She terrifies fairies and elves. A human wouldn’t even dare to look at her, let alone follow her around,” Caini said.

      “I’m just telling you what I smell,” Jade replied defensively. “This is definitely human blood, no doubt about it.”

      “Strange,” Shadowin commented. “The only human I know is one that Allie hates with a passion, so there’s no way they’re traveling together.”

      “We can’t stay here wondering about it,” Jade said. “We have to keep moving.”

      “It won’t do any good. The tracks stop here.” Caini dropped her head sadly. “Allie took to the sky. We’ll never find her now!”

      “We won’t lose her,” Shadowin assured her. “By the looks of things, I’d say she’s heading to King Oliver’s camp. All we have to do is head toward the elves, and we’ll find her.”

      “He’s right, Caini.” Jade nuzzled her sister gently. “We’ll find her.”

      “How can you be so sure? What if she’s not going to the elves?” Caini questioned.

      “Then we look elsewhere, but for now, all we can do is follow our instincts,” Shadowin replied. “Now let’s go. We don’t have to time to be wasting here.”

      Shadowin began running in the direction he believed would take them to the village King Oliver had set up for his rebels so long ago. Caini stayed a moment, and Jade lingered with her.

      “It’s going to be fine. You’ll see,” Jade said softly.

      “But do you really believe that?” Caini asked. “Saying something and believing what you say are two completely different things. Allie’s my best friend.” Caini’s eyes swam with tears. “I can’t lose her twice.”

      “I’m sure we’ll find her soon, Caini. She means a lot to all of us, not just you,” Jade said. “Come on. We can’t let ourselves fall behind.”

      

      Luciana lay in the middle of the yard outside her small hut, watching the clouds drift by overhead. Nathanial babbled on her chest and clutched at the white whips of vapor so high above them.

      Luciana often sat alone outside her house, in the sunlight. It made everything seem...right again.

      “What are you doing, you silly little goofball?” she asked her son, sitting up and holding the infant above her head. “Huh, what’s my baby doing?”

      Nathanial cooed happily. He smiled down at his mother, small dimples forming is his cheeks. “Oh, you have the cutest little dimples, yes you do, Nathanial!” Luciana lowered him to her level and kissed his nose. As he giggled, Luciana thought to herself that she was so glad to have him. Nathanial was the only thing in her life that had ever gone right. If she didn’t have her son, Luciana truly felt like her existence would’ve meant nothing. There wouldn’t be a point to living anymore without him. She had faded from everyone’s memories, but the thought had often crossed her mind to fade altogether from the world, to vanish in every sense of the word...completely.

      “Luciana, can we talk?” a familiar voice asked. Luciana clutched her child against her chest protectively as Moorock approached them. She jumped up, preparing to head into the house.

      “What do you want?” she hissed angrily. “Don’t come too close, or I’ll scream.”

      “Don’t do that. I just want to talk before I go,” he replied. “Where’s Rex? I thought he never left your side.”

      “Rex will be back momentarily, and so will Rose, so I suggest you leave now,” she threatened.

      Moorock stared at her. “I’m not going to hurt you, Luciana.”

      “How do I know I can trust you after what you did?” she questioned.

      “Because I didn’t know what I was doing. I’m sorry.”

      “Sorry doesn’t give me my life back!” Luciana screamed. “Sorry doesn’t fix what was done! Sorry doesn’t take away my memories! Sorry doesn’t make it better!”

      Tears began to run down her cheeks. Nathanial started crying at the sound of his mother’s yelling, wailing as loud as a baby could.

      Moorock stayed where he was, dumbfounded. “Luciana, I didn’t mean…”

      “I don’t care what you meant!” she yelled over Nathanial’s screams. “My life already sucked! Why not add rape, after all, as if it wasn’t bad enough! That’s something I’ll never forget! I’ll never be able to live normally again!”

      He looked down at the ground. “I’m really, truly sorry.”

      “Take your apologies and find somewhere else to put them! I don’t want anything to do with you or your air-headed wife!” she screamed. “The only reason I haven’t erased your memories and made you forget all about me is because I want you to live everyday with the guilt of what you did! Just leave me alone!”

      Luciana sprinted into the house, leaving Moorock standing in the yard alone.

      “Very well, Luciana. I’ll let you be,” Moorock muttered to himself. He stuffed his hands into his pockets and walked away slowly, hanging his head. Though he couldn’t control the evil inside of him, he still hated himself, for what he had done to Luciana.

      The worst part was that the evil was coming back. The dark man was growing stronger each day, and Moorock didn’t know what he could do to stop him when the monster finally emerged.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Five

          

          Boulders Crushing Bodies Tends to Make Friends Pretty Quickly
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      This road is so…hard…

      Allie struggled to keep her wings beating. She was hopelessly and horribly lost. Her eyes scanned every inch of ground, looking for some sign of the elves, but everything looked unfamiliar. Trees, trees, and more trees. No village.

      “This is so stupid,” Allie hissed. She descended, landing by a small pond.

      Reagan, who lying across Allie’s back, asked, “Are we there yet?”

      Allie shifted uneasily. “Not yet, but I know where we’re going. We’ll be there in no time, I promise.”

      “You’re lying to me!” Reagan lifted her head, clutching the wound at her side. “You’ve got us lost, haven’t you?”

      “No, I just…took a wrong turn!”

      “Allie!”

      “Oh…” Allie put Reagan down on the ground and started pacing back and forth along the edge of the pond. “What did the last map say…oh…”

      “If you’ve hit Green Lake you’ve gone too far,” Reagan said slowly. The makeshift bandage was starting to sloppily unravel at her stomach.

      Allie stopped pacing. “I passed that lake an hour ago.”

      “You WHAT?” Reagan screamed, and she let out a yell as her wound ached.

      “I’m sure all I did was take a wrong turn somewhere...”

      “What if you took several wrong turns?”

      “How should I know? I can’t read maps!” Allie said, closer to tears than Reagan had ever seen her.

      “What are you saying? Am I going to die out here?” Reagan squeaked.

      Allie shook her head. “No. I refuse to let that happen.”

      “Who are you, God? Besides, I thought you didn’t care if I died.” Reagan gasped, for the pain in her side was increasing each second.

      Allie cracked her beak. “Like it or not, I obviously need you. And…” Her tail swished viciously as she sighed, “The boy does too. If you die, he’ll lose someone else close to him. His pain is my own.”

      “Whatever. Find someone who can help me!” Reagan pleaded.

      “Okay, okay!”  Allie grabbed a map out of Reagan’s backpack and started looking at it. “Well, if we start here, then we have to backtrack around…is that a mountain?”

      “You’re looking at it upside down!” Reagan said in frustration.

      Allie rotated the map, and let out an exclamation as she traced her claw over the paper. “It’s pretty clear now. We just have to go backwards.”

      “Sure you’ve got the right direction this time?”

      “I’m sure. It’s half a day’s flight through this tiny corner of the Aiyana Desert, then a straight shot to the village. It’s so obvious, even I can see it.”

      “Get me there, then,” Reagan said, putting her hands over her wound. “Just freaking get me there.”

      Allie picked Reagan up and placed her on her back, gently shifting to support the girl’s weight. “You do know the Aiyana is the desert of dragons?”

      “Dragons? Like Ionan?”

      “No. Wild dragons.”

      Reagan moaned and laid her head against Allie’s neck. The Changer sprung into the air fearlessly. Dragons didn’t scare her. Dragons were her friends, and if these particular ones were not, then she would have no second thoughts about biting through their tough scales. She might be smaller than a dragon, but she could fight like one. And if not, well...at least she’d go out in a way that was true to a griffin. Lots of blood and glory.

      Allie kept herself going by counting the number of times her wings went up and down. Reagan lay half dead across her back, moaning every so often and drifting in and out of consciousness. By the time they had reached the desert, Allie noticed something rising up over the horizon. A large wall of sand swirled through the air a short distance ahead of her, approaching quickly. Allie halted in midair and cried, “It’s a sandstorm! I’ll get swept away if I don’t land! I have to take us down!”

      Allie plummeted downwards and landed, spraying sand everywhere as her body connected with the dunes. She pulled Reagan off her back and laid her down, throwing one wing over the girl and the other over her own face.

      It was awful. The sands buffeted Allie’s wings, stinging through her feathers and cutting her skin. Allie simply clenched her beak and refused to let even a small squawk escape from her mouth.

      On and on it went. Allie wondered if the sandstorm was ever going to end. The roaring in her ears caused her jaws to shudder, and the sheer force of the storm nearly lifted her off her feet. It was a good thing she was heavy, because her claws had nothing to grab onto. She was wrenched back and forth by the strength of the wind, and she imagined that the storm had giant hands that wanted to toss her around, as if she was some sort of toy. Now she knew how the stuffed animal in her bag felt. After a time, the sand started burying her alive. If the storm didn’t stop, there would be no chance of finding the boy…

      Finally, the winds died down. Head swimming, Allie shook the sand off of her and checked Reagan. The girl was neither better nor worse.

      “Feather biters. Where are we now?” Allie whispered to herself. She picked Reagan back up and looked around. Things seemed the same in every direction. Nothing but large dunes of sand.

      “Allie,” Reagan whimpered. “Water.”

      Allie got a waterskin out of the backpack and gave it to Reagan. The girl drank from it deeply. Allie looked at it in despair. That was the last of the water, which meant that if Reagan was to live, Allie would have to get her out of the heat. Fast.

      “I’m putting this over your head,” Allie said, taking out a spare shirt and wrapping it around Reagan’s hair. “To keep you protected from the sun.”

      “What’s protecting you?”

      Allie took off her armor, placing it in her bag before changing into a giraffe, bending down on her long legs. “I’m a Changer. The sun can’t hurt me. It only gives me energy.”

      “People can’t ride giraffes,” Reagan protested.

      “You will. Now come on.” Allie scooped Reagan onto her back with her neck and then stood up, her hooves sinking down into the deep sand. Allie knew she couldn’t let the girl fall, as it was a long way down and in her current state, she probably wouldn’t make it. Allie looked up at the skies for guidance. She had been heading east before the storm, and by the position of the sun...she couldn’t tell anything. She had to guess.

      Allie turned on her heels, blinked her long lashes, and started heading the opposite way. She made each step count, her long legs extending as far as permitted, walking as fast as she could be without knocking Reagan off.

      “Isn’t there anything out here?” Allie asked desperately. Her legs quivered. She was so tired. She hadn’t rested in such a long time.

      A small dot hovered in the distance. Why did the air do that quivery thing when it was hot? She could barely tell what was in front of her, if anything at all!

      Is it a mirage, or a place to get Reagan out of the sun? Allie took her chances and started heading towards the black spot, aware that the odds were far against her. As she kept walking, the spot became a stone, then a rock, and soon a cave. Allie touched her hoof to it and found that it was, indeed, real.

      She headed inside the cave, laid down and then put Reagan on the floor, resting her own head against the cool stone. Like it or not, she wasn’t going anywhere unless she took a break.

      “What’s going on here!?” a deep voice rumbled, shaking the walls of the cave. Allie had no sooner closed her eyes then she heard giant footsteps stomping to the spot where she lay, making the stone beneath her tremble.

      Allie raised her head in irritation and said, “Hey, cranky, I’m trying to rest here!”

      The source of the noise, a large, red dragon with a crooked horn and many scars, brought his head back sharply as if insulted. He snorted and said, “Dinner should not talk back.”

      “Well this time, dinner does. If you want to do something about it, eat my tongue first,” Allie said crossly.

      The dragon stretched his paws, rasping his claws against the stone. “I shall. But we can save that for later. Why aren’t you running away?” The dragon seemed puzzled that Allie wasn’t terrified of him.

      “I have worse things to deal with in this world besides an old dragon who hardly puffs smoke. Now leave me alone! I’m tired,” Allie complained.

      “Why is there a human girl here?” the dragon asked, utterly bewildered.

      “She’s with me. If you would prefer to eat her first, be my guest. It would take her out of her misery, and mine.”

      “You are unwise to talk to such a mighty hunter this way, young one,” he rumbled.

      Allie rose to her feet, turning to the dragon and facing him directly. “I am Allakenzie, and I shall do as I please, especially when I’m this exhausted!”

      The dragon began chuckling, and then laughing, with great enthusiasm. He laughed so hard that the cave walls shook yet again in a near earthquake. The red dragon wiped tears from his eyes with his tail, his wings beating up and down.

      “What’s so funny?” Allie asked, offended.

      The dragon shook his head. “So this is the great Allakenzie that the whole Lands has been fussing over. What a mouth you have on you!”

      “I’m not usually this mean. I’m just very grumpy. You’ve got to understand, I’ve been traveling for days without rest.”

      “I see. Greetings dearest Allakenzie. I am Bloodbath,” the dragon said, grinning his collection of sharp, deadly fangs.

      “Bloodbath!” Allie exclaimed. “You’re a family friend! I’ve heard of you, from my father Ionan’s travels. What great luck I’ve found you!”

      “I hardly think luck has anything to do with it,” Bloodbath said. “The stories I’ve heard about you, Allakenzie! You’ve caused a lot of trouble, small thing.”

      “Tell me something I don’t know,” Allie said, wincing at Bloodbath’s choice of words. She wasn’t used to being the tiniest thing around.

      Bloodbath shook his head. “Dead, and now alive, a prophetess and perhaps the new Empress of Nesting’s Haven, the heroine of the Lands! In my cave, no less!”

      “I don’t know about all of that. I just want my Accompany back,” Allie said, shaking her tail.

      “Isn’t that her?” Bloodbath asked, pointing his tail at Reagan.

      Allie wrinkled her nose. “Definitely not. My Accompany is a boy. I’m just traveling with this girl as a guide.”

      “The smell of her blood is what woke me up. I was going to eat her, if your salty tongue hadn’t gotten in the way,” Bloodbath said.

      “I would’ve changed in an instant and killed you,” Allie said simply, shuffling her hooves.

      Bloodbath turned to her. “Oh really now? You would’ve killed an experienced, old dragon like me?”

      “Yes. But you see, I need your help. My guide got hurt, obviously, and if she doesn’t make it, I’m lost.”

      “I can always be your guide if this girl fails. I would be of more use to you,” Bloodbath said.

      Allie paused. “That’s not the only reason. I…I must keep her living. It’s not an option.”

      “I would hardly let her bleed to death under my watch anyway. Not if she’s my guest.” Bloodbath went to the cave entrance and looked out. “Hottest part of the day, of course. I’ll be back.”

      Bloodbath spread his great wings and lifted himself into the air. Allie watched him go, not knowing where he was heading but hoping he was coming back soon.

      An hour later, Bloodbath trailed into the cave with a small she-dragon at his tail, one who was hardly bigger than Allie in her griffin form. Her scales were as pale as the sand, with brown dots all over them. She carried a black bag in her claws. Allie had to suppress a laugh and turn away. After all, a spotted dragon!

      “Allie, this is Sandra. She’s the local medic,” Bloodbath said.

      “You’re not going to use your big claws on the human, are you? You’ll rip her worse than you’ll fix her!” Allie said, horrified.

      “You were right about her sassiness, Bloodbath,” Sandra said. “And relax. I’m a professional.”

      “You can’t be much older than me.”

      “May be younger, actually…” Bloodbath mumbled, and Allie yelped.

      “I’m eighteen!” Sandra said indignantly before digging around in her bag.

      Allie shuffled to Bloodbath and asked, “Is this the best you got?”

      He stretched his wings. “She’s not the best we’ve got, she’s the best there is.”

      Sandra shoved Allie out of the cave. “Get out! I need quiet time to work!”

      “Alright, alright. Whatever, pushy,” Allie grumbled. The giraffe laid down outside the cave, but she couldn’t rest. An uneasiness filled her, one that caused her organs to twist with anxiety. Would Reagan be okay?

      A short time later, Bloodbath and Sandra came out of the cave, conversing back and forth with each other quickly.

      “Oh, I agree,” Sandra said. “Silly ice dragons, living in those mountains. Barely come out to say hello every hundred years.”

      “Not to mention those underground dragons are pretty much useless, and the forest ones won’t do an inch of work unless you drag them into it.” Bloodbath puffed out some smoke, seemingly unsettled. “If the Second Despondent is here, it’s certain they won’t help.”

      “Sea dragons are nice to have as friends, if you can find them.”

      “Naturally. Beach dragons aren’t too bad, either. I’ve never heard of jungle dragons, but I’m sure they exist and are as useless as the others…”

      “Um, excuse me! The girl!” Allie burst.

      The two dragons looked at her. Sandra said, “Come inside and see.”

      Allie entered the cave and saw Reagan freshly bandaged, and looking like she was in a lot less pain. Sandra came up behind her and said, “There. It’s the best I can do on such a small patient. It’ll hold up for a few more days, but beyond that, I can’t guarantee anything.”

      “Thank you,” Allie said, surprised that the dragon had done such a good job.

      The giraffe came by Reagan’s side and Sandra asked, “By the way, what direction were you going in?”

      Allie bristled. “East…or west, I think? I was following the sun.”

      Sandra and Bloodbath looked at each other. “The sun does change in the sky during the day, dear one,” Bloodbath said gently.

      “I…I knew that!” Allie burst. “But I’m just so…oh.”

      “Where were you going?” Sandra asked.

      “To the elves. We were expecting to find some of our friends there. The Verinian was burnt down by a witch called Nineva,” she said quickly.

      Bloodbath froze. “But my sister, Sunset, and her hatchlings! Do you...”

      “I don’t doubt that they made it out alive, but I’m not sure where they are,” Allie said. “Reagan and I, that’s the human, found each other and left.”

      “Sunset would never go to the elves. Elves and dragons have been at war with each other for years,” Bloodbath said.

      “But aren’t the elves at war with everyone?” Sandra asked.

      “All except King Oliver,” Allie responded. “He would let Sunset and the others in.”

      Bloodbath shook his head. “My sister would refuse to trust him. No, you’ll not find her there. But of your other friends, I’m unsure. I can take you to the mountain before the elven village, but after that, I must return to my home. They would have my pelt in an instant if I dared to venture inside.”

      “Thank you so much!” Allie burst, jumping into the air.

      Bloodbath turned to Sandra, saying, “Go to our family and tell them to stay inside. It’s not safe for anyone out there, not even a dragon.”

      “On my way!” Sandra picked up her bag, nodded to Allie and then headed out the door, her tail lashing sand everywhere as she went.

      “Change into something smaller. I can carry you both all the way, and you can rest on my back. I can see that you’re tired,” Bloodbath said gently, placing Reagan between his wings.

      Allie sagged. “Thank you.”  She changed into a lynx and climbed on to rest next to Reagan. It was a good thing the dragon was so wide. Whatever he did, it would take Bloodbath rolling over in midair for them to fall off.

      “Hold on tight now,” Bloodbath said, and the hot sun was on them once again as the dragon galloped out of the cave and barreled into the blazing heat.

      

      Shadowin hoped that they were going in the right direction. There were no signs of Allie even coming through the area. Shadowin knew that she was in the air, but the Changer had to land eventually. As far as he could tell, she hadn’t touched down even once. Something about the whole situation was off. They should’ve seen a sign of her by now, and they hadn’t for hours.

      “Look!” Caini shouted abruptly, and they glanced to her right. The wolves jumped down from the rock they had been standing on, sliding down a muddy ravine to gaze at a massacre.

      Dozens of animals were scattered around in various pools of blood. The bodies were everywhere, slumped into patches of mud and dangling from trees, freshly dead. The gore went on for as far as the wolves could see. It wasn’t just prey animals that had been killed, such as deer or rabbits. Large cats, bears and wolverines lay among the dead, their glassy eyes wide in surprise, mouths pulled back in a frozen snarl. This hadn’t been a hunt. It’d been a slaughter.

      “What happened here?” Shadowin said in despair.

      “I don’t know,” Caini said, gagging. “But I think their fairy is behind this bush.”

      Jade trotted to the bush and looked over it. “Yep, that’s gotta be her. She was dead before she hit the ground.”

      “But why?” Caini asked, truly upset.

      Shadowin bent down and sniffed one of the corpses. “Ortusans,” he said darkly. “I knew I smelled something foul.”

      “So did I. I think they caught our scent,” Jade said. “They’re avoiding us so we don’t hunt them down.”

      “But they killed all of these creatures? How many of them could there be?” Caini asked.

      “Had to be dozens,” Shadowin said.

      “It’s unusual for Ortusans to be this risky,” Jade said. “They don’t usually hunt in groups, not even if they have a coven. Wolves have always taken care of them if they’ve become too big of an issue in a certain area.”

      “Either they’re getting brave, or someone’s pressuring them to take chances,” Shadowin said.

      “Do you think they’re rallying under a leader?” Caini asked fearfully.

      Shadowin shook his head. “Ortusans just can’t get along. They even fight with each other in small covens. It’s the only reason why they haven’t overthrown the fairies and taken over the Lands. No matter how many times they try, Ortusans can’t work together. If we had time, I’d stay here and take down every single one of these leeches myself.” He growled lowly.

      “But we don’t have time,” Jade said bluntly. “There’s nothing we can do for anyone here. They’re in the Creator’s hands now.”

      Shadowin turned away, and his pack followed. As they trotted away, their hearts were downcast. The pack seemed to have lost all morale, and you could see it in the way they traveled.

      “It’s horrible thinking that what happened to them is what happened to Allie,” Jade mourned, her ears back.

      “Could’ve happened. We don’t know for certain,” Caini said back.

      Jade didn’t say anything. She whipped her tail at her sister’s face, but the other she-wolf wasn’t paying attention. Caini padded to her brother and said, “Shadowin, I need to talk to you.”

      “Can’t it wait?” Shadowin asked. His whole form dragged with each step, and if the situation would have permitted him to, he surely would have sunk into a low, desperate howl.

      “Absolutely not. Let’s go.” Caini grabbed her brother by the scruff and dragged him away with her teeth.

      “What is this about?” Shadowin said when Caini had let him go and they were far enough away to not be overheard by Jade.

      Caini’s fur rippled in the wind. “We’re taking this far too casually,” she said. “Allie is out there, somewhere, and so is everything else that could kill her. We’re running out of time.”

      “Caini...”

      “The Lands rest on us finding her, Shadowin!” she pleaded. “So stop letting Jade step all over you! Let’s face it, if Allie really is gone, there isn’t any hope for ending the Second Despondent. We might as well give up now.”

      “Since when did Caini make all the decisions?” Jade asked, stepping out from behind the concealment of the bushes.

      “I’m trying to have a private conversation,” Caini said sharply.

      “Without me? I’m your sister! I’m in this with you!” Jade growled.

      “Yes, and you’re constantly getting in the way!” Caini said angrily. “I don’t want to find Allie just for myself, or for us, you know! She is a prophetess, and the only way to stop Wyntier!”

      “This isn’t our war,” Jade snapped.

      “This is everybody’s war! This is the Second Despondent!” Caini yelled.

      “Caini,” Shadowin said warningly. “Be quiet.”

      “Look around you, Jade!” Caini said, ignoring her brother. “There’s no food! Ortusans are becoming reckless and killing everything! They think they run the Lands now, and with Kia gone, the fairies have no queen, and no leader! We thought the last place in the world that would be affected by all of this was the Verinian, but they burned it down! I guarantee Wyntier will ruin everything unless we do something about it!”

      “Who died and made you prophetess?” Jade snarled. “Oh, that’s right, Allie did, and somebody has to take her place! And since our stupid, air-headed sister left the den, you’ve taken it upon yourself to...”

      Caini leaped and landed on Jade’s back. Jade retaliated instantly and soon both sisters were fighting with each other on the ground, spinning in circles. Shadowin watched the battle patiently, waiting for them both to stop.

      After each wolf had gotten a few bites in the other they separated, breathing heavily. Shadowin came between them and said, “Come on, guys. Allie’s out there.”

      “So are Snapfang and Mom and Dad, Midnightstar, Kia, Kennu and the rest of them, but we aren’t looking for them, are we?” Jade hissed. “Next time we try to find a missing person, try looking for somebody who’s still alive first.”

      Jade growled and padded away, to wait for her siblings from a distance. Shadowin shook his head. “Caini, you’re being a little dramatic, don’t you think?”

      “No, I’m not,” Caini said, taking ragged, angry breaths. “Allie is the only one who still poses a threat to Wyntier. If she’s here, we all stick together, but when she’s gone, we fall apart. We’re in pieces now that she’s gone. Getting her back is going to be the one thing that’ll bring us all together again.”

      “Yeah. You’re assuming the rest of them, wherever they are, are still alive!” Shadowin barked back.

      “We’re all connected. All of us. We’d know it if something happened,” Caini said.

      “That’s stupid to say.”

      “I don’t think so.” Caini swished her tail. “I miss Kia and our pack and Midnightstar. But they’re not coming back.” Tears sparked in her mismatched eyes. “You know that. They’re all gone. The last time we saw Midnightstar was...”

      “Caini,” Shadowin said, pressing up against her. “There was nothing we could do.”

      Caini blinked away tears. “That’s why we must find Allie, though she’s making it very difficult for us to get to her.”

      “I’ll say. Why doesn’t she stay on one path? She’s impossible to track. It’s like she doesn’t know where she’s going,” Shadowin said.

      “Maybe she’s with Kennu,” Caini said hopefully.

      “And none of the others? Unlikely.” Shadowin sat down.

      “She wouldn’t have turned against us.”

      “No. Not unless she’s been brainwashed.” Shadowin shook his head.

      “It’s possible.”

      “But still, unlikely. Could she be trying to find the others?”

      “Probably, but it appears she’s having about as much success as we are.” Caini dully licked her paw.

      “She’s got to be on some sort of mission, then.”

      “Allie’s only concern in life was keeping Kennu alive. She had no other purpose,” Caini said slowly, staring at her brother.

      “You’re wrong and you know it. Wyntier was after her because she has a sporadic talent of telling prophecies.”

      “No,” Caini said. “Wyntier had other things he wanted from her, too.”

      “Like what?”

      Caini thought. “Do you remember what Ionan told us about Allie’s prophecy? About the three items of immense power?”

      Shadowin’s ears perked up. “Yeah…what are you getting at?”

      “Maybe Allie is the one who is supposed to bring them together.”

      “Why would he want to kill her if that’s true?”

      Caini twirled in a circle. “He tried taking her when she was a baby. When that failed, he kidnapped her when she was five, but she got away. Now that she’s older, she’s more dangerous. She would never help him, not even if it meant her life.”

      “What could Wyntier use these items for?” Shadowin said impatiently, feeling like they were going around in circles.

      “I don’t know. Think! There had to be stories that mentioned them.”

      “There was that one with the wolf that ate up all the deer and he was so fat he had to roll everywhere...”

      “No, not that one!”

      “Well, I always liked that one…”

      “Think!” Caini repeated. After a few minutes of racking their brains Caini said, “Do you remember the line of the prophecy? To set the Changers free?”

      “Somewhat.” Shadowin wrinkled his nose.

      “Listen! If the items can set the Changers free, and, I’m guessing, make it so they don’t have to follow commands, they probably can do the opposite and control any Changer. And if Wyntier gets his hands on them, he could use the items to control any Changer he wants to.”

      “But he needs Allie to get to them, correct?” Shadowin said fearfully.

      “But what if Wyntier doesn’t need her anymore,” Caini said slowly. “What if he’s already found the items?”

      “He would’ve won by now.”

      “Obviously. So he has to have a better alternative.”

      “Your theory’s a stretch, but it does seem somewhat plausible,” Shadowin said, shaking his fur. “What’s his alternative?”

      “Are there any other prophecies that coincide with this one?” Caini asked. “Anything at all?”

      Shadowin closed his eyes. “Nothing that I can…wait…”

      “Yes?”

      “In Flaria’s house. We were just pups, couldn’t have been more than a few weeks after we were kidnapped. I overheard Allie talking to Kia and Ionan about a prophecy. She kept dreaming about twin Changers, bound to one Accompany. The prophecy said that whoever these twin Changers would side with would be the side that won.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “I didn’t make it up. It scared me out of my fur to think about it.” Shadowin shivered. “That’s why I never told anyone before. I tried to forget about it.”

      “That’s it, then. Since he can’t find the items, Wyntier’s after the twin Changers, whoever they are, so he can get them on his side. But he can’t get them, because if he does...”

      “It means we lose.”

      “Exactly. So we have to find Allie first. It’s not an option,” Caini insisted. “She’ll find the items so Wyntier won’t get his filthy hands on them, and maybe we can stop him before he manages to convince these twins to join him.”

      “And what if Allie’s dead?” Shadowin said. “We’re still on a wild goose chase, Caini.”

      “If she’s dead, then we’re dead too,” Caini said firmly. “We don’t have any idea where or who the twin Changers are, and if I know anything about the enemy, it’s that Wyntier will already know everything about them. He’s always two steps ahead.”

      “So we’ve got to move. Now!” Shadowin said.

      “Shouldn’t we try to figure out what these items are first?” Caini asked.

      “No time. If we find Allie, we might not need to!”

      Shadowin bounded into the woods to rejoin Jade. The three wolves traveled quickly, growing closer and closer to the village of the elves.

      

      When Allie rose out of her memories, she realized that the desert had been left far behind to be replaced once again by leafy green trees. Bloodbath had flown much farther and faster then she’d hoped in the time she’d been resting.

      When Allie finally got her bearings, she found Bloodbath was descending. He landed on the base of a small mountain, coming to a halt and swinging his head around.

      “This is where I leave you. I dare not cross over this mountain, or risk angering the elves,” Bloodbath said. “The village should be at the base of this peak on the other side. If you hurry, it’ll only take you a day or so to cross, maybe less.”

      Allie slid off his back and transformed into a griffin, her wings drooping as she saw how high the mountain was.

      Another mountain, Allie thought, her heart sinking in despair. There’s always another mountain to climb, another rock to move…another battle, another war, another fight impossible to win…

      “You can do it, young one,” Bloodbath said encouragingly, and Allie was strongly reminded of Ionan. “You are too far valuable to fail.”

      She nodded. She reached up and slid Reagan off Bloodbath’s back and onto her own. “Shall I see you again?”

      The dragon laughed kindly. “One day, even if it will be with our ancestors in the next world. It has been a pleasure, Allakenzie. It’s the least I can do to repay for the freedom that Ionan gave me.”

      “You are more than welcome, good friend,” Allie said. She waved a wing in farewell and Bloodbath slid down the side of the rock, causing the whole mountain to shake as he pushed off of it and launched himself sideways into the air.

      Allie did not permit herself to watch as he flew away. Instead, she let herself dread the task ahead of her...getting up the mountain.

      Glaring in determination at the hard stone, she sunk her talons into the sides of the peak and started up. She gasped for air as she constantly slipped down the edges of the mountain. She nearly tossed Reagan several times. Once, she slid all the way back down the mountain and had to start all over. She would have flown over it, but she didn’t have the strength left to carry both herself and Reagan through the sky. She pushed on, remembering how her mothers persevered. Allayr and Vera had both fought Wyntier to save their children until the very last breath. Caini senior had saved her Aunt Lottie in the same way Allie was saving Reagan now, and the thought gave Allie strength.

      When she had gotten halfway up the mountain, Allie managed to finally find a place large enough where she could spread her wings. Using all her effort, she hovered over the peak of the mountain, crashing painfully down on the other side. Reagan went spilling off, rolling away several feet.

      “Oh no!” Allie cried as Reagan tumbled downwards. The griffin scrambled down the side of the peak to try and catch her, but soon lost her footing. Both girls tumbled down the mountain, their bodies battered and tossed against the hard rock.

      “Feather biters!” Allie snapped, and she grabbed Reagan’s shirt with her beak, digging her talons into the stone to slow their fall. They were brought to a halt, but not without a price. Allie’s scream rung out against the dark sky as blood spurted from her front foot. Her one claw had been ripped clean off after catching in a split in the rock.

      Allie managed to limp to a ledge, dragging Reagan behind her. She collapsed on her side, heaving. Allie looked closely at Reagan’s bandages and saw that much of Sandra’s work had been reversed by the nasty tumble. To top it all off, it started to rain.

      Reagan moaned and shook her head. The human blearily looked at Allie, confusion reigning in her eyes. “Where are we now?” she asked, looking delirious.

      “Nice of you to drop in,” Allie snapped. “Do me a favor and faint again. That way I won’t have to deal with your big mouth.”

      “Um, excuse me. I just asked a question,” Reagan said over the sound of the rain, her tone becoming indignant.

      “And I just gave you an answer. Shut up,” Allie said.

      “Look, are we there yet, or not? Did you get us more lost, if possible?” Reagan questioned.

      “The elf village is right down there, stupid,” Allie hissed. “You can see it from here.” She pointed with her wing.

      “What is your problem?” Reagan asked. “And why is your foot bleeding?”

      “I had to save your life, again, and I lost a beautiful talon in the process,” Allie mourned.

      “Number one, you haven’t managed to save my life properly yet. I’m still gonna die if we don’t get there,” Reagan said. “And number two, I thought you weren’t the type of girl to get upset over a broken nail.”

      “It’s not broken, it’s ripped clean off! How would you like it if I pulled out one of your fingernails?”

      Reagan ignored her. “Hey, my bandages are changed!”

      “Yeah, some dragon in the desert did it.”

      “You got a dragon to work on me?” Reagan yelled. “Are you crazy?”

      “You owe your life to her! If not, you would’ve died by now,” Allie growled.

      “Well next time, get somebody to do the job right, instead of one of your smelly, slithery animal friends that can only do a half-decent job!” Reagan grouched. “And while you’re at it, come shield me with your wing! I’m getting all wet!”

      Allie didn’t move. She began shaking in rage, her eyes a deadly threat of terror. Anyone else would have seen this and run...but not Reagan.

      The girl added insult to injury by saying, “Well, come on! What are you waiting for? Pick me up and carry me down this thing! Or are you too weak to do it?”

      Allie let out a low hiss. “I’ve…I’ve gone through all this work for you and you just…don’t…care!”

      “I never said I didn’t care. Listen, Allie, I know what you’re going through, but I’d appreciate it if...”

      “Stop saying that you know what I’ve been through! You have no idea! My family and friends are missing, and the most important person in the world to me thinks I’m dead! He probably thinks it’s his fault!”

      “What do you think I had to deal with after my mom ran off?” Reagan said angrily.

      Allie rolled her eyes. “You’ve had a pampered life. You’re the biggest princess I’ve ever seen! You’ve had it easy. You never had nightmares every night of abuse. You never had to be scared that you would be kidnapped again! You’re just a spoiled brat!”

      “You don’t know where I grew up, do you? You have no idea what kind of hell I lived in.” Reagan laughed.

      “The most horrible thing you’ve dealt with is a bad hair day,” Allie said, lashing her tail.

      Reagan’s eyes widened. “Oh really?  I’ll tell you what I’ve been through, you oversized turkey. The schools in the area where I grew up in sucked. They didn’t teach you anything, except how to survive. I had five girls corner me in the bathroom at high school on my first day, and they took turns beating me up. I saw my best friend get stabbed by some kid from a gang, and not two days after that, my little brother got jumped on the playground. One of my friends was even murdered. Dad always told me when we went out never to leave his side or else bad things would happen to me. So I never did.”

      Allie stared, her beak open, at Reagan. The girl’s eyes were blurred, but from tears or rain, the griffin couldn’t tell. “So you know what I did? I learned how to fight back. I hurt all the people who hurt me. It took three of my friends at a time to hold me back from a fight, and sometimes, even then that didn’t stop me. I got kicked out of my school multiple times for fighting, but once I turned sixteen I realized that there were better ways to make people afraid of you. I became the leader of the popular group. I led on so many boys that I can’t even remember most of their names. I wrote rumors on the bathroom walls about people who hated me, to make their lives more miserable than mine. I criticized kids on how they looked, who they hung out with, or who their families were. One of my classmates even tried to kill herself because I was so mean. I was vicious, but back there, in that place, it was the only way I knew how to survive. After all, I never had a mother to teach me how to be a lady.” Reagan laughed cruelly. “And now I’m just a mean girl in a little fantasy world. Sorry that I messed up your life, but the only thing I know how to do is be mean. Just like my mom.”

      “You’re a monster,” Allie said, shaking her head.

      Reagan laughed again, and put a hand to her side as she did so. “I know I’m a monster. But you’re no better. I know you’ve done bad things too.”

      Allie was quiet. “When I was a hatchling…I saw a squirrel in a tree and this...bloodlust came over me. I ran up the tree, and I killed it. I tore it apart until its blood was all over my face and my claws. I knew I had done something awful. I buried it and hid all the evidence, but that only made it worse. I knew I had taken away the life of a being the Creator took time to make. And it made me feel awful.”

      “That’s worse than what I did. You didn’t even have a reason, you just did it,” Reagan said.

      “It’s…it’s in my nature. I’m a griffin, a ruthless kind of creature...but that doesn’t mean I have to be that way!” Allie burst. “I’ve still got a heart, and a soul, and a name! I’m not just some animal left to follow its instincts! What I do has consequences! But you...you did everything on purpose!”

      “That’s right. I never said I was proud of it.”

      “I can’t stand to look at you.”

      “Well babe, you’re not the only one. Just be glad when you wake up in the morning you see your face staring back at you rather than mine. You think you’re better than me, but you’re wrong. You’re just as mean.”

      Allie dropped her eyes. She noticed her bleeding foot again and blinked, murmuring, “I wonder if this’ll be gone when I change.” She tried to transform, but when she did, the wound the elves had given her on her wing split open, oozing sickly blood.

      “You lied,” Reagan spat. “Your wound is as bad as mine!”

      Allie wavered, and granite fell from the rocks above. “I can handle it.”

      “Yeah, okay.”

      A rock split from above. Reagan looked up, watching as a boulder fell from the top of the mountain, rolling in Allie’s direction. Reagan gave a cry and grabbed Allie around the neck, pulling her out of the way just as the boulder spun by, smashing against the rocks below. Allie gave a loud squawk and leapt away, quivering.

      Allie was in shock. That rock would’ve easily crushed her flat. The Changer looked back, breathing hard, and saw that Reagan’s face was turned away.

      The human girl had just saved her life.

      Rain poured across Reagan’s face. “Would it help to say I was sorry?” she asked. “I regret everything that I did to those girls. I wish I could take it all back. But it’s too late. I can’t.”

      Allie’s wet feathers fell into her eyes. She shook herself free of them and said, “No, it doesn’t help. I’m not the one you should be apologizing to.”

      Reagan looked downward. “I can’t fix it now,” she said helplessly.

      “You never could,” Allie said.

      Puddles started collecting at their feet. Allie stomped the ground and said, “Come on. We’ve got to get moving, otherwise, we’ll be caught in a landslide.”

      “Allie…” Reagan said. She drew a hand away from her side and Allie watched in horror as blood started seeping out from the bandages, much quicker than before.

      “NO!” Allie screamed. “I’m not letting this happen to you!”

      Reagan passed out. Allie scooped the girl onto her back, a fierce stubbornness in her eyes, and she spread her wings to take to the air. Reagan would bleed out within a short time, and the elf village was all the long way down this vicious mountain.

      But that didn’t matter to the Changer. She was Allakenzie, and her will would bend the world around her. She could not and would not let another friend die.
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      Allie bolted down the mountain, flying towards the center of the village below. As she grew closer, a group of elves saw her and ran into their homes, terrified. Good. They’ll stay out of my way, Allie thought to herself as she descended.

      Reagan moaned on her back, but all Allie was focused on was getting to that village. She beat her wings faster and faster, until they began to ache from the effort. “Must…reach…elves!” she breathed heavily. She was halfway down the mountain, with only a little ways to go.

      But Reagan couldn’t hold on much longer and Allie’s quickening speed made it harder for the human to grip onto feathers. The girl tried to call out, but the only sound she could produce was a pained moan muffled by the wind. She slipped, falling off one side of the massive Changer and plummeting towards the mountain rock below.

      Allie screamed and dove for her. She grabbed Reagan with her talons and rose into the air to prevent scraping the human across the stone. Reagan screamed as the griffin’s foot wrapped around her injured middle, and Allie tried not to dig her claws into her soft skin.

      “Stop squirming! I’m trying not to hurt you, and you’re making it harder.”

      Reagan fell limp. “Help me,” she managed to croak.

      “We’re almost there, Reagan. I promise.” Reagan had wrapped her hands around Allie’s legs tightly, hanging on for dear life. She whimpered softly.

      Allie reached the outskirts of the village. She flew through the streets, calling out as she went. “I need help! Somebody, please! Help my friend! She’s dying!”

      When she reached the middle of the village, King Oliver was there, waiting for her.

      “Hand me the child,” Oliver commanded as she landed. Allie did what she was told. The moment she touched ground, the griffin collapsed from exhaustion. She lay on her side, unable to move, her entire body aching. Her wings screamed the loudest, pained from the work of carrying Reagan down the mountain. The knife wound throbbed angrily, but her pain was the least of her worries.

      “Save Reagan,” she said, her voice coming out as a pained growl. “Save her, please.”

      King Oliver gestured to the crowd that had quickly formed around him, and several elven women appeared from within it. “Take this girl to our medics.”

      He handed Reagan to them, and the women left. When they were gone, he knelt by Allie’s side. “You need just as much help as she does, young Changer.”

      “I’ll be fine. Help Reagan,” Allie huffed. She tried lifting her head, but found she lacked the strength for even that simple task.

      “The human will be fine. Our medics are skilled, and she will be better in no time.” Oliver stroked the feathers of her head gently. “You need help, too.”

      “Good luck moving me,” she said.

      “Rex!” Oliver looked around as he called the name. A large black dog maneuvered his way through the elves and approached the griffin with caution. “Can you take her to the medics for me?”

      “Rex,” Allie moaned. “I’m so glad I found you.”

      “Of course, Oliver. It’s the least I can do.” The dog turned into a large panther, and with help from a few elves he lifted Allie onto his back.

      “I would take a smaller form if I could, but I can’t,” Allie moaned. “I’m sorry.”

      “It’s okay, young Allakenzie,” he replied. “You must rest now. You will be better in no time.” Allie lifted her head to respond, but instead, she fell into darkness.

      

      Allie opened her eyes slowly and looked around. She was lying on a large mattress in a small room, decorated with the simple wood furnishings of the elves. Reagan was on a bed a short distance away, fresh bandages covering the wound. Allie smiled, for she knew the girl would not be lost. The wound in her wing was stitched closed, and wrapped with the same bandages that were on Reagan.

      Allie tried standing, but her legs were weak beneath her. “Come on stupid legs, work!” she cried.

      “You need to remain still, miss,” an elven woman said, walking into the room.

      “Where is Rex?” Allie demanded.

      “I can go find him for you, if you like,” the elf said.

      “Please do. I need to talk to him.” Allie replied.

      After a short while, Rex walked in as a large dog, his Accompany Luciana by his side. In her arms was an infant, who clung to his mother tightly. “What do you need, Allakenzie?” he asked.

      “It’s Allie,” she told him. “Is Reagan going to be okay?” Allie looked towards the sleeping girl.

      “The young human will be fine. She just needs a few days of rest and she’ll be good as new,” Rex replied. “So will you.”

      “You can’t change form until you heal completely,” Luciana put in. “If you do, the stitches will tear out and they’ll have to be redone.”

      “Feather biters!” Allie yelled loudly. Luciana gasped and held the infant closer.

      “Allakenzie! That is not the type of language a child should be using,” Rex scolded.

      “You’re not my mom!” Allie snapped back.

      “But I am your elder,” Rex responded.

      Allie grumbled a little and then looked at Luciana. “Congratulations. What’s the baby’s name?” she asked.

      “Nathanial.” Luciana smiled. “Isn’t he just so cute and precious?”

      “His eyes are a very pretty color,” Allie said. “But they seem familiar...”

      Reagan shifted, her eyes opening slowly. Luciana gasped as she saw the hazel color of the human’s, which were identical to her son’s.

      “Thank the Creator you’re okay!” Allie said, scrambling to Reagan’s side as she began to awaken. Rex nudged Luciana, but the Accompany gave him a glare that was clearly meant to tell him to hush, and so he did.

      “I’m so sore,” Reagan complained. “Look at all these bruises!”

      “That’s from when we fell down the mountain,” Allie told her. “And the ones on are your arms are from when I dropped you, and had to carry you in my claws. I tried not to squeeze too tight, but I panicked.”

      “Wait...you dropped me? How could you drop me?!” Reagan yelled.

      “Hey, she risked her life to save you!” Luciana snapped. “When the two of you got here, Allie looked like she was going to die of exhaustion!”

      “Allie didn’t have to save you, human. She chose to. Now lay back down,” Rex ordered. “You too, Allie. Back in bed.”

      “But I feel fine,” Allie grumbled.

      “The two of you need rest,” Luciana said. “You don’t want to tear your stitches, do you?”

      “No, but I don’t want to lay down, either,” Allie replied. “I want to go find the boy, right now!”

      “I’m not going to rest when my family is out there in the hands of a crazy man!” Reagan tried to get up, and ended up only putting a hand on her side. “Ow!” She bent over quickly, face wracked with pain.

      “Rest, and you can search for your friends and family later,” Rex commanded. He nudged Reagan back into her bed, and then glanced at Allie. The young Changer stuck out her tongue, but laid down without another complaint.

      “The two of you will be better soon enough. For now, just relax,” Luciana said kindly. “I promise everything will be okay.”

      

      “How much longer is this going to take?” Jade whined. She trailed slowly behind the other wolves as they wandered through the woods looking for the elves. Her heart obviously wasn’t in the search.

      “Until we find Allie!” Caini yipped back.

      “If she’s even alive,” Jade mumbled.

      “I know she is! I saw her, Jade!” Caini growled.

      “Can we not start this fight again?” Shadowin looked at his two sisters. “We’ve been over this, Jade. Caini believes she found Allie, so we must find her.”

      “But if she isn’t alive, we’re all going to waste our time looking for her, only to have our hearts broken again!” Jade replied. “We’ve lost so many people already! Why must we raise our hopes to only be let down again and again?”

      “But what if we find her? We’ll have lost one less.” Caini walked over and nuzzled her sister gently. “I promise you won’t get hurt again, Jade. I know she’s out there.”

      “I only hope you’re right, Caini.” Jade shook her head.

      “I’m sure I am.” Caini replied. “Come on, if we don’t get going, we’ll never make it to the elf village.” The young wolf raced ahead again, leaving her green-eyed sister to trail behind.

      “Caini, none of us can keep up with you if you keep speeding up like that!” Shadowin cried.

      “It won’t take much longer!” Caini barked. “The elves have to be close!”

      “Do you even know where you’re going?” Shadowin yelled.

      “Maybe!” Caini answered. “I’m just following my instincts!”

      “And if they’re wrong?” Jade asked.

      “Then we’ll have to turn around and go back.” Caini replied. “But I think this is right. I smell something.” She placed her nose to the ground, sniffing intently, and the pack grew quiet.

      “Up there,” Jade whispered. “It’s an elf.”

      “Let’s follow him. He’s sure to be heading toward the village,” Shadowin suggested.

      “What if he’s one of the thieves? Or one of the elves that want to overthrow the fairies?” Caini asked.

      “It’s a chance we’ll have to take.” Shadowin took the lead once more, and the group began to follow the unsuspecting elf silently through the trees.

      After a few hours, the wolves grew impatient. “I don’t think he’s going to the village. If he was, we’d be there by now,” Shadowin said quietly.

      “He may have to hunt, or find food of some kind before he goes back. We shouldn’t give up,” Caini said.

      “I’m so tired though,” Jade whined.

      “We’re all tired, but we have to keep moving until we find Allie,” Shadowin replied.

      “I don’t want to walk anymore!” Jade moaned, her voice rising to a volume the elf could hear. The elf stopped abruptly and turned around. The wolves darted into the bushes, falling silent. They sat and waited as the elf scanned his surroundings.

      “Who’s out there?” he called, pulling a knife from its sheath. “I heard you! Might as well give yourselves up.”

      As he said this, a squirrel darted out of a tree and across the path. The elf laughed. “Look at me. Freaking out over a squirrel.”

      He shook his head with a smile and turned back the way he had been going. The wolves slowly emerged from their hiding place.

      “Thank the Creator that squirrel was there,” Shadowin whispered.

      “Maybe if Jade would be quiet and stop complaining, we wouldn’t be at risk of getting caught,” Caini snapped.

      “This isn’t my fault!” Jade barked.

      “Quiet, both of you!” Shadowin ordered. The elf had stopped again to look around, and had almost caught sight of Jade’s tail. The group of wolves followed as closely as they dared, but had fallen back quite a ways since the last time they’d been heard.

      “We have to be there by now,” Shadowin whispered. “Honestly, how far away is this village?”

      “Maybe if Jade could keep quiet, we wouldn’t have to keep stopping,” Caini accused, glaring at her sister.

      “Maybe I don’t want to keep quiet! We all know Allie’s dead!” Jade hissed. “Why must we live in this fantasy?”

      “Have some faith in your sister, Jade,” Shadowin said. “You have been nothing but negative and rude this entire time. Caini saw Allie, isn’t that enough proof for you?”

      “It’s not enough. I can say I saw Vera, but that doesn’t make her alive, does it?” Jade snapped.

      “Why did you have to bring Vera up? This isn’t about her, and you know it!” Caini snarled.

      “You’re trying to bring back the dead, Caini! Allie is gone! You saw a deer, not Allie!” Jade growled back. “Those tracks were probably another griffin’s!”

      “I know it was her! I could see it in her eyes!” Caini barked.

      “You’re seeing what you want to see, not what’s really there,” Jade retorted. “Your precious friend Allie is dead, so move on and get over it like the rest of us!”

      Caini snapped and dove for her sister. Jade tried to run, but the suddenness of the attack made it impossible for her to get away. Caini landed on Jade’s shoulders and latched onto her sister’s back with her strong jaws. Jade rolled in an effort to toss Caini, but Caini held on even as she went under Jade. The girls snapped and scratched at each other, Caini wanting only to inflict pain, Jade trying to get free of her sister’s grasp.

      Shadowin rushed forward to pull the sisters apart, but Caini snapped at him fiercely and he quickly backed away. Jade stopped fighting and let Caini stand over her in triumph.

      “Caini, let me up!” Jade demanded

      “Why should I?” Caini growled. “You won’t believe me! You keep yelling at me for no other reason than you don’t want me to be right. You always have to be the smartest, Jade!”

      “You two need to stop fighting. You’re sisters. This isn’t right.” Shadowin took a few steps closer to them cautiously.

      “Back off, Shadowin! This has nothing to do with you!” Caini snarled. “This is our fight!”

      “What’s going on here? Sisters shouldn’t fight like this.” The elf they had been following broke into the clearing, staring at the wolves. “How long have you been following me?” he asked.

      Jade looked up at him, still lying on her back. “Um…awhile now,” she stuttered. “We have to get to the village. There’s...we think someone we know is there, but we didn’t know the way.”

      “I would have taken you, if you had asked.” He smiled. “Now why did this whole fight start?”

      “Family matters,” Shadowin answered quickly. “We don’t need your help to fix it. It’s under control.”

      “Then I won’t butt in,” the elf replied. “I am Tanaleit. I will take you to my village.”

      “Very well,” Shadowin nodded. “Let us leave. We have to keep moving if we’re going to get there before Allie decides to move again.”

      “Allie?” Tanaleit questioned.

      “She’s a friend of ours,” Jade said quietly. “Supposedly, she went to your village, although the last I heard of her, she had died.”

      “Well, perhaps she is still alive and your fears are just that. Only fears,” Tanaleit told her.

      Jade looked up at him, disbelief in her eyes. He grinned at her again. “One must always hope for the best, for if you hope for the worst, nothing good will ever happen.”

      The elf started on his way. Jade padded along behind Tanaleit, seemingly a bit more hopeful. Caini followed, with Shadowin between them if another fight was to break out.

      “Here we are,” Tanaleit said as they reached the outskirts of the village. “Welcome to the Village of the Elves.”

      Caini sniffed the air, inhaling deeply, then let out a joyous howl. “It smells like Allie! Come on!”

      She bolted forward and the others followed, leaving Tanaleit behind. Caini tore through the village, her nostrils flaring as she picked up the scent she so desperately missed.

      “Slow down, Caini!” Shadowin called. He was a short ways behind, Jade practically on his heels.

      “No time to slow down!” Caini whooped. “Allie’s here!”

      She yipped and barked as she ran, her voice creating a wonderful serenade. The elves of the village dropped what they were doing at the commotion and watched as the small pack bolted past their houses. Caini stopped when she reached the closed door to the medic’s home. She sniffed at the ground anxiously. “She’s in there! I can smell her!”

      Shadowin came up beside his sister and sniffed. “It is her!” he barked happily. “It has to be!”

      Caini began to howl as Jade joined them outside the house. Shadowin copied her, adding his deeper voice to hers in sweet harmony. A few seconds later, Jade followed, as to not be left out. The wolves’ sweet song echoed throughout the village, and a medic opened the door. Caini burst past her, the rest of her pack only seconds behind.

      They ran to the back room of the home, following the scent. As Caini slid through the doorway, she stopped dead in her tracks. Across the room stood a fierce, golden griffin, with sparkling brown eyes. The young wolf’s heart skipped a beat and she forgot to breathe. She was so lost in those eyes that she didn’t even notice the other wolves gathering around her.

      The griffin stared back at her, taking in the white wolf she knew so well. “Caini,” the griffin whispered, breaking the trance that had fallen over them both.

      “Allie,” Caini whispered back. She charged toward the griffin, springing against her happily. Allie pressed her head against the wolf’s and smiled.

      “Caini! It’s Caini!”  She jumped up into the air and onto the bed, then back down again. “Caini!”

      “Oh, Allie!” Caini barked. “They said I was crazy, but I knew you were alive!” Caini licked Allie’s cheek happily, getting a mouthful of feathers.

      “Allie!” Shadowin ran up and head butted the Changer playfully. “I can’t believe this! You’re alive!”

      Jade’s eyes were overwhelmed with tears. She first touched Allie with her nose, to make sure she was real, before turning to her sister. “I’m so sorry I doubted you, Caini.”

      “It’s okay, Jade. I hardly believed myself,” Caini yipped.

      “This is just amazing!” Jade ran at Allie, jumping upon the griffin in a yowl.

      “How did you find me?” Allie asked. Her eyes darted from one wolf to the next, never resting on one face for too long.

      “I saw you! With the deer herd!” Caini barked. “By the time I went back, you were gone. So we tracked you here.”

      “That’s amazing!” Allie cheered. “You found me, Caini!”

      “I did!” Caini declared. “Now we have you back!” she howled and the other wolves answered. Allie added her own voice to the mix, even though she couldn’t howl. The fear and the pain had been temporarily forgotten in the joy of the moment. There was hope in the world again. If Allie could survive the Ortusans, then together, they could do anything, even win the war.

      As the sun set on their day, the wolves and Allie rested together in a large heap without nightmares, for the first time in months. Reagan tossed and turned in the next room, complaining about talking wolves, absent fathers, and green-haired boys who wouldn’t stay out of her thoughts.
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          Moorock Gets Himself Into An Awkward Situation
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      “Go on now. Tell her who her father is,” Rex prodded, pushing Luciana gently with his scaled head.

      Lucicana shifted. Her eyes never left Reagan. The human girl was brushing her hair with a long comb underneath a tree, talking to Allie. She lifted Nathanial higher on her hip and he squealed, squirming as she did so. Luciana sighed, running a hand over her baby’s back. “Rex, she won’t believe me if I tell her.”

      “You have to try anyway.”

      “Rex...” Luciana said, biting her lip.

      “You’ve been holding it inside for days. Now go.”  Rex gently shoved the Accompany forward. Luciana took gentle steps towards the girl, holding her breath the whole way.

      “I feel like I’m from Robin Hood in this getup,” Reagan complained, looking at her new outfit. Small boots were on her feet. She wore tight leather breeches, with a long-sleeved white shirt bound with a tight leather corset. Her knife was in a sheath attached to a leather belt. She had dyed her hair back to her natural dark color, as blonde would be too difficult to maintain on the run.

      “Get used to it,” Allie said, clacking her beak. “If you want to blend in, you’re going to have to wear either these or dresses. And what on earth is Robin Hood?”

      “Reagan,” Luciana started, and Rex came up behind her for support. “I need to talk to you alone. Do you mind?”

      “Take her away, please! I’d like to see the wolves,” Allie pleaded, highly exaggerating her fake anguish.

      “You’ve hardly been away from them since they got here! Besides, they’re right there,” Reagan pointed, watching the pack come out from behind the blossoms.

      “Allie!” Caini cheered, charging toward her friend.

      “Caini!” Allie and all the wolves tumbled into a pile and began play-fighting, nipping and clawing at each other. They rolled into the paths of the village and caused elves to leap fearfully out of their way as the predators tumbled against each other in a fierce display.

      “So what’s up?” Reagan asked, sticking the comb in her pocket.

      Luciana played with Nathaniel’s hair. “Reagan, do you know where your parents are?”

      Reagan shook her head. “I have no idea where my mom is, but my dad got captured by the Wyntier a while ago.”

      “Your father?” Luciana’s heart rose. Maybe she had been wrong all along.

      “Yeah. I’m trying to rescue him.”

      “What was your mother’s name?” Luciana asked.

      “Miriam.”

      Luciana flinched. She looked away and said, “What if I told you there was a woman who looked just like you, with that name, who had been here a few days ago? Holding the hand of a strange Accompany?”

      Reagan paused. “And who would that be?”

      “His name’s Moorock and he...he raped me.” Luciana’s voice was shattered, full of hurt.

      “My mom would never date a rapist,” Reagan said instantly.

      “I’m not sure she knows the whole story. He did it, but he wasn’t in control of his actions when it happened.”

      “She wouldn’t date a crazy person either.”

      “You have his eyes, though, and they look an awful lot like Nathanial’s,” Luciana said. “If I’m right, you’re his half sister.”

      “Look, sorry, I think you’ve got the wrong person,” Reagan said. “This Moo-mock guy...”

      “Moorock,” Luciana said.

      “Can’t be my dad. A lot of people have hazel eyes, you know.”

      “Yeah, but like this?” Luciana held up Nathaniel to Reagan. The teenager winced but turned away, not wanting to look again.

      “It can’t be true. Adam Royals is my real dad. Besides, my mom lived in the city. A human city. There’s thousands of people she could’ve cheated on my Dad with. It makes no sense for her to come all the way out here. I’m pretty sure I’m one hundred percent human.”

      “Reagan...”

      “If you think these people are my parents then show me,” Reagan said, crossing her arms.

      “We can’t,” Rex said, shaking his head. “They left days before you got here.”

      “Of course,” Reagan said with a cocky smile. “Why not? So convenient.”

      “It’s the truth!” Rex protested, tail lashing.

      “It’s fine, Rex,” Luciana said, touching her hand to the Changer’s side. “If she doesn’t want to listen and wants to be a brat, then let her. It’s fine by me.”

      “Listen,” Reagan said, coming close. “I know what you’re trying to do, but it’s fine, okay? I don’t need to be taken care of. I can watch my own back.”

      “What are you talking about?” Luciana said, offended.

      “It’s okay, Luciana. I’m not helpless.” Reagan laid a hand on Luciana’s arm, which she drew away sharply and immediately.

      “Don’t touch me,” she snapped defensively. Rex hissed a warning, and with a terrified face Luciana backed away, melting into the shelter of the woods.

      

      “So what did she want?” Allie asked as Reagan entered their small hut, which they’d moved into recently. The wolves were gathered around the fireplace and Allie was resting on the large plush bed Reagan had insisted on, tossing her lynx tail back and forth.

      “She was trying to convince me that some guy I’ve never met is my dad. As if!” Reagan strutted over on the bed and collapsed onto it, sighing loudly.

      “Where’s her proof?” Shadowin asked, lifting his head off his paws.

      “That I have the same eye color and I sort of look like him, plus he’s dating a chick with the same name as my mom. Big deal.” Reagan rolled her eyes. “But according to her, they’ve already left.”

      Allie shook her fur, saying, “I wouldn’t worry about it. If it is true, they’re both long gone by now. Besides, we’ve got bigger problems to deal with.”

      “Like finding Kennu?” Caini asked.

      “Exactly. Reagan thought they were heading for the elves, but they’re not here.”

      “I think Kennu was heading to Nesting’s Haven. There’s really nowhere else for him to go,” Jade put in.

      “As for the rest of them, we don’t know where they are,” Shadowin said.

      “I noticed Snapfoot is missing,” Allie said.

      “You just brought it up now?” Jade asked sourly.

      “I was afraid to ask.”

      “He’s fine, at least, we think he is. He’s leading the High Plains Pack somewhere safe, I’m sure,” Shadowin said.

      “So our main job should be getting us all to Nesting’s Haven. How do we do that?” Reagan asked.

      They stared at her. “Wait,” Caini said. “You want us to come along?”

      “The more people....animals I have, the better chance I won’t get hurt again,” Reagan said.

      “Well then,” Shadowin said, suppressing irritation. “Getting to the seashore shouldn’t be that hard, since it’s not that far away, but what about getting to the island? That’s a whole different matter entirely.”

      “I could fly you,” Allie offered.

      “Okay,” Reagan said skeptically. “For one, you’re not big enough to carry all of us.”

      “I could try,” she said defiantly.

      “And drown us all? No thank you.” Reagan crossed her arms.

      “Could you transform into a dragon?” Caini asked.

      Allie thought about it. “I’ve tried, and I never could do it, but I’m sure if the need is that great I’ll be able to. I’ll never get up to Ionan’ size. I’ll be lucky on my first try to be as big as Vera.”

      “And Vera was only big enough to carry one,” Shadowin said sadly. “What’s our backup plan?”

      “A boat!” Reagan blurted out. They turned slowly to stare at her and she said, “Oh come on, why not?”

      “Boats take time to build,” Shadowin said.

      “What if we buy one?” Reagan shot back.

      “Who in their right mind will be selling boats on the coast at a time like this, when there’s a war brewing?” Jade shouted. “Do you even know how to steer one?”

      “It can’t be that hard…”

      They all booed and shook their heads. Reagan twisted her hair and said, “Well, do any of you geniuses have better ideas?”

      The room was silent. “I didn’t think so,” she said snobbishly, then went back to twisting her hair. “Unless Bloodbath would do us another favor.”

      “We’d have to go all the way back the way we came,” Allie said.

      Everyone shifted. “So I guess it’s a boat then?” Shadowin asked dully, his ears drooping.

      “Unless you can magically teleport us all there, then sure,” Reagan said, sniffing.

      “Well then what are we waiting for? Let’s gather our supplies and go. We’re going to need a map, and a compass of the sea,” Allie said, leaping off the bed.

      “There is no way you’re reading it this time!” Reagan shouted. “You’re giving the directions to somebody that doesn’t have their head stuck up...”

      “Allie, we’re all very tired. We can’t keep traveling without stopping to rest,” Jade protested, cutting Reagan off.

      “We’ve had a few days to relax.”

      “That isn’t enough. We all need time to heal before we try to cross an ocean,” Shadowin said.

      “But guys, this is a war here!” Allie said, hunger in her eyes.

      “I’m so sick of the war already, and it’s barely started,” Jade said, cleaning her paw.

      “You’d better get used to it, because it’s all we’re going to see for a while,” Shadowin growled.

      “Allie, just calm down,” Caini comforted. “Give us a week and we should be good to go. We’re useless to our cause if we’re not strong enough to fight for it.”

      Allie stuck out her lower lip. “Fine. But it’s just one more week without the boy.”

      “Why does she keep calling him that?” Jade whispered to Shadowin. The other wolf shrugged in reply.

      

      “Reagan, you can’t possibly take all that stuff with you,” Shadowin said, looking at the huge pile of items that the girl had stacked outside the house a few days later.

      “Of course I can. I asked for it, and the elves gave it to me,” she said back.

      “We’re taking what we had in our bag already and that’s it,” Allie said. “The armor, the shirts, and a couple supplies.”

      “You’re taking that dumb stuffed horse with you!” Reagan protested, pointing at the small pack.

      “That weighs nothing,” Allie said, ignoring the amused faces of her wolf friends.

      “If you can have some comfort on the road than so can I!” Reagan said, shaking out her skirts.

      “I’m sorry, but three makeup bags and a trunk’s worth of clothes aren’t exactly small comforts,” Caini said, looking at the stuff.

      “Whatever are we going to need a rug for?” Jade asked, poking it with her paw.

      “I’m tired of sleeping on the ground, thank you very much. You’ll find a bed underneath it,” Reagan said, crossing her arms.

      “Reagan,” Shadowin said. “This is only going to slow us down. You’re going to sink the boat!”

      “We’ll only use it until we get to shore.”

      “And then what? We’re supposed to carry it all that way?”

      “You guys are strong.”

      Rex exited a door nearby, changing from panther to dragon when he stepped outside. “What is with all the shouting out HEERRE!”

      Rex tripped over a golden statue Reagan had left lying around and went crashing into the pile of junk, his eyes wide and his claws flailing. He went headfirst into the array, sinking into it until all you could see were bits of his horns and tail.

      “Rex! Rex, are you okay?” Luciana came flying out of the house, her eyes and hair wild. Nathanial bounced on her hip as she hurried out.

      The dragon reared, a rope tangled around his torso. He snorted and panicked, running into the woods with angling, shining objects tied onto him, creating a loud ruckus all the way out of the village. The wolves, Allie and Reagan, watched him go, took one look at each other, then burst out laughing.

      “Look what you’ve done!” Luciana said, breaking up their laugher. “Rex can’t stand being bound in any way!”

      “It was just a couple ropes. If he had held still we could have got them off,” Shadowin chuckled.

      Luciana strode up to him and poked him in the nose. “Oh really? Well let me tell you something. Those few ropes nearly gave him a heart attack!”

      “Relax. We’ll help you look for him,” Caini offered with a wolfish grin.

      “Don’t bother. You’ll probably cause more trouble.” Luciana hitched up her dress and into the woods she went, Nathaniel gurgling.

      “Geez, talk about touchy,” Allie said. “I think her time in Azazael messed with her head.”

      The cheerful mood had now been dampened. “Maybe we should apologize,” Shadowin offered.

      “You want anyone to apologize, let it be her!’ Allie said, pointing her talon at Reagan. “It was her fault this stuff was out here in the first place!”

      “If you guys hadn’t started shouting everything would’ve been fine!” Reagan snapped back.

      “Stop, stop!” Caini came between them. “Friends shouldn’t fight, especially in times like this.”

      “What made you think we were friends?” Reagan said, raising her eyebrow.

      “Oh, stop it. Everyone can see you are,” Jade snapped. “You’re practically a matching set. No wonder Kennu liked you so much, Reagan. You’re a lot like Allie.”

      “I could never be as materialistic as her,” Allie said, sitting on her haunches.

      Reagan went to bite back another comment, but before she could the elf Tanaleit came trotting over. He bowed lightly and said, “Pardon me, ladies and wolves, but King Oliver wishes to see you in his dining hall right away.”

      “Why would Oliver want to see us?” Caini asked.

      The elf shook his head. “Perhaps it is only for dinner.”

      “Perhaps.” Allie gave her feathers a quick grooming and said, “Okay, let’s go.”

      “Now hold on, my hair isn’t done!” Reagan protested huffily, bringing out her comb and working on her mane frantically.

      “Forget about it, you look fine,” Jade said. “We can only look so good after traveling all this way.”

      “Dinner would be heartily welcomed!” Shadowin said, licking his lips. “I’d love a good, bloody slab of meat this instant!”

      They trotted up to King Oliver’s grand, large house, appreciating the beauty of the fine mansion. It started as a large hall at the bottom, winding up a giant tree that topped Oliver’s chambers. The group passed through the stained glass doors and took in the lovely furniture and fur rugs that carpeted the floor, trademarks of the craftsmanship of the elves. A strong fire burned in one massive wall of the room but besides that, there wasn’t much else. It was obvious that even Oliver couldn’t afford to splurge in times like these.

      “My friends,” King Oliver said, stretching his arms to them as he walked in from his courtroom, a long robe flowing behind him. Lines were carved deeply into his cheeks. He seemed older then he really was. Even so, he plastered a grin on his thin face. “You all look marvelous. Join me for dinner?”

      The group looked at each other. They hardly looked “marvelous,” but why wouldn’t Oliver want to be polite? Allie nodded and said, “Of course we’ll join you. What’s the occasion?”

      “You are my guests,” Oliver said as he led them into an elaborate dining room. “My people take care of its visitors.”

      Allie said nothing. As far as she knew, Luciana, Rex and Rose had never gotten a meal from the king himself.

      “Sit down,” he offered. “It’s the least I can do for the offspring of those who made me king.”

      The wolves jumped up on a long bench and Reagan picked a nice, velvety chair for herself near the head of the table. Allie, who was far too big for any chair and didn’t want to potentially offend someone by changing, simply went to an empty spot on the other side and sat on her haunches.

      Servants brought out trays of raw meat of the finest quality for the wolves, and a beautiful array of meats, cheeses and fruits for Reagan. Their eyes lit up at the wares and they dug in immediately after King Oliver had taken the first bite of his meal. Allie, who had nothing in front of her except an embroidered mat, simply observed.

      Allie felt guilty as she watched them eat. It was obvious that King Oliver had used up every last bit of his treasury to buy these precious foods. The Changer noticed he put little on his own plate, and let the rest of them feast as they wanted. Allie knew her friends needed the nutrition, especially for the road ahead, but even so, she wished they’d back off. She thanked the Creator silently that she couldn’t eat. Her own size would’ve left the entire village bankrupt.

      “I’m sorry there is nothing for you,” King Oliver offered, putting a small potato in his mouth.

      She turned her head quietly. “There is only one thing I desire, and not even a great king like you could give it to me.”

      “Your Accompany,” Oliver said softly. “I’m sorry, Allakenzie. I don’t know where he is, nor where the rest of your family is either. Bad times are these…”

      Allie’s griffin ears fell and she dropped her head, concentrating on a small hole in the oak wood table.

      Reagan swallowed and asked, “So, what do you need us to do?”

      “Reagan!” Caini said sharply.

      Reagan went to speak again but Allie shoved an apple in her mouth from across the table and said, “What she means is, is there anything we can do in return for your hospitality?”

      King Oliver sighed. “There is one thing I would ask.”

      The table stiffened and all eyes were on the king as he turned to Allie and said, “I realize that you’ve had a long journey. But you can’t stay here.”

      “What?” Allie said, her voice stunned.

      “My people are evacuating the village. We’re seeking the shelter of the Blue Sky Peaks. The Ortusans have gotten too difficult to handle in this area. We must leave, to avoid being slaughtered.”

      “What about the fairies?” Caini asked.

      Oliver looked at her. “What fairies?”

      Shadowin shook his head. “You don’t mean…”

      “The Ortusans have cleared the Lands of them. The ones that are still alive are in hiding by now.”

      “There’s not one...”

      “Not one,” Oliver said, refusing to drop his gaze.

      The table was quiet. Their appetites seemed to have faded. Oliver cleared his throat and said, “You’re welcome to join us in the retreat, if you like.”

      “But we can’t come with you. We’re heading the other way!” Jade said.

      “I regret to hear that,” King Oliver said. “But you’re sure you want to go through with this? We can provide you safety, and I know for a fact that the enemy has spies looking for you.”

      “We can handle them,” Shadowin said confidently, but it was clear that the others weren’t so sure.

      Allie shifted and said, “How much time can you give us?”

      “We’re leaving in two days,” Oliver said. “If I stall any longer then I’ll be putting my people in danger, and I can’t do that.”

      “We would never ask you to.” Allie nodded respectfully. “Two days…two days is enough. Thank you.”

      “Thank you, fairest Allakenzie, for your audience,” Oliver said in response.

      “A king mustn’t thank his subjects,” Allie said.

      “I think I must thank you. A king is but a servant to his people,” Oliver said.

      “You are wise,” Allie smiled.

      “Many people don’t say so. Yet I still thank you.”

      “You don’t need...”

      “I would think that, manners aside, I need to thank my superior,” Oliver said quietly.

      Everyone paused while getting up from the table. Allie tilted her head and asked, “I beg your pardon?”

      “I have heard the prophecies and know my history,” Oliver said softly. “Rumors have spread far and wide about you, young griffin. I now know that an empress resides in my house. You are the one who is destined to bring your people out of bondage.”

      “I seek to find my boy, nothing else,” Allie said shortly. “And if it takes bringing down a dictatorship in the process, then you can be sure I will do it.”

      “Such a stubborn personality.” Oliver laughed.

      “I promise that I’ll stop Wyntier and end this war, for good. No matter what it takes,” Allie said in a low voice. “You have my word.”

      “I bow to you,” Oliver said, sinking into a low kneel. “If you ever need us, we shall be close. Do us well, my empress.”

      “You can be sure of it.” Without another word, Allie left the table, turned on her heels and stalked out of the hall. Her friends jumped out of their seats to catch up. They all preformed a hurried bow before scampering out the door and into the sunlight. King Oliver gave a long, tired sigh as he watched the group dart away and out of sight.

      

      “Feather biters!” Reagan said as she consistently stepped onto her skirts to keep up with Allie. “I don’t know what it means, but feather biters! You’re insane!

      “Allie, do you have any idea what you just did?” Shadowin yelled. “You just promised a king that you’re going to stop this war, or die trying!”

      “Wasn’t that the plan anyway?” Allie said, eyes straight ahead as she headed towards Luciana’s hut.

      “What if plans change?” Caini added hastily, jogging to keep pace with Allie.

      “Not gonna happen,” Allie said, but Jade jumped in front of her and glared, lashing her tail. Allie went to step over her, but Jade lashed at her foot, smacking it aside.

      “Jade, move out of the way,” Allie said angrily.

      “No, Allie! You don’t get what you just did! You sold yourself to him, acting like you owed him something! You’ve got a debt now that you have to fulfill!” Jade seemed close to tears as she screamed at Allie, lashing her tail.

      “If you haven’t noticed, Jade, I was signed up for all of this before I was even born!” Allie said, shoving her head down so it met the wolf’s.

      “I wasn’t,” Reagan said blatantly, raising her hand.

      Allie ignored her. “What was I supposed to do, let him down? Tell him I couldn’t do it?”

      “Could’ve thought of something…” Jade whispered, her eyes overflowing.

      “I wasn’t going to lie to him. There’s too much deception going around,” Allie said.

      “But you made a promise you can’t keep,” Jade said. “You made him believe that you’re an empress, and you’re not!”

      “How do you know?” Allie shot back.

      “Allie, you’re no princess,” Shadowin said. “Anybody can see that.”

      “King Oliver doesn’t believe so.”

      “It doesn’t matter,” Jade said quickly. “There’s no point in saying that you didn’t want to lie, because you did lie when you didn’t tell him that you didn’t know if you’re the empress or not! All of this is up in the air, Allie! This bargain is one that you have no control over!”

      “Oh yeah? Watch me.” Allie shoved past her and knocked on Luciana’s door three times, waiting impatiently on the doormat. As she waited, she changed from a griffin to a deer, tapping her hooves in annoyance.

      Jade dropped her head and whispered, “Ionan would be disappointed in you.”

      The door opened. An extremely hurt look flashed across Allie’s face before she gritted her teeth and entered the home, her friends following behind. Rex, who had opened the door, glared at them in his panther form but said nothing. It was obvious he still hadn’t forgotten the rope incident. Luciana sat rocking Nathaniel by a window, glancing up once when Allie forced her bulk through the door.

      “You two,” Allie said, looking at Rex and Luciana, “You’re going with them, aren’t you? You’re going with the elves to the Peaks?”

      Luciana looked back at her blankly. “I’m sorry Allie, but I’ve been through too much to fight a war. I have a baby to take care of.”

      “You’re leaving us?” Shadowin asked, cocking his head.

      “Why should we care? All they’ve done is yell at us since we got here,” Reagan mumbled.

      Luciana gazed past the human girl. “My past with Wyntier is too much to deal with already. I don’t need more horror stories to go along with the ones I already have.”

      “What about Rose?” Allie asked.

      “She’s coming with me.”

      “Come on, be reasonable,” Allie said. “It would be hard to do this without you.”

      Luciana’s stare was colder than ice. “I think it’s very rude that you’re asking for my help.”

      “You’re part of the reason this whole mess started, coming back to Keota when you needed him then ditching us when it got tough. You should do something to fix it!” Allie said angrily.

      “That’s enough! Don’t talk to her like that,” Rex snapped, stepping in front of his Accompany.

      Allie stomped her feet. “How could a brother of Vera be so cowardly?”

      Rex roared and lashed his tail. He reared up on his hind legs and lashed out his claws in a warning, but Allie refused to move, staring defiantly at him.

      He came back down, his nose flaring. “It has already been decided.”

      The death stare Luciana gave them was an obvious hint to leave. The wolves slowly backed out the open door. Reagan put her arms around Allie’s neck, pulling lightly. “Come on, let’s go,” she whispered.

      Allie didn’t move. “I loved your sister,” Allie said, pleading with Rex. “Wasn’t that enough?”

      Rex bared his teeth. “Wasn’t it enough when she died for you? Would you like me to do the same?”

      Allie gasped. Even Reagan was amazed at the cruelty of the comment, letting her arms drop off of Allie. The Changer shook her head and backed away, whirling out of their home and charging down the lane into her own hut, wanting to be alone.
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      “We’re on the road, oh on the road,” Shadowin sang. “Road, road, road…”

      “What are you singing?” Jade asked slowly, swinging her head around to look at her companion.

      “A little song I made up,” the wolf said, bouncing to his tune. “It gets boring out here, and music might cheer us all up.”

      “Unlikely,” Caini said. They were once again traveling, after leaving the elf village late. Allie’s bad mood, plus the thick swampland they were crossing, had put a damper on everyone’s spirits. Caini doubled back to try and encourage Allie to go a little faster. Reagan sat on Allie’s back and kicked her sides to try and make her move.

      “All these bugs are quite ouchy,” Caini said, moving her ears around as a swarm of mosquitoes attacked them. “If you fly, Allie, we can run, and maybe we can move out of this swamp faster. Want to try?”

      “How could he say that to me?” Allie huffed. “The nerve of that Changer!”

      “Oh come on, get over it! You don’t even know the guy that well,” Reagan said, sick of hearing Allie talk about it.

      “That’s not the point! It’s the way Rex said it. He and his Accompany are terrible.” Allie kicked a pile of mud and it went flying right onto Shadowin’s head.

      “Hey now!” the leader said, turning around. “Watch where you’re kicking things!”

      In a reply, Allie stuck out her tongue. Shadowin shook his head and they all continued on as the dirt sunk into the wolf’s face.

      “Be a little more sensitive,” Caini said, nudging her sides. “Luciana had a hard life, and she did get raped.”

      “Yeah. Asking her to help is kind of an asshole move,” Reagan added.

      “A lot of other people will have lives just as bad as hers if we don’t stop this!” Allie spat back. She shook her head and said, “Fine, it’s fine. She’d just slow us down anyway, with the baby.”

      “You’re being very critical,” Reagan said.

      “Look who’s talking. And if you kick me one more time...”

      “I’ll go flying off into the swamp, I know. Heard it all before.” Reagan rolled her eyes.

      “Hey look, I found a toad!” Caini said, laughing and batting the amphibian around with her paws.

      “Stop playing around, Caini, we’ve got work to do,” Shadowin said crossly. “Leave the toad alone.”

      “Oh, but it’s squishy, I haven’t seen one of these...”

      “Now, Caini.”

      The bad mood passed from traveler to traveler until it had finally run its course days later and they were all sick of being grumpy. Days lengthened, with Reagan crowding out the others for more sleeping room and Jade wanting a bigger share of the meat, Allie getting thorns stuck in her talons and claiming it was Shadowin’s fault and Shadowin getting rocks stuck in his paw and claiming it was Allie’s fault.

      And, always and at every second, there was Caini constantly blabbing on about what the three items could be.

      “It wouldn’t be anything new, obviously, as they’re very old,” Caini said, jumping over a fallen oak tree. “And something that important wouldn’t be just anything. It has to be something regal, something that someone wouldn’t just throw away.”

      “We’ve been through this a hundred times. You’re going around in circles.” Reagan tried to jump over the oak too but ended up tripping and tumbled over it.

      “Quick!” Caini cried, and the group slammed into her as she halted in her tracks. “Was there anything we know of that may have had importance to the prophecy?”

      “Thousands of things, I bet,” Shadowin said, rubbing his squashed nose.

      “Let’s run through them all,” she said, and everyone groaned. “Let’s see, there was...hm...no, that wouldn’t be it…”

      At last, the swamplands drew to an end and they reached the seashore. The sight of the crystal ocean made each one of them breathless. The rocky shore sparkled in the sunlight, while the beach reeds waved in the warm breeze. It was extremely peaceful here. The quiet was comforting in a way that none of them had experienced since early spring, before all the trouble had started. It seemed like the one place on earth that Wyntier hadn’t yet touched.

      “It’s not Cali, but it’ll do,” Reagan said.

      “The ocean’s so…so…big!” Caini exclaimed.

      “What did you expect, that you’d be able to see Nesting’s Haven from here?” Jade said jokingly.

      “No, but I didn’t think it was that…wow.”

      “It’s beautiful,” Allie whispered. “Just as beautiful as the one back home.” A mischievous look came into her eye and she said, “Last one in the water has to eat sand!”

      “Oh, you’re on!” Shadowin said. Allie and the wolves took off howling and yipping into the water, while Reagan simply changed into her bikini, put down a blanket, and laid down to tan in the sun.

      “Bwhaha!” Shadowin shouted as he took his paw and battered some water at Jade. The she-wolf jumped up and splashed Shadowin, getting him soaked. Once Allie was in the water she scooped up cheekfuls of water, squirting them into the wolves’ faces.

      “Absolutely not fair!” Jade said, and she leaped up to splash at Allie.

      Allie used her wings to slap water everywhere so everyone was drenched. With her fur covering her eyes, Caini exclaimed, “I can’t see! I can’t see!”

      They all laughed and Caini rushed blindly at Allie. The play continued until all of them were soaked to the bone. Laughing, Allie looked at Reagan, then smiled at the rest of them.

      “You wouldn’t,” Shadowin said in horror.

      Allie opened her beak and let water funnel in, closing her mouth when it was full and trotting to the shore where Reagan lay. The animals gathered around Reagan in a circle and watched Allie anxiously.

      Reagan opened her eyes. “Why did it just get so quiet all of a AHHHHHHHH!”

      Allie opened her mouth and water came splashing down upon the human. With her blanket waterlogged, Reagan got up and said, “Oh, no you didn’t!” The girl chased Allie back into the water and the wolves followed. Their playing continued for a couple more minutes, until Allie’s laughter subsided and her happy face became sad. She slowly dragged herself up to shore and sat there, watching the sand become soaked as her feathers dripped saltwater onto the land.

      “Allie, what’s wrong?” Caini asked, and the rest of them paused to look at their friend.

      Allie spoke to the ground. “How can I be so happy when all this horrible stuff is happening? When the boy isn’t here?”

      Caini walked to Allie. “You can’t be miserable all the time. Besides, we’ll get Kennu back.”

      “How can you be so sure?” she asked.

      “I can’t be,” Caini said. “But we have a plan, don’t we?”

      Allie said nothing. Caini shoved her gently with her head and said, “Come on. Let’s see what you can do.”

      The group gathered around Allie in anticipation. “Stand back,” she warned, and she closed her eyes tightly in concentration as she started to change. Nothing happened for a minute, and then, without warning, Allie exploded, her feathers flying in the air. A large brown dragon was there for a second before Allie’s griffin form reappeared again, panting for air with her eyes wide.

      “That…hurt!” she exclaimed. It took a while for her to feel herself again. The feathers that had flown off of her in the explosion were scattered along the shore.

      “I don’t think the dragon idea is going to work,” Caini said doubtfully. “So where do we find a boat?”

      Three hours later, the group was gathered in the same spot again, all shaking their heads. “We didn’t find anything,” Shadowin said. “And we ran for miles.”

      “Nothing in that direction either,” Jade said, pointing the opposite way. “For some reason I don’t think that this is a good year for boat sales.”

      “Maybe Allie and Reagan found something up high,” Caini said, looking up.

      Allie hovered above them hundreds of feet in the air, with Reagan on her back. Reagan waved her hand, gesturing them to follow.

      In a cove off the side of the coast rested a bunch of broken up wood in the shape of a crescent moon. The wolves halted in disappointment when they saw it, but Reagan stood over it with a big smile on her face.

      “Here we are,” Reagan said cheerfully. “It’s a boat.”

      “It’s a wreck,” Shadowin said.

      “If we stand on it, will the boards crack?” Jade asked.

      “Oh come on, it’s not that bad,” Reagan said, jumping on a rickety piece. You could hear the wood breaking as her feet landed on it, but it held.

      “Only half the boat is here!” Shadowin exclaimed.

      “If we look we could find enough wood for the other half,” Reagan said. “It can’t be that hard to build something that floats. If we just put our heads together, I’m sure we could do it.”

      “You just want to be right,” Jade said.

      “This barge won’t support me, let alone hold up in a storm if we hit one. Reagan, I think that we need to improvise,” Allie said.

      “Sure thing. Anyone have a better alternative?” Reagan challenged. When nobody answered, she said, “Good. We’ll start in the morning.”

      

      “Building, building, how I love the building…”

      “Shadowin, you’ve been singing a lot lately,” Jade mumbled, carrying a bucket full of old nails they had found.

      “And what’s wrong with that?” he asked, putting on a big smile as he moved one board of the boat to the other side.

      “There’s nothing wrong with it, unless you count that its annoying. Mend that sail!” Reagan cried, pointing to Allie and then to a large piece of fabric that looked more like a bed sheet than anything else.

      “With what, whatever I pull out of my wings?” Allie responded.

      “Find something. And where’s our scout?” Reagan asked. Ever since the building had started, Reagan had officially made herself captain, and was clearly enjoying bossing everyone around.

      “What have you done lately?” Jade grumbled, putting down the bucket.

      “Somebody has to supervise,” she said. She jumped up on a broken barrel and said, “Wolf ahoy!”

      “Ahoy?” Caini said as she trotted up to the boat, head cocked.

      “Did you find anything else we can use?” Reagan asked in a pushy manner.

      “No, but I’ve got bad news,” she said. “There’s Ortusans out in those woods.”

      “You’re kidding, right?” Jade asked, her tail dropping.

      “No. Their smell is all around.”

      “Why didn’t we sense them when we first came in?” Allie asked.

      “They’ve been coming in and out. We must have passed them by without noticing.” Caini sat on her haunches and shook her head.

      “What do we have to worry about? You’re wolves, aren’t you? I thought those things died when you bit them,” Reagan said, showing off all her new knowledge of the Lands she had gathered over the past few weeks.

      “Yes, but it’s not us I’m worried about,” Shadowin said, looking over his shoulder. “From now on, no one heads anywhere alone, especially you two, Allie and Reagan.”

      “I’d give those Ortusans a run for their heads,” Allie hissed.

      “I’m sure you would, but you’re not doing it without me or my sisters,” Shadowin said sternly. “How’s the boat coming?”

      “I actually think we’re making it worse,” Allie said, kicking over a plank.

      “Nonsense!” Reagan said. “It’s going great!” She stepped down from her barrel and leaned against a recently patched-up wall. The boards fell through and she landed in the sand, lifting her head and yelling, “Shadowin, I thought I told you to fix that!”

      “I just did!” Shadowin whined, his face screwed up in frustration. “All that hard work for nothing.”

      “Well, somebody had better go get lunch,” Jade said, her stomach growling. “I’m hungry.”

      “That makes for two of us. Caini, Jade, go hunt something!” Reagan ordered.

      “Hey, I’m the leader of this pack!” Shadowin said. Slowly, the wolf turned around and mumbled, “Go get something to eat. But stay close to each other.”

      “Right away,” Caini said, bounding off into the woods. Jade followed, just as happy to leave the boat behind as she was. When they hit the patches of swamp trees nearby, Caini said, “You know, I don’t think the boat idea is going to work.”

      “Yeah, but try telling that to Reagan,” Jade grumbled. A thick, bloody scent caught her nose and she said, “Ugh! You’re right, they’re all over!”

      Something shiny in the ground caught her attention. “Look here,” Jade said, brushing aside some old fallen leaves and gesturing Caini to come over. A metal device with sharp, spiky jaws lay waiting for a victim.

      “What is it?” Caini asked.

      Jade carefully sniffed the leaves that it had been hiding under. “It’s a wolf trap. Probably dozens around here, and by the scent, it’s those filthy posers. The Ortusans want to clear out our kind so they can have free reign. We had better watch our step. One snap and our leg will be torn clean off.”

      Caini gingerly jumped past the trap and on they went. After a half an hour they hadn’t found a hint of another creature, not even a bird.

      “Maybe the Ortusans got them all already,” Caini said. “That deer we pulled down yesterday was the only one I’ve seen in days.”

      “I’m not going to let a bloodsucking beast take away my lunch,” Jade growled. “We’ll have to split up.”

      “Shadowin said stick together,” Caini argued.

      “We won’t really split up, we’ll just scout ahead until we can find something good. We’ll stay within eyesight of each other, so it’ll be fine,” Jade said.

      Caini jilted her head. “Fine by me…I’ll head this way and you head that way.”

      “Gotcha.”

      Caini trotted away, and her head was instantly swarmed with ideas. Even though everyone else was tired of thinking of what the items could be, Caini found herself staying up late at night, puzzling into the darkness. Even when she was speaking to someone else or doing something, she was thinking about the items. For some reason she couldn’t put a paw on, she felt that at least one of them had to be in their possession already.

      “Think Caini, think,” she said, not at all paying attention to the hunt. “If we get everyone together again but we don’t know where to go from there, then we’re sunk. Think…”

      She blindly walked through the woods. “Maybe I’m not looking in the right places,” she said. “Try something more recent…”

      Had Allie and Kennu received anything old from their birthday? There was Kennu’s knife, but Reagan had that, and there was nothing special about it. Everything else had high value, but was brand new. But didn’t Allie get something else?

      “I could have sworn…” Caini’s eyes widened. Kennu had been wearing Allie’s necklace when he had fled. It was a necklace Vixen had given her, and Vixen was very old, was she not? Caini remembered gazing at it around Allie’s neck earlier. It looked very old…centuries even. If it was magical, did that mean it was the only thing that kept Allie alive after Wyntier and his Ortusans attacked?

      Caini shook her head. No. It couldn’t be possible, could it? And yet…those necklaces had been passed down generation after generation. Allie had the one necklace. Could Kennu possibly still have the other?

      Her heart skipped a beat. She had figured out the first two! Wyntier hadn’t gotten his hands on them, not yet! She wanted to race off and tell everyone, jump up and down for the joy of it! They already had one of the necklaces in their hands, and they’d have another if they found Kennu!

      But her mind didn’t stop there. She raced through past memories, browsing through everything she could remember. She recalled her father telling her about the old journey he took with Ionan, Kiatana, Keota and Lottie, which led to the first battle for the Verinian.

      “They never received anything from that trip, did they?” Caini whispered. “Wait…”

      The crown. The one the creature Nagli had given to her father and his friends, the one that changed each time somebody different put it on. Had that been a defense mechanism, a way that ensured nobody would know what it was unless they were looking for it? By the looks of things, the crown was as old as the necklaces, and just as precious.

      It was a stretch, but it all made sense! Unable to contain her thoughts, Caini completely forgot about dinner. She raced down the hill she had traveled up, baying and barking to her companion.

      “Jade!!!” Caini shouted, bolting as fast as her legs could carry her. “I figured it out! The necklaces and the crown! They’re...”

      Her sentence was cut off as a loud SNAP echoed throughout the swamp. Caini’s head went underneath a patch of tall grass and she let out a loud howl of agony, her back leg throbbing. She turned to see the teeth of a metal device carved into her leg.

      The trap.

      She’d walked right into it.

      Just as Jade had said, the device had snapped her limb clean off. Caini stumbled to the ground, watching as a steady flow of blood came streaming out of the severed limb.

      “Caini, Caini!” Jade cried in panic, racing through the weeds. “Caini, Caini!”

      It was too late. Just as suddenly as the trap had sprung upon her, Caini had bled to death before Jade could reach her in time to utter a goodbye.

      

      “What’s taking them so long?” Shadowin asked, looking towards the woods. “It’s dark already. The stars are out.”

      “Didn’t they say they were going to get lunch? It’s dinnertime, and I still have to cook my food!” Reagan complained, rubbing her empty stomach.

      “You’ve got enough supplies in your bag to keep you healthy. Eat those,” Shadowin said in reply. He laid his head down on his paws near the campfire they were gathered around. “You’d have thought Allie would’ve found them by now, but she isn’t back yet either.”

      “Maybe something…look,” Reagan said, getting up off the ground. “What’s that?”

      A small dot appeared on the edge of the woods. They all rose to their feet, the waves of the ocean being the only sound, the sand under their feet the only feeling.

      “It’s Jade!” Shadowin cried. “But it looks like she’s carrying something on her back. What is she…oh no.”

      Shadowin let out a mournful howl and burst into a run, Reagan falling far behind. As he got to his sister’s side, he moaned, “Please no, Creator no no no…”

      Jade let Caini’s body slide onto the soil, her mangled leg drooping sadly. Jade howled, falling to the sand and pressing her face against Caini’s fur.

      “I’m sorry, Shadowin, I’m sorry!” Jade sobbed. “She was away from me for two seconds, and the next time I turned around...”

      “What happened?” Shadowin screamed, and he lunged at Jade. “Did you two get into another argument? What’d you do to her!?”

      “It was an Ortusan trap,” she bawled, scampering away from Shadowin’s jaws. “Her foot got caught! It took me hours to drag her back.”

      Reagan had finally caught up. When she saw the scene she put a hand over her mouth, backing away while shaking her head.

      “You could’ve saved her. Why didn’t you get me?” Shadowin growled, turning on his companion.

      “Shadowin, she was dead before I got there,” Jade wept.

      Reagan bit her lip and looked away. From afar, she saw a golden shape drift to the soil, trotting over to see what all the fuss was about. Reagan’s heart dropped. She put herself in front of Caini and tried to shield the wolf’s body from the griffin.

      “Keep Allie away, don’t let her see!” Reagan shouted, but there was nothing anyone could do. Jade and Shadowin backed away with tails tucked between their legs as the griffin came closer and closer. Allie shoved Reagan out of the way and looked down with an open beak at Caini’s body.

      “Caini?” Allie said, and she put her head down. “Caini, get up.”

      “Allie, it won’t do any good,” Reagan said. The Changer ignored her.

      Allie nudged the body. “Caini, get up,” she repeated. “Get up, Caini.”

      “Oh no…” Jade whispered, retreating further.

      Tears evolved in Allie’s eyes. “Caini, you have to get up!” she shouted, nudging the wolf harder. “Stop sleeping, we can fix your leg! Wake up!”

      “Allie, she’s not going to wake!” Shadowin snapped, his anger boiling over.

      Allie reared up on her hind legs and gave a cry so fierce that its terror caused the very land to bend away. “She has to get up! Caini, Caini!”

      “Allie she’s dead! The Ortusans set a trap. She’s dead!” Reagan shouted.

      “GET AWAY!” Allie lunged at Shadowin first, and then the rest of them. She spread out her wings and buffeted them at the group, slashing her talons in the air and cawing violently before turning around and laying next to Caini’s body, placing her head over it and crying loudly, as if she was the only one there.

      “Why is she acting like this?” Reagan asked, looking at Jade.

      The wolf closed her eyes and gritted her teeth. “Allie’s instinct has taken over her pain. She just doesn’t know how to handle it.”

      “Allie,” Shadowin said, his voice harsh. “Let me bury my sister.”

      The griffin hissed at him, clacking her beak. Shadowin simply sat down and they glared at each other, Allie was no longer seeing a friend, but an enemy.

      The sky only grew darker as the night went on. Allie didn’t get better, but worse. She fell into a state of resting by Caini’s side, snapping at anyone who came within ten feet.

      Both Jade and Shadowin cried all night. With her knees drawn up to her chest, Reagan simply pretended that nothing was happening, that it was all a terrible dream. She didn’t watch the scene, only gazed at the woods, not wanting to remember the beauty of the ocean and what it had cost to stay there.

      Reagan’s throat ceased up as she saw figures. “Ortusans,” she said, panicking.

      The wolves got up off the ground at once, their forms rigid. “Let them come,” Shadowin growled, his face pleading for revenge. “All of them will suffer.”

      “We’ll destroy them,” Jade rasped, and she stood ready to take the plunge. Reagan knew that, in the state everyone was in, the monsters wouldn’t get out alive.

      But those figures had backup. Out from the shadows emerged their companions...a snow white Pegasus, and a colossal unicorn.

      “Kia,” Jade whispered, and the wolf sagged. It was their friends, Casiff, Vixen, Snow Drop, Dragonstar and the queen of the Lands herself, Kiatana. Yet none of them looked well...all of them were thin, ragged and tired.

      And yet, they were alive.

      “My friends,” Kia said, drawing close and watching the scene before her.

      “Kia, how are you still alive? The Verinian burned,” Shadowin said.

      Kia smiled faintly. “Enough of my animals got out alive that the curse didn’t kill me. But they’re scattered all over the Lands now. As long as the Verinian regrows, I’ll be okay.”

      Kia glanced and saw Allie, her wings draped protectively over Caini’s body, concealing it from view. As Kia recognized the Changer, tears came to her eyes. “Allie, you’re alive!” she cried.

      “Allie’s alive!” Casiff yelled in excitement.

      “The prophetess lives!” Vixen exclaimed in triumph, and all of the fairies whooped and cheered, running forward to embrace her.

      Allie lunged out at them, hissing. The fairies leapt back in terror and Casiff fell upon the sand, slipping backwards and tripping over his feet to scramble away.

      “What’s her problem?” Casiff asked, his confusion turning into anger. “It is her, right? It is…”

      Allie shifted her position forward to be more intimidating. As she did so, her wings folded and the adults saw Caini spread upon the sand.

      “It can’t be,” Snow Drop said from afar, shaking her head.

      “Oh no…” Casiff said, and he sank to the ground. “Not again….”

      “I’m sorry, Kia. I’m so sorry…” Jade whispered. “I tried to...”

      “Shh.” Kia said. She froze in the moment as she watched Allie grieve. Vixen did nothing, only put her hand upon her heart for a tribute to Caini. The horses dipped their heads.

      “A beautiful soul she was,” Snow Drop said. “Even if she was a wolf.”

      “Yes,” Dragonstar mumbled. “And she will be sorely missed.”

      “Just another casualty of this war,” Jade hushed bitterly.

      Kia held her hand up to the horses and said, “Stay back.” She looked at the other two fairies and asked, “Help me with Allie?”

      “Of course,” Vixen said softly.

      The fairies crept forward calmly, and Kia said, “Allie. It’s us. Do you remember me? I’m Kia. I helped raise you.”

      Allie snapped her beak in a threat but stayed immobile, the fear in her eyes exploding over her anger.

      “That’s it,” Kia said, and she came closer. “Come away. Let Caini be.”

      “NO!” Allie leapt forward and everybody scattered to avoid her claws. Kia didn’t go far, but instead turned around after Allie had stopped charging and said, “Allie, sweetie, you’re not thinking clearly. Just come away from her, that’s it…”

      Allie charged again. Vixen got up and pulled Kia back seconds before Allie ripped the fairy’s arm off. Dragonstar buffeted Allie away with his massive weight and snorted a warning at her. Allie cackled at him in reply, but went back to guarding Caini.

      “Kia, we must leave now,” Vixen said quickly. “The Ortusans are nearby. They smell blood. There are too many for the wolves to protect us.”

      “Can’t you just change and blast them all away?” Kia snarled, gritting her teeth.

      “Vixen cannot change at the blink of an eye anymore, she’s told you this! It gives her dire consequences now. She is getting old!” The Great One appeared weary, as if her weathered soul could no longer take or bear anymore of the world.

      “You’re getting old. That’s all I’ve heard since we left home,” Kia said nastily.

      “Stop, stop!” Snow Drop said, barging between them. “We mustn’t fight, not now.”

      Kia sighed. “You’re right.” She looked at Allie again, who looked like she had truly gone mad. “Where’s Ionan when you need him?” Kia said.

      “Let me talk to her!” Reagan said, and she walked out of the gloom from behind the fairies, making them all jump.

      “You?” Kia said, and her eyes sharpened in anger. “What are you doing here?”

      “Wyntier has my family. Long story, tell you later,” Reagan said quickly. “But let me try. We’ve traveled for weeks together. I’m sure she’ll listen to me.”

      “What are you going to do!?” Casiff said boorishly. “We’ve known her all her life, and she’s not paying any attention to us!”

      “I can really get under her um…feathers,” Reagan said wildly. “Look, nothing else is working. You just have to trust me.”

      Kia rolled her eyes. “Fine. It’s your own leg she’ll tear off, princess.”

      Reagan ignored the comment and instead walked forward. “Allie,” Reagan said, and the griffin’s head whipped up. “Allie, let’s go. Come on, I’m not kidding around.”

      Allie huffed in her direction. Reagan took two more steps and said, “We’ve got to get out of here. Now. Let’s move.”

      Allie crouched. Reagan came within Allie’s reach and said, “I’m not going to let a giant turkey like you scare me. We’re going with you or without you. What’s it going to be?”

      It was somewhat working. Reagan’s words were making Allie focus on what was really going on. “I’m not leaving without Caini,” she said.

      “We can’t carry her with us,” Reagan said. “Her blood will attract their smell.”

      “Let them. I’ll kill them all,” Allie rasped.

      “You’ll risk all of our lives. Allie, let her go.”

      “No!”

      “Allie, that’s not her, it’s just her body,” Reagan said. “She’s not in there, she’s long gone. She’ll forgive you if you leave her body behind.”

      “We can’t just leave her here! The Ortusans were the ones that set the trap!” Allie screamed.

      “Allie, if we don’t leave now, they’ll kill us too! We’re outnumbered,” Reagan pleaded.

      “She was my best friend,” Allie sobbed.

      “I know,” Reagan said slowly. “But I’m going to have to be your best friend from now on.”

      “You could never replace her!”

      “I know I couldn’t. But Allie…if you stay here, you’ll lose Kennu. She wouldn’t have wanted that. She died trying to get you back to him. Please…listen to your best friend. Listen to me.”

      Allie’s eyes darted from each and every person there. They widened once she saw the fairies, as if she just realized they were there. “Kia?” she whispered. “Casiff, Vixen, Snow Drop, and Dragonstar too? You’re all alive?”

      “And so are you, Allie,” Reagan said, and Allie’s attention shot back to her again. “Now let her go.”

      Allie’s head dropped down to look at Caini. She dipped her head, gritted her beak and ran her head through Caini’s fur. Then, as if a league of dragons was forcefully pulling her in the opposite direction, she stumbled over to Kia, collapsing against the ground and crying.

      “Don’t cry for lovely Caini,” Vixen said calmly, stroking her head. “She is finally at peace.”

      “She cheated,” Allie wept.

      “No. It was her time.”

      There were only a few more precious minutes to say goodbye. They would never be enough.

      Once Shadowin had finally pushed the last pile of sand on top of Caini’s grave, they all took one last look at the resting place of the gorgeous white wolf that had been their faithful friend for so many years.

      Then they fled.

      

      They had run till the sun had come up, slept till the sun went down, ate when twilight came, and then slept until the next day again. Although they were now well away from the Ortusans, the threat still lingered in the swamplands nearby.

      “You said Caini had said something before she died,” Shadowin noted sadly to Jade as they traveled along the edge of the ocean. “Do you remember what it was?”

      Jade shakily raised her head. Even though all of them felt Caini’s loss, Jade was the one who seemed to be the worst off. “I’m sorry, Shadowin,” Jade said. “I don’t.”

      Reagan and Allie stood nearby, looking at the ocean. Kia walked up behind them and put a hand on the griffin’s shoulder. Allie did not move.

      “I miss my boy, Kia,” Allie whispered. Reagan glanced at her, tearing her eyes away from the sea.

      Kia nodded and said, “I know. I miss him too.”

      “I’m going to make Wyntier pay,” Allie growled. “He can’t take Vera, and Caini too, without feeling my wrath.”

      The waves caressed their feet gently. Kia looked over her shoulder at Vixen and Casiff, who were loading up the horses. “Time to say goodbye.”

      “Already?” Allie said. Her voice broke.

      “Goodbye?” Reagan asked, and she looked at both of them in surprise. “What are you talking about?

      “There’s no time to build a boat, and we can’t carry the wolves. It won’t work,” Allie said bluntly.

      Reagan sighed in defeat. Without flinching, Allie said, “Vixen and Dragonstar say it’s a short flight to Southwild from here, which is where they believe Ionan must have taken the boy. Even I can make the trip easily, if we don’t exert ourselves.”

      “Snow Drop has to take it easy,” Kia said quietly. “Now she’s the one that’s really getting old.”

      “We’ll help her,” Allie promised.

      Kia gestured to the wolves and said, “It’s time.”

      Without a word, all of the friends seemed to drift together naturally.

      “Leaving so soon, Kiatana?” Shadowin asked. He wasn’t stupid. It was obvious he and Jade had already figured it out.

      “You can’t come with us,” Kia said, touching the leader’s head. “You have to stay here and fight the Ortusans. Get an army together to take them down. You’re the only ones that can. A wolf’s bite is the deadliest thing to an Ortusan.”

      “But what about you?” Jade asked, coming closer.

      “We’ve got to leave, Jade,” Allie said. “They need us to fight in Nesting’s Haven.”

      “But we just got you back!” Jade said.

      “Jade, you and your siblings are the Lands’ last hope. If you don’t defend our home, we’re going to lose it,” Allie whispered.

      “Kennu…” Jade hushed.

      “We’ll take care of Kennu. We promise,” Reagan said.

      Casiff stepped forward and said, “Come on, Jade. You’re still looking for your brother and his pack, aren’t you? Your mom and dad too? You have to find them.”

      “Not without you!” Jade insisted.

      Casiff stroked her fur. “That’s the way it has to be.” Jade settled at his touch.

      “Casiff has always had a way with wolves,” Vixen said, smiling.

      “Don’t you wish you got a cooler talent?” Snow Drop teased.

      “The only thing I wish is that I didn’t pick such weird friends,” Casiff said, and they all laughed.

      It felt good to laugh...the tension and the hurt was carried away with it, and as the wind blew, Allie enveloped her wings around the wolves and said, “You will be safe, for me?”

      “And you will be safe for us,” Shadowin said. It wasn’t like him to say something like that. For a second, Allie thought she was glimpsing Caini’s mismatched eyes in his own, but she supposed she was seeing things.

      “Gotta go now,” Allie said, and she drew back. Everyone else had already climbed aboard their chosen steeds. Dragonstar, now a colossal alicorn, said, “All ready for take off?”

      There was the sound of the waves again. Shadowin laughed aloud and said, “Go on now! We’ve got Ortusans to hunt!”

      Allie waved her wing in farewell as the wolves whisked themselves away, unable to make their destinies wait any longer. The griffin walked with a low head, following her guardians as they headed to the highest cliff in order to take flight.

      “What’s up?” Reagan asked, concerned.

      Allie raised her head. “I’ve been thinking, and you know...maybe dying…isn’t such a big deal.”

      “Quit being so melodramatic,” Reagan said sarcastically, trying to lighten the mood the only way she knew how.

      “No, really. I face death every day, with all these adventures and risks we take. I know a lot of people that have died, and with the boy’s illness, I could be dealing with death again.”

      “We have to find him first,” Reagan said.

      “I mean, maybe death wouldn’t hurt so much if…if we didn’t miss who was gone.”

      “If you say so.”

      “And Reagan?”

      “Uh huh?”

      “Is it wrong to be jealous of Caini for dying?”

      Reagan leaned back. “Yeah, Allie. I guess it is. She doesn’t get to be here with all of us. You do.”

      With her feet still on the rock on the top of the cliff, Allie watched her friends soar into the sky. “This is it,” Allie said. “I’m finally going to see my birthplace, and once I start going towards it, I’m not coming back until all of this is finished. Either he’s finished, or I’m finished.”

      “Enough with the monologue already. Can we just go?” Reagan complained, hopping on Allie’s back.

      Allie hesitated. The Lands had been her sanctuary for the last sixteen years. She didn’t know if she wanted to leave.

      Reagan leaned down and patted Allie’s neck, saying, “Allie, all of that’s in the past. There’s nothing for you here.”

      “True.”

      “Don’t look back!” Reagan said angrily. “We can never look back! You’ve got to move forward if you ever want to have this over and done with! We’re in this together! Now hurry up! The adults are gonna leave us behind.”

      With a familiar, fierce glow in her eyes, Allie said, “Alright. We’re going to finish this war, and we’re going to win!”

      “That’s right, Allie!” Reagan said confidently. “We are going to win! Now get your big butt up in the air! Kennu’s waiting for you.”
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      Cameliyon walked towards the bed in Kennu’s room, enjoying all the pleasantries Ionia’s Palace had to offer. In the three months that she’d been in Southwild, she’d felt like a queen. She was able to do whatever she wanted and obtain whatever she pleased with no consequences whatsoever. And after losing her godparents, her home, and her fortune, she felt she deserved to be treated like royalty.

      Kennu smiled faintly when she sat on his lap, facing him. “I love this hair,” she whispered, running her fingers through his green locks.

      “I’m glad you do.” Kennu wrapped his arms around her waist, drawing her near. Cameliyon kissed him gently, passionately joining his mouth with hers. When she pulled away and sat beside him, he grimaced.

      “Guess what, Kennu!” Cameliyon said, jumping up to stand on the bed.

      “What is it, Cammy?” Kennu looked up at her, his eyes distant.

      “I can fly!” she announced, flapping her arms up and down like a bird. She giggled, and Kennu winced at the noise.

      “No you can’t. Come back down,” he told her.

      “Yes I can! Watch me!” She jumped even higher, making the bed creak.

      “That’s not flying.” He followed her motions with his eyes, but he wasn’t really seeing her. The fairy seemed to look past her, at something only he could see.

      “No, but this is!” She jumped off the bed and her skirt puffed out around her as she traveled down to land on her knees in the middle of the floor. “Ow! Damn, that hurt.”

      Kennu got up and grabbed her hand. “I told you that you couldn’t fly,” he said, helping her to her feet. He pulled her back to the bed, and they laid beside each other. Kennu stared blankly up at the ceiling, while Cameliyon watched him with interest.

      “What do you see up there?” she asked.

      “Nothing,” he answered.

      “Then why look?” She grabbed his face and turned him to face her. “Look at me instead. I’m better to look at than anything else here.”

      “I suppose.”

      She kissed him once again, though it was obvious Kennu’s mind was far away.

      

      “What’s on your mind, Ionan?” Keota placed his hand on the large dragon’s shoulder as they walked through the gardens, watching the children of Southwild play under the massive floodgates that kept the ocean out of the tropical landscape.

      “I need to ask you something,” Ionan replied. “Something important. Do you think Sunset suspects?”

      “She might, but what does it matter?” Keota said. “Just go ahead and propose. You love her, and I can see that she loves you, too. No harm can come of it. I’m almost positive she won’t say no.”

      “What if she does? What if she never really wanted anything more than friendship…” Ionan trailed off, a nervous look coming across his face.

      “Ionan, she wants exactly what you want,” Keota responded. “I can see it in her eyes when she looks at you.” He bowed his head slightly. “Kia used to look at me like that.”

      “I am not sure if I should go through with this.” Ionan began to pace, his big feet stomping back and forth amongst the flowers. Keota grabbed his horns and pulled him so that the green dragon was looking him in the eye.

      “You should, and you will,” Keota said. “Don’t make me turn it into an order.”

      “You really believe she will say yes to an old fool like me?” Ionan questioned, pulling his horns free of the Accompany’s grasp.

      “You aren’t old or a fool. You happen to be the brains between the two of us,” Keota told him. “If I think she’ll say yes, there’s no question about it.”

      “Perhaps you are right.” Ionan nodded.

      “I am right. Now, go and make her yours!” Keota told him, smiling.

      “Right now?”

      “Yes, right now. Go!” Keota pushed Ionan gently, to guide him in the right direction. “I believe she’s out by the ocean again.”

      “The ocean is so beautiful. It would be the perfect place…” Ionan stared off toward the ocean, but didn’t move.

      “So go and ask her,” Keota prodded.

      “I just don’t know if I can.” Ionan ducked his head.

      “Do you love her?” Keota asked.

      “Yes. I love her with everything Vera didn’t take with her, after she left,” Ionan replied.

      “Then I order you as your Accompany to ask Sunset to marry you right now!” Keota demanded.

      Ionan rumbled angrily at having been ordered, but then did as he had been told, both by Keota, and by his heart. As he stomped away, an equally large dragon swept up behind Keota, shaking his long beard.

      “Wait a minute….my Ionan is going to ask Sunset to marry him today?” Ignus asked, tilting his head sideways slightly.

      “Yes. Right now,” Keota replied.

      “I must see this.” Ignus followed, chuckling.

      “I’ll just go about spreading the word!” Keota sprinted out of the garden and ran through the halls, looking for anyone else he could surprise with the news.

      “Where are you off to in such a hurry?” Ana asked him as her brother nearly knocked her over in one of the palace’s massive hallways.

      “Ionan’s asking Sunset at last!” Keota declared. “They’re in the garden!”

      “Finally! Let me grab Maekrel, and we’ll be out there.” Ana smiled, and ran back to find her lover.

      By the time Ionan had found Sunset on the seashore, a large crowd had gathered there, as if there was to be a sporting event instead of a proposal. The Changer grumbled, angry that Keota had opened his big mouth and told everyone what was going on, instead of allowing them privacy.

      Sunset was lying upon the sand just before the water, watching the waves roll in peacefully. It was early evening so the sky behind her matched her scales perfectly, the setting sun blending in with her magnificent exterior.

      “Sunset,” he murmured softly, bowing his head.

      “Hello there, Ionan. What is it?” She looked up at him, her eyes locking on his.

      “Well, um…uh…uhm…” Ionan tripped over his words, unable to voice what he had been thinking.

      “What’s on your mind?” Sunset rose to her feet as Ionan backed up to make room on the beach for her, so she wouldn’t have to stand in the water.

      “I want to ask you something,” he managed to croak. “Something very important.”

      “Ask me then.” She looked at him expectantly.

      “Well…I wanted to know…if you…would…um…uh…ur…”

      “You better hurry. We have an audience.” She chuckled.

      Ionan turned around to see the faces of half the palace grinning back at him eagerly. He resisted snarling at Keota, who was watching the scene with a stupid, bumbling face.

      “I’m sorry, Sunset. I’m not very good at this,” he mumbled.

      “Just ask already!” Keota yelled.

      “Will you…um…marry…me?” He looked up at her with pleading eyes.

      “Of course I will,” she replied, gently nudging him with her nose. “I’ve been waiting for you to ask me.”

      “You have?” Ionan questioned.

      “I thought you would’ve ages ago, but it seems you’ve had a terrible case of nerves.” She laughed.

      “Enough chatter! We have a wedding to plan! And I’m throwing a party! Tomorrow!” Ignus cheered. As he said this, the entire group whooped and hollered, running towards the palace in excitement.

      “What a large group. Did you tell them all to come?” Sunset asked as she and Ionan began to walk back.

      “The only one I told was Keota, but he has a rather large mouth,” Ionan answered.

      Sunset laughed again, and a puff of smoke emerged from her mouth. “That Accompany can never keep a secret.”

      

      Kennu and Cameliyon had stayed just long enough to hear Ionan propose before running off. Pumpkin and Martin followed them at a distance, warily watching their Accompany as she led the fairy up to her room.

      “Do you think they’re going to…you know.” Martin asked his sister the very vague question as the two ferrets ran up the stairs together with a wary gaze.

      “Why else would they go to her room?” Pumpkin retorted. “They aren’t good together, Martin. Cameliyon thinks he’s fun to be with, but Kennu’s just using her to distract himself from Allie’s death. Angel told me so.”

      “Well, it seems to be helping Cameliyon. She’s not afraid of losing control of the darkness anymore,” Martin added.

      “Because she’s obsessed with Kennu,” Pumpkin growled. “He’ll break her heart if this keeps going. He won’t mean to, but he doesn’t realize Cameliyon isn’t just with him for fun. She actually likes him, and it’s clear he doesn’t feel the same way.”

      “Then we have to stop them from doing this,” Martin said.

      “Exactly what I planned to do.”

      They reached Cameliyon’s door, and turned into beetles to sneak under the crack.

      “Cameliyon, we have to talk,” Pumpkin said as she retook her ferret form.

      “Go away,” Cameliyon said, her hair currently a shade of various colors, making her locks resemble a flowing rainbow down her back. “Can’t you see me and my baby are busy?” She kissed Kennu on the cheek, but the boy hardly grinned.

      “It’s important. Please listen,” Martin pleaded.

      “You two are being annoying,” Cameliyon snapped. “I order you to go away. I’ll come get you later.”

      “But Cameliyon,” Pumpkin argued.

      “Wait. Before you leave, get Kennu some food,” Cameliyon said to her Changers, cackling lightly.

      “Yes, Cameliyon,” the twins said in unison, exiting the door meekly.

      “Food sounds good right now. I’m so hungry.” Kennu said, staring blankly at Cameliyon. He didn’t look very hungry at all.

      Cameliyon ran her fingers through his hair and down his neck. “You’re such a sweet kid.”

      “And you’re amazing,” Kennu replied dully.

      A few minutes later, Pumpkin and Martin dropped a bag of bread and cheeses on Cameliyon’s bed “Anything else you need?” Pumpkin asked bitterly.

      Cameliyon shook her head, dismissing them with a wave of her hand. The Changers left, disgusted by what their Accompany had turned into. For the past several weeks, Cameliyon had grown angrier and angrier that her godparents were missing, and accused them of abandoning her when really, they were most likely killed by Wyntier’s soldiers. She used her pain as an excuse to do whatever she wanted. She wouldn’t listen to anyone about her horrid behavior. Recently, she never spoke to Pumpkin or Martin unless she needed something, acting like they were slaves and treating them even worse.

      Soran had thrown a fit when Cameliyon had asked Kennu to be her boyfriend. Everybody knew it was because Soran had a crush on Cameliyon, and wanted to ask her out first, but it seemed Cameliyon had forgotten everything that Soran did for her back at Dinkleberry University. She barely even talked to him anymore. She only had her sights on pleasing herself whenever possible.

      Kennu went for the food, but Cameliyon refused to let him go. As he reached for the bread, she pushed him up against the bed where he couldn’t get to the bag. He was too weak to push her away, so he gave in and let her kiss him. He just sat there as she brushed her lips against his neck, his face, staring off into space like he always did.

      “Why aren’t you kissing back?” she asked, pulling back slightly.

      “Huh?” Kennu said blankly. “I’m hungry.”

      “Then go eat. I’ll be right here when you’re full.” She jumped up on the bed, twirling around again. “I can fly, I can fly!”

      “We already went over this. You can’t fly,” Kennu told her sharply. “Not even a little bit.”

      “Well, who cares what you think,” she snapped, all affection gone.

      “I know you care, because otherwise, I wouldn’t be here.” He finished off the bread and began to munch on the cheese sullenly.

      Cameliyon stood up and wrapped her arms around him. “You’re lucky you’re so adorable. Otherwise, I’d have to get rid of you.”

      She said the words like they were a threat, but Kennu didn’t seem to care. The fairy pulled away from her. “I want to go for a walk. I’ll meet you out in the garden.”

      

      Kennu struggled to make it down to the gardens below Ionia’s Palace. He wasn’t doing good, that was for sure, but he hadn’t had a seizure in a while, so he supposed he should feel grateful.

      He couldn’t, though. All he could feel was cold emptiness, eating him away from the inside.

      There was a hidden patch towards the back that he and Cameliyon had made their own. A drawing he had done of Cameliyon hung from one tree. She had put it there as a warning, so anyone who came to this spot knew it had already been taken.

      He laid down in the grass and looked up at the sky. He watched the patches of clouds through the thick leaves above him, until the stars slowly came out of hiding and he saw Allie’s face amongst them. He longed to see the young griffin again, to hear her voice and feel her soft feathers beneath his hands as he rode her over the Verinian. But she was gone, and he was alone.

      Cameliyon seemed to be the only one who didn’t question how he felt, who didn’t pressure him to move on or talk about his feelings. He didn’t really like Cameliyon, but being with her made him forget about Allie.

      But there was something else. It was easy being with Cameliyon, because with her, he knew he couldn’t get hurt. He wanted to care about Cameliyon. But he just...couldn’t.

      He wouldn’t be there for Cameliyon, because his heart had already been taken by a girl who had broken it. There was no room for anyone else.

      

      Later that night, Cameliyon wandered into Kennu’s room shortly after he’d fallen asleep. She would’ve come in sooner, but she’d overheard him crying, and his sobs frightened her. She was unsure of their cause and didn’t want to find out he was upset because of something she did.

      Cameliyon smiled as she looked down at him. He looked so fragile, curled up on a large armchair. She picked him up in her arms easily. Cameliyon was strong, and he was light and easy to move. Gently, she placed him in bed.

      “It’s alright, my darling. I am here,” she whispered, kissing his eyelids gently. “Everything is going to be alright.”

      She curled up against his limp body and tried desperately to lose herself in happy memories, but found herself unable to think of anything but the darkness. She said nothing, immobile and rigid as she lay beside Kennu. Ever since they came to Southwild, she’d felt the power within her growing. No matter what she did, it wouldn’t go away.

      After a few hours, Pumpkin and Martin came in to comfort their Accompany. Angel came in as a swan shortly after, tired of wandering the palace halls. Although Kennu had promised her he’d be her Accompany, he frequently wished to be alone. In order to give him time to heal, Angel obliged his wishes. She hadn’t expected anyone to be here except Kennu, so she walked over and nudged Cameliyon, wanting to take her place.

      “Go away, you stupid thing.” Cameliyon pushed at the swan angrily, smacking her upside the head. “Just leave me alone.”

      Tears welled in Cameliyon’s eyes as Angel glared at her intently.

      “It may be best to do as she says,” Martin mumbled, stepping in front of Angel and putting a hand on the soft feathers on her chest. “She’s not doing very well right now.”

      Angel nodded. She changed into an ermine and climbed on top of the bed, stubbornly laying by Kennu’s head and refusing to move.

      Martin and Pumpkin left after a while, when Cameliyon had only met their comforting words with insults and they’d grown tired of hearing their Accompany whimper like a puppy. They would’ve stayed, except they knew there was nothing they could do. All Cameliyon wanted was Kennu, not them. They left her to cry with the boy she thought she loved, heading to her empty bedroom to wait for her silently.

      

      Keota found Cameliyon laying on his son the next morning in his bedroom, squishing him against the mattress.

      “What are you doing in here?” the Accompany asked coldly. “You know you’re not supposed to be in Kennu’s room. Leave.”

      Cameliyon looked up at him desperately. “Please let me stay.”

      “No. You need to go.” Keota’s voice was harsh and angry. “Now.”

      Cameliyon went to speak, then realized it wasn’t worth it. She got up, kissed Kennu’s lips gently, and walked out. Keota watched her go, looking like he wanted nothing more than to get away from his son. When she was gone, he gently shook Kennu awake.

      Kennu groaned and rubbed his red-rimmed eyes. “What is it?”

      “Kennu, I feel like we need to talk,” Keota said softly. “I feel like I’m losing my son.”

      “You already lost me,” Kennu answered immediately. “I was lost when Allie died, and when you left Mom.”

      “No.” Keota shook his head. “There has to be a little piece of the old Kennu in there somewhere. I know there is.”

      “The old Kennu is dead,” Kennu said darkly. “He died with his Changer, and he isn’t coming back. Not now, not ever.”

      “Why are you talking like this?” Keota said with a hurt expression. “None of this makes any sense to me. I have no problem with you having a girlfriend, but I’m not convinced you like her, Kennu. You’re just acting out.”

      “I’m not a little kid anymore, Dad!” Kennu shouted. “I’m not ignorant like before! I’ve learned that life hurts and I’ve learned how to deal with the pain. There are few things in life I have control over. Cameliyon is the reason I have those things. She helped me to find the me I have to be. Not who I want to be.”

      “You don’t have to be like that, Kennu.” Keota wrapped his arm around his son, but Kennu pulled away and stood by the bed.

      “If I’m not like this, I’m just going to get hurt again. I have to stay away from everyone, otherwise, I’m only going to ruin everyone’s lives when I go. I don’t need anyone else. I’m fine.”

      “What about me? What about your mother, and your cousins? What about Ana and Maekrel?” Keota asked, and his voice began to shake as if he was about to start crying. “What about everyone back in the Lands?”

      “No one cares about me,” Kennu said. “Ana and Maekrel don’t want to be here, they’re just in Southwild because you are. They were forced to come here, just like my cousins. And everyone in the Lands is dead, Dad, even Mom. She’s gone. Get over it. I have.”

      He turned, staring his father in the eye. “And besides, you’ve never been there when I needed you to be, so why are you here now? I’ve been crying out for help for months, and never once have you come to save me!”

      “You haven’t asked me to help you. You just ignore everyone,” Keota said, his voice choked.

      “I shouldn’t have to ask! You’re my Dad! You should’ve known when I needed you, like Mom did!” Kennu shouted. “You used to be my Dad, but you’re not anymore! You’re just a stupid idiot, parading around like nothing’s wrong! So stop butting into my business! If I want to date Cameliyon, I will! If I want to shut out all my friends, I will! Hell, if want to jump a cliff, I will! Leave me alone, because it’s my life!”

      Kennu stormed out of the room and towards the hallway, most likely to find Cameliyon. Keota dropped his head as his son left him behind.

      “Kennu, come back,” he whispered softly. When his son didn’t return, Keota dropped his head into his hand and cried. He couldn’t avoid the fact that everything Kennu had said was true.

      

      When Soran heard the sobs coming from his cousin’s room, he paused, wondering if he should intrude. He decided to walk in slowly, preparing to leave if Cameliyon was there with him. “Kennu, are you okay?” he asked.

      He was completely surprised to see that it wasn’t Kennu, but his uncle. “Uncle Keota? Why are you crying in Kennu’s room?” Soran sat down next to the Accompany. “Are you alright?”

      “I’m losing my baby boy!” Keota bawled loudly and obnoxiously. “He’s changed into someone I don’t know!”

      “Kennu won’t ever be the same since he lost Allie, but I’m sure that it’s not that hopeless,” Soran said. “He’s just lost right now.”

      “I knew he was hurting, but I never guessed how much.” Keota sniffed. “Half of it is because of that girl. I can’t get close to him with her around.”

      “No one can. Cameliyon tries to hurt anyone who gets between the two of them.” Soran dropped his head glumly and mumbled, “She doesn’t even notice me anymore.”

      “It’s not your fault,” Keota said. “I should’ve been there for him.”

      “You shouldn’t have left the Lands. But now, there isn’t really much you can do. When Cameliyon’s attached to someone, she doesn’t let go.” Soran sighed. “At least until she’s tired of them, at least. She’ll lose interest eventually, and then maybe Kennu will go back to being normal. As normal as he can be, anyway.”

      “I suppose you’re right. Even I’m afraid of that freak of a girl.”

      “Yeah. She’s pretty scary when she wants to be,” Soran said.

      “What does Kennu see in her? She’s so…horrid.” Keota shuttered.

      “She’s a gorgeous girl,” Soran whispered. “She just has this...vibrancy for life. It’s hard not to fall in love with her.”

      Keota ignored Soran’s comment and looked around at the drawings Kennu had put up. The one closest to his bed was of Allie and Angel, both in griffin form. There was another of Vera and all those that called themselves her children. There was one of Cameliyon, but there were many more drawings of a different girl, the human called Reagan. In one picture, she was dressed in her swimsuit and sunglasses, and in another, flower petals swirled around her while she wore a crown of black glass. Her face looked soft and kind in the drawings, rather than hard and bitter, as Keota had always seen it. In a way, she was beautiful. Even though Reagan hadn’t been his favorite, Keota wished Kennu was with the human girl rather than the Accompany he seemed to have fallen for recently.

      Kennu had three pictures hung up that he had drawn of Kia. One included Keota, but his face had been scribbled out.

      “Look at that. I’m not in any of his pictures,” Keota said softly.

      “You used to be in that one,” Soran said offhandedly, pointing. “But I guess it would hurt to see that huge mess of pencil over your face.”

      “It hurts more than you know,” Keota said, breathing deeply. “Look at me. I’m a mess.”

      “Maybe you should go find Ionan. I’m sure he’d know what to do,” Soran said. He knew Ionan and Keota didn’t have the best history, but they’d forgiven each other for what happened in the Lands, so maybe the dragon could help. Besides, the first thing Soran did everytime he had a problem was talk to Zorna. He couldn’t think of anything better than going to his Changer in a mess, and this was definitely a mess.

      “That’s a good idea.” Keota clapped a hand on the boy’s shoulder. “Thanks, Soran. You’re a good kid, even though your father wasn’t.”

      “I try to be the exact opposite of Wyntier,” Soran said solemnly. “Feel better, okay? Kennu will come around.”

      “I’ll try my best.” Keota stood, moseying to the door in a depressing manner to go find Ionan. Soran sat on the bed and watched him go, clenching his fists tightly. A ball of unwanted rage grew tightly within his chest, causing him to grow hot with fury. Furious, Soran walked to the door and wrenched it open, storming into the hallway. He glanced left and right quickly, searching for Kennu. He had to be around the palace somewhere, and Soran would search every crevice until he found him.

      Soran? Soran, what’s wrong? Zorna asked, his voice echoing in Soran’s head from the other side of the palace. His Changer could feel his rage, even from this distance, and Soran felt the phoenix take off in a flurry.

      It’s nothing, Zorna. I’m just looking for Kennu, he responded.

      That’s not a good idea. Calm down, Zorna said, quickening his flight through the halls.

      It’s fine. I just want to talk. Soran’s fists clenched tighter as he continued his search. He was determined to give his cousin a piece of his mind.

      He finally ran into him and Cameliyon as they were crossing a large bridge, next to the massive waterfall that flowed inside the palace.

      “What did you say to him?” Soran demanded immediately, shoving Kennu.

      “Get your hands off me! What did I say to who?” Kennu asked.

      “Your dad! All he’s doing is trying to help,” Soran snapped.

      “I told him the truth,” Kennu said calmly. “And he’s not my father anymore. If he won’t act like my dad, he can’t be my dad.”

      “How can you say that?” Soran yelled. “You’re all he has left since Aunt Kia died!”

      “That’s his own fault! Mom would still be here if he hadn’t left her!” Kennu shouted.

      “You’re being ridiculous. He loves you, Kennu!”

      “No, he loved me. Now he doesn’t anymore,” Kennu replied. “No one loves me except Cammy.”

      Cameliyon giggled behind her hand. “And I’ll always love you, baby.” She wrapped her arms around him from behind, squeezing him tight. “Forever and ever.”

      “Of course you will, Cammy.” Kennu turned his head and smiled vacantly at her before glaring at his cousin. “Now why don’t you leave us be, Soran? We have things to do.”

      “Like what? You wanna keep stealing my best friend?” Soran shouted, and Cameliyon gasped. “There is no way I’m going to let you two go off and keep doing this. She’s changed you, Kennu! You’re a horrible person ever since you started hanging out with her!” Soran pointed at Cameliyon angrily.

      “You leave Cammy out of this!” Kennu said, standing in front of her.

      “I’m not going to, because this is her fault!” Soran shoved Kennu once again, harder this time.

      “You’re just jealous, because Cameliyon’s dating me and not you! Back off!” Kennu brought his face within inches of Soran’s. He was drastically shorter than the older boy, and had to stand on his toes to reach Soran’s height.

      “Make me,” Soran snarled.

      Kennu smirked, and without thinking about what he was doing, punched Soran directly in the nose. The larger boy fell back from the unexpected force of the blow. His nose began to gush blood immediately, now cracked to the side.

      “Come on!” Kennu shouted, standing over him. “Fight back!”

      “I’m not going to hit a cripple,” Soran spat harshly, holding his nose.

      Kennu screamed in rage, raising another fist to attack his cousin. But the blow was stopped mid-swing as the fairy’s body twisted upon itself, and he fell to his knees, slumping to the floor as his body wracked with uncontrollable convulsions.

      Cameliyon screamed and went to grab Kennu, but Soran snatched her by the arm and held her back. “Don’t touch him! You don’t know what to do!”

      “WHAT DID YOU DO TO HIM?!” Cameliyon screeched, whirling around and pushing Soran off of her. He fell backwards, slamming against the side of the bridge, his nose spraying blood on his shirt. Soran pushed himself off the railing and advanced towards Cameliyon slowly, who was parked between himself and his cousin. Kennu continued to writhe helplessly on the floor.

      “I’m not doing anything! It’s a condition he has, Cameliyon! We can’t stop it!” Soran said, holding his hands up defensively. “Now you need to get out of the way, so I can help him!”

      “You’re LYING!!!” At this, Cameliyon lost all sense of control. A dark liquid like water began filling her eyes. Cameliyon let out a rattling, demonic noise that rattled the bridge they stood on. She ran at Soran and tackled him to the ground, slamming her fist into his face. More blood came spurting out his nose, and Soran struggled to see through the gushes of red liquid.

      “WHAT DID YOU DO?” she screamed again, sitting on top of him and punching his face over and over again. One eye began to swell shut, and Soran struggled to breathe as she wrapped a hand around his throat, squeezing tightly.

      He wasn’t weak by any means, but for some reason, Cameliyon was far stronger than he was. Though he tried desperately, he couldn’t get her off of him. She pinned him down with one hand, raising her other one slowly.

      “You hurt Kennu. You’re going to pay,” she hissed. From her fingertips emerged the black, smoky water he’d seen her use on the Changers in the Council Hall. The water filtered through the air, and the minute it touched his lips Soran began screaming in horrific pain. The water felt like hot tar upon him, riddled with sharp knives and razors. As it crawled into his mouth, Soran gasped, feeling the air leave his lungs to be replaced by the wretched water. He was going to die. He knew he was. There was no way he’d be able to recover from this.

      “SORAN!!!” Cameliyon burst into a ball of flame as Zorna tackled her off of his Accompany, pinning her to the side of the bridge. The water left his lungs and Soran gasped, springing upward as he took a breath of life. He started coughing uncontrollably as he clutched at his chest.

      He was used to pain. He couldn’t remember the last time he cried because something hurt. But this was far different. The dark water ate away at his insides, and although it was gone, the harsh burning still remained.

      Cameliyon screamed as the flames tore away at her skin, vanishing to leave small, black wounds behind. She’d be alright, but Zorna refused to get off of her, spreading his wings wide. “You tried to kill Soran. Now, I’m gonna kill you,” Zorna hissed.

      “Zorna, no,” Soran croaked, but the phoenix had already dived. He was only stopped from ramming his beak into Cameliyon’s eye by two horses, one orange and one brown, who threw him off their Accompany. Pumpkin and Martin stomped their hooves and screamed viciously at Zorna, who had crawled to Soran’s side and was yelling just as fiercely back. The three Changers danced back and forth, preparing to spring at each other. Friendship was forgotten between them. There was nothing left except a primal instinct to protect their Accompanies.

      “THAT IS ENOUGH!” Ionan, along with his mother, Belle, had appeared. As the dragon landed on the bridge, the structure quivered, and Soran held his mouth to keep from throwing up.

      “Come on, baby.” Cameliyon was back at Kennu’s side, looking at him in horror as he continued to convulse. “You’re alright. Make it stop!”

      Angel, who was a griffin, had come with Belle and Ionan. She stampeded over to Kennu and stood over him, her feathers bristling as she snapped her beak sharply at Cameliyon. The girl glared at the Changer, slowly backing away to stand by her own companions. Slowly, Kennu’s seizure stopped, but he didn’t look alright. He was paler, sicker than before.

      “We need to get him to the hospital. Now.” Belle scooped up Kennu and flew off, towards the direction of the clinic with Angel following. Soran moaned, coughing once more. Blood spilled out of his mouth and onto the floor.

      “He needs help!” Zorna said frantically, losing his head. “Somebody, please do something!”

      “Follow my mother and carry Soran to the medic, Zorna. I’ll take care of this one,” Ionan growled, turning towards Cameliyon.

      “What are you going to do?” Cameliyon snarled as Zorna changed into a Pegasus, swinging Soran onto his back. “I didn’t do anything.”

      “I saw what happened, you wretched girl. You made an attempt on Soran’s life,” the dragon hissed. “Such a thing has never happened in Southwild before. You are under arrest until further notice. You’re coming with me.”

      “You can’t stop me. I’m more powerful than you could ever be,” Cameliyon said, and her eyes began filling with that dark, evil magic once again.

      Then her gaze caught Soran’s. Slumped onto Zorna’s back, the Accompany struggled to hold back tears. “Cam,” he whispered. “You promised you would never hurt me.”

      The darkness left her eyes just as quickly as it came. Herself again, Cameliyon bit her lip, then turned her head away.  “I told you to stay away from me, Soran. I said to run if it ever got bad. You didn’t listen.”

      “You have a choice. You can either put up a fight, or come quietly and await a fair trial,” Ionan said. “Your Changers can stay behind. They’ve done nothing wrong.”

      “I’ll go,” Cameliyon muttered. “Just make sure Kennu’s okay.”

      Martin and Pumpkin shifted uneasily against each other as Ionan moved forward to take Cameliyon to the palace’s dungeons. Soran didn’t have a chance to watch them leave. He passed out almost immediately afterwards, blood dripping from between his lips in a steady stream upon Zorna’s coat.

      

      Kennu was allowed to leave the hospital a few hours after the fight, though Soran was forced to stay. His cousin was still bleeding from the mouth, and although the medics didn’t think Cameliyon did permanent damage, they were sure that if she’d had kept up with what she was doing, she would’ve killed Soran. Kennu tossed and turned all night, unable to sleep. He was angry with Soran, but he felt horribly guilty for what his girlfriend had done to his cousin. Soran was only trying to speak his mind. Although Kennu disagreed with what he said, he appreciated that he was brave enough to be honest.

      Just before the first rays of dawn broke through Southwild, Kennu sat upright in bed, and not of his own accord. His eyes changed from their golden shade, replaced by a shining light. Unable to control himself, Kennu got up and began walking directly to his desk.

      Kennu, what are you doing? Angel asked, a white fox upon his bed. She hadn’t left him alone since the fight, and had told him that she wasn’t going to leave his side since. He didn’t answer her, only dropped down into his desk chair. Three pads of paper and a set of colored leads that Angel had brought him sat upon the desk, untouched. He hadn’t drawn in weeks, not since he started dating Cameliyon.

      That was about to change. Eyes still glowing, Kennu picked up a black lead and began to draw an outline. He didn’t know what he was drawing, or why. All he understood was that he couldn’t stop what had already begun. Angel watched him, observing as closely as she could. As the picture took form his eyes began to glow even brighter, as they had during the prophecy. But there was no mystic voice this time, and no Allie to share the feeling. When he returned to reality, he looked down at the paper and gasped in sickening realization.

      It was a battle scene. The dead were everywhere, scattered in piles amongst a bloody wreckage. The entire picture was in black and white, save for the topmost corner, which he’d shaded in color. In that part of the drawing, Pumpkin lay dead amongst the other bodies on top of a tall cliffside. Martin seemed to be yelling desperately to her, while Cameliyon soared through the air just past the Changers. Her body was about to fall off the cliff’s edge, and it was on fire.

      Kennu’s eyes stopped glowing and his blank expression turned to horror as he observed what he created. “What is this?”

      Frightened, Kennu crumpled up the paper quickly and threw it under the bed. Angel nosed at the picture, pushing it around curiously. She wasn’t sure what the picture meant, but she knew Kennu had just prophesied something. She didn’t understand how, since he didn’t have Allie anymore, but she desperately hoped the picture was wrong.

      Kennu ignored her and started drawing something else. There was no strange prophecy this time, no glowing eyes, only the enjoyment of losing himself in his art. So easily, it was like breathing, he produced a perfect heart, and then drew a crack down the center of it. On one side, he drew the griffin he would never see again. On the other, he portrayed the human girl who had captivated him so. It hurt to see their faces, but yet, it gave him some sort of comfort. He felt almost normal again, at least for a short while. After he was done, he drew Angel encircling the heart as a griffin, and smiled at the portrait. There. Now it was complete.

      Kennu looked up. Without a second thought, he pulled down the picture of Cameliyon above his desk and posted up the new one. It belonged there. Cameliyon’s did not. He crumpled the picture he had taken down and threw it under the bed with the other one, abandoning what care he had left for Cameliyon with the discarded drawing.

      He didn’t need Cameliyon anymore. She had tried to kill his cousin, and even though Kennu knew it had been to protect him, he also knew that it wasn’t right. He couldn’t keep leading Cameliyon on anymore just because he was unhappy. He’d lied to himself. She couldn’t take away his pain. No one could.

      Kennu smiled at his newfound independence. He was free at last. No one could tell him what to do now. Not Cameliyon. Not his mother. Not his father. He was his own person now. Finally free.

      

      “Baby!” Cameliyon called from behind the bars of her cell, smiling as Kennu clambered down the stairs to the dungeon with difficulty, Angel the griffin holding him up. “I knew you’d come for me!”

      “Hello,” Kennu said. He stopped before Cameliyon’s cell, glad that there were bars between them for what he was about to do.

      “Help me get out of here,” Cameliyon said eagerly. “Pumpkin and Martin won’t, They’re too scared of Ignus, the traitorous cowards. But I know you won’t leave me. Come on, figure out a way to cut these bars so we can run away together. I’ll even let you take Angel.”

      Her eyes flickered towards the griffin as she said the words, and Angel ruffled her feathers irritably.

      “No, Cameliyon. That’s not what we’re doing,” Kennu said.

      “What do you mean? You need me, baby.” Cameliyon reached through the bars and grabbed his arm. “I helped you.”

      “Yeah, you helped me.” Kennu withdrew his arm. “But now I know how to help myself.”

      He stepped away from the bars, shaking his head. “What you did to Soran yesterday proves I don’t need you. You belong in here.”

      “But I need you!” she yelled. “Please, you promised you would never leave me! You said you loved me!”

      “I was just trying to make myself feel something besides emptiness, Cameliyon.”

      He turned away from her, heading back towards the stairs. “It was wrong to say those things, because I didn’t mean them. Find someone who truly loves you, because it’s not me. I’m sorry.”

      “You can’t just leave me! I’ve done so much for you!” She slammed herself against the bars, her hurt taken over by rage. “I need you!”

      “You don’t need me, Cameliyon,” Kennu said. “I’m no good for anybody.”

      “Kennu!” Cameliyon cried as the fairy and Angel headed back up the stairs. “Come back!”

      When he didn’t return, Cameliyon wept relentlessly in the dark dungeons beneath the palace.

      Some time later, another figure emerged from the winding staircase. Cameliyon looked up through her long locks of hair to see Daren wispily standing in front of her cell, looking uncomfortable.

      “Hey,” he said, kneeling down to her level. “I guess it’s not very comfortable in here, huh?”

      “Get away from me,” she snarled. “You’ve been holed up in your room for weeks. Why do I want to see you?”

      A flash of hurt resounded in his eyes, but Daren gazed back at her and said, “I want to get you out.”

      “What?” Cameliyon jerked her head up to look at him. “Why do you want to do that?”

      “I...” Daren took a shaky, unstable breath. “I kinda like you, Cameliyon. Always have.”

      “Really?” she blinked at him. “Why didn’t you tell me before?”

      “Because Soran liked you, then you started dating Kennu,” he mumbled. “I knew I didn’t have a chance.”

      “But what about Soran? I almost killed him, and he’s your best friend.”

      “I don’t care.” There was a steeliness in his eyes. “He never even gave me a chance with you. He had to snatch you up first. He knew I liked you, but he still tried to be your boyfriend, even though I backed off because I knew we both had a thing for you. He didn’t even think about doing the same. As far as I’m concerned, he’s not my friend anymore.”

      “You didn’t tell me about this.”

      “I didn’t tell anyone. Why do you think I’ve been in my room all the time?” He huffed angrily. “I just can’t face him. It makes me sick to look at him.”

      “Daren.” She reached through the bars to grab his hand, and the boy looked up in amazement. “Can you get me out of here?”

      Daren smiled coyly, and he snapped his fingers. At the tips of them a soft fire emerged, glittering and bright.

      “You’ve been practicing dark magic,” Cameliyon gasped. Daren’s power would’ve scared most people, but not Cameliyon. It only made her eyes light up deviously. “Daren, where’d you learn to do this?”

      “I was walking around the palace and I found some old spell books hidden away,” Daren said, shrugging, though his voice was excited. “I’ve been practicing for a while now, and I’m really good.”

      “Daren, if they discover you’re practicing dark magic, you’re in as much trouble as I am,” Cameliyon whispered. “People hate warlocks as much as they hate witches. The only reason they allow Vivi to stay is because she doesn’t use her powers.”

      “Which is why I have to leave before they find out, and I’m taking you with me,” Daren said. “Do you want to go or not?”

      “Of course I want to go!” she hissed. “Hurry up and get me out of here!” Cameliyon glanced at Daren’s pockets. “Where’s Federin? Is he resting?”

      “Federin doesn’t understand, and he’s useless anyway. He’s staying behind,” Daren said.

      “That’s fine by me,” Cameliyon said, sitting back on her heels. “Anyway, do what you have to do. They could come any minute to take me to trial.”

      “Okay. Stand back.”

      Daren raised his hand, and at his bidding the fire in his hand spread, melting the metal that held Cameliyon captive. When the bars had dissolved into nothing more than piles of sludge, Cameliyon stepped through the opening, looked at Daren and asked, “Now what?”

      “This.” Daren turned to face the wall. The fire shot from his hand in a powerful blast, slamming against the wall and causing the stone to fling outward in a magnificent, flaming display. With an opening in place, the two ran through the gaping exit and into the gardens of Southwild, making their escape.
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      “She could’ve killed you!” Zorna shouted for what had to be the hundredth time, his phoenix form twisting in midair as he came crashing down in the hospital room, scattering flames every which way. Flopping upon the ground, he shook his black feathers and burst, “I’ve had enough of her. She used to be one of us, but now I see her true colors.”

      “Come on, Zorna, that’s not fair,” Soran protested as he tried sitting up on his bed, back in his room. It didn’t work very well, and the Accompany fell back onto his pillows, feeling useless and exhausted. He coughed again, and a glob of blackish blood spat out of his mouth and into the handkerchief he was holding. The blood emerging from his lungs had slowed, but hadn’t stopped completely. His sides ached, and his middle felt like someone had crawled inside his organs and beaten them with their bare hands. He knew he’d recover, but it was going to take awhile.

      “No. I’m serious. She’s trouble, you know it’s true. Our group’s falling apart.”

      “I’ll say,” Soran grumbled unhappily. Soran didn’t know what happened, but over the past few weeks, his friends had gone off to do their own thing, no matter how destructive it was to themselves or anyone else. He didn’t think anything in particular had caused it. It had just...happened. “But you don’t need to remind me. If Vivi or Melodi lecture me one more time about what happened...”

      “You deserve it. You need to stay away from Cameliyon,” Zorna said. “And you need to learn to control your temper! It’s dangerous, Soran! One day something awful is going to happen because of it, and you won’t be able to take it back!”

      “I know, Zo. You don’t have to keep telling me,” Soran said, irritated.

      “Yes I do, because so far, you haven’t listened! If you can’t handle yourself, you’re going to put yourself in a situation I can’t get you out of!” Zorna’s voice began to wobble, on the brink of tears. “If I hadn’t gotten to you in time, you’d be dead. I can’t lose you like Kennu lost Allie, Soran. I’m not strong enough for that. It’ll kill me.”

      “Oh, Zo. Come here,” Soran said, and Zorna hopped onto the bed, snuggling under his Accompany’s arm. “Nothing’s going to happen to me. I promise I’ll learn to keep my cool.”

      Zorna pushed his head up under Soran’s chin. “You’d better. I don’t know what I’d do without you.”

      “You’re the only one.”

      “Don’t say that. You have friends who care about you.”

      “Is that why Daren hasn’t come to see me? Not even once?” Soran stated bitterly.

      “Everyone else has come to see you. Daren’s just weird. You know that. Don’t take it personally.”

      “Honestly, I don’t know where Daren is. Does he even know I’m in here?”

      “Probably not. He’s always locked in his room, doing something unusual. So far, nobody has been able to get him to unlock his door and come out.”

      Soran looked up at the ceiling. “Kennu’s the worst out of all of us. I know it’s not fair how he treats everyone, but I can’t really blame him.”

      “You haven’t seen Pumpkin and Martin. They’re both wrecks, ever since Cameliyon got arrested,” Zorna said. “Personally, I don’t see how they can miss her. All she does is bark orders at them every two seconds. She kicked Martin the other day.”

      “You’re not serious!” Soran sat up and Zorna hopped off of him, fluttering his wings.

      “She did. I was there, and I slammed her up against the wall for it when she tried to go after Pumpkin next. She can boss them around, but I’m not bound to her and I won’t stand for that type of treatment to any Changer. I didn’t hurt her, but I’m pretty sure I got the message across.”

      “What happened to her?” Soran asked meekly, dropping his head.  “We loved her. We were inseparable at the start of school.” His eyes watered with tears, and he whispered, “I loved her.”

      “Things change,” Zorna added, waddling closer to Soran. “I thought moving to Southwild together would’ve made us closer, but it turns out that everything’s just falling apart even worse than before.”

      Soran’s hands moved through his hair. “I guess so.”

      “You should’ve come to get me if you were going to get in a fight with Kennu.”

      “I didn’t want to get into a fight with him, I just wanted to tell him off.”

      Soran sighed and reached out a hand to rub his Changer’s head. “Sometimes I think it’s just you and me against the world, buddy.”

      “I hope she gets locked up,” Zorna said viciously.

      “She doesn’t deserve that.”

      “No, Soran. She’s insane. I have no idea what she’s truly capable of. I want her out of here, tonight. I’m going to Ignus.”

      “Do you really want to take it to extremes?” Soran grimaced.

      Zorna put his head close to Soran’s face. “Look at what she’s done to Kennu.”

      “That was his own fault. He chose to push everyone away.”

      “Because of her.”

      “When did you get in such a bad mood?” Soran demanded.

      “Since I found out you were in danger.” Zorna fluttered off the bed and flew towards the exit.

      “Zorna…”

      “It’s got to be done. I’m asking Ignus to consider kicking her out.”

      “I have a feeling you’re just going to make everything worse.”

      “Maybe for her, but not for everyone else.” Zorna paused as he headed out the door, hovering in the air. “She poses a threat to everyone I love, especially you. If it’s a threat, it has to go. Changer rule number one.”

      “Zorna!”

      The large bird was soaring through the hall before Soran had a chance to get in another word.

      

      “So this is Nesting’s Haven,” Allie said quietly, looking around at the sandy beach they’d landed on, observing the masses of tropical jungles and lovely flora that surrounded her. It had been a long flight over the ocean, but with every beat of her wings, Allie grew stronger, because she was that much closer to finding Kennu. Now that she knew he was so close by, she had to do all she could to contain herself and not go flying off, leaving the group behind in the search for her Accompany.

      “Not quite. This is Southwild,” Dragonstar came up silently behind her, gazing at the magnificent jungle.

      “Has anybody ever thought of putting a resort here?” Reagan said, running a hand through her tangled hair.

      “Southwild needs none of that. Everything here is as completely whole as it can be,” Dragonstar said.

      “Are the people here fighting for us?” Kia asked, patting Snow Drop on the side. The Pegasus was breathing heavily, and was obviously exhausted. She couldn’t carry Kia on long flights like she used to.

      “They should be. They’re all under Ionan’s house.”

      Allie nodded. “It figures. I should’ve known better.” She flew over the trees so she could peer out at a tiny speck in the distance. “That looks like a palace. It’s where we’re going, isn’t it?”

      “Yes. Ionan should be there.”

      “What about that big wooden gate over there? What is that?” Allie asked.

      “Those are the Southwild gates. It’s a dam, holding back the water from the ocean. It stops the water from flooding the palace and the surrounding area.”

      “Is there a way to open them?” Allie asked curiously.

      “There is, but it would take a lot of effort. I imagine those gates haven’t been open since they’ve been built.” Dragonstar’s forelock fell in front of his eyes and he didn’t bother tossing his head to sweep it away. Everything about the unicorn seemed ancient.

      “Vixen and her friends will arrive when the sun sets the next day,” Vixen hushed, leaning against Casiff. Without a second thought, the fairy cradled her against him, swaying under her weight.

      “You’ve got to be kidding me. You’re not that tired,” Kia protested, putting a hand over her stomach and glaring at her friend.

      Vixen feebly opened one eye. “Vixen knows all are stretched to their limits, especially you, fair queen.”

      Kia let out a humph and turned away. Allie shivered, looking at her exhausted group. “We have to hurry, and fly to the palace as fast as our wings can carry us.”

      “After we take a break. One more night of rest, everyone,” Dragonstar commanded, and all of them sank to the ground. “We’ll leave in the morning.”

      

      “So you see, sir,” Zorna said, stepping forward and making his inquiry to Ignus. “You have to throw her out. Cameliyon’s a danger to all of us here. We can’t trust her.”

      The old dragon shifted on his feet, peering down at Zorna far below. They were in the royal courtroom, which was being prepped for the upcoming trial. Ignus would be the judge, and with Ionan’s wedding the next day, he was severely aggravated that he’d had to bother with something as trivial as a trial for attempted murder when there was a party coming up. But at Zorna’s suggestion, the Changer balked.

      “I’ve never banned anyone from Southwild. This is a safe haven for all Changers and Accompanies. If I banish her, Ionia’s Palace has failed,” Ignus said.

      “Her choices are not your fault, sire,” Zorna added. “She’s taking advantage of the hospitality your house has shown her.”

      “I would ask you to forgive her, Zorna, but I am reminded she attacked your Accompany. That is not an easy thing for a Changer to forgive,” Ignus mused. “But if she is dangerous here, wouldn’t she be even more of a threat, outside the control of my house?”

      “I know you want to keep tabs on her, but I’m afraid she’s a bigger danger in the palace than she is on her own,” Zorna stated. “She won’t know how to survive out there.”

      Ignus snorted. “Very well. Her Changers will be allowed to stay, if she is indeed exiled and should they wish to break the bond, but you know how such things go.”

      “Cameliyon still has full power over them. Unless she lets them go, they won’t be able to stay,” Zorna said sadly. His gaze lifted. “And what about Kennu? Cameliyon isn’t the only one causing trouble.”

      “I cannot ban young Kennu, as he is the grandson of my Accompany, and therefore my responsibility,” Ignus said. “But if you believe Cameliyon should no longer be under the house of Ionia, then I will consider your words in my judgement.”

      “Thank you, my lord. You won’t regret this,” Zorna promised.

      Ignus closed his eyes and watched the phoenix sail away. “I surely hope not, Zorna, I surely hope not.”

      

      When the time came later that day to bring Cameliyon to trial, however, she was nowhere to be found. The only thing Ignus had discovered was a giant hole where the dungeon wall had been, leading out into the safety of the jungle surrounding the palace.

      “I might have been easier on her if she hadn’t tried to escape. Cameliyon!” Ignus bellowed, his voice echoing throughout the palace and through many doors as he searched the main bedrooms, apologizing to each of his guests when Cameliyon wasn’t found behind any of them. “She completely ruined my wall! I should’ve stationed Changers to watch her, but I hadn’t assumed such a small thing could create such a big hole! She must be stronger than she looks.”

      “You should let me deal with this, Father. It is my noble responsibility,” Ionan said, following Ignus through the various rooms.

      “You’ve got a wedding to plan, you think that I can keep inventing party themes forever? Cameliyon!” Ignus called once again, banging his claws on door after door.

      “I surely think you could,” Ionan said. “But it is not right for a lord to go out looking for convicts. Send out more of our guards.”

      “Half the palace is in the jungle looking for her already, I can’t just sit around and wait in the courtroom all day. I have things to do, such as finish laying out the decorations and playing with the color scheme. I don’t know why we went with chartreuse and cyan. It’s all wrong. We should’ve picked orange and pink, like Sunset’s scales. Young girl, come out immediately!”

      “It is far too easy for anyone to become invisible in the palace. This could go on for months,” Ionan complained.

      “It could, but it won’t. I’ll find her.” Ignus paused outside another bedroom, knocking on the door and asking, “Open up! We’re looking for someone!”

      There was no answer or movement inside. Ionan sank his head down to the floor to peek at the crack underneath the frame. “There’s a light in there,” he told Ignus. “I believe this is young Daren’s room.”

      “Open this door. There’s no time to waste,” Ignus demanded.

      “Uh, Father…”

      “Oh, right. Stand back!” Ignus lifted up his tail and swung it at the door, shattering it into splinters and causing chunks of it to fly everywhere as he changed from dragon to white lion, Ionan doing the same behind him as they rushed into the room.

      A singular candle burned inside, with only a mere black flame caressing the wick. On the desk, three spell books were scattered about in a hasty fashion. On top of one of the books, a lonely hamster sat upon the pages, glumly staring at the text as if he’d lost his entire world.
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      Come on Kennu, put your crown on, Angel thrummed in the fairy’s room, holding a beautiful round headpiece in her beak, golden in color and sparkling with a variety of emerald jewels. The griffin had washed her white feathers clean until they shone for the wedding, and wore a long, silver cloak on her back. She tapped her talon impatiently as she stared at Kennu, who had his arms crossed stubbornly.

      No. I’m not wearing it. It’s bad enough I got stuffed in this outfit. Kennu looked down at his golden suit, annoyed that every time he moved, fabric like scales shimmered across his body.

      You’re a prince, so you need to look like it. Now here. Angel shoved the crown on top of Kennu’s head just in time before he could duck to avoid her. He looked at himself painstakingly in the mirror, hating how the crown shimmered on his head.

      I don’t want to go, he complained with a sigh. I’m only doing this for Ionan.

      Right, so you should be happy, Angel said. Ionan has spent most of his life being sad, so you need to be there for him today. Don’t be upset over Cameliyon. It’s not your fault she escaped with Daren.

      It kind of is. Kennu scuffed the ground with his boot sheepishly. The whole thing happened because I punched Soran, and now his best friend ran away with her.

      Soran will forgive you. He’s family, Angel said.

      Are you mad at me? Kennu asked. Because Martin left? I know you liked him.

      Angel gave him a steely, detached look. Pumpkin and Martin chose to go after Cameliyon. Any Changer would do the same for their Accompany. Now come on. Angel nudged him towards the door. Let’s go.

      Kennu proceeded throughout Southwild’s halls and to the outside, wishing the party would hurry up and get itself over with so he could go back to his room and sleep.  Keota would be performing the ceremony, as Ionan was his Changer. Kennu and Angel met Amancio, Belle, Lyrica, Mirabelle, Vivienna, Melodi, Soran and Zorna outside in the gardens, at the edge of the jungle they would be entering.

      Soran was dressed in a black suit and clinging to crutches, propped on Zorna’s back and giving Kennu a surly look. Kennu wrinkled his nose in reply and didn’t bother glancing his way again. Without asking, Angel lifted Kennu onto her back, carrying him throughout the rainforest to the site of the ceremony.

      Ionan wore a set of gold armor, while Mirabelle’s jeweled cape matched Lyrica’s blue party dress. Ignus had gone full out for the wedding, his outfit complete with a giant, purple feathered robe and matching puffy hat. His ankles were covered with expensive wristlets, tail decorated in sparkling gems the size of Kennu’s head. The outfit was topped off with an enormous diamond hanging off a silver chain around his neck.

      He looks ridiculous, Kennu commented as Ignus trailed through the palm trees, grinning toothily.

      Oh come now, he’s having fun. Let him be. This is a happy day! Angel’s mood was very bouncy, as she had never been to a wedding before and was excited to see how it was done. Kennu hadn’t either, but that didn’t stop him from keeping up his bad mood.

      The rest of the party was dressed formally, but modestly, especially Belle, who had beautiful, flowing scarves wrapped around her neck that trailed down around her and whispered in the wind around her wings. Sunset herself wore nothing but her polished scales, preferring to be married in the way of her wild ancestors.

      When they had come to a clearing big enough for everyone to squeeze into, Keota made his way to the front and asked Sunset and Ionan to come forward. The witnesses gathered into a semicircle around them and waited.

      “Hello everyone,” Keota offered, and the group offered low, warm formalities. Keota smiled and said, “Let all creation look upon us as we observe the binding of one to another this day, and the Creator himself light His blessing upon this union. Ionan, do you…”

      And on it went. Angel’s eyes were observant as she watched the ceremony, Ignus’s and Belle’s faces proud, the girls’ bright and cheery next to Sunset’s talons. Even Zorna and Soran’s faces were alight and excited. Kennu watched the ceremony blandly, and as he did so, a sort of sad peace came over him. Try as he might, he couldn’t manage to bring a smile to his face. Uncontrollably, an image broke into his head of himself standing before an audience, and Reagan beside him in a long, beautiful gown. Tears came to his eyes and he shook himself out of his delirious fantasy. He wasn’t sure if he’d make it to next week, let alone get a chance to give his soul to someone special someday. Through the past couple of months, Kennu had felt desperately alone. Everything he did was for his own benefit. He missed caring about people. He missed putting others first before himself. He couldn’t stand trying to make himself happy anymore. It didn’t work. He had been too dependent on Allie, too attached to her survival for his own health. She had been his light and his world, and once she was gone, there had been little left for him.

      Kennu glanced to the side and saw Angel’s pure, untainted serenity. He wondered what her secret was. What kept her going through life, even though she never had a family to love her, and never had a voice to speak out?

      Then it hit him. Her contentment wasn’t about suffering through with what she’d been given. It came from being thankful for what she had.

      Kennu looked at Sunset and Ionan and saw how happy they were. They’re willing to try again, Kennu thought. He’d promised Angel he’d try to make her his Changer, but so far, he’d been doing a terrible job of it. Maybe...maybe I’ll get it right this time.

      “Together you are joined,” Keota said, and Kennu realized the ceremony was almost over.

      “Together we will be,” Sunset and Ionan both finished. The two dragons leaned forward, touching their heads together as Keota pronounced them dragon and wife.

      Cheers went up from among the small congregation and Ignus cried, “Excellent! Now, let us party!”

      Ignus stampeded back to the reception, his guests rushing after him. Keota was congratulated by Amancio as Belle hummed a sweet song. They were followed by Ionan and Sunset, who were lagging behind in their own little world.

      By the time Kennu and Angel had arrived the reception was in full swing, hundreds of guests dancing to the band. When Sunset and Ionan entered, the place went into an explosion, and people started falling into the garden fountains just to congratulate them. After most of the guests were dripping wet, Kennu swallowed and asked Angel to carry him to a quieter spot behind some hedges.

      Kennu dismounted. Angel, Kennu said, and she turned to him. I...

      There were loud screams behind him. Kennu winced and said, Can’t they keep it down? I’m trying to tell you something important!

      What is it, Kennu? Angel inquired.

      I...I wanted to apologize for how I’ve been acting lately, he said. I promised you I’d try to be your Accompany, but all I did was run around with Cameliyon and push you away. I’m sorry.

      You don’t have to say anything. I told you I would give you all the time you need, Angel said.

      I do need to say I’m sorry. You’re my friend, and you’ve been here with me through everything, Kennu said. I still consider you my Changer. And I do care about you, very much.

      Angel’s blue eyes swam with affection and light. I care about you too, Kennu. You mean more to me than anything in the world. You’ve given me my voice.

      Kennu opened his mouth to say more, but he was interrupted by more screaming, high-pitched and shrill.

      They might be getting a little reckless, Angel said simply.

      They were already reckless. The screeching continued and Kennu said, Oh, fly me up so we see what’s causing all the noise.

      Certainly. Kennu climbed on Angel’s back and they burst into the sky, overlooking the celebration with curious eyes.

      The entire party was at a standstill, the guests gazing towards the jungle. Kennu and Angel hovered in midair, paralyzed, as they saw a thin but large line of soldiers, Changer and Accompany, lining the edge of the jungle, fitted with suits of armor and waving banners that portrayed a long, thin icicle. Flying above the army was a large brown wyvern, barking orders...Wyntier’s Changer, Lukas.

      Far below, you could hear Ignus bellowing orders. “Amancio!” Ignus roared, and he shook off his many accessories. “Fetch my armor! If there’s anything my house hates more than an interrupted party, it’s tyranny, and this Accompany is causing both! Inexcusable! This ends tonight! HE ends tonight! Positions!”

      Kennu felt like fainting, but he forced himself to fight off his illness, clinging to Angel’s feathers. Wyntier’s army had gathered in a surprise attack, and Ionia’s Palace was completely unprepared and vastly outnumbered. They were done for.
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      “What is going on over there?” Reagan called, pointing out a large line of soldiers. The group was nearly to Ionia’s Palace, and was upon a cliff looking down at the jungle below. The palace was surrounded by hundreds of Accompanies and Changers who seemed to be panicking at the sight of the approaching army.

      “Wyntier,” Allie growled angrily. “We have to get to that palace. They’re going to need as many fighters as they can get.”

      “We can’t get there any faster,” Kia said. “We’ve been traveling for days through this hot, miserable jungle, and we don’t have any energy left to give. They’ll have to wait.”

      Allie paced back and forth along the side of the cliff, her eye catching the gargantuan, massive floodgates behind the palace. “I know how to help them!” Allie declared. “But someone needs to take Reagan, right now. I won’t be able to go as fast with her on my back.”

      “I may be able to carry her, since it is such a short way,” Dragonstar muttered. “Jump on my back, child.”

      “Why are you getting rid of me? I thought we were all going to the palace. Where are you going?” Reagan said, getting off of Allie’s back and jumping onto Dragonstar’s, sitting behind Vixen.

      “I have an idea that just might get rid of all those soldiers.” Allie responded. “If I don’t come back, tell the boy that I love him.” She soared into the air, flying in the direction of the large floodgates.

      “She can’t go alone! We should follow her,” Snow Drop whinnied, beating her wings.

      “I agree. We’ve already lost her once,” Kia said. “Maybe...”

      “No. Let her go.” Casiff responded. “She knows how to defend herself.”

      “I’m sure she’ll be fine,” Reagan added. “I’ve seen her in a fight before. She could go off in the middle of Detroit by herself and make it out without a scratch.”

      The others looked at the girl in confusion, but Reagan just shrugged. “Never mind. It’s a human thing, I guess.”

      “Oh. Well, I’m sure whatever it was, it was a compliment.” Casiff smiled weakly. “Now let’s get down to that palace.”

      As the group traveled, they could see Allie off in the distance as she made her way to the gates. It took them some time to reach the palace, and by the time they arrived, the soldiers were even closer and the battle was about to begin. Snow Drop touched down first, landing gingerly on her hoofs and folding her sore wings. Kia slid off her back as the others landed, holding her stomach a moment before helping Vixen dismount her large steed.

      “How can you be so weak?” Kia asked as the fairy crumpled off of Dragonstar and leaned against her for support.

      “Vixen is getting older every day,” Vixen replied. “Vixen knows her time is soon.”

      “Don’t talk like that.” Casiff got off of Snow Drop and grabbed his wife tenderly, pulling her away from Kia. “You still have life in you, darling. You’ll live a long time. I just know it.”

      “Vixen loves Casiff’s optimism. It makes every day seem a little brighter.” Vixen smiled, though her grin was shadowed by a grim hint of doubt. They began towards the front door when they heard a loud bellow from the gardens, followed by several angry roars.

      “I guess that means they’re all this way.” Reagan said, walking in the other direction. She turned the corner and gasped. There were hundreds of Changers and Accompanies gathered in the space. A large dragon stood toward the middle of the crowd, decorated in silver armor that gleamed in the light. Everyone else was quickly changing into armor of their own.

      “There are so many of them,” Reagan breathed.

      “Keota,” Kia whispered as she spotted the Accompany across the lawn. He looked tired and lost as he donned his armor, as if he didn’t know what was real anymore. “He...looks so alone.”

      “You should go to him.” Casiff placed a hand on Kia’s shoulder. “He looks like he really needs you right now.”

      “He probably hates me,” Kia mumbled. “I threw him out.”

      “Vixen thinks you need to forget about that nonsense. If Keota hated Kia, Kia wouldn’t be here right now, and she knows that,” Vixen said in a breathy voice. She reached out for her husband, clutching Casiff’s shirt. “Vixen also needs to lay down.”

      “I know, my precious one.” Casiff kissed her forehead gently, supporting his wife as best he could. “Hello!” he called, his voice booming across the courtyard.

      The large dragon looked up from the small horse he had been talking to. “Who comes to the house of Ionia?”

      “We are travelers from the Lands, come to seek shelter and help to fight off the coming army,” Casiff replied. “My wife is ill, and needs a place to sleep.”

      “Any who come are welcome here,” the dragon boomed. “I am Ignus. What are your names?”

      “This is Vixen and Casiff.” Kia stepped forward and took control, gesturing to her friends. “The girl is Reagan. The mounts are Snow Drop and Dragonstar. I am the queen of the Lands, Kiatana.”

      “Mom?” a soft voice said from behind them. A small fairy girl, eyes wide, was staring at them from a short distance away. “Mom!” Lyrica ran to Vixen quickly, Mirabelle right at her side. She jumped into Vixen’s arms, and the fairy held her close as she stroked her daughter’s hair.

      “Yes, child. Vixen is here,” Vixen said as Lyrica cried into the front of her dress. “Quiet, little one. All shall be well, I promise.”

      “I thought you were gone forever.” Lyrica sniffed.

      “Vixen will never, ever, be gone,” the fairy said forcefully, and she lifted her daughter’s chin with her hand to look her in the eyes. “She will always be with you, no matter what is to come.”

      She clutched Lyrica to her. “Never forget that, my dear one.”

      “It seems you know the guests that arrived earlier,” Ignus said cheerfully. “You are welcome here as long as you like.”

      “Thank you.” Kia nodded and looked toward her husband. He stood where he had been earlier, and had finally noticed her. He watched her with sad eyes, appearing as if he wanted nothing more than to lunge out and embrace her, but was too afraid to.

      “Keota,” Kia whispered, knowing he couldn’t hear her. She was startled out of her reverie by a pair of wings wrapping around her, squeezing her in a tight hug.

      “Kiatana!” Ionan shouted, the dragon hugging her tightly. “You’re alive! This bears well! Kennu will be so happy to see you!”

      “Ionan!” Kia gasped as the dragon choked the air out of her lungs. “I’m glad I found you! I have to tell you, Allie’s...”

      “There’s no time. We’ll talk later, Kia,” Ionan said, and then he let her go, off making preparations before she could tell him what she knew.

      “We must prepare for battle!” Ignus called. “The enemy is almost upon us!”

      “We need weapons!” Keota shouted, and Kia felt like she was being punched in the stomach as she heard his voice echo over the small army. “There aren’t enough swords and spears here for everyone! We can do nothing without weapons!”

      “We can make weapons!” Ignus boomed.

      “Everyone, find large branches that can be carved into spears!” Ionan ordered. A large group of Changers disappeared into the jungle, and reappeared with arms full of sticks. They passed them out and Changers carved them with their claws, so their Accompanies would be armed with something for battle. It would be nothing against the swords Wyntier’s army carried, but it was better than nothing.

      Reagan sat down with a stick and began to work at it with her knife. “And everyone says I’m so helpless,” she muttered happily, talking to herself. “I’m not helpless. I can make a shank!”

      “What is she babbling about?” Casiff asked Kia.

      “I have no idea. It must be a human thing,” Kia replied, setting to work on a spear. She looked around. “Where’s Vixen?”

      “She took Lyrica and Mirabelle inside, to hide. They’re with Dragonstar,” he replied.

      “But we need her help!” Kia shouted. “She can save us, like she saved the Verinian. Right?”

      Casiff frowned. “I don’t know, Kia.”

      Kia sighed “Go grab me a few more of these big sticks, will you?”

      “Of course. Though you could ask your husband to do it,” he said pointedly. Kia ignored him and Casiff ran over to the growing stick pile and found six that were about the size that Kia already had. Keota stopped him on his return back, snagging Casiff by the arm and holding him tight.

      “Is she okay?” Keota asked, eyes dark.

      “Thanks for asking how I am,” Casiff sniped. “Yeah. The trip was hard, but she’s fine. How is Kennu?”

      “I don’t know where he is, Casiff,” Keota said in a slight panic. “I’ve looked everywhere, but I can’t find him. He can’t fight. He’s not strong enough.”

      “I’m sure he’ll be just fine,” Casiff said, a hint of worry creeping into his voice. “Everything is going to work out for the best.”

      “I hope you’re right, Casiff.” Keota retreated back to Ionan, who had already carved a good twenty branches.

      Casiff returned to Kia. Reagan was still working on the one small stick she had found, intricately sharpening it to a deadly point.

      “What are you planning on doing with that?” Casiff asked her skeptically.

      “It’s a shank,” Reagan replied. “You shank people with it.”

      “Um…okay.” Casiff scratched his head slightly.

      “Don’t bother asking her to explain, Casiff,” Kia said. “It doesn’t make any sense.”

      “Don’t you have your own weapons to make?” Reagan asked critically, raising her brow.

      “I’m making his because he’s not the best with carving,” Kia answered for him. “Just go back to your um…shank.”

      “I will.” Reagan looked back to her stick. She whittled it down to a fine point, and then smiled. “Haha! I’d like to see them mess with me now! I’m armed and dangerous!” She stabbed at the air with a sinister smile.

      “Well, someone’s ready to fight,” Snow Drop whinnied.

      “I’m gonna tear them apart!” Reagan replied. “Look at this! It’s the best one I’ve ever made! It’s sharp and cruel! It’s perfect!”

      “Wonderful, Reagan,” Kia said, forcing a smile. She grabbed a spear, and felt its light weight in her small hands. “I haven’t used one of these in ages.”

      “You were the best at fighting, out of all of us kids.” Casiff said, grabbing a spear of his own. He tried to toss it back and forth between his hands, but it fell and struck into the ground near his foot.

      “Be careful, Casiff,” Kia chuckled. “It’s hard enough to fight, let alone do it with only one foot.”

      “I didn’t do that on purpose,” Casiff snapped. “It just fell! Maybe I need a different spear.”

      “That must be it,” Kia said sarcastically. “Try this one.” She handed him the smallest of the bunch.

      “Thank you.” Casiff spun the spear around and lost control once again, flinging it outwards until it stuck in a tree next to Ionan’s head.

      “Mind your clumsiness, Casiff!” Ionan shouted, but there was laughter in his eyes as he looked at his old friend.

      “I will try my best,” Casiff responded. “But it’s not my fault it almost hit you. You’re a very large target.”

      “At least I can maneuver my bulk with grace,” Ionan answered. “Unlike you, Sir Trips-A-Lot.”

      “That’s unfair!” Casiff whined.

      “Ionan...” Kia said, but he didn’t pay attention to her.

      “You two know each other, son?” Ignus called out to Ionan.

      “Yes. He happens to be married to the Great One,” Ionan replied.

      “That little fox-fairy inside? She cannot be the Great One,” Ignus replied.

      “She is,” Ionan answered. “But I fear her age is weakening her. I doubt her powers will linger much longer.”

      “He’s right. Soon, she will be just Vixen,” Casiff said dreamily. There was a hint of pleasure in his voice, and a strange, otherworldly look came upon his face as he said the words. “Just Vixen, and nothing more.”

      “They’re almost upon us, Ignus!” Keota called. “We must act now!”

      “Form your lines!” Ignus called. “Quickly now! We have no time to lose!”

      The hundreds of Accompanies and Changers before him quickly lined themselves up, forming sloppy lines. It was obvious the residents of Ionia’s Palace weren’t practiced for battle. Kia, Casiff, Reagan and Snow Drop lined up towards the back with a mass of wild Changers.

      “Look up there!” Casiff pointed. “It’s Soran and Vivi!”

      “My niece and nephew!” Kia beamed. “They look so old!”

      “This war has aged us all.” A tall woman, one with a golden haired companion, took Kia’s hand lightly.

      “Ana.” Kia smiled, and embraced the other woman tightly.

      “Keota said the two of you had a fight,” Ana said softly as she pulled away. “Are things alright now?”

      “Not entirely,” Kia muttered. “I haven’t had the chance to talk to him yet in all this commotion.”

      “Well, don’t die and you can talk to him when this is all done,” Ana said, laughing.

      “I do hope we survive this,” Kia said sadly. “But there are so many of them. I don’t know how we can.”

      “Oh, we’ll win,” Maekrel said confidently. “They interrupted Ignus’s party, and there is nothing he hates more than party crashers.”

      “You’ve got that right.” Ana giggled. “He’s going to tear them to pieces.”

      “On my order!” Ignus boomed from the front of the lines. “Hold your positions, hold, hold…now!”

      As the order was given, the time for talking was over. The group surged forward and out of the gardens, stampeding towards Wyntier’s army with a ruthless vengeance.
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      The battle for Southwild began as the two sides met on the perimeters of the jungle. Kia went right to work, matching herself against an Accompany slightly shorter than she was. He fought much like Keota did, making it easy for her to predict and counter his attacks. She jammed a spear into the empty gap between his helmet and his breastplate where his neck showed bare, and he fell with a moan. She let out a cry of triumph, but just seconds after he died, three more were upon her.

      Casiff stayed as far back as he could, throwing the spears he had at the soldiers. His first three missed, but the fourth hit its mark. It landed in the mouth of a tigress, shooting through the back of her neck and snapping her spinal cord. The tigress died while her Accompany wailed at her side. Casiff wasted no time and finished him off as well, using what spears remained to attack his foes.

      Snow Drop snagged an Accompany by the back of his shirt and launched him into the air, braying angrily as his helmet was flung off his head. As he came back down, Snow Drop kicked out with her back legs, smashing the man’s skull. A group of hyenas soon circled her, and she did what she could to fend them off, dueling them furiously with her hooves.

      Keota sat upon Ionan’s back, riding gracefully over the battle. They had taken to the sky, gaining a slight advantage over the soldiers on the ground. The large dragon sent scorching flames across the field effortlessly as his Accompany launched one spear after another into the bodies of his foes. Most of the spears snapped on the armor of Wyntier’s soldiers, but some did not, and many fell under the great fire emitted from the dragon.

      Vivienna rode atop Melodi, who had taken the form of a dranern. She was so large that everyone scattered as she came by, scampering away from her large feet. Melodi rampaged around the battlefield, stomping on all the enemies in her way. Vivienna’s red hair flared behind her in a beautiful array as she raised her hands and commanded magic to spring from them, sending flames of black magic rushing towards the enemies who Melodi missed on the ground. Each soldier who met her flame screamed in agony as their bodies burned to a crisp within their armor, becoming nothing more than charred husks that collapsed upon the ground. Vivienna winced at the carnage, but did nothing to stop herself or her Changer as they continued their tirade throughout the battle.

      Soran and Zorna weren’t far behind. Zorna changed forms constantly throughout the battle, ripping out the throat of one Changer as a coyote, trampling an Accompany underneath his hooves as a Pegasus, and shooting flame at a group of soldiers as a phoenix, eyes as dark as his feathers. Soran watched his Changer fight, feeling his blood begin to boil beneath his skin as the fighting continued. Unable to control himself any longer, he snapped, and threw the crutches he’d been using aside. Running on nothing but pure fury, Soran ignored his pain and ran into the fray, screaming. “This is for you, Dad! For not being there! For not loving me! For hurting Zorna! Die!”

      Entrapped by blind rage, Soran shoved his spear through an Accompany and her Changer at the same time. They died together on the same stake. Completely lost in the heat of war, he turned on another enemy, and he and Zorna fought viciously in the wake of the battle with no regard as to who died or how. They’d always thought themselves kind, but now, there was no time to be. It was either kill, or be killed, and let Wyntier massacre their friends. They couldn’t allow that to happen, so without thought, the bonded pair charged willfully into the devastation of the fight.

      Ana and Maekrel fought side by side, striking out with their spears crudely. Maekrel easily pulled a pouncing panther out of the sky and threw her into her Accompany, knocking them both out. Ana stabbed a small knife she had forward, catching an Accompany in the arm. The foe hollered in pain, then charged in rage at Ana. Ana used her carelessness to impale her through the middle. The spear stuck inside the Accompany, and despite her best efforts, Ana couldn’t pull it free again.

      “Oh well. At least I have more,” she said, smirking as the Accompany coughed out globs of blood from her mouth, still alive on the stake Ana had impaled her on. “Have fun down there, darling.”

      Maekrel watched the scene in horror, swallowing lightly. “Ana. Don’t let her suffer.”

      Ana gazed at the Accompany bitterly, as if she was the one responsible for all this, and not Wyntier. But as her victim gasped for breath, her expression softened.

      “I guess you’re right. That would be cruel.” Ana took another spear and drove into the Accompany’s heart, killing her instantly. “And we aren’t cruel.”

      Reagan had stopped dead halfway across the battlefield, a frightened expression across her face. Her sharpened stick was held in one hand, and Kennu’s knife was in the other. Both hands were trembling in fear.

      “Is the little girl too afraid to fight?” her enemy taunted, a tall Accompany with a husky voice.

      “It would seem so,” the python at the Accompany’s side hissed. “Poor thing is frozen in fear.”

      “Do you even know how to use that?” the Accompany teased, gesturing toward the stick and laughing loudly.

      “I can do this,” Reagan whispered to herself. “I can do this. It’s for Kennu.”

      “What was that?” the Accompany questioned, still laughing. “What did you say, girl?”

      “I said, I CAN DO THIS!” Reagan jumped forward and buried the shank into the Accompany’s thigh, right where his leg guards offered no cover. The Accompany fell, unable to support himself. His Changer launched himself forward, fangs exposed, but Reagan lunged to the side and jammed her weapon into the center of the snake, wrenching it out and leaving a fierce, thick wound.

      “Don’t mess with me! I’m from Detroit!” Reagan declared, running away before the two of them could follow her.

      The battle raged on, and despite Southwild’s best putting up a valiant fight, Wyntier’s highly trained soldiers were clearly winning. The free Changers and Accompanies of Southwild watched many friends fall under the expertise of their enemies, who had much better gear and more weapons than they did. As a bloody sunset descended on the battle, a loud shout rang across the field.

      “Here comes Ignus!” Keota called as loudly as he could. Southwild’s group of fighters cleared the way as the huge dragon came barreling through, roaring his rage as he charged into the battle. He lashed out with his tail, knocking nine soldiers to the ground with a loud thud. He then brought up his head, screaming wildly, and snatched up three Accompanies in his mighty jaws. He shook them like dolls before throwing them across the field, landing in three different spots hundreds of feet away. Ignus reared up on his hind legs, lashing out with claws and spikes. As he came down, an entire battalion of Wyntier’s soldiers was crushed beneath him. The dragon continued rampaging through the battle, the citizens of Southwild having enough common sense to get out of the way.

      As Ignus advanced, Wyntier’s soldiers backed off just enough to get themselves in order. Then, with ropes in hand, they charged at Ignus, ignoring the other fighters. Ignus reared up on his hind legs once more, letting a burst of flame shoot high into the air. A large eagle caught fire and came spiraling down with a scream, crying out with a torturous yell as it hit the ground. Its Accompany ran out of the crowd to aid the dying bird as his fellow soldiers yelled amongst each other, tying the ropes into lassos. Ignus lashed out with sharp claws, knocking two enemies aside and making several others retreat in fear.

      “Get out of my way!” the dragon roared. His tail whipped around and four more hit the ground as Ignus’ tail broke their backs. One Accompany was stuck to the spikes on Ignus’s tail, and screamed as he was dragged around by the Changer. Ignus ignored him, focusing on the tight circle forming.

      One Accompany stepped forward, lasso in hand. She swung it around and easily hooked the ring of rope over Ignus’s front leg. Ignus bellowed angrily, swinging his giant head like a weapon. Another lasso wrapped around his muzzle, shutting his jaw. Several Accompanies attached rope to arrows and sent them cascading over Ignus’s body. The arrows stuck in the ground and others joined in on the other side, to help pull the ropes down and keep the dragon under control.

      It took nearly three dozen soldiers to pull Ignus off his feet. The dragon went down with a great THUD, and as he did, more ropes were quickly wrapped around him. The Accompany who had been impaled upon the dragon’s tail spike was removed, and left to die as most of the soldiers cleared away to fight other foes. Ignus was down, and he wasn’t getting up any time soon.

      “He’s the best fighter we have!” Kia called to several of her allies. “See if you can get him back up!”

      “We’ll do our best, but they have a lot of guards around him!” an older Accompany responded.

      “Well get others to help!” Kia replied. “We’re outnumbered as it is! We can’t have someone like him out of the fighting!”

      The Accompany scurried off with his friends to make an attempt at freeing the ruler of Southwild. But it was impossible to get close enough to help. The guards that surrounded Ignus were much stronger than any of the fighters from Southwild, and they kept them at a distance, making it impossible to get anywhere near Ignus without being killed.

      While Kia watched Ignus struggle, she didn’t realize that Wyntier’s soldiers were surrounding her. When she finally noticed, there were at least five of them encircling her, and she had nowhere to run.

      “Not so strong now, are you, little fairy?” an Accompany taunted.

      “Your friends are gone, and now you’re all alone,” a lion sneered. “You poor thing. It’s a pity you’ll die so brutally.”

      “I’m not afraid of any of you,” Kia hissed through clenched teeth. She raised her knives, enjoying the weight of them in her hands as she lifted them to glitter against the sunlight.

      “What are you going to do, sweetheart?” the Accompany asked. “You’re surrounded, and there’s no one left to save you.”

      Kia prepared herself to jump at her enemy, set on murdering him where he stood. But though she was ready to take down her foe, she knew there was little hope for her. She knew this battle would be her last.
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      “ANGEL!” Kennu roared, pushing his way through the massive crowd, his eyes scanning the scene as he ran through the battlefield. “ANGEL!”

      When everyone in Southwild had begun making preparations for the battle, Angel had forced Kennu to go inside, to hide with the others who couldn’t fight while she prepared to do battle beside her friends. But Kennu had snuck out when Angel wasn’t looking, and was now frantically searching for her in the chaos, hoping she wasn’t dead. He’d gotten an idea to stop Wyntier’s forces, and although he wasn’t sure it would work, he had to try.

      The floodgates were a long ways away. He’d never be able to get there in time if he didn’t have a ride, and there was only one Changer who would fly at his command, who would listen to him without asking questions.

      Since he was so small, none of Wyntier’s soldiers paid much attention to him. He maneuvered through the crowd with ease until he finally found Angel, trapped against a tree with Zorna by her side. Her white feathers were stained with blood, but she didn’t seem tired or scared. She only shone with confidence, holding her head up high as the soldiers closed in.

      At the sight of Angel about to be murdered, Kennu felt himself well with an uncontrollable rage. Without making a sound, Kennu pulled a knife from his belt and assassinated the soldiers before him, stabbing each one in the back or slashing their throat before they realized the small fairy was there. Gasping with the effort, Kennu stumbled over to Angel, collapsing against her side.

      “Where did you come from?!” Zorna demanded, looking relieved.

      “No time to explain. Angel, I need your help. Fly me to the floodgates!” Kennu said.

      Her gaze was questioning, confused. Kennu swallowed and said, “Look, I know I’m not the most trustworthy person at the moment, but please listen to me! I…we…can stop this! Just give me a ride!”

      Angel knelt down and did as Kennu had asked. Zorna shook his head as Kennu climbed on and said, “I can’t come with you guys. I’ve lost Soran!”

      “How did you lose him? He’s still hurt from Cameliyon attacking him! He can’t fight that well!” Kennu yelped.

      “He just hobbled off! I think his temper is getting the best of him again! If I don’t find him…”

      “Get him back, and quickly! We can’t afford to lose him!” Kennu ordered. For once, he actually felt like a prince. Without another word Zorna whirled away, rising up above the battle to fly into the sky.

      It’s just as bad up here! Angel shouted with her mind as they flew towards the floodgates, dodging skirmishes as birds tore into each other with their talons and Pegasi lashed out with their hooves. Dragons latched onto each other and tore out flesh, causing blood to splatter upon the masses below.

      “Don’t fly too low or you’ll get attacked! Just avoid them!” Kennu clung to Angel as she did a corkscrew in midair to avoid a falling Changer.

      I can’t even tell which side is ours anymore, Angel said. She started to cry, big, silver tears lighting up her large eyes.

      Easy there, Angel, Kennu said, using his own mind to comfort her. Everything’s going to be okay. Your job is to get me to the gates. Nothing else matters. Just get me to the gates.

      Okay, Kennu. I trust you. I’m not much good at fighting anyway. Angel climbed the clouds and together they flew faster and faster towards their destination.

      

      Kia stumbled backwards from her opponents, the front of her dress stained with gore. She was breathing heavily, and her two knives were dripping blood. She’d killed three of the Accompanies surrounding her, but there were still two more advancing. She didn’t have any strength left. She was going to die.

      A shrill scream penetrated her ear and Kia glanced over her shoulder to see Reagan sprinting towards the two soldiers, her weapon held high. Reagan dove the wooden shank into the heart of one warrior before slashing the face of the other. He tumbled backwards, clutching his face as his one eye poured blood.

      “Nice of you to drop in,” Kia muttered, and the two of them crouched against each other as Wyntier’s army continued advancing towards them. It was obvious much of Southwild had fallen. It wouldn’t take Wyntier’s soldiers long to conquer Ionia’s Palace, that much was sure.

      “I didn’t want to die alone,” Reagan said.

      “That’s comforting,” Kia grouched, still backing away from the fight.

      “No. I mean, this isn’t my war,” Reagan said honestly. “But I’m fighting it for Kennu. For your family.”

      Kia looked in astonishment at the girl. A small, tan owl flew onto her head, latching itself onto her green hair.

      “Ouch! Melodi?” Kia asked.

      Vivienna stumbled her way behind the fairy, clinging to Kia and shouting, “Thank the Creator we found you!”

      Out of the corner of her eye, Kia noticed Casiff struggling under an Accompany on the ground. “Casiff’s in trouble! Charge!”

      The girls brought out what weapons they had left and trampled towards the Accompany, screaming their heads off. The Accompany looked up and ran, not daring to stand off against the fearless women who were charging at him.

      “I had him,” Casiff grouched, shakily getting to his feet.

      “How about a thank you?!” Reagan screamed.

      Kia glanced to the side. She instantly dropped her knives and ran over to an Accompany in the tall grass, one who had been abandoned in the fight.

      “Keota,” she whispered, and she fell to his side. He was bleeding slightly from his middle, but didn’t appear to be critically injured. Past hurts forgotten, she lifted her husband and cradled him in her arms. “What…where’s Ionan?”

      Keota looked up at her with blank eyes. “A soldier threw a spear at us and put a hole in his wing. He was falling, and I told him we were going down together, but he grabbed me with his claws and threw me away. I landed in some bushes, but Kia...”

      “Where’s Ionan?” Kia repeated, her voice frantic.

      Keota’s eyes were blanker than ever. “I don’t know. I didn’t hear him land.”

      “Everybody stick together!” Casiff demanded. “We’re safer in numbers!”

      “Kia, I’m so sorry. I’m sorry I left, and I’m sorry about Kennu…” Keota pleaded.

      “It wasn’t your fault. He was born that way,” Kia said gently, stroking her husband’s hair back.

      “No, you don’t understand. He’s pushed everyone away because I left. I tried to pay attention to him, but I failed him as a father, and I failed you as a husband. I shouldn’t have abandoned you, but I got caught up in the past.” He was crying, tears slowly flowing down his cheeks as he pleaded with his wife.

      “It doesn’t matter what happened. We’re together now. And I’m not letting you go.” Kia helped him off the ground, holding his hand tightly.

      “Come on, guys, we got a fight to win!” Casiff said, stepping in front of the group and shaking a fist.

      “To win? We’re all going to die,” Reagan said in a small voice.

      Casiff laughed, and it was a sound that quaked their very bones. “What are you talking about? The odds are always against us, and we still always find some way to save the day! Right? RIGHT?”

      He looked to Kia and Keota for support, but they gave none. Stubbornly, Casiff picked up his last remaining spear and exclaimed, “Well, whatever the case, I’m not retiring! I’m going to do whatever I can to finish this thing! Now who’s with me!?”

      Vivienna, Melodi and Reagan gave a cheer, raising their voices into a brutal battle cry. Kia unsheathed her knives once more and Keota stumbled around, heading towards the battle with his head low. It didn’t matter that he didn’t have any weapons. He would fight with his bare hands.

      “Now come on! Our friends are out there, and it looks like they need help! Forward!” Casiff broke into a run and the others did so as well, not caring if they were, indeed, meant to die here, and caring even less if the world had finally driven them insane. They’d fight Wyntier until the very last breath.

      

      “Mirabelle,” Lyrica said softly. The little girl was nestled next to her Changer inside the palace, shivering as the battle raged outside. “I’m scared.”

      “It’s okay. I’m scared too.” The two young ones had been sent with the other children, sick people and elders to the hospital as a safe place. But Lyrica knew this wouldn’t last long. It was only a matter of time before their safe place wasn’t safe anymore.

      “Everybody just stay calm!” Sunset ordered, manning the barricaded door. She had been one of the few chosen to lead those unable to fight to a safe place, partly because she was so kind and calm, and partly because nobody wanted to try and get past her. Lyrica felt so bad her wedding day had to end like this.

      A loud, antagonized roar rumbled throughout the palace, shaking the floors and the walls. Hundreds of people screamed violently and Sunset scrambled through the hospital, trying to get the crowd to settle. Mirabelle leapt up and said, “Papa. That was Papa.”

      Lyrica knew it as well as she did. The roar had been Ionan crying for help. Without hesitation, Mirabelle left Lyrica and smashed out a window with her tail, leaping into the air to help her father.

      “Mira! Come back!” Lyrica screamed, and she began crying.

      “Lyrica, where did Mirabelle go?” Sunset asked, looking around her in a panic at all the broken glass.

      “She flew out a window! She heard Ionan screaming, and she wanted to help!” Lyrica cried.

      “My baby!” Sunset screamed. She rushed to lift the barricade off the double doors of the hospital, but several Changers held her back. Sunset was left to cry with Lyrica as they looked out the broken window of the palace, while Mirabelle headed into the battle, completely alone.

      

      “Out of all the trees I’ve climbed, this one had to be the one to crack,” Soran mumbled, looking down at his foes. He’d managed to scramble up a tree in order to get away from the soldiers surrounding him, but the branch underneath him was breaking, and it wasn’t like their Changers couldn’t climb up to get him. He wondered why it had to end like this, in such a humiliating way, but he figured if there was really a heaven, at least he’d have a funny story to tell in the afterlife.

      “Soran!” a voice called, and Soran glanced to see Zorna galloping towards him as a large black stag. “Jump!”

      The soldiers steered clear as Zorna charged underneath the tree. Soran fell onto his back, clinging to Zorna’s neck. The enemy wasted no time in pursuit, and Zorna fled quickly, pumping his legs as fast as they could go.

      “Zorna! They’re gaining!” Soran cried.

      Zorna panted as he did his best to outrun the soldiers. He didn’t have the energy to fly anymore, so he didn’t try to. There was a large cliffside in front of him. If he jumped, he might be able to lose the soldiers. But the gap was very large. He didn’t know if he could make it to the other side, not with Soran on his back. They’d plummet to the bottom if he missed, and without his strength, he wouldn’t be able to catch Soran and fly them back up.

      Zorna set his sights on the cliff side. One way or another, he and Soran were going to die. Might as well do it their way.

      

      It was looking bad down there. It was looking really, really bad. Allie flew as fast as she could towards the floodgates, knowing there was no time to stop to help. Even so, she longed to, wishing her talons and beak could taste blood. Through the thousands below, Allie saw no one she knew.

      But then, out of the corner of her eye, Allie saw someone she did recognize. A black blur was being heavily pursued by a group of soldiers. The Changer was heading directly towards a cliff that he was obviously intending to jump in order to escape his pursuers. On his back, an Accompany encouraged him to keep going. Zorna and Soran!

      Allie looked at the other edge. There was no way he’d make it that far! “Zorna!” Allie cried, diving to stop him. “Zorna!”

      He looked up briefly, his face widening in shock. “Allie?!”

      “Don’t jump!” she cried, speeding along to keep up with him.

      He wasn’t paying attention. Letting out a rapturous laugh as he ran, he screamed, “Allie’s alive! ALLIE’S ALIVE!”

      “Allie!” Soran shouted on his back, bouncing up and down as he looked up.

      “Zorna don’t jump. You’ll never make it!” Allie shouted.

      Too late. He was going too fast towards the brink to stop now. Zorna crouched on his back legs and leapt into the air, practically flying as he made the jump. He was nearly to the other side, soaring through the sky like he did as a bird...

      Until an arrow landed in his shoulder.

      Zorna collapsed once his feet hit the safe ground on the other side. Soran tumbled off his back and rolled, smacking his head against a rock, rendering him unconscious.

      Allie came down to the ground, looking at Zorna as his deer form melded. She gazed in shock as the deer became something entirely different, transforming into a creature with fur and dark feathers. The stag became a black griffin, a griffin with an ugly blue arrow sticking out of his shoulder, causing an unsightly wound.

      “Zorna.” Allie dropped her head and looked at the arrow. It wasn’t in deep. She pulled it out with her beak and spit it away, her tail lashing.

      Zorna came around with a groan. “Allie. You’re alive,” he whispered. “But how?”

      “No time to explain.” Allie helped him to his feet, and as she did so he practically collapsed upon her, enveloping her in his great, giant wings to give her a bone crushing hug.

      “When did you get so big?” Allie exclaimed, gasping for air.

      “I don’t know! I’ve never taken this form before!” he said. “It must be because I saw you!”

      “I missed you so much, Zorna,” she said, becoming overwhelmed by the situation and burying her head in his feathers. “You have no idea how much I...”

      Her words were vanquished as the enemy gathered around them, chuckling and laughing.

      “You’re stupid,” an Accompany teased, shaking her head. “You really think you’d escape by leaping to the other side of the cliff? Duh, we have Changers that can fly!”

      “I’m so sick of this. Let’s finish it!” Zorna cried. Both griffins leapt forward and took the group by storm, massacring the lot as blood flowed upon their feathers freely.

      “Allie, before we die, I have a confession to make!” Zorna shouted as he snapped the leg of a wildcat trying to rip his throat out.

      “Well let’s hear it!” Allie screamed back, jumping on a crocodile and crushing it with her weight.

      “I’m in love with you!” Zorna’s voice was high as he said it, kicking yet another enemy in the sides.

      Allie’s stomach leapt as she batted away an Accompany plummeting toward her with a knife. “You love me? Like...as a friend, or as a...”

      “The second one!” he thundered back without hesitation.

      “Oh!” Her heart sprang, her spirit soared, and she broke the neck of the Accompany as he tried to get up from the ground.

      “Allie, I’m waiting for your answer, and we don’t have much time! I’m sorry if this isn’t the moment, but I have to know!” Zorna shouted back. He was tentative, frightened, and she knew it had nothing to do with the battle.

      “What do mean?” she asked, grabbing a small bear and tossing him over the side of the cliff.

      “Are you in love with me, too?”  he yelled.

      Allie couldn’t wait to reply. “Yes!”

      “Really? It’s not just a heat of the battle thing?” he asked, goring another Changer with his talons.

      “Yes, I’m in love with you! I think I have been for months!”

      “So are we together now?” Zorna asked, hope filling his voice. At the last second, he bashed in the head of a snarling hound.

      Allie grabbed an attacking vulture by the neck and shook it, throwing it against a tree and spitting its blood out of her mouth. “Sure, why not? That is, if we make it out alive!”

      “You’ve got to get to Ionan, let him know you’re alive!” Zorna said, killing the last of their enemies quickly. “I’d go with you, but I have to take care of Soran.”

      “I can’t leave you,” Allie protested.

      “You have to! Go, Allie! I’ll be waiting for you when it ends!” Zorna picked up Soran with his beak and ran, ripping himself away from her before he changed his mind.

      Allie couldn’t watch him leave or else she would follow. With the shells of her enemies lying around her feet, she turned and searched the struggle, wondering how hard it was to find a giant green lizard in this mess…

      A gut wrenching roar ripped the sky apart, and her knees buckled at the noise. That had to be him. Her eyes followed her ears as she glanced to where the cry had come from, and it was then she understood. Ionan had smashed several of the towers attached to the palace on his way down, coming to a painful crash on the roof of the building.

      “Don’t mess with my family!” Allie shouted, and she made headway towards the palace, flying faster and faster to the very top until she saw him, lying on his side with a tear in his wing. Mirabelle was nearby, pushing him with her head and saying, “Papa, Papa, get up!”

      Allie landed and came to Mirabelle’s side. The young hatchling gasped at her appearance and screamed, tackling her leg in joy. “Allie, Allie! You’re here! You’re okay!”

      “Yes I am, Mirabelle,” Allie said, leaning down and nuzzling her gently. “What are you doing out here? It’s dangerous.”

      “I heard Papa fall. I had to find him,” she insisted.

      Allie nodded, and gently pushed Mirabelle out of the way. She leaned down in Ionan’s ear and exclaimed, “Io! Get up! You have to get moving, we’re in a battle here! Come on, Io! Move it!”

      The great dragon’s eyes instantly opened at the sound of her voice. He painfully clambered to his feet, eyes softening as he whispered, “Allakenzie.”

      Allie was about to rush into his wings. But before she could do so, there was a rattling sound behind them, the sound of a cobra waiting to strike. Lukas was there, his poisonous tail raised in the air, dancing on his legs and flapping his wings threateningly.

      “Would you like a rematch after our last little tussle, Ionan?” The wyvern chuckled, swishing his poisonous tail.

      “Girls,” Ionan said. “Get behind me.”

      “No!” Allie shouted. “We can help. You can’t take him by yourself!”

      “I am your father and you shall do as I say. His poison can’t kill me. It can only knock me out.” Ionan didn’t take his eyes off Lukas. He stared at the Changer with a bloodcurdling fury, enraged and intent on slaughter.

      “But if you’re unconscious, he’ll break your neck!” Allie cried in horror.

      Ionan said nothing, only lifted his lips in a growl, to display his sharp, dangerous fangs. He swished the girls behind him with his tail and said, “Don’t interfere.”

      The earth-shattering bellow that Ionan roared at Lukas even made Allie afraid. As a retort, Lukas hissed and cackled back, jumping back and forth on his hind legs and lunging forward with his fangs towards the dragon. Ionan dodged each time, but on Lukas’ fourth strike the wyvern swept over him and landed on his back, digging his claws into the scales and starting to gnaw at Ionan’s torn wing.

      Ionan rolled to crush him, but Lukas sprung off and unleashed his tail, jabbing it at Ionan while the dragon tumbled, trying to avoid it. Lukas swung at him with his wing tip, and the sharp spike came within inches of Ionan’s eyes.

      Ionan finally managed to get on his feet again. He let out a great spurt of flame, but Lukas only laughed and flew above it, avoiding every shot of fire that Ionan blew at him.

      “You’re getting slow, old friend!” Lukas yelled. “Luckily, I only get better with age!”

      Ionan ceased his flame, gasping for breath. Lukas landed and only hesitated to laugh before he swept under Ionan, slithering upon the floor to make his most devastating strike.

      Lukas grabbed hold of Ionan’s neck and didn’t let go, preparing to twist his neck. Ionan screamed as Lukas dug his fangs in, mutilating the flesh, but little did Lukas know that this fatal move had been his worst mistake. As Lukas held on tightly Ionan bashed him over the head with his tail, over and over.

      They wyvern finally released his hold, dazed. Ionan wasted no time. He ignored the mangled muscle on his neck and grabbed onto Lukas with his front claws. He then began swinging the wyvern back and forth, smashing his body against the palace walls and onto the floor. The girls heard Lukas’ bones crunch with each devastating hit, and after a time, the wyvern was nothing more than a mangled sack of broken bones.

      Ionan’s strength had finally won out. Lukas was dead. Ionan let the disfigured corpse collapse to the stone with a wet, slick sound and mumbled, “You died well, brother Lukas.”

      Right beside him, Ionan disintegrated to the floor. Allie and Mirabelle rushed to him immediately, skidding to a stop and paying no attention to Lukas’ body.

      “Not exactly…” Ionan panted. “How I imagined the reception to be.”

      “Daddy,” Mirabelle said, tears filling up her face.

      Ionan grunted, wincing as he tried to get up. “Mirabelle, get your mother, and tell her to find Keota. He’s the only one who can help me now. Hurry.”

      Without another spare moment, Mirabelle whirled around and flew towards the safety of the hospital. Allie came closer to Ionan and shook her head, saying, “There must be something I can do.”

      “You came back,” Ionan gasped. “You came back.”

      Allie touched her head to his. “Ionan, we’re too outnumbered. The gates are the only things that can help us now. I have to open up the waterway so we can flood the enemy out.”

      “You’re leaving me so soon?” Ionan said, chuckling sadly.

      “I don’t want to, Io. I have to.” She kissed the side of his cheek. “I’ll come back. I promise.”

      She turned to go, hating to leave him but having no other choice. Before she took off, Ionan took a deep breath and hushed, “Allie. Find Kennu.”
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      Over there, Kennu said, pointing towards the floodgates. We’re so close now.

      Angel followed the line of the dam until they came to the middle. Twelve levers were stationed along the dam, set apart from each other at various points. Below each lever was a long outlet for water to flow out of, the ends of which were shaped like the open mouths of dragons. There wasn’t any ocean water coming out of them now, but soon enough, there would be.

      When Angel landed, Kennu sprung off of her back. “Alright,” he said. “We’re going to open up the dam.”

      What? Angel asked, leaping back at his proclamation.

      “We’re losing! This is the only way!” Kennu demanded, running to the lever closest to them.

      But that’s an awful idea! Our side will be drowned as well! Angel said, terror in her eyes.

      Kennu swallowed. “Not if they get out of the way.”

      They won’t have time to get out of the way!

      “Angel, the battle can’t go on if the grounds are flooded! Now help me!”

      Kennu began pushing on the first lever, and Angel aided him, throwing all of her weight into it. It took a lot of effort, but Kennu and Angel finally managed to clink the mechanism into place.

      “Eleven more,” Kennu cringed, and he dragged himself over to the next lever and started pushing. By the time he and Angel were nearly done, the sun was beginning to set over the clouds, casting the whole world in its golden, glowing haze.

      “One more,” Kennu gasped. He was shocked he hadn’t had a seizure yet, but he could tell by the way he felt that he wasn’t far from one. By this time, both he and Angel were dripping wet from the water splashing up from the dam and had very little strength.

      The last lever was much, much bigger than the rest, and was the one that held the dam in place. Once this lever was let loose, all the locks would open and the water from the ocean would come rushing out from the gargoyles.

      Kennu and Angel threw themselves against the giant device and pushed, their feet scrambling for a hold on the wet stone and their bodies straining against it. After a time, they had barely moved it an inch.

      We can’t get this last lever open, Kennu, it’s too heavy! Angel protested as they pushed.

      “Ionia’s Palace is the only place in Nesting’s Haven that Wyntier doesn’t have control over yet! We can’t let Southwild fall! Push harder!” Kennu let out a cry as his muscles contracted, but he wouldn’t give in, not even if he had a seizure when they finally pushed it over. Under his strain, the lock got a little bit lighter and Kennu opened his eyes to see a pair of talons like Angel’s struggle with the lock. Somebody was helping them! Kennu thanked the Creator frantically and they all gave one last heave, finally managing to get the lock in the right place. The dam shook beneath their feet, and they watched as the water from the sea came whooshing out of the gargoyles, wincing as Ionia’s beautiful gardens were decimated by the floodwater. Soul after soul from Southwild and Wyntier’s army were swept away by the sea, to drown or be carried off by the waves into the jungle.

      Kennu turned to thank his redeemer, but as he did so, he saw Angel’s face, which had been taken over by an expression of total awe and fear. Kennu spared a glance, and his whole world smashed to the ground as he recognized who was before him.

      But as everything was being smashed, it was being repaired. The sunset shone a halo of light around Allie as she stood there, gazing back at him lovingly. Was he seeing things? Was this all a dream?

      It couldn’t be. He knew this was real. Allie was alive!

      “Allie!” he cried, rushing towards her.

      “Kennu!” The name, her voice, was so fresh and even, so familiar and missed. Kennu collapsed as he reached for her and she wrapped his wings around him saying, “I found my boy, I found my boy.”

      Kennu bawled into her chest, and she held him tightly, as if she believed he would disappear. After some time, Kennu finally managed to get control of himself and said, “I’m so sorry I said those things to you. I didn’t mean any of it. I was such a stupid bastard, and I deserved everything I got for it. I love you, Allie. Please don’t ever go again.”

      “I’m here, Kennu. I lost my memory, but got it back, then Reagan found me and we all came here!” Allie stumbled over the words, trying to sum up the experiences of the past few months in a small, jumbled sentence.

      “Reagan’s here?” Kennu asked, stunned.

      “Her father got captured, so she has to save him. But the others, Casiff, Vixen, Dragonstar, your mom, Snow Drop, they’re all alive and with us!” Allie proclaimed.

      “I can’t believe it! It’s a miracle!” Kennu cheered. The two squeezed each other even more tightly, clinging to one another as if they had won the entire world.

      Out of the corner of his eye, Kennu noticed Angel was retreating, slowly slinking away to leave them alone.

      “Kennu? Who is this?” Allie said, opening up her wings as she noticed the other griffin.

      Putting an arm around Allie’s back, Kennu guided her over to the white griffin. “Allie, this is Angel. I met her when I first came to Nesting’s Haven. Angel, this is Allie, my Changer. You two are sisters.”

      Allie stuck her head forward to examine Angel, while Angel tucked away from Allie’s gaze. Allie drew back and said, “Oh, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to be rude.”

      Angel only stared back at her. Allie shook her feathers and said, “Well, at any rate, I’m glad you’ve taken care of Kennu for me. You have taken care of him, right? Of course you have.”

      Angel was as still as a statue. Allie whispered to Kennu, “Why won’t she talk to me? Is she shy?”

      “She is, but let me explain. Angel lost her voice when Wyntier attacked your house. She hasn’t spoken since,” Kennu said.

      Allie’s feathers puffed up in fury. “That feather biting asshole! I’ll crush his bones yet!” she exclaimed.

      Angel backed away at her explosion. Kennu said, “No no, wait! I think I have an idea so you can hear her. Allie, listen to my mind and wait.”

      She did so, settling down and closing her eyes to listen. Kennu concentrated, and using his telepathy, he linked his connection with Allie with his ability to hear Angel. Calmly, he asked, Angel? Is there anything you’d like to say?

      The white griffin swallowed, her politeness overcoming her fear. You’re very pretty, Allie. And just as Kennu described you. You’re probably as wonderful as he made you out to be.

      Allie squawked, pleased to hear Angel’s voice. You’re pretty too! And we’re sisters! Isn’t that great? We’re family!

      Angel’s wings drooped. I’ve...I’ve never had a family before.

      Well you do now! Come here! Allie swept up both Kennu and Angel into her wings, squeezing them tight. They returned her embrace, Kennu laughing happily. Angel let herself be loved, let herself be cared about by somebody who...for the first time in her life...shared her blood.

      Allie drew away, her delighted face taking on one of complete horror. “Kennu! You’re so thin! And I hate to say it, but you’re a total mess!

      He hasn’t been taking care of himself, Angel said without hesitation. He’s sort of been mean to everyone, and he was dating this one girl who was crazy. Please don’t be mad at me, sister. I did my best to take care of him, Angel pleaded.

      “Oh, I’m not mad at you, but somebody is going to get a beating! Bad Kennu!” Allie began hitting Kennu smartly over the head with her wings, all while repeating, “Bad bad bad bad bad!”

      “I missed you!” Kennu shouted, putting his arms over his head.

      Allie stopped hitting him, but the fire was still in her eyes. “Well, don’t do it again!”

      “I won’t. We’re a family,” Kennu said, putting his arms around both griffins. “Allie, I might as well tell you now. Angel and I, we’ve been trying to be Accompany and Changer. She doesn’t have an Accompany, so I told her that I would be hers. We haven’t managed to figure out the bond yet, but because I thought you were dead, she wanted to try.”

      It’s okay, Kennu, Angel said meekly. I wanted to be your Changer because Allie was gone, but now that she’s here, we don’t have to do this anymore. I’m sure my sister doesn’t want to share you. It wouldn’t be fair to her after being separated from you for such a long time.

      “Are you crazy?” Allie squawked. “You took care of my Accompany when I couldn’t! I would love for us to both share Kennu!”

      Are you serious? Angel whispered in disbelief.

      “Yes! I wouldn’t mind at all!” Allie said. “You’re my sister! There’s nobody else who I would want by my side!”

      Angel’s eyes watered. You are very kind, Allie. Just like Kennu said. She nodded. If you agree, then yes, I want to stay with Kennu. And you. I want to be with my new family.

      “Of course you do!” Allie burst. “Now climb on, Kennu! There are people waiting for us!”

      Allie knelt down and Kennu turned to Angel, asking, “Do you mind?”

      Angel beat her wings happily. Go. I’ll fly beside.

      Kennu clambered onto Allie. This first flight, the one Kennu thought he would never take again, brought him back to life like nothing else had in the months before. He had desired this above everything, to be given a second chance and to finally have his Allie back at his side again. For the first time since he had lost her, Kennu felt safe...warm...at home.

      

      “This battle has taken too much out of me. I’ll never fight again,” Snow Drop coughed. She stood at Kia’s side, dripping wet but alive. The water was up to their knees in most places, and had even infiltrated the palace, but nobody bothered to complain about the ruined décor at the moment.

      The unofficial count of the dead was far too high. It would take days for the palace folk to bury all the bodies, and weeks to clear out the water. Even though the flood had meant salvation for Southwild, it had been a death sentence for most who were still on the battlefield.

      Sunset, Lyrica, Mirabelle and Ionan stood in their own little corner, Ionan’s neck wrapped with thick bandages. Kia walked to them, wanting to see how Ionan was doing. “I’m fine,” he said instantly, before she had even asked. “I’ll heal quickly. But Kia,” Ionan asked, and the fairy looked up at him. “Have you seen my father, Ignus?”

      Everyone looked at her. Kia held back her tears. “Ignus was tied down. He couldn’t get out…” Kia choked.

      “Oy! Would somebody care to help me with these ropes?” a familiar voice called.

      The entirety of Southwild lost its head as Ignus appeared from around the corner, ropes swinging off of him and water sloshing off his sides. As the crowd waded through the thick pool, cheering and braying, Ignus cleared his throat and said, “Will someone please get these blasted things off of me? It’s rather embarrassing.”

      The laughter was loud, but short-lived. The crowd peered into the sky to see two griffins descending slowly to the ground, one with a rider upon her back. Zorna cried, “Allie’s back!” and many rushed to where they landed, a congregation reaching out to congratulate them on their actions. Ionan pushed his way through the crowd and found Allie, drawing her close before starting to bawl loudly.

      “Since when do you ever cry?” Allie asked, her head soaked by the giant tears Ionan was shedding.

      “Since now. My baby girl’s back.”

      As Ionan clung Allie to him, Kia did the same with Kennu. They didn’t speak. Kennu simply rested his head against his mother’s shoulder and closed his eyes, unable to explain how happy he felt right now. His Changer was alive, and so was his mother. Everything in the world wasn’t completely hopeless. It truly was okay again.

      When Kia let him go he found Reagan standing there, staring. She appeared like she wanted to embrace him, but held herself back, hugging her own arms to her body tightly.

      “Hey,” Reagan said. She didn’t look him in the eye.

      “Hey,” Kennu replied.

      After a short, awkward silence, Reagan came closer to Kennu and said, “I’m sorry. For all of it. I didn’t mean to hurt you by playing games. It’s just...what I do. And it was stupid and childish.”

      “Yeah.” Kennu answered her simply, and left it at that.

      When Kennu didn’t say anything more, Reagan glanced towards the ground and asked, “Do you have any idea where Wyntier took my father?”
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      Later that day, Kia sat on a window seat overlooking Southwild with a calm, sad expression, but she wasn’t staring at the massacre. She gazed at a part of Southwild that was still complete and whole, a part of it that wasn’t flooded with water or bodies or blood and misery. Keota watched her from a short distance, wishing that they could just put everything behind him.

      But he couldn’t. Not everything was forgivable. Yet there were some things that he could put behind him, so he stepped towards his wife, willing to do just that.

      Keota cleared his throat. Kia looked at him, her eyes desperate. She had seen too much death in her lifetime. So had he.

      They stared at each other. Keota opened his mouth, and the words came flowing out just as quickly as the water from the floodgates had. “Kia, I’m sorry I was stupid. I’m sorry I wasn’t there for you. I’m sorry I let Kennu fall apart, and I’m sorry I did absolutely nothing to stop it. I’m sorry I broke every promise to you, and broke your heart, too. Forgive me, Kia.”

      Kia blinked. Then she sighed and got up from the bench, putting her hands on her hips. “There’s not much more you can break, Keota.”

      “I know. I’ve been dumb.”

      “That’s typical for you.” They both smiled at each other and Keota dared to come closer, taking a step.

      Kia held her composure for a moment. Then everything that had happened in the past few months came crashing down on her, and she stepped forward, fists balled in rage.

      “How could you do this to me?” she screamed. “How could you leave your son and wife? How could you let me do this on my own? You gave me a vow, Keota! A vow you gave when you placed this ring on my finger!”

      She shoved her ring hand in his face and Keota crumpled, his mouth falling into a twisted frown. “How could you expect me to take care of our dying child on my own? How could you leave me in a land that’s completely falling apart?”

      “The whole world’s falling apart, Kia,” Keota said softly.

      “We could’ve saved the forest if you had stayed!”

      “Kia. Nineva’s unstoppable. There’s nothing I could’ve done.”

      “Maybe not, but you could’ve tried! We pulled through again and again, no matter how bad things got, but you left! You stupid idiot! And Ionan! He chose to stay behind and do what’s right, and take care of us when you weren’t there! He did what you failed to do.”

      “You made me leave. You told me to get out,” Keota said.

      “I was angry,” Kia snapped. “I say things I don’t mean when I’m pissed, you know that, and I only wanted her out! I hated there was another woman in your life! What if some man had come into our house like that and taken me away from you? Wouldn’t you be jealous?”

      “Another...woman?” Keota’s face became confused. “What are you talking about?”

      “That bitch Luciana!” Kia cried. “The one you kissed!”

      “I never kissed anybody!” he shouted back. “At least...I don’t think I did.” He stepped away, putting a hand to his hair and trying to think. Kia saw that he wasn’t lying, at least, not trying to, so she stepped forward and examined him closely. It was completely blank, as if someone had erased a portion of him completely.

      “What happened to you?” Kia whispered, her voice completely mystified.

      “I don’t know. But I don’t remember this Luciana you’re talking about,” Keota said. “All I recall is you throwing me out.”

      “She was your best friend. She was the reason you left in the first place,” Kia insisted.

      Keota looked back at Kia blankly. “If she’s my best friend, then why can’t I remember her?”

      “She must’ve done something to you.” Kia stepped forward and drew her husband close to her. “Though I have no idea what.” She closed her eyes, taking a deep breath and saying in a wobbly voice, “I thought she took you away from me.”

      “No one can take me away from you. We were made for each other, Kia.”

      “I’ll always love you,” she whispered in his ear. “I’m not about to give in.”

      “And I’ll love you. Always,” Keota hushed back. Though he held on tightly, Keota found that the curves of her body didn’t fit into the usual places on his, seeming out of place. He took a step back, and looked her up and down. “Have you gained weight?”

      Kia took his hands in her own. “Keota, I’m three months pregnant. We’re going to have another baby.”

      

      Vixen clutched her chest in pain, shoving open one of the doors to the palace and stumbling into a courtyard, one of the few that hadn’t been overtaken by water. She staggered through the gardens deliriously, gasping for breath as Dragonstar followed in her wake. The unicorn followed her gait in a seemingly drunken stupor, swaying his head.

      “It is almost time,” Dragonstar muttered, allowing her to lean on his side as they came to a halt on an empty patch of grass, far away from the flowers that bloomed near the entrance of the palace.

      Vixen heaved. “No. It is time. Vixen is glad you are here with her, friend. She wouldn’t want to leave any other way.”

      “We’re in our thousandth year. It is time for the cycle to continue.”

      Dragonstar and Vixen both collapsed on the ground.  They prostrated their bodies like fallen angels, cast away from heaven above.

      “A candle goes out in the dark,” Vixen whispered, and her voice became the wind as she hushed the last words in a dying breath.

      Casiff dragged his feet into the courtyard, obviously exhausted from the battle. His legs were covered in mud and tangled weeds, his hair soaked wet from the water created by the floodgates. He looked around tiredly for a place to sit and his eyes fell upon his weakened wife.

      “Vixen?” he gasped. His tiredness left him as he dropped to his knees beside her, looking back and forth over her body with a shocked expression.

      “Fairest one, your love always blooms,” Vixen whispered, and she lifted a hand to touch his face. “Vixen’s Casiff must live on, to take care of little Lyrica.”

      “What’s going on?” he whimpered, dragging her into his arms. She sagged in his grasp, unable to raise her head. Dragonstar panted beside them, snorting great breaths out of his nostrils as his eyes rolled in the back of his head.

      “The burning starfire has gone away, to another it will stay.” Vixen’s face began rearranging, melting from a visage of utter pain into one of great peace.

      “Vixen, all this traveling has confused you,” Casiff said. “I’ll go get help.”

      “No!” she said, grabbing his hand. “Stay.”

      Casiff pried her hand away and gently laid her on the ground, leaping to his feet. “Hold on. I’ll go get someone.”

      “Vixen loves her family,” Vixen mourned, closing her eyes.

      “Vixen, I don’t know what’s wrong with you, but please, hold on,” Casiff pleased.

      Her eyes slowly began to close. “Vixen loves Casiff.” She whispered these words in a few shallow, quick breaths.

      “Just hold on, Vixen. Just hold on.” Casiff ran toward the palace in a desperate last effort, screaming for help.

      “To another I send to thee, the Great One now, I cannot be,” Vixen hushed. The fairy whispered something secret into Dragonstar’s ear, and the great unicorn heaved a final sigh of relief. With a soul shuddering sigh, the two became one, as Changers and Accompanies always do, and the Great One was no more.

      Casiff returned, Kia close on his heels. “She’s over here! You have to help her,” he said in a rush, tripping over his feet as he ran through the courtyard.

      “I’ll do what I can, Casiff, but our supplies are limited since the battle. So many have been wounded.” Kia panted as she chased after the terrified fairy, looking left and right to find where Vixen was.

      Casiff stopped in front of a gorgeous rose bush, growing right where Vixen had lain only a few moments before. Only two roses grew out of the plant, one white and one red. The flowers intertwined around each other as if one couldn’t bear to lose the other, their destinies tied until the very world ended.

      “Where is she? I don’t see her,” Kia said.

      “She was right here!” Casiff pointed, dancing around the plant. “She and Dragonstar were lying here, and they were sick, but this stupid bush wasn’t in the way! This stupid…rose…bush.”

      Both he and Kia stared at the plant. Casiff’s mouth fell open in surprise, emitting a small gasp. Kia stepped forward, putting an arm around her friend, strained words emerging from her lips. “She’s...Vixen’s gone.”

      Casiff fainted instantly. Kia caught him, holding the fairy off the ground as tears welled up in her own eyes. Slowly, Casiff came around, and as his new reality overwhelmed him the fairy wrenched himself out of Kia’s arms and fell to his knees near the rosebush, sobbing loudly and tenderly stroking the red rose. Voices began to fill the courtyard as others made their way out to see if they could help. They gathered, one by one, gazing at the roses and the crying fairy kneeling by it. And one by one, they knew. Without being told, they all knew.

      Lyrica forced her way through the crowd, falling beside her father. Casiff took his daughter in his arms and they wept for Vixen, staring at the two roses blooming from within the dark emerald leaves.

      Ionan had come. He bowed his head, and the crowd parted so he could maneuver through the gardens and come to a halt near the new rosebush. “Lyrica,” he called.

      Ionan’s eyes locked with hers as the young fairy glanced upwards. “You are the Great One now.”
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      The bridge was dingy, unkempt and falling apart. The two outcasts were afraid that it would fall upon them any minute. Yet it was shelter, and it was the best they had during the raging downpour, so they made do and huddled under the leaking structure next to the dwindling river, feeling abandoned and worn.

      “How much farther to Nesting’s Haven?” Daren asked, teeth chattering.

      “How should I know? Just shut up and move out of my spot!” Cameliyon shouted, her anger bursting free yet again. Pumpkin and Martin, who were small ferrets at her feet, put their ears back at her loud voice.

      “We can share the space. It’s plenty big enough,” Pumpkin said, moaning as if this was an old fight that had happened many times.

      “No, it’s not! I refuse to rest in the rain,” she grumbled, her hair turning jet black as she said the words.

      “Well, why don’t you just draw a line and split it equally?” Martin said, his nose twitching in annoyance.

      Cameliyon grabbed Martin by his neck, raising him up so he was directly in front of her face. “Fine! You think being in the water isn’t so bad, you can get wet!”

      She threw her Changer headfirst into the small river. Martin burst to the surface frantically, sputtering and flailing his paws. Pumpkin scrambled onto the bank and helped her brother out of the river, pulling him back under the bridge and curling next to him.

      “Do you have to be so mean?” Daren asked, watching the two Changers shiver against each other.

      “’Do you have to be so mean?’ Is whining your only gift?” Cameliyon spat at him and he leapt out of the way, nearly tripping and falling into the river himself. “They didn’t have to follow us, you know. Pumpkin and Martin chose to come find me, so they have to deal with what they get.”

      “You’ve been crazy ever since we left the palace! Calm down!” Daren snapped.

      Cameliyon picked up a rock and pitched it at his head. “Why don’t you find somewhere else to be! I had everything, until I started hanging out with you freaks! Your friends ruined my life! Now my godparents are gone, and I’m broke! I wish all of you were dead!”

      “That can be arranged easily.” A smooth voice slithered from the other side of the bridge, and Cameliyon and Daren turned as two figures effortlessly floated out from the darkness, one a beautiful woman with red hair, and another an Accompany they had seen before...King Wyntier.

      “Get the hell away from me!” Cameliyon shouted. She raised her hands defensively and Pumpkin and Martin changed into large hunting dogs, jumping before her and bearing their teeth. Daren backed away, cowering against the wall of the bridge.

      “Why would you want me to get away from you? I want to help you, dear.” Wyntier’s voice was so beautiful, so compelling, that Cameliyon paused. She couldn’t help but listen to him.

      “You murdered hundreds of people!” Cameliyon burst. “You tried to take over Nesting’s Haven, and when you couldn’t, you tried again and succeeded! You kidnapped children, and you killed your Changer. You’re trying to destroy the Lands and kill all the fairies! I don’t want you anywhere near me!”

      “Is that what you’ve heard?” Wyntier’s gaze became sympathetic. “You really believe that one Accompany is capable of all these things?”

      “What you’ve heard is exaggerated lies, child,” the red haired woman said. “Stories told to you by your friends.”

      “Prove it to me, then. Explain everything,” she demanded, raising her hand higher.

      “First of all, I didn’t kill my Changer. She was sick, and died of a fever,” Wyntier said calmly.

      “You shot her!” Daren accused, finally breaking out of his cowardice. “I know the story. Soran’s told me about it a hundred times!”

      “Ah, but my son hates me,” Wyntier said, smiling sadly. “I understand why he’d make up such horrid things about me, in an attempt to make himself feel better about his own rage.”

      “And why is that?” Cameliyon’s eyes narrowed.

      “He blames me for his sister running away, when really, the girl did it of her own accord.” Wyntier shrugged. “We were always moving around in order to not get killed, and I believe my children held it against me.”

      “Yes. And then my sister, Kiatana, stole them from us,” the red haired woman said, and her eyes shone with tears that were completely genuine. “She’s brainwashed them with all these stories of drugs and abuse, and we did no such thing.”

      Wyntier kissed the red haired woman’s cheek. “It isn’t your fault, Nineva. All of this is a result of Kia’s bitterness. She always was jealous of you.”

      Nineva nodded and Wyntier stepped away, turning his attention towards Cameliyon. “I’ve tried again and again to make it up to my children. They won’t see reason,” Wyntier insisted. “They were so young when all of it happened, and unfortunately, they’ve fallen into the prejudices of my extended family.”

      “Well, of course. Look at what you did to Nesting’s Haven years ago,” Cameliyon said harshly.

      Wyntier sighed, bowing his head. Nineva came up behind him and started rubbing his shoulders sympathetically. Wyntier dragged his eyes up from the mud and whispered, “All I want is to build a better world for us all. Your friends are the ones who started this war. They don’t believe in me. They can’t see I only want to do what’s right.”

      “And what’s that?” Daren asked, confused.

      “Accompanies are the true masters of Nesting’s Haven,” Wyntier said, coming closer. “Changers are our servants, not our allies or our equals, nor are fairies or Land creatures. The Creator ordained it to be this way from the beginning. Fairies, Changers, humans, animals…they live to serve us. To go against the natural order of things would to be to challenge the Creator himself. As the dominant race, it is our right and our duty to take care and watch over all those inferior to us. Now that I am king, I can start building things back to the way they should be. Take the First Despondent, for example. It happened because the fairies weren’t willing to share their land. Is it so bad to want revenge on them, for killing so many of our kind?”

      Pumpkin and Martin begun snarling worse than before. The hair on their backs stood straight up, and Martin took an angry step forward, crouching to make his attack.

      “Knock it off!” Cameliyon said, and she pushed Martin back. “We’ve never heard his side of the story. We should listen to what he has to say.”

      Both Changers whimpered, but neither backed from their position. More confused than before, Daren pointed at Nineva and said, “But she’s not an Accompany. It’s obvious she’s a fairy. Why would you marry her if she’s below our kind?”

      “Nineva is different. She isn’t any normal fairy,” Wyntier said. “She has great power that puts her above the rest.”

      Nineva beamed at Daren. “I fully trust in my husband’s vision. It is the right path.”

      She raised her hand, and a black fire burned brightly within her palm. “I hear you have a potential for magic. That’s good, but with me, I can teach you to do so much more.”

      “More?” Daren gulped.

      “More than you could ever imagine,” she hummed. “You see, your so-called-friends despise the use of our magic. They would have you and me killed or exiled for using it. But under my husband’s rule, magic is perfectly legal and safe. Your powers wouldn’t be forbidden, but unbound, and I can help you. I can teach you spells that you never imagined in your darkest dreams. Under my teachings, you will be the most powerful warlock the world has ever seen.”

      “And Cameliyon, you also have potential.” Wyntier’s eyes sparkled. “I can give you anything you want as long as you agree to stand with me. You can live a comfortable life again. A happy life.”

      “Why should I believe you? Everything anyone has ever told me was a lie,” Cameliyon hissed.

      “I know how terrible you’ve been treated by your friends. Believe me, if they weren’t in the way, all this suffering and death wouldn’t exist,” Wyntier said kindly. “But because we’re fighting for what’s right, we have sad consequences for our actions.”

      “Why should I join you? How does this benefit me?” Cameliyon asked.

      Wyntier pulled a bag out of his pocket, opening up the velvet and showing her masses of thick, golden coins inside. “I am a king now. I can give you anything you desire. All you have to do is ask, and it’s yours.”

      Cameliyon swallowed. “Why do you want me, of all people?”

      Wyntier stepped forward, his arms extended outward as if wanting to swoop her in a loving embrace. “My empire welcomes everyone who is willing to follow and serve. Join me, fight for a little while, and you shall have peace and luxury for the rest of your days. My daughter left me long ago, and my son, too, but you two are the perfect replacements. I’ve longed to have children again.”

      Cameliyon gave a small, cautious smile. “I never really had a father. He died when I was small, and my godparents abandoned me.”

      “I will give you anything, princess. Anything at all,” Wyntier said encouragingly, edging closer.

      Cameliyon nodded. She put her hand out to shake Wyntier’s firmly, and said loudly, “Alright, we’re in.”

      “CAM, NO!” Martin and Pumpkin both shouted in unison, faces filled with panic.

      Cameliyon whirled on them and said, “Be quiet, I order you! Our friends did lie to us. It was stupid to trust them. Look where it got us! You’ll thank me later for this. I know you will.”

      “I’m in too. I can’t deny what I am, and if this is going to help me be a better warlock, I’ll do whatever it takes,” Daren said, shaking Nineva’s hand.

      Cameliyon knelt before Wyntier, her dark hair falling into her face. “All I can say is I can’t wait to start. As of right now, we’re under your full command…father.”

      
        
        END OF PART IV
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        BOUNCING ON THE MOON

        

        This life we lead

        Is little more than a lie

        The sun simply reflects

        And the moon doesn’t shine

         

        The rings in space

        Are an illusion of rock

        And they just spin

        Like a timeless clock

         

        Waves topple over

        Grains of lost sand

        No longer cared for

        By this false land

         

        The earth we walk on

        Is no more than dirt

        Dropped there forever

        Like a lost skirt

         

        We bounce around

        Lost in this time

        That is not yours

        And is not mine

         

        We jump off the moon

        And land among the stars

        But those bright lights

        Aren’t even ours

         

        We are forced to see

        Every detail of life

        But none of it exists

        Except for the strife

         

        God says he can save us

        In all of his scriptures

        But upon this Earth

        Is only fake pictures

         

        The smiles on faces

        And the hope inside eyes

        Are simply more disguises

        And pretty little lies

         

        We go on hoping

        It gets better from here

        And maybe it will

        If only we make it there

         

        Bouncing on the moon

        A sport so easy to enjoy

        For a lost little girl

        And a broken hearted boy

         

        Find joy in the lies

        Find pain in the truth

        That’s the way we live

      
        When we are all youth.

        Krisen Grace Lison
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          Seeing Strange Things
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      “Midnightstar!”

      Midnightstar ran, her breaths coming in labored gasps, heart pounding with each step of her paw.

      “Midnightstar!”

      “I’m coming!” the she-wolf yelled, forcing herself to run faster as she whirled past trees that were changing color, going from blue to pink to red in a dazzling, spectacular array.

      This was so confusing…this was all very confusing! Her world was in black and white...why did she see things the way they were now, in a rainbow of nausea inducing colors, a rampage of vibrant shapes that bent and twisted as she went?

      The trees furrowed underground and came up again like moles, nosing her feet and kicking her with their roots so she would go faster. “Stop it! Leave me alone!” Midnightstar cried.

      Seemingly on command, the trees laid down and the wood became a road, which writhed beneath her paws until she was stepping on piles of worms.

      “Ugh!” she yelled in disgust, and she extended her strides in an attempt to escape the wrigglers. The worms crawled into one massive, giant mound, and soon that mound became a mountain…and Midnightstar was standing on top of it, looking down upon the Lands and all their glory.

      “Why am I up here?” Midnightstar murmured. She peered below, trying to see what path she should take, but nothing called out to her. Her ears pricked and she heard a happy voice singing a cheerful tune from inside the mountain, echoing out of a cave. Curious, Midnightstar padded to the entrance, where she dove in nose first to find the source of the noise.

      
        
        “You seek answers,

        Have them I do!

        You have questions,

        I’ve got a few!”

      

      

      Midnightstar peeked her head around the corner. Her eyes widened as she saw a horrid animal dancing wickedly on its hind legs around a small flame in the center of the cave. The creature appeared to be a combination of several animals. It was some sort of doggish reptile, one with crooked teeth, long claws and a scaly, yet furry, exterior.

      
        
        “You don’t know who you are,

        I don’t know who I am too!

        You’d better come to find me,

        Time’s running out on you!”

      

      

      The creature threw multiple items into the fire as she danced. First, she threw in the body of a wolf, then the body of a unicorn, then mushrooms and tree roots and flowers and all sorts of plants. Lastly, she pitched in a shimmering diamond tiara, with two tangled necklaces.

      Once the necklaces hit the flame, the fire exploded. Midnightstar leapt back as she saw all the people she knew in the fire, submerged within the flame. There was Kia and Keota, her siblings and parents, Kennu and Allie, Ionan, Vera and all the rest...the fire turned white, then purple, then blue with each display of a different face.

      “Burn, burn, burn!!!” the creature screamed, laughing before continuing her song.

      
        
        “Nagli does as Nagli will,

        come talk to the bones, they’re quite a thrill,

        fight the Despondent, chase it out,

        or end up dead, and Nagli will pout.”

      

      

      Terrified, Midnightstar ran. But her legs wouldn’t listen to her directions...they ran straight through the cave and right into the fire! Her flesh was burning, melting, slinking off her bones and the creature was laughing maniacally in the background…

      She was standing by a pool, memory of the fire wiped clean. The cave around her was dark and gloomy, and nothing shone except the sparkling blue water that cast off an eerie glow upon the walls.

      The white spots upon her back started to glow, like the eyes of Allie and Kennu did when they prophesied. Midnightstar had no doubt that her eyes were glowing, too. She peered into the pond to see if her assumption was true, and gasped as she did so. Nothing showed in her refection but her eyes, and the spots on her back. It looked as if the stars themselves floated within the water.

      “I have no reflection. I have no face,” she whispered. “No reflection, no face, no reflection, no face…”

      “Midnightstar!”

      The black she-wolf jolted out of her vision, shaking her head and blinking rapidly. “What?”

      “You’re spacing out again,” Rabika whined, her gray fur standing on end as the scar on her face contorted in a growl. “That’s the third time today.”

      Midnightstar shook her head once more. “I’m sorry Rabika, I was…thinking,” she said in response, rubbing her head with her paw.

      “You seem to be doing that a lot lately,” Rabika snapped back. “Why don’t you keep your eyes on the road, since you’re supposed to know where we’re going?”

      “Of course, Rabika. Thank you for reminding me.” Midnightstar nodded politely.

      The wolf growled, saying, “Next time somebody has to scout ahead, I’m going instead of Tatl. He can stick behind with you and try to get your head out of the clouds.”

      A tiny red she-wolf piped up behind her, saying, “Don’t blame Mids! She’s just thinking about how we’re going to the Assembly of the Lands!”

      Thank the Creator for little Adelaide. “Yes, Rabika, exactly,” Midnightstar added. “I have to backtrack in my head where exactly I was taken when I was a pup. That’s where the Assembly of the Lands will be, I’m sure.”

      “Didn’t seem like you were remembering to me,” Rabika growled, but she pursued the argument no more. She and Adelaide continued ahead, leaving Midnightstar behind. Midnightstar cringed, though inwardly, she breathed a sigh of relief. She hated lying, but it seemed like it was the only way to get her friends off her back about her daydreaming. Little did they know, it wasn’t really daydreaming at all.

      Ever since she’d left her pack behind on that dark night several weeks ago, Midnightstar had begun to see things. It had first started in dreams, strange nightmares prowling in her sleep, but then the visions continued, and began to haunt her even when she was awake.

      And always, there were voices everywhere. Voices calling to her, voices crooning at the back of her head telling her to listen to them, to turn around, that they were right behind her. Every so often she felt taps on her shoulder, only to turn around and find nobody there. Her sight constantly faded in and out of reality, so much so that Midnightstar sometimes couldn’t tell what was real and what was fake. It was as if she was walking between two worlds. Her head was floating upon air, but her body was stuck on the ground. It made for some very sick experiences.

      Midnightstar couldn’t let any of her fellow travelers know that she was insane. They were already following her on a crazy mission...what would they do if they knew that their leader was going mad? The only thing she could hope for was that she could retain her sanity until the war between the wolves and the unicorns finally ended. The rest, such as stopping Wyntier for good, would have to be everyone else’s responsibility. It was a miracle she had managed to keep her sight hidden from everyone for this long.

      “Having another vision?” a long, serpentine dragon asked, the blue fur on his back flowing over his white scales as he slunk down from the trees above her.

      Kept her sight hidden from everybody except Xiuhcoatl, of course.

      “Will you just keep quiet? They don’t have to know,” Midnightstar hissed.

      “I never said they had to know. All I did was ask if you had another one,” he responded. He wasn’t much larger than she was, only around her size, though he was just past his teenage years. Save for Mirabelle, she’d never seen such a little dragon, though that didn’t make him any less of a nuisance.

      “Yes. Why do you want to know?”

      “I want to help,” he offered, floating along the ground.

      “You could never help. You don’t know what’s going on. None of us do.” Puny, slinky thing who hasn’t even grown his wings out yet, she thought.

      “Oh, come on. Just tell me what you see.”

      The thought of relaying her ridiculous visions to another was mortifying. “I don’t even know how you figured out I was having these visions in the first place,” she said.

      “A dragon’s intuition.”

      “You dragons and your silly intuition.”

      “It’s never wrong,” Xiuh boasted.

      “Well then, if you’ve got such good instincts, why don’t you tell us which way to go?”

      Rabika and Adelaide overheard this. The other two wolves turned around to look at him.

      Xiuh’s face fell. “I...uh…”

      “I thought so.”

      “Pardon me if I ask this, Mids, but where exactly are we going?” Adelaide asked, looking at her with big, warm eyes.

      “Yes dearest, where are we headed? You haven’t managed to tell us the details of your plan,” Rabika put in, licking her paw.

      Midnightstar swallowed. “I told you. We’re going to the Assembly to convince them to come back and stop the unicorn war.”

      “Yes, I know that, but do you have a plan on how you’re going to persuade them to help?” Rabika pressed.

      “You always have to have a plan, Rabika. Can’t we just take it as it goes?” Adelaide said, waving her paw at her sister.

      “It does help to know what you’re doing,” Midnightstar said quietly, letting herself succumb to Rabika’s stern gaze.

      “Even if we do manage to make them come with us, you think those nags are going to listen to a bunch of old animals telling them what to do? As if,” Rabika barked.

      “Of course they will!” Adelaide said defensively, and Midnightstar felt a flush of embarrassment rise up in her coat. “All it will take is a sensible voice in the process, and the unicorns will simply stop fighting us. Everything will be fine once we all talk it out.”

      Midnightstar had to stop herself from yelling at Adelaide. She loved the little wolf with all her heart, and always made sure to defend her against Rabika’s murmurings, but she was simply too innocent. In all honesty, Midnightstar admitted to herself that she was worried. Something as sweet as Adelaide’s naivety could get her, and the rest of them, killed out here.

      Midnightstar squashed her annoyance at Adelaide and turned it around on Rabika. “What exactly else is there to do, Rabika? We either keep pressing on and try it my way, or we go back. What’s left back home? Nothing.”

      “There are friends back home. And family and meat and home,” Adelaide added. “And all those things are very fine.”

      “There won’t be a home if we turn around,” Midnightstar insisted. “Everybody will be gored by a horn. If unicorns don’t kill our pack, the Second Despondent will. Look around, you two! Food is hard to find.”

      “It would be easier to find if we knew the land we were hunting on,” Rabika grumbled.

      “You guys want to leave, go ahead, but I’m still heading north.”

      Midnightstar kept walking. “I’m with her,” Xiuh added, following her lead.

      “You’re just afraid of facing everyone after you come back with nothing,” Rabika spat, scraping her nails against the dirt.

      Midnightstar almost stopped, but instead of retaliating, she simply brushed Rabika’s comment off her shoulder coolly. “If it was a question of my cowardice, Rabika, I would’ve never left the cave in the first place.”

      Midnightstar knew obedient Adelaide would follow her anywhere, and there was no way that Rabika would leave her fluffy-headed little sister out here alone. She would come. Midnightstar was so sure, in fact, that she didn’t even look back.

      Sure enough, the crackling of branches as Adelaide clumsily tripped over them proved enough evidence that Midnightstar wasn’t leaving them behind.

      “You handled that last insult from Rabika well,” Xiuh said, walking by her side. “How did you manage to do that? Aren’t you afraid of looking like a fool?”

      “The only thing I fear is losing the ones that I love, dragon. The rest doesn’t matter to me,” Midnightstar said.

      “I don’t understand accepting her insult. But I guess dragons are very prideful,” Xiuh shrugged. “And even if we weren’t, I wouldn’t have put up with that last comment. She’s been giving you trouble for the past few days.”

      Midnightstar sighed. “You have to understand her, dragon. Rabika hates having nothing to do, and so far, our mission is leading us nowhere. If she had a task besides walking, she wouldn’t be acting this way. I honestly don’t know where we’re going, only that the Assembly is in the general direction of the Ice Borns. This trip wasn’t very well planned. One of the reasons why I wanted to go alone.”

      “Why do you keep calling me ‘dragon?’” Xiuh asked, putting his head down to look her in the eye.

      Midnightstar paid no attention to him. “Because that’s what you are to me. It may seem cruel, but I confess that I don’t want to get close to anyone else. I appreciate your help on this journey, though I’m wondering...”

      “Yes?” Xiuh pursued.

      Midnightstar looked at him now. “Why did you come? You don’t know me, nor does a dragon have anything to do with a war between wolves and unicorns. Your place isn’t here.”

      “I have to argue that,” Xiuh said. “After all, I’m just like you. There’s nowhere else for me to go. Back to the desert? My sister has a new family now, and my mother has chased me out of the nest.”

      “Why?”

      “She knew about my strange dreams. She told me I was your portal, and you were my skygazer, whatever that means. She was convinced it was my destiny to follow you.”

      “I’m not so sure I believe in destiny,” Midnightstar confessed.

      “Why?” Xiuh asked in shock. “Isn’t that what this trip is about?”

      “Not really. The prophecies that have been foretold about us doesn’t set anything in stone. You might be the clouddrifter the prophecy speaks of, but we’re still not sure what that means. Even though I’ve seen the way things have played out since Allie and Kennu spoke the oracle, I believe that we choose our own path,” Midnightstar said.

      “Then I choose going with you. Like I said, I have nowhere else to go. I might as well be making use of my time by helping to stop all this carnage rather than sitting on my scales all day in a cave, wondering when my next meal is going to come around.”

      “I suppose I agree.”

      Her attitude towards him was so icy, she was surprised he didn’t move away. Midnightstar felt bad she was treating him so harshly. Even so, she couldn’t afford to make friends on this trip. This was business. No time to be making small talk with somebody who potentially wouldn’t come back.

      She tried focusing on the scenery in order to make a defense against slipping back into her mind. All the snow was gone now. Allie and Kennu wouldn’t be Changer sledding anymore. They’d be appreciating the beautiful blossoms that were blooming on each tree, the tiny buds that emerged, next to the first fruits of spring, and birds nesting in the trees. They would be racing each other through the flowers that were springing up on the plains. The smell of fresh spring grass would be in the air.

      She sorely missed the Verinian. Here wasn’t home, but if she imagined it, she could pretend it was. The small dirt path was gentle to the touch underneath her feet as new green leaves waved in the breeze.

      Midnightstar focused all her energy on remembering the beauty of this simple place. If her friends discovered her insanity and chased her away, she would never be allowed to reenter the safety of a pack again. Maybe then, if she was alone, she’d be so crazy her visions would carry her back to here again. Then, she guessed, it wouldn’t matter if she was a raving lunatic. As long as she completed the task at hand.

      “Tatl is taking an awfully long time. Do you want me to go looking for him?” Xiuh asked.

      “No, Xiuh. I don’t want you going alone,” Midnighstar said.

      “Don’t you trust dragons?” Xiuhcoatl asked, stomping his foot.

      Midnightstar clenched her fangs. “It isn’t a question of trusting you, it’s a question of trusting them.”

      At her word, a lone howl rose up out of the woods. It was a high pitched, terrible scream, nothing like the beautiful cries the wolves called out to the moon each night. “Ortusans. They’re everywhere.”

      “If you really wanted to do something we could go and slaughter all those posers,” Rabika complained.

      “To kill Ortusans, you need wolves,” Midnightstar replied. “We won’t have any more wolves if the unicorns kill them all. First things first.”

      “Oh Midnightstar!” a voice cried in the wilderness, and Adelaide cheered. She turned to watch a young black wolf trounce over the hill and down to meet them, wagging his tail.

      “Hello, Tatl.” Midnightstar grimaced. “Find anything of worth?”

      Tatl nodded, the white, tear-shaped shape mark on his head bobbing. “Only one thing,” he said. “Stay sharp, and keep your head down and your trap shut. Follow me.”

      The wolves slunk down into a crouch, copying Tatl’s movements. Xiuh zipped into the trees to wind quietly after them.

      “Ouch!” Adelaide whimpered, falling into Midnightstar. “I got pricked by this bush!”

      “Quiet!” Tatl ordered. “Look down.”

      Midnightstar peered over the thorny bushes they were concealing themselves behind to see a pack of thirty Ortusans, some in wolf form, others not. Most had blood covering them from head to toe, and were arguing over leftover scraps and bones. Midnightstar wrinkled her nose as she smelled their reek. Ortusans were such filthy things.

      “How does this help us?” Rabika asked angrily, showing her teeth.

      “It doesn’t. I just thought you’d like to know that we’re being hunted,” Tatl said.

      “As if we didn’t know that already,” Midnightstar said.

      “No, I mean, if they catch scent of us unprepared, we’re dead,” he added. “I’ve been spying on them for over an hour. They’ve cleaned all the food out of the area. We’re going hungry tonight, and they are too, if we can manage to avoid them.”

      “No dinner again?” Adelaide complained. Rabika put her ears back at her, and the young wolf shrunk.

      Midnightstar’s eyes swept back to her cohorts. “Come on. We’ve got to keep moving, and faster than we were.”

      “Would you like me to burn them, Midnightstar?” Xiuh whispered from above, only his eyes visible amongst the leaves.

      “Yeah, that’s a great idea! Torch em!” Tatl encouraged.

      “No!” she snapped. “You do that, they’ll all be on us. There’s too many to kill right now.”

      “You’re playing it safe. They don’t know we’re here. We have the perfect opportunity!” Tatl hushed back.

      “It’s too risky.”

      “Do it anyway, Xiuh,” Rabika encouraged.

      “If you even think about it I’ll make Adelaide scream!” Midnightstar threatened, and she rose up a paw to step on Adelaide’s tail. The young red instantly held her breath, closing her eyes but doing nothing to move her tail out of Midnightstar’s way.

      Rabika and Tatl glared immensely, but before another word could be said Xiuh had slipped away from the treetops, murmuring, “Another time.”

      “Good job on making the dragon mad,” Rabika snarled.

      “He’s not mad,” Midnightstar said, and she knew she was right. “He’s being sensible.”

      “It’ll be his sensibility, and yours,” Tatl said as he wrangled his way out of the bush, “That’ll make us all dinner tonight.”
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      The group wandered about, always moving forward and never looking back. Midnightstar led the charge, the others staying close behind now that they knew of the threat that was following. Xiuh hadn’t showed himself since Midnightstar snapped at him, and she couldn’t help but think it was for the best. The less time he spent close to the wolves, the less likely he was to tell them about the visions.

      “I’m so hungry.” Adelaide moaned, tripping over herself as she walked along.

      “Stop whining, Adelaide.” Rabika snapped. “You complaining won’t make food magically appear.”

      “I never said it would!” Adelaide moaned. “I’m just saying I’m really hungry!”

      “Well, maybe if you didn’t whine about it so much, you wouldn’t be so hungry,” Rabika growled.

      “Come on you two, let’s not fight,” Tatl ordered. “All we have is each other.”

      Midnightstar listened to them a moment, but then another voice filled her mind, unwelcome and commanding.

      Go, Midnightstar, it whispered. You are the last, you must go. This life means nothing. You are a wave tossed into the ocean, lost and never found. This war is like another grain of sand on an ocean floor. It will be tossed and forgotten with the next tide.

      Stop it! Midnightstar shook her head. Why do you tell me these things? Why can’t you just leave me alone?

      You are the last. Only you can save them. You must save them, before they are tossed into the wind and lost forever. Remember them, save them. You are the last. The voice continued to repeat the words, chanting them over and over.

      “The last what!” Midnightstar shouted. “Tell me!”

      “Who are you talking to? The voices in your head?” Rabika asked sarcastically.

      “No! That would be crazy!” Midnightstar snapped. “Don’t be ridiculous. I wasn’t talking to anyone.”

      “Yes, you were, I heard you,” Rabika argued.

      “You must be hearing things, then, because I didn’t say a word,” Midnightstar growled.

      “Whatever you say.” Rabika stared at the other wolf a moment longer, then allowed herself to fall a few paces behind. In the trees, Xiuh’s chuckle could be heard faintly.

      

      Midnightstar ran along the river, her feet sinking so far into the sand that she shouldn’t have been able to pull them out. But they came out easily, making loud sucking noises as they did. The wet sand was filled with gaping holes, caverns that devoured creatures with no escape. The holes became larger and larger, waiting for unknowing travelers to tumble helplessly into them and fall to their doom.

      One hole was larger than the rest. Midnightstar approached it and looked down. She could have easily fallen into the hole, but she seemed to be floating above it. She peered deeper into the blackness and saw the glowing orbs of her eyes, but no face for them to attach to. She gasped, losing her balance and tumbling into the pit.

      As she fell, the darkness flashed pink, then purple then orange. A green rabbit floated past her, and became a yellow raven, flying away toward the blue light that was the top of the hole. She hurdled through a black and white world, stained with bursts of light.

      Though Midnightstar was tumbling head over heels, she couldn’t see her feet. Where had they gone? Midnightstar looked down, and saw that she was fading away. She could no longer feel the sturdiness of her body. She was a mind vacant of a vessel, floating through a world of terror. The red color of blood splattered across the walls of the tunnel, and although she was nothing but a mind, she kept falling without end.

      She plummeted faster and faster, and a sharp pain stabbed into her shoulder and the colors vanished. Midnightstar looked down and sighed in relief when she saw her paws dangling off her legs. Then she looked past her feet and saw that land was almost fifty feet below her. She was floating, but she didn’t know how. The pain in her shoulder increased.

      Something pulled her up, away from the ground that was so far below. Then the pain faded and she was on solid ground, back in the real world.

      “Pay attention, Midnightstar!” Rabika’s voice snapped. “Next time there might not be anyone to save you!”

      “What happened?” Midnightstar asked, looking around. Tatl and Adelaide had concerned looks across their faces. Xiuh had even emerged from hiding, and sat just a short distance away. Blood was running down Rabika’s teeth.

      “You walked off the cliff,” Tatl answered. “We thought we lost you, until Rabika grabbed you.”

      “You made her bleed!” Adelaide shrieked mindlessly. “We have to stop the bleeding!”

      “She’s fine, Adelaide, it’s just a little scratch,” Rabika snarled. “I couldn’t get her unless I bit down.”

      “Are you alright?” Adelaide asked Midnightstar.

      Midnightstar looked around blindly for a moment, gazing at her paws. They were still attached. “I’m fine. I guess I was just thinking.”

      “That was more than just thinking,” Rabika barked. “What is going on with you? There has to be something you’re not telling us.”

      “There’s nothing,” Midnightstar replied. “Nothing at all.”

      “Midnightstar! You have to talk to us!” Rabika growled.

      “There’s nothing wrong with me.” Midnightstar snapped back. “Everything’s fine.”

      “No, it’s not,” Rabika argued. “You should’ve seen the look on your face right now! Completely blank, like you were hypnotized! Or in another world!”

      “Back down, Rabika.” Xiuh’s voice floated over to them, and the dragon drew near. “She has many things on her mind, and you bothering her isn’t helping any.”

      “What do you know of wolves, you good for nothing beast?” Rabika snapped.

      “Back down!” Xiuh’s voice had a cruel bite to it that they’d never heard before. It was the kind of tone you’d expect from an enemy, not a friend.

      Rabika stared him down for a moment before backing away at the fire in the small dragon’s eyes. Midnightstar’s friends retreated, to start walking around the edge of the cliff. Once they had moved away, Xiuh approached.

      “You’re going to have to tell them sooner or later, wolf,” he said softly.

      “Why did you just call me ‘wolf?’” she asked him.

      “If I am nothing more than a dragon to you, then you will be nothing more than a wolf to me.” Xiuh replied.

      Midnightstar winced. It was a painful blow, but she knew she deserved it. “Thank you for making her leave me alone.”

      “It’s not right for her to press you like that,” Xiuh told her. “You will speak when you are ready.”

      Come to me, Midnightstar. The voice was back, whispering as if dancing upon the wind. I can show you how meaningless this life is. You’re the last. You must come and save them.

      Midnightstar looked up at the sky, searching. “I’m coming,” she muttered.

      “What was that?” Xiuh asked.

      “I didn’t say anything.” Midnightstar said quickly. “Must have been the wind.”

      Xiuhcoatl stared at her. “Soon, wolf,” he insisted. “You can’t keep this from them for long.”

      The small pack traveled a short distance more before deciding they needed rest. Or rather, Adelaide decided she was too tired to keep going, so the others were forced to stop with her.

      “I’m sorry for slowing us down like this,” Adelaide apologized. “But my paws ache, and I’m covered in cuts from the thorn bushes.”

      “It’s alright Adelaide, no one blames you,” Tatl comforted. “We all need some rest.”

      “Not me. I can keep going for hours,” Rabika bragged.

      “Yes, well, it’s not all about you, is it?” Tatl snapped. “You have to think about the good of everyone, Rabika.”

      Rabika huffed and curled up next to a tree without another word. Midnightstar watched as the three wolves and the small dragon all drifted to sleep, but she couldn’t bring herself to close her eyes. She searched all around, listening for the voices, but they didn’t come. Eventually, she couldn’t stay awake any longer, so she closed her eyes and let herself drift off into her nightmares.

      

      Cut off your paw, Midnightstar. Remove it, and watch the blood pour freely from it. What is a little blood spilt, when the world means nothing? Let the blood run.

      Midnightstar was alone in a forest clearing, beautiful stars all around her. She gazed upwards at the stars, and the voices continued to talk to her, capturing her mind and holding it captive against their mesmerizing speech.

      Let your blood run upon this ground. It’s all meaningless, anyway. You’re the last, so let this last blood be shed.

      “No,” she said simply, but despite her rejection, she was drawn to do what the voices said. She peered around. A small steel trap lay in the middle of the clearing, catching her attention. Bloody, dark stains stood out against the cold metal.

      Cut off your right paw, Midnightstar. What’s the meaning of this world without sacrifice? the voice said sweetly.

      Midnightstar took one step toward the trap, and then another. With each step, she felt exhilarated, as if she were finally doing something right.

      Just a little closer, Midnightstar, the voice said, egging her on. Let the stars of your back be your planets. Let the blood run upon this meaningless ground.

      “Just a little blood, right?” Midnightstar hushed, still moving forward. She reached the trap and stood beside it, peering down at the evil device. “What does it matter?” she lifted her right foot into the air and moved it closer, hovering above the spikes. When her paw was directly above the trap, she stepped down quickly without understanding why.

      The jaws snapped and color swirled before her eyes. A bee flew past her in the dark, its small wings sending off waves of green as it buzzed by. Blood splattered across the grass. Midnightstar stumbled backward and looked at her foot. The paw was gone, leaving a bloody stump in its place. Yet she felt no pain. The trap vanished in a puff of silver smoke, taking her severed paw with it.

      Yes, Midnightstar. More blood spilt for a war that is useless. This world is not for you. Come to us.

      “Where are you?” Midnightstar questioned, watching the orange motion of a fox as it ran past.

      In your mind, living just out of reach, the voice said. Recede into yourself, and find us. That is, if you know who you are. The voice broke away, cackling maniacally.

      “Who am I?” Midnightstar broke into a run, leaving the clearing behind. Her missing paw never slowed her down, but rather, made her move even faster.

      “Who am I?!” she yelled out at no one. The trees inched closer to her and the path grew narrow until she was completely enclosed in branches. There was nowhere for her to go. Trapped, Midnightstar let out a deranged howl and cried, “Who am I supposed to be?”

      “Midnightstar!” Tatl’s voice startled her awake. Midnightstar jumped on the spot, blearily shaking her head. “We have to get moving. The Ortusans are on the prowl.”

      Midnightstar laid where she was a moment longer and then rose to her feet, checking to be sure she had all four paws. They were all there, but the fur around her right paw was matted with red. “What happened to my foot?” she asked, lifting it curiously.

      “You were chewing it raw a few moments ago,” Tatl explained. “You must’ve been dreaming of hunting.”

      “Yes. That’s it,” Midnightstar replied dreamily, her gaze mottled and distant. “Hunting”

      “Are you alright?” Adelaide asked.

      “I’m fine.” Midnightstar quickly licked her paw clean and cringed. The wound was deep. If she had chewed anymore, she would’ve struck the bone. She stepped down nervously, but despite her injury, she didn’t feel a thing. Odd.

      “We have to keep moving,” Tatl insisted. “Let’s get going.”

      The group began to move on, but Midnightstar stayed behind a moment. There was a small spot of blood upon the ground, but the wound in her ankle no longer bled. A wound this deep should’ve been gushing, but it was completely dry.

      “What are you? And why me?” she questioned.

      She didn’t expect the voices to answer, but this time, they did. We are inside your head, Midnightstar, they said. We are the ones you turn to when no one else will listen. Save them, Midnightstar. You are the last. Only you can save them.

      “And what if I just ignored you? What then?” the wolf asked.

      You can’t turn your back on what’s inside, the voices replied.

      “Midnightstar!” Tatl called. “Hurry up! This is your mission, remember?”

      “I’m coming, Tatl!” Midnightstar ran after the group, terrified of what was happening to her. The deep gash did not throb or ache as she pressed her weight on it.

      “Wounding yourself is not a good sign.” Xiuh commented, coming out of the trees as she sprinted after her friends.

      “I didn’t do it on purpose. I was dreaming,” Midnightstar argued.

      “Dreaming about what?” Xiuh questioned.

      Don’t tell him about us, Midnightstar, don’t tell anyone, the voices called.

      “I don’t remember,” Midnightstar told him.

      “Well, if you happen to recall, I am here to listen,” Xiuh put in, obviously not believing her but not wanting to press.

      “Thank you for that, dragon.” Midnightstar nodded, but her gratitude was cut off as something bit her tail, grabbing her from behind and tossing her to the ground.  A wretched, awful smell filled her nostrils as she stood to face a white wolf with blood in its coat, one that had eyes that weren’t those of an animal.

      “You filthy false wolf!” she barked angrily, and she growled lowly, preparing to bite the Ortusan.

      The Ortusan laughed. “What makes you think you can take me on? I have friends.”

      The large group of Ortusans from earlier began to show themselves, emerging one by one from the large trees. There were at least thirty of them. Far too many for them to handle on their own.

      Run, Midnightstar! You are the last! You must survive to save them! the voices insisted. She turned to run, and Xiuh took to the sky.

      She bolted past the other three wolves, and as she did, she yelled her warning. “Ortusans! They’re right behind me!”

      “We should split up!” Tatl called, glancing backwards. The coven of Ortusans was quickly gaining. “It would force them into smaller groups, and maybe we could get a couple bites in to kill a few of them!”

      “Are you crazy!” Rabika replied. “That would just get us killed faster!”

      “Got any better ideas?” Tatl questioned. Rabika didn’t answer, so the group split off, each of them taking different directions. Midnightstar continued straight, while the other wolves chose various paths that led them deep into the forest.

      Midnightstar rushed forward, never looking back at the Ortusans who were hungrily pursuing behind. But even without looking, she knew the spots upon her back were glowing.

      The voices urged her forward, calling her away. Don’t look back. Life has no real meaning, no purpose. Just like a grain of sand in an ocean, you are always moving elsewhere, never looking back.

      Suddenly realizing she was alone, Midnightstar stopped and looked around. “Tatl! Adelaide! Rabika! Xiuh!” she called, spinning in a circle to take in her surroundings.

      The large white Ortusan crept up behind her, baring his teeth. He snapped his jaws tightly on her leg and she whipped around towards him, trying to sink in her teeth to poison him with her bite. He let go, and sprinted away before she could do so. The others began to show themselves, some in wolf form and others not. They pinned her down and held her captive against the ground, keeping her mouth shut tightly with their hands while several bodies laid upon her.

      Then came the colors again, flashing around her. A glimpse of green high up in a tree, a small blue bird in the sky, the red blood dripping off the Ortusans’ teeth. Everything had new definition, and the shapes smudged until everything ran together in a great blur.

      Everything was so new, so strange, and so lovely. Why was she seeing these colors? What was the purpose of them? She felt herself being crushed beneath the weight of six Ortusans, but then, the sensation was gone. She felt nothing, smelled nothing, but the colors remained.

      You must live, for you are the last, Midnightstar. Only you can save them. You must survive.

      

      Tatl ran through the trees, jumping over stumps and bushes as he went to make it more difficult for the Ortusans to follow him. Ahead, he saw where the trees stopped. He thought he could lose them there, so he ran towards the break in the foliage, freezing when he came to the last tree.

      The edge of a cliff crumbled beneath him. Holding his breath, he managed to leap up to solid ground, clawing his way towards the top until he was safely upon hard stone. Tatl got up, looking over the edge. That had been too close for his liking.

      He turned, wanting to run another way, but it was too late. While he was trying to recover from his leap, the Ortusans followed, and now had him surrounded. He had no choice but to fight.

      Tatl lashed out, catching a leg in his jaws. The victim of the bite let out a squeal and ran off to die. Tatl snapped his jaws at the others, but he doubted he’d be able to actually wound another one. They were too fast, too strong, and too many. It would be easy for them to get him down for good.

      

      Adelaide plunged into a small stream, hoping the water would slow down her attackers and disguise her scent. The cold fluid covered her and she shivered, trying to keep up her quick pace. The wolf-like Ortusans jumped in after her, splashing through the water and growing ever closer.

      I must keep running, Adelaide thought to herself. She charged forward, calling on all her muscles to push her farther. Running faster than ever before, her body screamed, but fear made the pain irrelevant as the Ortusans advanced.

      In her frenzy to keep moving, she never noticed the large rock in her path. She turned to go around it, but she caught her side against the stone. She felt a gash open at the rock’s sharp edge, and she yelped as she toppled over into the stream. Her blood dyed the water red as the Ortusans approached, licking their lips eagerly for a feast.

      

      Rabika jolted when she heard the small yelp she knew to be little Adelaide not so far away, skidding to a stop and turning around the other direction, to face the chasing force. “No,” she whispered. She crouched downwards, lips curled at the coven of Ortusans who were following. “If they hurt her, I’ll kill all of you,” she growled.

      “I’d like to see you try, little wolf,” a female remarked.

      “I will!” Rabika’s temper rose, fueling her as she jumped directly at the Ortusans, fangs exposed as she dived right where they wanted her.
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      Midnightstar couldn’t breathe. The group of Ortusans was smothering her, cutting off her air while they loomed closer and closer, ready to bite into her flesh and drink her blood...

      Then…then…

      She wasn’t seeing things out of her own eyes anymore. Midnightstar saw herself from the high tops of the trees, pinned under the Ortusans and struggling with all her might. Whatever she was now gave a growl, and it leapt from the trees and tackled the beast on top of her, sinking its claws in and ripping out the throat of the young monster. It gave a squeal, and all the other Ortusans leapt back in fear, off of her body. Out of the corner of her new eyes, Midnightstar watched herself stare blankly ahead, unmoving on the ground, her mouth open in a strange stupor. The injured Ortusan got up again, but whatever Midnightstar now was let out a liquid-hot burst of flame from its belly. Roasted, the Ortusan sank to the earth, dead.

      The other Ortusans let out howls and growls, angrily closing in on their attacker. This new body of hers belted more flames towards them. The Ortusans scattered, turning for the hills, their tails tucked between their legs, faces twisted in portraits of rage.

      Whatever she was gave a grunt of satisfaction. It then glided over to her still body, looking it over, scanning it from side to side…

      Whatever she was shook its head sadly. I’m dead? Midnightstar wondered, but the thing that held her captive wasted no time. It took off in the opposite direction, where you could hear Adelaide’s screams.

      Midnightstar tried to fight whatever was holding her. She didn’t like not being in control of her movements. It was terrible, being forced to do everything, unable to tell the thing that was holding her to let her go. Worse was the sensation of flying. Many times she had rode upon a dragon’s back, but there was always something under her paws to catch her if she fell. The thing she was imprisoned in walked upon nothing but air, and she could feel the wind as it trickled underneath what she supposed were her wings.

      The creature spotted something below. Midnightstar would’ve screamed if she could as her new body went into a nosedive, spiraling over and over to earth as it head-butted several Ortusans over the side of the cliff. Her new body hovered in midair, only to see Tatl standing there with wide eyes.

      “Thanks!” he cried. “I thought for sure I was done for!”

      “No time to waste! Rabika is surrounded, go help her while I find Adelaide!” the creature holding her mind said.

      Midnightstar felt her soul turn to ice. She knew that voice.

      “I will! Hurry!” Tatl said, bounding off.

      As the creature watched him go, Midnightstar seemed to be paralyzed, falling into a pit as the truth swamped over her…she was seeing everything through Xiuhcoatl’s eyes. She wondered if he knew she was here, inside his head, but she doubted it. He hadn’t done anything to indicate he did.

      Xiuh slithered like a snake through the air, weaving faster and faster as he and Midnightstar both scanned the ground below for the tiny red wolf. It wasn’t hard to find their target. A pool of garnet was swimming throughout the stream below, and the Ortusans were cupping their hands into the water to drink while others lapped, enjoying the taste. The water splashed everywhere as they both watched a small paw rise up over the water and back under again.

      She’s going to drown! Xiuh thought wildly. He dove downwards once again, and Midnightstar’s mind screamed as the dragon’s body was submerged into the icy cold stream. Swimming beside Adelaide, Xiuh positioned himself under her body and charged upward, emerging from the depths and letting out a giant fireball to consume the Ortusans, lashing out his tail and catching quite a few in the face as he did so.

      Midnightstar’s preoccupation with being stuck inside Xiuh’s head was forgotten when she saw that Adelaide was bleeding.

      “You alright?” Xiuh asked Adelaide as he carried her through the air. Midnightstar was amazed. For a dragon not much bigger than Tatl, he was very strong.

      “I got hurt!” Adelaide whined, coughing up water.

      “It’s not too deep,” Xiuh said quickly. “We can fix it when we find the others.”

      “Xiuh...where’s Midnightstar?” Adelaide asked.

      When Adelaide said her name, Midnightstar returned to her own body. Gasping for air, and nauseated because of the feeling of flying, she got up and wobbled around, slamming into trees and bushes…

      She had to get back.

      Wasting no time to gather her bearings, Midnightstar simply ran woozily, not knowing which direction to go into. Barks from her left side were calling to her. With only half a brain she followed the sound, disjointedly making her way through the forest.

      She arrived to see Tatl and Rabika chasing off the last of the Ortusans. “And don’t follow us again!” Rabika yelled, snapping her jaws in victory.

      “That was a close one,” Tatl said, breathing heavily. “I thought we…Midnightstar!”

      “I’m here,” she said, stumbling. “Xiuh saved me, burned them all.”

      “Xiuh?” Rabika asked.

      Just at that moment, Xiuh came gliding down from a tree top. Adelaide slunk off his back, and as everybody began fiddling over Adelaide’s wound, the tiny wolf said, “No, it’s alright. Xiuh dried me off with his hot breath, and he was right, it’s really not that bad. It’s already stopped bleeding.”

      “How in the world did you manage to not get your teeth into them?” Xiuh pressed Tatl, breathing heavily as he turned to the large alpha.

      “We got a few, but we were outnumbered,” Tatl said. “You can only poison so many before one of them gets you down.”

      While the other wolves agreed, Midnightstar started shaking, unable to control herself. The sight of Xiuh was enough to make her sick. She didn’t know what was going on. She was terrified that she had been out of her own body and within his mind, and didn’t know how or why.

      “Mids? You okay?” Adelaide asked gently, looking over at her friend. As she asked the question, Xiuh’s head whipped around and Midnightstar felt something within her leap and quiver like a fish. There was relief in his gaze.

      She tried to still her shivering. “I’m fine. Just a bit shaken from the fight, is all.”

      “I thought you were dead,” Xiuh said, blinking at her with those large, reptilian eyes.

      Midnightstar’s quivering increased. Did he know? Did he have any idea that she had slipped into his head and seen everything he had seen, done everything he    had?

      That gaze was blank. He had no idea. Now Midnightstar was thinking it had never truly happened at all. She must’ve been seeing and hearing things after all. Maybe this was just another fantasy of her mind. But if that were true, then why was Adelaide hurt, just like in the vision?

      “Come on, let’s go,” Rabika said. “We’re never going to make it to the Ice Borns at this rate.”

      “We’ll never get anywhere at all if we don’t rest. The Ortusans were just on us. Let’s take a break,” Xiuh protested.

      Midnightstar stepped forward. “No, she’s right. We just slept before the Ortusans were chasing us. We have to...”

      “I only woke everyone up because I smelled Ortusans in the area. They won’t come back now, not with Xiuh here. You’re going to run us all into the ground,” Tatl protested, taking Xiuh’s side.

      “They’re still around, and they’ll recover from Xiuh’s attacks much faster than we would have,” Midnightstar insisted. “Hurry now, Adelaide,” Midnightstar said, shoving the young wolf to her feet. “We have to go.”

      “I will only fly until midnight,” Xiuh insisted. “Then we must stop to rest.”

      

      The group didn’t make it till midnight. Adelaide dropped just as the moon was hovering over the horizon in a vast plain right next to a woody area.

      “Hey now, it’s alright.” Tatl comforted his little sister as she began to cry a little. “We’re stopping now, see?”

      “Stop coddling her like a baby,” Rabika snapped. “She can surely go a mile more.”

      Midnightstar’s paws ached, and her belly rumbled. “No, Rabika. We’re fortunate to have gotten this far already. Let’s take a breather.”

      “But the Ortusans...”

      “Are far behind, and took a heavy hit thanks to Xiuh. You owe him.” Midnightstar walked over to Adelaide and said, “Who wants to take first watch?”

      “I’ll take first watch, and Xiuh and Tatl can go find something to eat,” Rabika said instantly. “Mids and Adelaide can rest.”

      “Look who wants to keep going, but at the first sign of rest takes up the easy position,” Tatl grumbled, but he turned to go hunt anyway.

      A little ashamed, Midnightstar laid down next to Adelaide. She felt guilty for never hunting, but there wasn’t anything she could do. In that area, she was worse than useless. It wasn’t that she was bad at hunting. Each time she fell something underneath her teeth, she felt terribly guilty, and was never able to consume what she killed, and so she relied on others to do the dirty work for her.

      She supposed it was a good thing she brought friends along the way. Without them, she would have surely starved. She tried to stick to berries, but she couldn’t go without meat forever.

      “You don’t think I chose a bad place to stop, do you Mids?” Adelaide asked, stemming her tears.

      She looked around. Normally, nobody would attack a bunch of wolves and a dragon, but food was in short supply, even if you didn’t count the Ortusans who would pounce on anything at this point. The group could see enemies coming from the three sides of the plains, but at the same time, they were totally exposed. All sorts of predators could be in the woods on the left side, and all they would have to do was wait for the right time to spring out and attack. Midnightstar’s group might as well be painted bright red with a sign around all their necks saying, Here’s dinner.

      “You chose perfectly,” Midnightstar lied, and Adelaide beamed. As she wagged her tail, Midnightstar felt a tiny burst of happiness well up within her, the first in a long time. She would save the stealth lesson for later, when Adelaide wasn’t so tired.

      Midnightstar cast her gaze upward, the way she always did when she looked for answers and guidance. She knew everything about the stars…the way they never moved, why they always burned so brightly, then died, and turned into either a bright, shining white light or a black hole that killed everything it could manage to grasp…

      “Midnightstar,” Adelaide asked, crawling to her side and staring at the sky. “What’s that constellation up there?”

      A cluster of stars in the shape of a growling wolf shone down from above them. “That’s Shahar, the hunter. It shows when there’s going to be a feast soon.”

      “Dinner,” Xiuh cried from above, dropping a small deer he had struggled to carry over from the forest. Rabika instantly tore in, while Xiuh went to go find Tatl to tell him that the search for food was over.

      “Oooh,” Adelaide said, nearly dancing as she pointed at the stars again. “What’s that one?”

      It was a portrait of a flying dragon. “Pyralis, the protector.”

      “And that?”

      The cluster of stars, forming the body of a horse with a too long, too sharp horn, reared on its back legs in the sky. “Iyzebel. The Enemy.”

      “She doesn’t look that formidable to me,” Adelaide said, cocking her head. “What exactly do you see up there? All I see is a bunch of shiny little dots.”

      “They’re other worlds,” Midnightstar said. “There are other places than here, Adelaide.”

      “I’ve never known another world, Mids,” Adelaide said. “All I’ve ever known are the plains and the Verinian. This is all so new to me.”

      Midnightstar drew closer. Poor Adelaide hadn’t been born in the plains, but she had been raised there, and that was all she could ever remember. The only thing she had ever known was having food in her belly, playing with the other wolves, and visits from fairies and friends. Everything had been perfect in her realm except for one thing, the unicorn war, but the worst part of it that had ever hit Adelaide was when another member of the pack got killed because of it. Even then, there was no one who had been murdered by the unicorns Adelaide had been really close to. While Midnightstar…her life had been blighted by traitors and tragedy.

      “I’m gonna go get something to eat and save some for the boys, before Rabika takes it all,” Adelaide said, getting up from her spot and hopping over to the prey.

      Midnightstar smiled. Adelaide had lumped both Xiuh and Tatl together, as if there was no difference between them. That was the nice thing about her...every creature was the same, and nobody was any different than anyone else. You could slap a furry coat on a unicorn and call it a wolf, and Adelaide would welcome it into the pack without a second thought.

      Once again, Midnightstar turned her head to the skies. She liked astrology, though her faith in it as a science was little. Why creatures would turn to the stars for help was unknown to her. The stories about them were wonderful, but basing your life on constellations seemed foolish. Everyone thought Midnightstar was big on things like destiny and fate, but that wasn’t really true. Her knowledge of the stars was only so immense because she had studied them for so long under Vixen. She had learned the stars to try and comprehend who she really was, what her part was in all of this. She was struggling to find purpose, a meaning in this life. Her quest to find it in the stars was as empty as space itself. There was nothing there but stories there for her.

      Her siblings never had trouble with their identities. Jade was a healer, while Shadowin was a brave hunter, an alpha in every sense of the word. Snapfang was intelligent, while Caini found her meaning in caring deeply for others.

      Midnightstar didn’t like to hunt. She wasn’t very brave, very smart or very skilled. She cared deeply for those she loved, but she didn’t really know how to show it. Her only gift, she found, was her intensity for learning things quickly. But what good did that do, having knowledge of things that nobody cared about, knowledge that wasn’t very useful in the first place? She always had to struggle to find her place in the world. It hurt, being a wolf and not knowing who you were.

      Midnightstar sighed. Perhaps Rabika was right. Maybe she had gone on this mission because she wanted to prove to herself that she wasn’t just a blank space in a world of color.

      “Mids,” Adelaide asked, her mouth full, “You coming to get any?”

      “Right away,” Midnightstar responded, and she had to smile. Whatever the case, she was important to Adelaide, and that was good enough.

      

      They set out late the next morning. Around noon, they reached a small mountain range. Since they’d passed the Blue Sky Peaks around a week ago, this could only mean the start of the Ice Borns.

      The weather was better than expected for early spring. The sun was out, and there wasn’t much snow, even in the mountains, but Midnightstar knew this wouldn’t last long. The group needed to find the Assembly and get in and out of the mountains, quickly. The Ice Borns were deadly, and if they lingered, chances were high that one or more of them would perish within them. Within the Ice Borns, there was nothing but rock, mangled old bushes and slush…nothing for any prey to eat, which meant it would be even harder than usual to hunt.

      “I think we need to stay down at the base of the Ice Borns until we find someone who may be able to help us out,” Tatl said. “A native of sorts.”

      “Just what I was going to say,” Rabika offered.

      “I agree,” Adelaide peeped. “We should run into somebody soon. But first, let’s find somewhere to make camp.”

      As they walked, Midnightstar slipped accidentally into Xiuh’s eyesight, but managed to keep the feeling of her own body. With tremendous effort, she wrenched herself away from his mind and forced herself to keep her eyes where they belonged.

      “What’s wrong?” Xiuh instantly asked, looking at her in confusion.

      “I’m not feeling well,” she admitted to him in a low undertone, knowing he’d get what she meant.

      “I’ll walk next to you,” Xiuh said, drawing closer.

      Midnightstar held her breath, then simply gave up and let herself fall into Xiuh’s head, watching the world through his eyes as they traveled through the base of the mountain ranges. It was a lot easier giving in rather than trying to fight it, but she still hated it. Though...she did have to admit...seeing things through Xiuh’s eyes was a lot better than having visions. At least she knew where she...well, they...were walking, at least.

      Days passed. Food became scarcer than before. Midnightstar herself secretly gave Adelaide her portion when nobody was looking. Her hunger only made her visions worse. When the rest of them found out Midnightstar was giving her food away, they were furious.

      “Why would you do something like that?” Xiuh pressed her, infuriated.

      Her head had been swimming at the time, making her answer muddled and faint. “Adelaide’s weaker than I am. She needs it more.”

      “I’m going to fetch you something and make sure you eat it all,” Xiuh growled, heading for a wooded part of the mountain. “Don’t let her leave, Tatl!”

      “Will do,” he said lowly, glaring at his friend.

      It was obvious the Ortusans had lost their trail when they’d picked up the pace. There was no sign of them anywhere. When they had spanned the Ice Borns a full week with no sign of the Assembly, the group had a meeting.

      “This is getting us nowhere,” Rabika argued, battering her tail against the ground. “We’ll be here forever unless we find a guide, and there are obviously none here. We might find someone on the other side of the mountain range.”

      “Yes, but how do we get there?” Adelaide asked.

      “It’s simple, isn’t it? The only way to get there is to pass through the forest of the Specters,” Tatl said.

      The entire troop turned to gaze at the black, hazy woods that were only a couple hundred yards away. An eerie gloom emitted from it, and Midnightstar gave a shiver. If they went inside, there was no guarantee of any of them coming out.

      “What’s a Specter?” Adelaide asked, always oblivious.

      “A Specter is a spirit-monster,” Tatl explained. “They transform into people you know, so they can lure you into traps.”

      “I think Uncle Lilja and Mom went past them on the journey to save the Verinian long ago,” Rabika added. “Fortunately for them, they didn’t run into any.”

      “What happens if you listen to the Specters?” Adelaide asked, poking her head forward.

      “They eat you,” Xiuh said simply.

      Adelaide let out a squeak. Midnightstar shook her head and said, “No, it’s too risky, we...”

      “We’ve already wasted a week, and we have to get through these mountains. Unless you’d rather hike around and around these peaks and have us all freeze to death, we have no other option,” Tatl put bluntly.

      Midnightstar let her head fall. It was no use.

      Xiuh shook his mane. “It’s decided then. We’ll go into the woods in the morning. Everybody watch themselves. No telling what could happen in there.”

      

      Later that night, Midnightstar went for a walk on her own. Dangerous, she knew, but she needed time to think, to try to sort out her thoughts, and her guilt.

      It was a terrible idea to go into the Specter forest, she knew that much. But what else could she do? She was outvoted, and there was nothing she could do or say to change that. There was no hope of getting any sleep tonight. She would only lie awake, wondering who would be next to die.

      She found solace in a round spot near an outcropping of rock. The stones were scattered all around her in a semi-circle. Her injured paw, which still didn’t hurt, tingled at the sight.

      “Why do they all stay with me? They should’ve abandoned me by now,” she groaned.

      No response from any of the stones. “It’s just another war,” Midnightstar said, and she kicked a rock. “Just another famine, another plague or disease. It goes on and on and on and never ends, and why would the Creator bother to care? It just happens, over and over and over again. Even I’d lose interest in all this chaos eventually. If this war ends, another one ten or fifty or a hundred years from now will start again. A sickness will be cured, only to be replaced by something even worse. Making it better means nothing. Just like I mean nothing.”

      Midnightstar looked at the stones. “All of my effort and hard work, all my sacrifice, will eventually be forgotten. To my descendants, I won’t have even existed, give or take a century. I might as well be this rock.”

      She has the answers for you, Midnightstar, the voices whispered in her ear. If you find her, she can tell you what all of this is worth.

      Midnightstar shut the voices out. As she did so, her mind caved, and the rocky mountains around her were spirited away as she zoomed into the stars.

      Midnightstar soared with outstretched paws towards the moon, landing on it firmly and sinking the white orb down with her weight. It was no bigger than she was. She hopped up and down on it like a ball, and it bounced through space, all around the world in a large circle.

      “How unimpressive,” she said. “The moon is a lie, too.”

      She jumped off the moon and it spun behind her as she floated through space, orbiting faster and faster until it turned inward on itself and exploded.

      “Ridiculous moon,” Midnightstar said. “That’s what you get for lying to us.”

      Midnightstar flew past a red planet, which fired bolts of liquid sand at her as she did so. She spun on the rings of another planet, becoming dizzy as they twirled her round and round.

      “Everything in the universe just goes in circles. Meaningless,” Midnightstar said. She watched the earth whizz by as she let the rings carry her around once…twice…three times…

      “I could swear Vixen told me these rings were made out of rocks,” she said, looking down at them. “Now I know. All it ever was, and all it ever will be, is an illusion.”

      Midnightstar fell into space, putting her ears back as she zoomed forward, flying to the farthest planet she could find.

      She sat on the tiny planet, disappointed. She looked at the mountains upon the planet that were cold and frozen, blue and lifeless. “What a pity. All these are, and all these ever will be, are the Ice Borns.”

      The entire universe was a lie. Everything she knew had to be wrong. She sat, sweeping her tail, until the entire galaxy began to clump together in a large blob, and all the planets disappeared. The mass of planets began to whirl faster and faster and faster...

      “No more!” Midnightstar yelled, and the galaxy vanished. Midnightstar was standing on a block of ice and snow…yet all around her, the summer sun shone brightly. On the wind was the fresh new smell of spring, but on the trees in the distance, the leaves were beginning to change color. She was in a forest of multiple seasons.

      She put her paws over her face, shutting out the world, wanting to make all of the scary dreams and thoughts and voices go away and never return.

      “What’s happening to me?” Midnightstar whimpered, falling apart.

      “You’re slipping through the ether of time.”

      Midnightstar spun on the spot. A creature stood before her, one with owl ears and a speckled face. It was a female griffin, what Midnightstar couldn’t decide was whether the creature was intensely beautiful…or hideously terrifying.

      “The ether of time?” Midnightstar asked, coming closer. “What does that mean?”

      The griffin bowed her head slightly, saying, “This won’t make much sense to you. But listen to what I have to say.”

      “What is it? Please, speak up,” she begged.

      “Patience is a great virtue,” the griffin said. “The Creator is doing an excellent job teaching it to you all.”

      “All you voices ever do is tell me confusing things,” Midnightstar said angrily, turning away.

      “You think I am part of those wicked spirits?” the griffin asked softly. “You are very mistaken.”

      Midnightstar paused. “So you’re not part of them…but you know them?”

      “Know them? They were my most horrid enemies when I was on this earth, and are yours, and are everybody’s whose spirit still hasn’t crossed over to eternity.”

      “But then…that must mean you’re…”

      “You are more dead than I am,” the griffin said.

      “What does that mean?” Midnightstar asked, frustrated.

      “This world is nothing more than a shadowy mist, one that is slowly fading away,” the griffin spoke. “All the mortals who live here are under a shimmering illusion.”

      “Are you saying that none of this is real?” Midnightstar pressed.

      Without warning, the sound of a bee’s hive filled her head. Midnightstar cried out, howling in anguish at the irritating, loud noise that was hitting the walls of her skull.

      She knew what those had to be…no other creature’s voice vibrated and hummed like that. The voices of thousands upon thousands of Changers, the thoughts of Changers, the dreams of Changers, were all swirling and burning in her head, demanding to be heard.

      “Make it stop!” Midnightstar screamed in agony. All the chattering came to a sudden halt.

      “You have the power to make this stop,” the griffin said.

      “What was that?” Midnightstar asked. The griffin didn’t answer.

      Midnightstar looked at the stone she had been throwing around earlier. “Do you mean to say…that I can hear the thoughts of all Changers?”

      The griffin stared.

      Midnightstar gulped. “But how? Why?”

      “You are the last.”

      “That’s helpful,” Midnightstar grumped. “Are you sure you’re not the one in my head?”

      The griffin stomped her front foot, giving Midnightstar an irritated look.

      “So the voices that talk to me, that say all those terrible things, those are Changers?”

      “No. The voices that speak directly to you are the dark ones, Midnightstar,” she said. “In the universe, there is a balance of good and evil. These dark voices help to cause all the pain and destruction on the earth. They are the ones who want to wreak havoc on the Creator’s world, who are helping Wyntier to win. Whatever you do, you mustn’t ever listen to them.”

      Midnightstar shook. “Is it only me who can hear them, then?”

      “Everybody can hear them, and see the evil ideas that they plant in one’s head, but only a skilled few can recognize them for what they are. Most mistake them for their own inner voice.”

      “But why?”

      “They’re probably trying to convince you that you’re crazy,” she suggested.

      Midnightstar gaped in surprise. She had been listening to the voices. But then, reason took to her. Dark voices, telling her to do evil? Impossible. “I am crazy. This must be all a vision, or a dream. I must wake up!” she insisted.

      “MIDNIGHTSTAR!” the griffin boomed. She swept up her wings and Midnightstar was buffeted back by the wind. Within her mind, she saw a large doe wandering about aimlessly in the rain, calling for an answer as she walked over a bridge and to a small gathering of fellow deer…

      “Allie?” Midnightstar whispered. “Allie, is that you?”

      “She can’t hear you. You’re only in her head.”

      “But why is she there? Why isn’t she with Kennu in the Verinian, where she’s supposed to be?” Midnightstar clambered to her feet, nearly tottering over as she did so.

      “Wyntier and a pair of Ortusans lured her into a trap. Her friends think she’s dead. She doesn’t remember anything, because of the attack,” the griffin said.

      “Then we have to go back!” Midnightstar said, raising her tail. “We have to tell the others she’s out there, we...”

      “No, Midnightstar,” the griffin protested. “You have to continue your mission.”

      “My friend is alone! She doesn’t know what’s going on!” Midnightstar yelled.

      “You need to trust in the Creator’s plan, Midnightstar! You can’t see the purpose of all of this,” the griffin protested.

      “What plan could be so great where people are killing each other and starving to death?” Midnightstar said bitterly.

      The griffin didn’t answer.

      Midnightstar began pacing. “Tell you what. I’ll go to the Assembly if you answer a couple questions I have.”

      “I don’t make bargains.”

      “All I ask for is a few answers. Could you give me that?”

      “It would depend on what you ask.”

      Midnightstar simmered. “Where am I?”

      The griffin spread her wing wide. “You are in the Inbetween, a place of time and no-time.”

      “What does that even mean?”

      “Listen closely. There is no such thing as time, Midnightstar. It’s just a concept,” the griffin began. “If you truly think about it, nothing changes. All the seasons and the years cycle, one by one, and become themselves again in due time. Things don’t change, Midnightstar. Only we do.”

      “Right,” she replied, brain buzzing. “And all those Changers I just heard in here, what does that mean?”

      “A Changer’s thought is connected to the Inbetween. Since you can go here, you can hear all they speak and see all they think, and therefore, enter into their minds.” The griffin paused. “I ask you to not pry for anything else.”

      “One more, please. Why can I do all this stuff…and others can’t? I’ve never heard of anybody in my life who…who could see visions, and hear the thoughts of Changers and…slip into a dragon’s eyes,” Midnightstar babbled.

      “There’ve been others before you.”

      “What were they?”

      “Long ago, they were referred to as skygazers.”

      “A skygazer…” Midnightstar remembered what Xiuh said earlier. She enjoyed hearing the word, liked the way it seemed to click neatly in her brain. “What is that?”

      “A skygazer for the Lands is what the Great One is for Nesting’s Haven. There is a singular guardian, and his or her chosen portal, chosen to defend the Lands from any looming threat that could cause the entire realm to collapse.”

      “I don’t see why I’m able to do this all of a sudden. I never had any powers before.”

      “Your powers have come upon you at a late age, yet at the opportune moment. Don’t waste them, Midnightstar.”

      “You said something about a portal…what’s that?” she questioned.

      “It is a way for a skygazer to be in two places at once. A way for them to see things from a different point of view. All the skygazers have one, and yours is Xiuh.”

      “I don’t even know him!” Midnightstar said angrily.

      “But he is yours now,” the griffin said. “You’ve already known for quite some time, Midnightstar. You have to let him know.”

      “He’d never believe half the stuff I’m telling him. I don’t even know if I believe it,” Midnightstar said, backing up.

      “Midnightstar,” the griffin said gently. “Don’t let the pain that’s built up for more than a decade prevent you from taking another risk.”

      Midnightstar felt herself choke up. “I’ve been through so much over the years. I don’t think I can handle anymore. I’m sorry.”

      “It’s your decision,” the griffin comforted. “But I encourage you to tell him. There will be consequences for leading him on blindly.”

      “I’ll take them,” Midnightstar said.

      The world began rippling around her like water upon a stone. Looking around, she said, “I guess it’s time to go.”

      “Midnightstar, whatever you do, don’t listen to the voices,” the griffin said intently.

      “I won’t,” she said as the mountains began to return, and the Inbetween went away completely, yet the griffin was still there. “No, please, you must heed what I say! The dark voices know more about the world than you do, Midnightstar. They want Wyntier to win! They will say things you won’t understand to try and trick you! You are one of the fortunate few who know what they are, but you must never submit. Even the most innocent voice is deadly!

      “I told you I won’t. Isn’t my word good enough for you?” Midnightstar snapped.

      The griffin vanished completely, and there was nothing but rocks to take her place.

      Midnightstar looked to the north, and then the south, unsure of which way to go. North would take her to the Ice Borns and towards the Assembly...south would bring her back home to find Allie.

      She took a few steps south. She then turned and made her way back to her pack, shaking her head. She would do what the griffin said. She’d keep quiet about Allie’s disappearance, and tell her group to keep trouncing towards the original goal.

      “Oh, Allie,” she whispered. “I’m so sorry.”
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          Life Has No Room for Spectators Nor Specters
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      Midnightstar sighed as they approached the dark forest before them. “Alright, we have to stay together in here no matter what,” she ordered before they entered, stopping before the group and turning to look at them. “They’ll do anything they can to trick us.”

      “Yeah, yeah, yeah, we know.” Rabika rolled her eyes. “Let’s just get going already.”

      “Those trees look really scary, guys,” Adelaide whimpered softly, leaning into Midnightstar. “What if the Specters find us and eat us?”

      “You’ll be fine,” Rabika told her. “We have to go in.”

      “She’s right. We’ve wasted enough time already,” Tatl yapped. “You’ll just have to face your fears, Adelaide.”

      “Stick with me. I’ll keep you safe.” Midnightstar offered, nudging her small friend.

      The red wolf wagged her tail happily. “I’m glad you care about me, Mids.”

      “Of course, Adelaide. I care about all of you.” Midnightstar said, looking toward Xiuh. He stood a short distance away from the wolves, preparing for the trip into the dark woods. He caught her eye and Midnightstar looked down quickly. She hadn’t been able to tell him what the griffin had said, and it upset her more with each hour that passed. She wanted to be honest with him...wanted his friendship, even, but what was she to say? He would never believe the truth.

      Don’t say a word. He’s not a real friend to you, Midnightstar. You barely know him, the voices whispered to her. You can’t tell anyone.

      Midnightstar shook her head quickly, forcing the voices to hush, at least for a moment. “Let’s go. We don’t have time to lose.”

      Adelaide gulped. “Promise me you won’t leave my side.”

      “I promise, Adelaide.” Midnightstar said softly. “Just don’t leave me, either.”

      “I won’t,” Adelaide replied.

      “Are you ready?” Midnightstar asked the group, but the question was more directed to herself.

      Tatl and Rabika nodded and Xiuh moved closer to the wolves. They walked forward together, taking it one step at a time. Fear dotted Tatl’s face, an expression Midnightstar had never seen on the young alpha. A similar look came over Rabika, and Adelaide shook in her fur. Xiuh looked around suspiciously, twisting his tail, and Midnightstar felt her mind slipping. She leaned on Adelaide slightly so she wouldn’t fall over, and allowed herself into the dragon’s mind.

      Everything was so dark and strange in these woods. Xiuh looked up to the tree tops and let out a slight growl of frustration.

      The trees are too dense, she heard him think. I’ll never be able to fly through them if we need to escape.

      He looked toward Midnightstar, concern flowing through his mind. She’s becoming even more distant than before, Xiuh thought. I thought we were friends. Maybe I was wrong. What can I do to make her accept me?

      He was unaware Midnightstar heard every word, even though her body was several lengths ahead. The dragon’s sadness whipped through her, and unable to take it, Midnightstar pulled away and slunk back to her own self.

      Once she was back in her own body, she looked at Xiuh. His head was hung low, and he moved at a slow pace.

      “Let’s go, dragon, you’re slowing us down!” she barked, knowing that she had to keep a distance between them. She felt guilty about the way he felt, but if they became close friends, it would only hurt him to know she was using him.

      Xiuh looked up at her, and the pain she knew was there vanished from his eyes, as if behind a mask. “Maybe you need to slow down, wolf.”

      The use of one simple word tore Midnightstar apart. She longed to call him by name, but simply couldn’t. No matter what happened, she wouldn’t allow herself to let Xiuhcoatl in.

      They walked blindly forward, unaware of where exactly they were walking to. Everything looked the same, every tree identical in the dim light. Midnightstar plodded on, and then froze when a familiar figure appeared before her.

      His brown hair and cruel eyes forced a growl from her throat. “Get out of my way, Wyntier,” she snarled, wishing nothing more than to tear him apart.

      “Now why would I do that?” he asked calmly, peering at her. “I won’t leave until I finish my business.”

      “What business? You have no business here.” Hate dripped from her words, and her rage filled the air around her with a bitter spite.

      “Killing you and your pathetic friends,” Wyntier seethed. “If you can even call them friends.”

      “You’ll never get my friends. I’ll kill you before you have the chance.” Midnightstar crouched down, ready to pounce upon him.

      “Look around you. They’re already gone.” Wyntier threw back his head and laughed as Midnightstar began to look about the forest frantically, backing up in a panic.

      Midnightstar gasped as she saw the limp figure of Tatl being pulled into a tree, as if the trunk was devouring him. His lower half was already gone and the rest of him hung down like a doll, bloody and lifeless. Adelaide’s head sat on the ground, covered in blood, but her body was nowhere to be seen. The red fur of her face was torn out in patches, and weeping a strange, discolored ooze. Rabika was halfway in a hole, her legs sticking up in all directions, obviously broken.

      But worst of all was Xiuh. He lay upon the ground, wingless and dismembered, but still breathing. He was clinging to what was left of his pained life.

      “You did this to us,” he croaked. “You let us die.”

      “No! I didn’t know!” Midnightstar shook her head, denial filling her chest. “Xiuh, I’m so sorry. I tried to tell you, but I didn’t want to hurt you!”

      “You did this,” Tatl whimpered. Only one paw and his muzzle stood out of the tree as the trunk sucked him inward. It was a terrifying sight, making it appear that the plant was speaking to her.

      “It’s your fault,” Adelaide’s head added. “You killed us, Midnightstar.”

      Midnightstar stared at the face for a moment, then smiled as the truth struck her. Little Adelaide was too sweet to ever blame anyone for anything. She would’ve probably tried to forgive Wyntier for his crimes, if she had been old enough to remember that he killed her parents.

      “This isn’t real.” Midnightstar whipped around and glared at Wyntier. “You didn’t kill them!”

      “No? How are you so sure?” he crowed, his voice sickly sweet.

      “Because you’re weak!” Midnightstar snapped back at him.

      “Weak? How dare you!” Wyntier pulled a gun from within his coat and began running at her, enraged

      “You can’t hurt me!” Midnightstar yelled as he drew closer. “You can’t hurt me because you’re not real!”

      With this statement Wyntier stopped inches in front of her, seemingly frozen. His skin began peeling off, curling as it fell to the ground. As it pulled away, shining purple scales were revealed beneath. Horns took shape on top of Wyntier’s head and talons were added as the figure got larger. The kind face that took the place of the evil Accompany’s struck pain in the heart of the wolf, for it was the kindly face of a mother, one from her childhood that had been so crudely taken away.

      “Vera...” she whimpered. “Vera!”

      Midnightstar’s heart beat faster and as she ran towards the lovely dragon. Her mind told her that this wasn’t real, but it didn’t matter, because her heart wanted nothing more than to be held by the Changer.

      “Yes child, it is me,” Vera cooed softly as she drew near. “Come here and calm yourself. I will take care of you. Forget this plan of greatness. It means nothing to you.”

      Midnightstar skidded to a halt. This wasn’t right. Vera had always found meaning in everything, no matter how small or pointless it had seemed. “You aren’t Vera.”

      Midnightstar backed away, but the dragon spread her wings and engulfed her within them. “Let me go!” she screamed

      “You are safe here, don’t you see?” Vera said quietly. “You need to stay here, where you will always be safe.”

      “No!” Midnightstar lashed out with her claws, burying one into Vera’s side. The dragon’s eyes grew wide and she began to roar, releasing Midnightstar from her grasp. Midnightstar watched as the dragon shriveled, then expanded. Vera grew larger and larger, filling all of Midnightstar’s vision, then she exploded outward, creating large splatters of goop on the trees. The dark world around her became bright, and then the sun was too much, getting brighter and brighter.

      “No, stop it!” Midnightstar yelled. “Stop!”

      Suddenly, as quickly as the brightness came, it left.  She looked around and found herself deep within the forest, all alone. Adelaide was gone from her side, and the others were missing, too. They’d been separated, but Midnightstar had no idea how.

      “Adelaide!” she called into the dark trees. “Tatl! Rabika!” she started running frantically to find them. “Xiuh!”

      As she yelled the dragon’s name, her vision blurred and then became his. Xiuh was walking through the trees, afraid for the wolves, but not for himself. I have to find them again. They won’t last against Specters, he thought, picking up his pace.

      In the trees, a harsh light emerged, and Xiuh turned to face it. At first, it was too bright to see the source, but then it dimmed to reveal Midnightstar, standing there and smiling coyly.

      Xiuh rushed toward her. “Thank the Creator I found you,” he said as he approached, relief in his voice.

      “Come with me, Xiuh.” the wolf before him said softly. “I know where the others are.”

      Don’t go with her! Midnightstar screamed. That isn’t me!

      Under the spell of a Specter, the dragon didn’t hear her. “Lead the way.” Xiuh followed the Specter, unable to hear the true Midnightstar’s frantic screams. “I’m glad you’re okay.”

      “Of course you are,” the Specter replied. “I know how much you care about me.”

      “Then why have you been ignoring me?” Xiuh questioned.

      “Does it matter? I don’t care about your feelings, only the mission,” the fake-Midnightstar replied.

      I would never say that to you! Can’t you see this isn’t me? Midnightstar yelled, still unable to reach the dragon. Please, Xiuh! See the truth!

      “It doesn’t,” Xiuh lied. In his head, Midnightstar heard the truth. I don’t want to be let go anymore. Too many have left me. Mother and Mirabelle are gone. Why can’t you just be a friend, instead of leaving me like they did? Xiuh thought.

      His words broke her heart. Whispering softly, she said, I won’t leave you, Xiuh.

      Xiuh jumped backwards in surprise. “Who said that?”

      “No one said anything, crazy,” the Specter replied, a lack of concern on its face. “Come on. Only a little bit farther now.”

      I won’t leave you if you just listen to me. Midnightstar knew he’d heard her. Somehow, she was getting through to him. She only had to try harder. That isn’t me, Xiuh!

      “Who are you?” Xiuh looped around, searching the woods for a face. “Where are you?”

      I’m Midnightstar, the real Midnightstar! I’m in your head, Xiuh, in your thoughts!

      “Stop this yelling! We have to go before everyone else gets caught!” the Specter ordered. “Get moving!”

      That’s a Specter! Can’t you see its flaws! Midnightstar cried.

      “Midnightstar?” As the dragon realized what was going on, his confusion was overtaken by anger. “What are you doing? Get out of my head!”

      I don’t mean to be in here! I just wanted to see if you were alright!

      “Why would you do this to me?” he asked. “How could you intrude upon my thoughts like this and not tell me you were there?”

      Xiuh shook himself, the feeling of being watched creeping over his back. Through their connection, Midnightstar saw he felt betrayed and violated by her presence in his subconscious. Thoughts that were meant to be private had been revealed to her.

      Midnightstar was forced away from him, but before she left, she watched the Specter vanish into thin air as Xiuh leapt at it, snagging the spirit with his claws.

      Midnightstar panted as she came into her own body. Xiuh had needed her to be there for him, and all this time, she’d been pushing him away.

      “I’m sorry, Xiuh,” she whispered, rising to her feet and beginning to walk through the trees. “I’ll make it up to you somehow.”

      

      Tatl stopped and looked around, trying to figure out what direction he was heading in. The forest looked the same no matter where he traveled. He circled a tree several times before stopping upon a wolf he knew, lunging back in astonishment.

      The black fur of the wolf before him blended easily with the darkness around them. “Uncle Lilja?” Tatl questioned. “What are you doing here?”

      “I came to find you,” Lilja answered. “Your mother is worried sick. She asked me to bring all of you home.”

      “We can’t leave,” Tatl argued. “We have to help Midnightstar find the Assembly.”

      “Well, at least let me get you out of this forest,” Lilja insisted. “This is no place for a lone wolf to be roaming.”

      “We have to find Adelaide and Rabika,” Tatl said. “And Midnightstar and Xiuh are lost in here, too.”

      “They’re already safe outside the trees,” Lilja explained. “You’re the last one missing.”

      “Oh. Okay, let’s go then,” Tatl said, relieved to no longer be alone. “Lead the way.”

      When Lilja began to walk in a different direction, Tatl followed willingly. The older wolf led his nephew through the trees, but rather than taking him out of the woods, he seemed to be bringing Tatl deeper into the darkness.

      “Are you sure this is the right way?” Tatl questioned, scampering next to Lilja.

      “Of course it is. Would I steer my own family wrong?” Lilja barked.

      “I was just asking, because it looks darker here,” Tatl commented. “Not at all like the edge of the forest did.”

      “Do you trust me?” Lilja asked.

      “Yeah. I’ve always trusted you,” Tatl answered slowly. “You’re my uncle.”

      “Then stop arguing and walk!” Lilja snapped.

      Tatl paused. He had never heard his uncle be so cruel to him before. His face was overtaken by an expression of horror. “You’re not my uncle, are you?” Tatl said. “You’re a Specter.”

      “Don’t be ridiculous,” Lilja replied, but his voice cracked slightly, not at all sounding like Lilja would

      “You’re not who you say you are!” Tatl growled. “I can see right through you!”

      Discovered, the Specter opened its mouth and screamed at him, vanishing in a puff of smoke and leaving Tatl even more lost than he had been before. “Now what?” he groaned, looking around.

      “Follow me.” A voice, mystical and light, as if it were from another world, echoed to him through the woods. “I can take you somewhere safe.”

      “Who are you?” Tatl gazed forward intently to see a young she-wolf before him, her coat the color of pale sand underneath the warmth of a yellow sun.

      “I’m here to help,” she said. “I can assure you that I’m not one of the Specters.”

      “Yes, but you can’t prove it,” Tatl argued. “Why should I go with you?”

      The she-wolf stared at him. “I know we’ve never met, but I mean you no harm. Come with me.”

      Tatl watched her walk away, and then followed slowly. He stayed a few lengths behind her, his suspicion leading his actions as the sandy wolf trailed through the woods.

      

      “Oof!” Adelaide yapped, running into a tree. “Why can’t you trees just stay out of my way! This is the fifth one I’ve hit.”

      She rubbed a paw against her head and whimpered. Her trip through the forest had become quite painful after she had lost Midnightstar. The older wolf had been able to lead her along, but now Adelaide was on her own, and she had a nasty habit of looking to the side so trees often got in her way.

      She sat down, giving up on her search. “They can just come find me. I’m tired of getting hurt,” she griped.

      “I’ve found you, little one,” a kind voice said, relief obvious in its soft, gentle tones. A silver she-wolf gazed at Adelaide with shimmering eyes.

      “Mama!” Adelaide squealed, rushing towards Lottie eagerly.

      “I’ve missed you, my dear one.” Lottie didn’t move towards her daughter, but stood where she was, allowing Adelaide to come to her. Adelaide ran headfirst into the wolf, yipping and wagging her tail happily.

      “Why are you here, Mama? I thought you had to stay at home.” Adelaide sat at Lottie’s feet like she used to as a pup, cocking her head to the side curiously.

      “Because I was worried about my children,” Lottie answered anxiously. “I came looking for you, to take you back where you belong.”

      “But what about Midnightstar?” Adelaide asked. “We want to help her, too.”

      “She’ll be coming back with us,” Lottie replied. “She’s been gone for far too long. All of you have. You need to abandon this silly mission and return to your pack.”

      “I’d love to go home and have a full belly again,” Adelaide said happily.

      “I thought you would.” Lottie chuckled, but the sound was strange and mangled in her throat. “Come, child.”

      “I’m coming!” Adelaide followed Lottie through the dense forest blindly, unaware of where she was being led.

      

      Rabika sat on her haunches, staring at a thorn jammed into her paw. She didn’t know how she lost her group, but it didn’t matter to her.

      “Stupid idiots,” she muttered. “I told them they needed to listen to me. I can do a much better job of leading them than Midnightstar.”

      “Rabika!” A sudden yell forced her gaze away from her wound, drawing her attention to the murky darkness.

      “Who’s there?” she shouted. “If it’s Tatl, I told you we’d get lost!”

      “I’m not Tatl.” A gray wolf emerged from the trees, followed by two others, identical in color and size. The three wolves were so similar, they appeared reflections of one another.

      “Who are you?” Rabika asked. She wanted to stand to face them, but the pain in her paw prevented it. She was left sitting meekly on her rump, watching the strange wolves as they stood completely still, not even the fur on their back shifting in the slight breeze trickling through the trees.

      “A pack in need of help,” the wolf responded. “Our family is dying, and we need a good hunter. We’ve heard about your greatness all throughout the Lands, Rabika. We need you to be our leader.”

      “A pack leader?” Rabika looked away haughtily, as if she were considering it. “Hm. This is rather strange. But I guess I could lead you, if you think you’re worthy of my skills.”

      “Please, Rabika, we don’t know who else to turn to,” he begged.

      The wolves behind him nodded their agreement, moving their heads in one simultaneous motion.

      “Fine. I guess I can be your leader, but you have to do me a favor first,” she said.

      “Anything for you, Rabika!” the wolf exclaimed devotedly.

      “Pull this out for me! I don’t want to ruin my teeth.” She pushed her paw toward him, slapping him in the face, and the wolf nodded.

      “Of course.” He gripped the thorn gingerly with his teeth and pulled. Rabika squealed and jumped away, but the thorn was gone.

      “Thank you,” Rabika said, gasping dramatically. “Now, take me to my new pack. I want to see how weak you are that you couldn’t even hunt for yourselves.”

      “Right this way.” The wolf bowed lowly before leading her to the center of the woods, his companions closing in on either side.

      

      “How much farther, Mama?” Adelaide whined. “I think we’re going the wrong way. It didn’t take this long to get here.”

      “Adelaide, do you trust your mother?” Lottie asked, turning slightly to look at her.

      “Yeah, but this just doesn’t look right.” Adelaide hung her head in shame. “I’m sorry I doubted you, Mama.”

      “It’s alright, my child,” Lottie assured her. “Just keep moving. We’ll be home soon.”

      “How soon?” Adelaide questioned, but a snap somewhere in the trees drew both Adelaide’s and Lottie’s attention away. A dusty colored wolf stood just off the path they walked, glaring at Lottie as if giving her some sort of warning. The silver wolf whimpered, then vanished in a puff of smoke.

      “Mama!” Adelaide shrieked, pouncing on the spot where Lottie just was. “Mama, where did you go!”

      She turned towards the other wolf, bearing her tiny teeth. “What did you do to Mama?”

      “That wasn’t Mama, Adelaide.” Tatl came up from behind the she-wolf, shaking his head. “That was a Specter. It was trying to trick you.”

      “But it looked just like her,” Adelaide whined.

      “Yeah, and mine looked just like Uncle Lilja, but that doesn’t mean it was him,” Tatl said, “Come on, this wolf is safe. She can help us.”

      “Are you sure?” Adelaide looked the other wolf up and down cautiously, still in shock from the random disappearance of Lottie.

      “I wouldn’t have scared the Specter away if I was one of them. I can take you out of here,” the wolf said, her pale eyes soft and kind. “I promise you’ll make it out alive.”

      “She’s okay, Adelaide. Would I be following her if she wasn’t?” Tatl assured his sister.

      “Alright...” Adelaide caved, playing with her paws. “Where are the others?”

      “We’re going to find them now,” Tatl said. “Aren’t we?”

      “In time Tatl, in time,” the strange wolf responded.

      “So, what’s your name?” Adelaide asked, always full of questions.

      “That doesn’t matter now,” the creature told her, shaking her head. “All that matters is finding the rest of your friends before the Specters do.”

      

      Midnightstar searched the brush around her, desperately wanting to find someone, anyone she knew. The rustle of leaves to one side made her turn, spinning to the side and leaping away from the noise. She found the source of the noise was only a dragon...her dragon.

      “Xiuh!” she exclaimed, rushing toward him. “Thank goodness you’re alright!”

      The dragon turned a cold shoulder and her heart sunk as he turned a steely glare upon her.

      “Why did you do it?” he demanded. “Why did you get inside my head?”

      “I can’t control when it happens,” Midnightstar said. “It’s not my fault.”

      “You could’ve at least told me about it, instead of hiding it like you did,” Xiuh snapped.

      “Would you have believed me?” Midnightstar questioned. “Or would you call me crazy, and push me away?”

      “It doesn’t matter what I’d think! You still needed to tell me!” Xiuh snarled at her.

      “It matters to me!” Midnightstar barked. “I don’t want anyone to think I’m insane, because I’m not!”

      “You betrayed me, Midnightstar,” Xiuh said, looking away from her. “How do you think I feel? If you had told me, at least I could’ve been warned that you were going to creep around inside my mind.”

      A deep struggle raged inside Midnightstar. Should she snap at him again, or let it go, and accept the blame? “I don’t want to fight with you, Xiuh,” she muttered.

      “Too bad. You started this fight!” he hissed.

      “I didn’t want to hurt you,” she replied. “And I was afraid that if I told you the truth, you would leave. We need you here.”

      “No, you don’t,” Xiuh replied. “If I left right now, none of you would even care. How can a wolf care for a dragon?”

      “I care about you,” she told him weakly. “I don’t want you to go.”

      “You should’ve thought about that earlier.” Xiuh turned away from her, and Midnightstar’s heart sunk farther into darkness.

      

      Rabika followed her new pack eagerly, holding her head high as she pranced through the forest with all the arrogance of a queen who’d just been crowned.

      “Just wait until Tatl hears about this!” she said. “He’ll see. They’ll all see. I am good enough. I’m the greatest hunter there is!”

      “Of course you’re good enough. You’re better than everyone else,” one of the gray wolves said with a happy bark. “The most amazing wolf the Lands has ever seen!”

      “At least someone appreciates my abilities,” Rabika said loudly, her pride getting the best of her. “My family doesn’t understand how great I am.”

      “To us you are perfect, Rabika,” the gray wolf’s twin replied. “You are the best of the best!”

      “Rabika, get out of there!” Tatl’s voice called through the trees, and Rabika barely glanced over her shoulder as her brother came rampaging out from behind a stray bush. “They aren’t what they say they are!”

      “You’re just jealous of what I have, Tatl,” Rabika bragged. “Now I’m a pack leader, and you’re not.”

      “No, they’re just Specters,” Adelaide said, tumbling through the bush. “They’re going to eat you.”

      “Specters? Yeah, right. These wolves appreciate me, and you’re just upset that you never appreciated me,” Rabika snapped.

      “Rabika, come on,” Adelaide pleaded. “We want to save you.”

      “Stop living in a fantasy, Rabika,” Tatl growled.

      “This isn’t a fantasy!” Rabika said harshly. “Now leave me and my new pack alone!”

      “This is not right.” The dusty colored wolf appeared from behind Tatl and locked eyes with one of the gray wolves beside Rabika. The three wolves whimpered and began to back away, terrified at the sight of the she-wolf.

      “Be gone, all of you,” she commanded.

      The three wolves vanished into smoke, and Rabika looked around in confusion, hopping from foot to foot.

      “What...what happened to them?” she questioned. “My...pack.”

      “They were an illusion, meant to trick you,” Tatl told her. “Any further and you would’ve been eaten. Now we have to find Midnightstar and Xiuh, so we can get out of here.”

      “I found you, so don’t worry about that.” Midnightstar appeared a short ways away, leaves and branches stuck in her fur. It looked like she hardly cared about her appearance at the moment.

      “You’re okay!” Adelaide rushed toward the black wolf, her tongue lolling out of her mouth as she gambled towards her friend.

      “I’m fine, Adelaide.” Midnightstar said simply. “Let’s get out of here. I’m sure Xiuh can find his own way out.”

      “Why would you say that?” Tatl asked. “Xiuh has helped us several times. The least we can do is to help him out of the forest.”

      “He’ll be fine,” Midnightstar replied. “Dragons can take care of themselves.”

      “But Mids...” Adelaide looked at her with sad, confused eyes. “Xiuh is our friend.”

      “Not mine,” Midnightstar said bluntly.

      “The loss of a friend is tragic,” the sandy wolf said quietly. “It is a painful, devastating thing.”

      “Who are you?” Midnightstar questioned, perking her ears up at the newcomer.

      “No one in particular,” the wolf answered. “We must find the dragon.”

      “What does it matter to you? You don’t even know us,” Midnightstar argued.

      “You must all be safe in order for your task to be completed,” she countered. “Follow me. I already know of his location.”

      The dusty wolf began walking and the three younger wolves followed, curious to where she was going. Midnightstar watched, dumbfounded, before reluctantly going with them.

      Xiuh was sitting a few feet away from where he’d been when Midnightstar had taken his mind, appearing rather lonesome. Adelaide was the first to spot him, and she rushed over eagerly, bouncing up and down before him. “Xiuh! We found you!”

      “Hello, Adelaide.” Xiuh greeted her without cheer of any kind.

      “Looks like he’s all in one piece,” Tatl commented with a chuckle.

      “Well, duh. The Specters would be stupid to attack a dragon,” Rabika countered, her ego still bruised from being tricked by the spirits.

      “And now we must leave this cursed ground,” the mysterious wolf told them. “I can lead you to open land.”

      Xiuh looked at them blankly. “Who is this?”

      “Don’t bother asking who she is. She doesn’t answer,” Rabika griped.

      “Then I won’t ask.” Xiuh looked around the group and his eyes fell on Midnightstar. She dropped her head to stare at her paws when his gaze met hers.

      They followed the strange new wolf until they saw light breaking through the trunks of trees. Tatl and Adelaide ran forward, cheering as they charged out of the woods.

      “We made it through the forest!” Adelaide cried.

      “Yeah, but we’re at the wrong side,” Rabika snorted. “This is where we started!”

      “This is not wrong,” the strange wolf told them.

      “Yes, it is,” Midnightstar said in a crude voice. “We need to go to the Assembly of the Lands, which is on the other side of the forest.”

      “No. The Assembly is in the Cave of Glass,” the wolf retorted.

      “Where in the Lands is that?” Tatl questioned.

      “In the Blue Sky Peaks.” The wolf began to lick her paw absentmindedly, seemingly out of boredom.

      “We passed those days ago!” Rabika yelped. “This is ridiculous!”

      “We have to go back?” Adelaide whined.

      “Yes, Adelaide, we have to turn around, and all this progress we’ve made over the past few days is useless,” Rabika snapped. “Turns out somebody was leading us in the wrong direction.” She glared at Midnightstar, raising her hackles.

      Midnightstar felt her stomach twist. She’d been leading her friends in the wrong direction all this time. If she’d known where she was going in the first place, they could’ve avoided this, but she was going off rumors and stories. Her misguidance could’ve gotten them killed in the Specter forest, and the only reason it hadn’t was because of this new wolf beside her. Despite this, Midnightstar said in a small voice, “It’s not my fault.”

      “It is your fault!” Rabika growled. “You led us way past where we needed to be!”

      “It’s no one’s fault.” Xiuh commented. “There is no point in laying blame.”

      Rabika snarled again, and then slunk away to sit by Tatl. Midnightstar was surprised Xiuh had stuck up for her once again after their fight in the forest. The dragon still wouldn’t look at her, but maybe he wasn’t as mad as she’d supposed before.

      “I will travel with you,” the strange wolf told them. “You will need a guide. I’ve been to the Assembly before, and so I can get you there in much quicker time.”

      “Why do you want to come with us? We have nothing to offer you,” Midnightstar said suspiciously.

      The wolf didn’t answer, only stared back with strange, crystalline eyes. Midnightstar sighed and said, “You can’t travel with us if we don’t know who you are.”

      The wolf hesitated before giving her an answer. “My name is Dust. And of me, that is all you need to know.”
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      “Snapfoot! Snapfoot, I’m hungry!”

      “Snapfoot, there are too many wolves in my sleeping corner, make them all move out!”

      “Snapfoot. Why aren’t you listening? I’ve told you for the fifth time that we’ve run out of prey!”

      “And just what do you want me to do about it?!” Snapfoot cried, sending his voice booming out over the dozens of voices erupting from below. He was standing on top of a rock, looking down at the High Plains Pack and trying to get every wolf to calm down. He knew that none of his companions had eaten in days, and his own stomach was gnawing at the sides of his skin with hunger, but he had no answer to give them. He’d become pack leader at the worst possible time, when there was nothing to eat, after the Verinian had been burnt to the ground and Ortusans were running rampant. He still had his father to guide him, but even Lilja seemed at a loss for what to do at the coming of the Second Despondent.

      “Make all the other packs leave,” one elder protested. “Back in my day, we wouldn’t have had such spindly spines.”

      “Do you see that out there?” Snapfoot pointed with his nose over the raped plains, his back to the burnt, blackened Verinian behind him. A collection of gray dots moved back and forth along the dead trees, barking and growling as they moved along the edge of the decimated forest.

      “There’s about fifty other wolves out there,” Snapfoot said. “At least four other packs. And they all have to eat. We can’t fight them all off by ourselves.”

      “Why can’t they stay on their own territory?” one female snapped. “We should’ve been on their heels the second they crossed over our lines.”

      “The Ortusans have chased them out of their homes. There’s nowhere else for them to go.”

      “But this place doesn’t have anything to feed them,” a younger wolf said. The pack murmured in agreement.

      “When I was young, Ortusans never bothered us. We bit them and they were done for,” the elder complained.

      “The Ortusans outnumber us now, and that’s never happened before. They have the upper hand.” Snapfoot tried taking control, putting his foot down and staring at the elder.

      “What does it matter? We can still chase the other wolves out of here,” the female said again.

      “What, and lose half our pack? A move like that won’t just start an uprising between all the other packs, it’ll make us seem even weaker to the unicorns. At least here, we have numbers,” Snapfoot said.

      At the mention of unicorns, the pack began to howl and hiss. The hatred was obvious, filling their very eyes as they growled in rage.

      When the pack began to get too rowdy, Lilja stepped forward and said, “Quiet, all of you! What Snapfoot says is right. We can’t afford to make any mistakes. The minute we turn on other wolves, the unicorns will see their chance to kill all of us.”

      The pack instantly shut up. Snapfoot suppressed a growl. It was annoying that the pack still listened to his father better than they listened to him. But respect had to be earned, and he had only been leader for a short time. It didn’t help that once Snapfoot had taken up the role of alpha, his term had been marred by everything from disease to starvation.

      “Thank you,” Snapfoot nodded to Lilja. “Now, the rest of you go back to the den…”

      “And do what?” the female asked.

      “Rest up,” Snapfoot said. “We’re hunting tonight.”

      “With what prey to hunt?” she shouted.

      “Oh, leave him alone!” At this statement, another wolf, a pale gray one with a wispy, lithe form, pushed her way to the front. “He said we’re hunting, so we’re hunting! Just do what he says! I’m so tired of wolves giving him trouble. Maybe if you all just shut up and did what he said instead of whining, your mouths would be full of meat instead of words.”

      “You’ve got a lot of room to talk, Kaliska,” the elder grumbled.

      The wolf tossed her head. “I give most of what I have to the young ones, and keep my trap shut otherwise. I wish I could say the same for most of you.”

      She swished her tail and sashayed away, swinging her hips behind her as she went.

      “Bigmouthed little tramp,” the other female snapped under her breath.

      “Kaliska has been an excellent endorsement to the camp since she arrived,” Cornia growled abruptly, digging her claws in the dirt. “Too bad you haven’t done half as much, Ehawee.”

      The wolf bared her teeth, but she didn’t dare talk back to an elder as respected as Cornia, Lilja’s mate and the former female alpha.

      “Rest up, all of you.” Lottie came to the front, encouraging the group. Her eyes looked very tired, body seemingly just as worn. She’d been lost, ever since Casiff had disappeared with Kia and Vixen. “We need all the strength we can get.”

      The group dispersed unenthusiastically. Lottie sighed and went out to search for healing herbs. Soon, not even her words would be able to boost the pack’s spirit.

      “I’m going to scout for something to eat,” Snapfoot told his father.

      “At the worst there’s roots,” Lilja said. “We always have a last resort.”

      “I think the pack’s getting tired of roots,” Snapfoot added sadly as he walked away. He headed into the ugly, ashy hole that was the Verinian, coughing as he went. No rabbits had stayed in their burrows, no deer had hidden in the decaying trees. Everything was gone.

      “Snapfoot! Wait up!” Kaliska came running behind him, sneezing as she kicked up ash.

      “Kaliska, you really should stay back with the pack,” Snapfoot said with disapproval. “It’s not safe out here.”

      She sighed. “They don’t want me there. You know they don’t.”

      “I don’t see why not. You’re one of our best,” Snapfoot muttered.

      “All they see me as is an outsider with a strong head, or a stupid one, as they would say,” she added. “And soon, I’ll just be the whore who’s got twelve more mouths to feed.”

      Snapfoot didn’t say anything. Kaliska had joined his pack after her mate was killed by Ortusans. Only he knew Kaliska’s secret, but it wouldn’t be long before everyone else in the pack did, too. Eventually, the pack would catch on, and once they did it would be a dramatic scandal that anyone besides the alpha female had been allowed to breed. Snapfoot hadn’t chosen a mate yet, specifically because he knew it would cause issues with Kaliska’s pups on the way.

      “Are you sure you’re going to be having pups?” Snapfoot said.

      “No. Not completely. But I have a feeling. I just hope it’s wrong.”

      “Don’t want pups?”

      “I’ve already had some. They’re grown now, and with other packs. I’d love to have more, but in the current situation I don’t think now is the time.”

      “What, you kidding? The Second Despondent is the perfect time for pups to grow up. They’ll be tough.” Snapfoot laughed half-heartedly.

      “And bitter and angry all their lives,” Kaliska added glumly.

      “That too.”

      After an hour of searching, neither of them had found a single hair indicating any prey nearby. “Well, that settles it,” Snapfoot said.

      “It’s roots again, huh?” Kaliska said dully.

      “No.” Snapfoot scraped his claws against a dead piece of wood. “There’s only one thing left to do, Kaliska. The only creatures that haven’t fled from the plains or the Verinian are the unicorns.”

      “You’re not saying…” Kaliska said slowly.

      “Yes,” Snapfoot said. “Tonight, we go on a unicorn hunt.”

      

      Midnightstar had to squash down a feeling of irritation at Dust as they continued on through the edge of the Ice Borns. This wolf, who they didn’t know, had simply waltzed into her group and had taken command of the situation like it was her idea to go on a journey in the first place.

      Midnightstar knew that Tatl and Adelaide wouldn’t complain, as they now had a sense of actual direction, but she had been sure that Rabika wouldn’t like a stranger barging her way in and telling them how to do things. On the contrary, Rabika did everything Dust told her to. It was obvious she liked following Dust a lot more than she liked following Midnightstar.

      As for Xiuh, he spent his days winding through the trees after them, keeping far away and out of sight. He wasn’t talking to her, and that was just fine by Midnightstar.

      At least, that’s what she told herself.

      Dust was leading the way as they walked into the morning light. Dust had insisted that everyone be up as early as possible for that day’s journey. They all had jumped up instantly at her command, as if sleep was only a luxury and not something required to survive. If Midnightstar would’ve even suggested they get up early, the wolves would’ve taken an hour to wake up, and an hour more to be ready to leave.

      “You seem aggravated,” Tatl said, drawing close to Midnightstar as they walked down the winding mountain path.

      “I just have to ask Dust a few questions,” she replied, narrowing her eyes.

      “Midnightstar, don’t chase her away. She’s our only guide,” Tatl whispered.

      “I won’t chase her anywhere. I’m just a little curious.” She left Tatl’s side and padded to Dust’s, strides matching paw for paw.

      “There are some things I must ask you,” Midnightstar started, leaning in front of Dust so she couldn’t be ignored.

      “I may not answer, but go ahead,” Dust replied nonchalantly.

      Midnightstar’s eye twitched. “Why are you doing this? You don’t know us. This isn’t your war. Unicorns have never bothered you.”

      “No, they have not,” Dust said with a touch of amusement.

      “Then why?” she pressed.

      “I told you. I want to help.”

      “Why?”

      “Can’t anyone preform an act of kindness without being questioned?” Dust said.

      “This isn’t being polite. You’re uprooting your life to travel across the Lands with us, a group of strangers. Surely there must be a reason.”

      “I have no attachment to anything. The only thing that has changed because of my decision is the scenery.”

      So that was it. Dust wanted a pack, did she? Made sense, as they had found her wandering alone. Well, that was fine by Midnightstar, so long as she kept out of her way. But from now on, she was keeping an eye on her.

      “Why were the Specters afraid of you?” Midnightstar asked suspiciously.

      “Because I see them for what they are. I take everything as it is, for what it is.”

      “So do I.”

      “No. You have hope for this earth to change its ways. I do not. The Specters can’t enchant me because I don’t see what I wish to see, but what I have to see. I take reality as it is, and do not embellish it with foolish wishes and dreams.”

      “Are you saying that I’m imagining things?” Midnightstar’s temper instantly flared.

      “I wasn’t singling you out at all. Should I?”

      “No!” Midnightstar said defensively. “You’re just…acting like you’re better than us!”

      “Not at all. I’m just stating the facts. Everyone is out for themselves in this world. You and I are no different. We can’t cure our selfish, greedy nature, and despite what we do to change it, all of us will meet the same cold end. I am just as horribly miserable as the rest of you, Midnightstar. Do not forget that.”

      “You’re the most cynical wolf I’ve ever met.”

      “Am I? Hm.”

      “You’re part Changer, aren’t you?” Midnightstar said suspiciously. “You must be. Your voice has an echo to it. Can you change into anything else besides a wolf?”

      “Maybe.” Dust smiled again.

      Midnightstar was sick of these games. Growling, she turned on her heels and trotted over to Adelaide.

      “Watch out for Dust,” she whispered. “I don’t think we can trust her.”

      “Oh, why not? She’s the finest wolf I’ve ever seen,” Adelaide said in a bubbly fashion.

      “You can’t base everything on looks,” Midnightstar said slowly. “How do we know she’s not leading us into a trap?”

      “Why would she do that?” Adelaide asked.

      Midnightstar was quiet. Dust said she was on her own, that she had no friends, but Midnightstar wasn’t too sure of that.

      The group paused. They all were staring up at Dust, who had climbed on top of a boulder and was taking in their surroundings.

      Something was odd about the way she was standing. It was too still, too refined. Dust stared out into the distance, her fur ruffling in the breeze, her beautiful head titled ever so slightly into the wind. She threw her head back, as if casting a great weight off her neck, then continued to speculate into the skies with that deep, unemotional look that never left her face.

      Weirdo, Midnightstar thought.

      “What do you see?” Rabika questioned, hopping up on top of the rock like Dust and trying to look as good, but failing miserably.

      Dust didn’t answer. She slid off the boulder gracefully before shaking her pelt and carrying on.

      “What was that all about?” Tatl said.

      “She was figuring out her position, dimwit,” Rabika said, trying to come down off the boulder before toppling clumsily to the ground. She got up, spat dirt out of her mouth and said, “She has to know we’re going the right way.”

      “She’s kind of strange,” Adelaide said. “She’s sort of like you in that way, Midnightstar.”

      “I’m nothing like her,” Midnightstar said sharply.

      Xiuh trickled down from the trees. He landed beside Dust and began speaking to her, and the beautiful wolf spoke back. Jealousy began brewing in the pit of Midnightstar’s stomach. What was more, the talk didn’t last for a few spare minutes, as Midnightstar’s inquisition had. Xiuh and Dust’s conversation went on for at least an hour as they traveled. Finally, Dust fell silent and Xiuh slipped back into the trees.

      “That’s surprising,” Rabika said. “He managed to get her to talk to him.

      Midnightstar let her envy be cooled by her indifference. She didn’t want to care about Xiuh, and now, she had an excuse not to. If he liked Dust better, fine. He was one less creature she had to worry about out here.

      

      When the moon was high, seven wolves followed Snapfoot into the low plains, where the unicorn herd was known to settle during the night. The wolves winded quietly through the tall grasses and looked out, slinking close to the ground. Most of the herd was asleep, while a few others kept watch carefully, their ears pricked and alert. They’d been extra cautious since Vixen had vanished. It was one of the reasons why this endeavor was so risky for the pack to take.

      “Snapfoot, this is insane! They almost double our numbers. They didn’t take a hit like the rest of the plains did!” Kaliska hissed at his side. “Let’s go back.”

      “We’ve got no choice. Everybody’s hungry,” Snapfoot said. He scanned the crowd, looking for an easy target. “There,” he said, locking his gaze on a young foal who was dozing a ways away from the herd. “We want to get that one away. Spook him into the bushes. We don’t want to cause a stampede. If one of their sentries catch us, we’ll be crushed.”

      “I’ll make a distraction,” Kaliska said, shrinking away. “No unicorn can keep up with my quick change of direction. They’ll all fall on their sides.”

      “I hope so. Be careful.” Snapfoot watched her go, then started whispering directions to the others, “Alright. Mika, you take the left side, and Ewahee, you take the right. I’ll come up from behind, and the rest of you stay in those bushes over there so we can scare him into your jaws. Kill him quickly, before he alerts anyone else. We want to get the meat and go before the rest of them find out he’s gone missing.”

      The hunting party broke apart and went to their places. Kaliska had successfully lured the other sentries away with her howls from the opposite direction. Mika glanced at Snapfoot, and the alpha nodded. All three wolves sprung from their hiding places, and the chase was on.

      At first Snapfoot was frightened that the unicorn wouldn’t wake up, and they would have to kill him in front of all the others. But in the nick of time, the foal heard them coming and instinctively took off, heading right for the trap that was just up ahead.

      “We got him!” Ewahee cried. “He’s ours!”

      She moved a little too fast, her hunger too great. At the last moment, Snapfoot shouted out, “Ewahee, no!”

      The foal kicked her in the shoulder just as she was about to spring. Whimpering, she cowered off, and the beast took off in the wrong direction.

      “No, no, no!” Snapfoot shouted. “Wolves, formation!”

      The plan failing, all the wolves filed out from the grasses and began to chase, but the foal was fast! They couldn’t keep up. Snapfoot soon fell behind everyone else, indicating they should stop, but they pursued onward. As always, nobody listened to him.

      “Get back here, you morons!” Snapfoot cried. He stumbled forward and rolled down a large outcropping of rock, landing on a path in a part of the Verinian that hadn’t been touched by the fire.

      “Why?” Snapfoot grumbled. “Why is it every time we hunt, everyone does their own thing?”

      There were voices drawing near. Frightened, Snapfoot scurried into the bushes and waited, forcing himself to stay quiet. Eight hooves clomped along his path, four blue, and the others bright red.

      “The forest is silent tonight, Crying Ice,” a deep voice nickered. “Like every other night.”

      “Yes,” a soft voice whinnied back, her tone cool and fine. “Yet why do I feel as if something’s wrong?”

      “You say that every night,” the other unicorn complained, stomping his left hoof.

      “Dragonheart,” Crying Ice said in a patronizing tone. “You’re getting too soft. I believe your stomach’s too big for your brain.”

      “And your horn is too big for yours. You just want something to kill,” Dragonheart said.

      “I don’t kill anything. I eat plants.”

      “Don’t lie. I can’t count how many wolves you’ve slaughtered, sister. When it comes to fighting the beasts, you’re always the first to sign up. I almost think you enjoy it.”

      Snapfoot’s head whirled. Of course! Crying Ice. He had heard of her. It had been known for some time among wolves she killed mercilessly and without repent. She had murdered hundreds of wolves, but not one of them had ever managed to put a scratch on her.

      Crying Ice let out an infuriated neigh. “I hate wolves, and they hate me. They murdered our sister in front of my very eyes, and would’ve murdered me, too, if Vixen hadn’t come along and stopped them. She forgave them, of course. Said that they had to hunt to survive, that there was no other way and that my sister had been in the wrong place at the wrong time. She was foolish, too.”

      Snapfoot forced himself not to growl. He loved Vixen. He’d always found some sort of wisdom in her odd words. He found it quite ironic that he had more respect for the Great One than a unicorn in her own herd did.

      “As for enjoying killing them,” Crying Ice said. “I do.”

      “That’s sick,” Dragonheart spat.

      “They’ve done worse.” Crying Ice shook her mane.

      “Wolves aren’t my favorite either, but I’m not going around getting blood on my horn for no reason. Why can’t you be like the rest of the mares and settle down with a foal?”

      “Foals are snotty runts. It’s despicable that the upcoming ones will be running the herd in a few years.”

      “Why, because they don’t believe in killing things for no reason?”

      “There is a reason. Survival.”

      “We have plenty to eat and drink, unlike most,” Dragonheart argued.

      “Have you seen their numbers lately?” Crying Ice asked. “There’s over fifty wolves nearby. They’ll be on us in no time.”

      “You’re being paranoid.”

      “I’m being realistic. It won’t be long. You know, I’ve often thought of eliminating the vile things before they end up eliminating us first.” Crying Ice paused. “Come on. We’d better get moving.”

      Snapfoot watched their hooves click away, and made sure to wait before he sprung out of the bushes and away from the sadistic Crying Ice. Next time they went on a unicorn hunt, he would make sure to put her at the top of the list to be eaten.

      Where was his pack? Snapfoot turned, following the scent, until he saw his group of wolves gathering around an old unicorn’s body.

      “Snapfoot!” one of his wolves cried out. “Snapfoot, we caught one!”

      His mood brightened instantly. “Well done my friends!”

      “Kaliska found this senile one just wandering the woods after she made her distraction,” Ewahee added. “We took it down easily.”

      “Excellent job,” Snapfoot praised, and Kaliska wagged her tail at his words.

      He looked down at the carcass, nodding. “Everybody grab hold, so we can drag it back to the pack.”

      Snapfoot looked down, felt his stomach rumble, and took a triumphant bite. It was tough, gamey meat, but it was something, and to his empty belly it was the best thing he’d ever tasted.

      

      That night Midnightstar left the others to sleep around an old oak tree while Dust kept watch on the edge of a clearing nearby.

      “I need to talk to you,” she said to her. “Again.”

      “Do you only have questions for me?” Dust said, closing her eyes.

      “What was Xiuh speaking to you about this morning?” Midnightstar said.

      “He was asking me for advice.”

      “Advice about what?” Midnightstar said, surprised.

      “I will not betray his confidence.”

      “You barely know him!”

      “Does it matter?”

      “I’m warning you. Stay away from him.”

      “You are not his master. He can speak to whom he likes.”

      “Don’t put anything into his head that wasn’t already there. He’s mad at all of us.”

      “He’s mad at nobody but you, and perhaps at himself for letting you use him.”

      “I can’t control when I enter his mind,” Midnightstar said, assuming that Xiuh had told Dust everything.

      “He’s upset you’ve been ignoring him.”

      “Well, what does he want me to do about it?” Midnightstar burst. “Being friends is just something that’s not possible for us right now, and he knows that. Why does he keep insisting?”

      “He’s your portal. It’s natural.”

      “How do you know what he’s called?” Midnightstar asked, once again shocked at Dust’s admission.

      “I’d heard of skygazers before. The Assembly found me as a child. They decided to take me on as a...group project. As I grew, they thought me very wise.”

      “And then they kicked you out?”

      Dust’s eyes swirled. “No. I chose to stay with them, for a time.”

      “Why?”

      “It was...what I felt I should do.”

      Her answers were worse than no answer at all. “At any rate, it would be weird being friends with him now. I pop in and out of his head at random.”

      “I can help you with that. The Assembly...taught me some things about skygazers while I was there,” Dust said. “It’s not an impossible feat to enter and exit his mind at will.”

      “What will it take for you to teach me?” Midnightstar said.

      “I know the only thing you want to use it for is to stay away from him completely,” Dust said. “Right now, your connection is the only thing keeping you two somewhat close. If I tell you now, you will never enter his mind again. I refuse to be your instructor until you succumb to a personal relationship with this dragon.”

      “Who are you to make demands of me? I refuse!” Midnightstar insisted, swishing her tail.

      “It is your choice.”

      That last statement was enough. She turned to leave, and as she did so, Dust called out, “You should be nicer to Xiuh. I know what you are, Midnightstar! Being a skygazer isn’t something you can keep running from forever!”

      

      The entire pack was full that day, and at least not very hungry the day after. Snapfoot was pleased with his hunters for catching something, even after their original plan failed. It was good they’d managed to get something in return for their great risk. Unfortunately, Snapfoot knew that their one meal had come at a great cost. He was expecting it to come in the form of unicorns, but in fact, the first consequence was much different.

      “Oy, you there!” An old gray wolf with a cocky swagger rambled over to Snapfoot’s den, and as he did so, Snapfoot’s eyes widened as he saw every single wolf that had taken shelter in the plains recently stumble in behind him. A gaggle of twelve wolves copied the gray’s movement exactly, stepping where he stepped and halting on a dime when he said quietly, “Halt.”

      Snapfoot blinked. “What do you want?”

      The old gray peered closer, a smile sliding on his face. “We’re not blind, you know. We can see that your pack isn’t hungry like the rest of us. Why don’t you mind sharing the secret of your success?”

      “There’s no secret to hide,” Snapfoot said calmly. “We have just as much food as you do.”

      “But your pack looks full,” the old wolf remarked, his voice full of accusation. “Surely you know something we don’t.”

      “Snapfoot tells the truth. He’s hiding nothing from any of you.” Lottie trailed in front of the group, her eyes unusually cold and chilling.

      “Do my eyes deceive me?” the old gray asked. He laughed, shaking his head. “Well, this is a surprise! I thought you dead long ago!”

      “Hello, Echo,” Lottie said bluntly.

      “Lottie,” Echo soothed. “You’re as lovely as ever.”

      Understanding funneled into Snapfoot’s brain. Of course! This was Echo, the wolf who had abandoned Kia’s group after Kennu, Allie, he and his siblings had been kidnapped by Wyntier ten years ago!

      Snapfoot clenched his teeth and refused to start an argument. No matter how much he disliked Echo, he couldn’t let it show.

      “I see you’ve made your own pack,” Lilja said slowly, stepping in front of his sister and glaring at the leader.

      “Lilja! You’re getting old,” Echo laughed.

      “So are you,” Lilja responded without hesitation.

      “What are you here for? Speak up!” Snapfoot didn’t want to lose his temper, but he was getting impatient. What was this betrayer doing here, with his own pack, bursting in and ripping open old wounds that nobody needed to touch?

      “Where’d you get all the meat?” Echo demanded, putting his paw down. “We need to know.”

      “I know your pack is hungry, but we have no food.”

      “Enough,” Echo growled. “Either you tell us, or we’ll make you!”

      Growls and snarls instantly sprung up from Snapfoot’s pack. Kaliska leapt forward and said, “You lay one paw on him, I’ll...”

      “You’ll do what, girlie? Gum my tail?” Echo responded.

      “There is no need to talk to her like that!” Snapfoot shouted. “And if you even think of making me do anything, I’d have you down on the ground with your tail tucked between your legs within a few seconds, old wolf.”

      “If you’re so brave then just say where you got the food,” Echo cajoled.

      Snapfoot sat down. He didn’t want to reveal his pack’s secret, but if he prolonged telling Echo, the old leader would start a fight. He paused, then dove in. “My pack isn’t hungry because, the night before last, we hunted down a unicorn.”

      There was an instant riot. Nobody had attacked a unicorn before, not in the plains. No wolf had dared to try, not with Vixen around.

      But Vixen wasn’t here, and the wolves were hungry. “Let’s go get us some dinner!” Echo said, his mouth already slobbering at the idea.

      “I wouldn’t try it again, not for a while,” Snapfoot said. “I’m guessing the herd is pretty angry.”

      “Who cares?” Echo exclaimed. “They’re an instant food source. They’re hard to catch, but there’s tons of them! Why didn’t we think of it before?”

      “If you hunt the unicorns they’ll retaliate for sure! They’re not going to take being killed for food. This was only supposed to be a one-time thing until we found something else,” Snapfoot argued.

      “Like what? Look around you. There’s nothing left!” Echo proclaimed.

      “Most of them are young and strong! They’ll run us through with their horns if we keep pushing it,” Snapfoot insisted.

      “Who cares? We’re dying anyway, so let’s take em!” Echo cried.

      There were divisions. Half of the wolves were desperate enough to take Echo’s side and hunt the unicorns. The other half sided with Snapfoot and said it was too risky. The arguing got louder and louder, and began escalating towards violence. Snapfoot finally got fed up and shouted, “This is getting us nowhere! Let each pack decide!”

      “I have the perfect solution,” Echo interceded, and all went quiet. Each head swiveled to look at Echo, and the old wolf waited until he had everyone’s full attention to speak. “A challenge. Between Snapfoot and I. Whoever lasts the longest becomes the leader of us all.”

      “I don’t like it,” Snapfoot said. “Everybody should stay in their own packs.”

      A tirade of booing. Echo shook his head, laughing, and said, “What, are you afraid of getting your fur dirty?”

      “I’m not afraid of anything except losing more wolves!” Snapfoot burst out. “If we combine our numbers, we all have to work harder so we can take care of a larger group!”

      “Yes, but we’ll have more wolves to help hunt.” Echo smiled at Snapfoot in triumph.

      “We can’t afford to be fighting amongst ourselves. Echo, you’re obviously not in the best shape,” Snapfoot growled.

      Echo tilted his head. “I assure you, my body is no comparison to my brains. I can outsmart you, youngster.”

      Snapfoot had to force himself not to raise his hackles.

      “Do we have an agreement?” Echo asked. Nobody challenged.

      The old wolf beamed. “Good. Tomorrow, at sunrise, Snapfoot and I will fight to the end. Then the victor will decide what to hunt or not hunt.”

      Murmurings, whispers and complaints. General agreement. Then the group disbanded, until the only wolves left standing around the camp were the members of Snapfoot’s pack.

      Snapfoot angrily pushed his way towards the den. “Let nobody in!” he demanded, slipping down into his cave to brood. His leadership, so short, was drawing quickly to a disastrous close, and all because of one vital mistake.

      Had it been a mistake to hunt a unicorn? His pack had been so hungry. Snapfoot just hadn’t had the heart to tell them once again that there was nothing to eat.

      There was a crumbling noise. They had disobeyed him and let somebody in, or at least, she had let herself in. If it had been anyone except Kaliska, Snapfoot would’ve exploded.

      “Cocky bastard! He just wants to be the top dog,” Snapfoot said, unable to control his anger.

      “Echo has a valid point. We’re all hungry, and if we’re together we have a better chance against the unicorns if they attack.” Kaliska knew better than to come close when he was this angry, so she stood at a distance.

      “If they attack,” Snapfoot said. “I’m just as much for helping others as the next wolf, but this points towards disaster. What if his wolves don’t want to listen to me, or my wolves don’t want to listen to him? We’ll all starve! It’s complete chaos!”

      “They’ll listen, Snapfoot, because you’re going to win,” Kaliska said confidently. “You’re the best leader, plain and simple. You’ve got a good head on your shoulders, and with Lilja’s guidance, there’s no way you can lose.”

      “Kaliska, he’s old, but he’s clever, and if Lilja’s stories are right he won’t fight fair. He can beat me,” Snapfoot reminded her.

      Kaliska’s eyes narrowed. “I don’t think you understand me. There’s no way you can lose, because if you do, then we’re all done for.”
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          Don’t Eat the Glowing Mushrooms, Midnightstar
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      Everything was dark and the world was empty. Nothing moved, nothing made a sound, nothing was real. It was a dream...it had to be a dream. This world of nothingness couldn’t really exist. But it did exist, and it was all around Midnightstar. She thought she was alone, but then a strange whispering caught her ear.

      “Hello? Who’s there?” she called.

      No one answered. The whispering was nothing more than her own head, trying to trick her. She didn’t know if she was standing or sitting...or maybe she was floating. Nothing could break through the darkness.

      “Is there anyone out there?” her voice bounced its way back to her, echoing through the cavernous night. “Somebody please answer me.”

      “You do not deserve to be amongst others. You are meant to be alone,” the ever-present voices whispered softly.

      “No,” Midnightstar whined. “Not in this darkness.”

      “This is where you are meant to be. In a world with no meaning, no light, no friends,” the voices replied. “Forever alone in this useless place, vacant of time.”

      “I don’t want to be alone,” she whimpered, but the voices had left her. She looked around, lost and confused. She could see nothing but a faint glow a short ways away. She approached, unable to feel her feet touch the ground.

      As she got closer, the glow brightened, then became nothing at all. She looked down at the source. It was a measly mushroom no bigger than the pad of her paw. “What is this supposed to mean?” she questioned.

      The mushroom no longer glowed, but it was the only thing in this dark place that was visible. She clung to the one piece of life that told her she wasn’t really alone, drawing near.

      “You’re all that’s left, aren’t you?” she asked, nudging it with her paw.

      The white cap of the mushroom fell off, and she howled in agony. “I killed you! The only thing left in this darkness, and I killed you!”

      Her moan was lost as the sound of beating wings filled the air. A butterfly bigger than a dragon appeared before her, its large wings glistened with yellow and green spots. Unable to control her actions, Midnightstar growled, and readied herself to pounce. Leaping into the air, Midnightstar landed squarely upon the butterfly’s back. It took off into the sky, flying higher and higher through the pounding darkness.

      Midnightstar clung desperately to the creature, trying to grab hold with her claws. But she could find no way to stay on its back and she fell, howling, through the air. She landed in sand, surrounded by the light of a burning desert sun.

      The air was hot and dry. Everywhere she looked, there was sand, and nothing more. There were dunes of sand, valleys of sand, long, unmarked roads all made of sand.

      Off in the distance, a shape materialized. Midnightstar saw it, but didn’t move to get up. It drew closer, then stopped when it was a short distance away.

      “Dust?” Midnightstar called. “What are you doing here?”

      “Wake up, Midnightstar. The breeze of time waits for no one.” Dust’s gentle voice pulled Midnightstar awake, and the wolf shook her head, once again back in the Lands and not immersed in her dream world.

      “Sorry. I’m a heavy sleeper,” Midnightstar replied. She rose to her feet and shook the dirt from her coat, head still swimming.

      “Are you alright?” Dust asked.

      “Of course I’m alright, why wouldn’t I be?” Midnightstar snapped.

      “Your visions are strange, aren’t they?” Dust questioned.

      Midnightstar froze. “Did Xiuh tell you about my visions? What did he say to you?”

      “Don’t eat the mushrooms, Midnightstar,” Dust said, turning and walking away. “We must begin our journey now.”

      All the others had already gotten a head start. Confused by Dust’s comment, Midnightstar sighed and began to follow.

      

      Snapfoot prepared himself for battle, stretching his limbs carefully. “There is no need to panic, Snapfoot. You’re sure to win,” Kaliska said, walking up beside him.

      Snapfoot didn’t answer. He was staring across the plains at Echo, who seemed more than eager to begin the fight.

      “It’ll be fine,” Kaliska assured him. “You know you’re the strongest. You just have to last.”

      “You make it sound so easy,” Snapfoot growled.

      “Let’s stop messing around and get on with this!” Echo called. “Snapfoot, are you ready?”

      “Break his leg if you have to,” Kaliska urged as Snapfoot walked away. All of the wolves had formed a circle in the center of the plains. There Echo was, waiting.

      “Are you worried?” Echo laughed as Snapfoot drew near. “You should be.”

      “Let’s just get this over with,” Snapfoot said, advancing on him slowly. He didn’t want to make the first move. It’d be better if Echo struck first.

      The old leader darted forward, snapping at the young alpha. The wolves twisted and dove at each other, snarling viciously as they landed bites and blows upon each other’s fur. Snapfoot jumped back and lashed out with his sharp claws, catching Echo’s side and opening two parallel wounds. Echo yelped, backing up a few paces but never taking his eyes off his competitor.

      “You think you have power over me?” Echo snarled. “You won’t win this fight.”

      Snapfoot didn’t respond, his anger fueling his attack. He charged forward, growling and snapping. He latched onto Echo’s right forelimb, digging his teeth in. Echo howled in agony, pulling against Snapfoot’s grip.

      Snapfoot released him, lost in his rage. “You are nothing more than a worthless coward!” he shouted.

      “I am not a coward!” Echo limped forward, determined to mangle Snapfoot, but the other wolf was prepared. Snapfoot head-butted Echo’s side, knocking the older creature over. Snapfoot lunged forward and tore at Echo’s limbs and stomach, grabbing anything he could with his fangs and claws. Echo pawed at Snapfoot’s face, trying to blind his opponent, but Snapfoot barely felt his blows. Snapfoot jumped up and landed upon Echo’s rear legs, breaking one in half.

      Echo yelped, squirming beneath Snapfoot’s weight. “I give up! You win!” the old wolf whined. “Just let me live!”

      Snapfoot’s frenzy came to an abrupt halt, and he stepped back. Echo lay where he was, a tattered, broken mass. Blood stained his fur and covered three of his four legs. The right rear leg was bent in all the wrong places, while both front legs were nothing more than hanging bits of flesh and bone.

      Snapfoot’s breathing was heavy as he stood over his victim. “Get him out of here, and clean his wound!” He ordered two females standing off to the side. They scampered forward, tending to the old wolf immediately. Unable to look at him, Snapfoot began walking away, the other wolves staring at him in awe and fear.

      “That was amazing fighting,” Kaliska murmured, coming to his side. “But why mutilate him, instead of simply killing him?”

      “He broke my Aunt Lottie. So I broke him,” he said harshly. Even so, he couldn’t help but feel ashamed. There wasn’t any need for what he had done.

      “Why are you moping?” she asked. “You won. You’re still leader.”

      “I ruined his life, Kaliska!” Snapfoot responded. “He’ll never walk again!”

      “He was asking for it. Any other wolf would’ve done the same,” Kaliska assured him. “Come now. A leader cannot hide himself away.”

      “Just give me a moment.” Snapfoot said. The guilt was already beginning to weigh on his mind. He’d lost control, but instead of murdering Echo like he should’ve, he dealt him more pain than was necessary, and left him to live on in misery.

      He felt like a monster.

      

      “How much farther must we walk?” Adelaide whined. “My feet hurt.”

      “We’ll arrive when we arrive,” Dust responded simply, obviously not fatigued by the long journey.

      “Stop complaining, Adelaide,” Rabika snapped. “We just have to keep walking until Dust decides we can stop.”

      “Who died and made her queen?” Midnightstar mumbled under her breath, doing her best to prevent a growl emerging from her throat.

      “Look!” Adelaide shouted abruptly, stopping in place. “It’s a bow!” She picked up a piece of pale pink fabric in her mouth and held it gingerly, wagging her tail in excitement.

      “It’s a lovely color,” Dust commented, without turning to look.

      “Would you put it in my fur, Dust?” Adelaide asked. “I love bows. Kia always used to put them behind my ears, like so.”

      “A bow is a simple vanity,” Dust replied. Adelaide dropped her head in sadness.

      “I’ll put it in your fur, Adelaide,” Midnightstar offered, glaring at Dust. “Bring it here.”

      “Really?” Adelaide asked. “Thanks, Mids!”

      “Of course.” Midnightstar smiled as the younger wolf sat in front of her. “I’ll put it behind your ear, just like you want.”

      “That would be perfect.” Adelaide wagged her tail eagerly as Midnightstar quickly attached the bow to the long fur atop her head, so it sat at a cute angle.

      “You look lovely, Adelaide,” Midnightstar complimented as they begun to walk once more.

      “She looks ridiculous,” Rabika snarled. “Why would you want to wear such a silly little thing?”

      “You just wish you could have one too,” Adelaide teased, holding her head high. “Thank you so much, Midnightstar. You’re such a great friend.”

      “Sure.” Midnightstar let herself fall behind. But I’m not the best of friends to anyone, she thought sadly.

      They walked for another hour before danger reared its ugly head. A loud noise off to the left caught the attention of every wolf except Dust, who plowed onward.

      “What was that?” Rabika shouted. “Dust, what was that?”

      “A noise of some sort,” Dust replied.

      “It didn’t sound good at all,” Tatl commented. “Maybe we should get out of the open.”

      “A noise cannot be good or bad,” Dust told them. “But if you wish to hide, then hide we shall.”

      Dust led them toward the cover of the trees. They were tucked away behind a mass of berry bushes when a large brown bear barreled out of the trees on the opposite side, roaring angrily.

      The creature looked as if he had been through horrible times. Its fur was matted in spots and large scars, both from burns and fights, stood out all over its body. One eye was sealed shut with mucus, and the other was immersed in milky-white. Despite its impaired vision, the bear didn’t slow down.

      “We come as friends!” Midnightstar cried, cowering in the brush. “Please allow us to pass!”

      The bear rose up on its hind legs, sniffing the air eagerly. “In a past time, you would be able to leave, but now there is nothing left! When food wanders by, I can’t just let it go.”

      “We are not food!” Adelaide yipped defensively from behind her brother.

      “I would beg to differ.” The bear laughed. “You’re dinner!”

      “Run,” Midnightstar said. “We need to run.”

      “Where did Dust go?” Adelaide said, zipping her head from side to side. “She’s gone.”

      “We’ll find her later! Go!”

      They took off at a fast pace, running through trees and brush. As they ran, Midnightstar found her mind wandering, her vision transported to the one place she didn’t want to be.

      “Not now,” she moaned, but it was too late. She was in Xiuh’s head.

      The dragon was flying some distance away from his companions, and hadn’t noticed the bear. He spiraled through the air calmly, enjoying the lovely day.

      Xiuh! Midnightstar yelled. We need your help!

      Get out of my head, wolf, he replied coldly.

      We need you! Midnightstar pleaded. There’s a bear.

      Have Dust take care of it, Xiuh snorted.

      We can’t find her. She left as soon as the bear showed up, Midnightstar explained. Please, Xiuh, we need you.

      Fine. But on one condition. Xiuh turned around, heading back in the direction he came and beginning to scan the ground for the bear.

      What? Midnightstar asked.

      You stop this foolishness and at least talk to me, he replied. I’m tired of being ignored.

      Okay, sure. Just get down here and help us.

      I can’t find you. Xiuh twirled through the trees, unsure of where to go.

      Let me guide you. Midnightstar focused intently, not sure if her idea was going to work. She found that she could take control of the motion of his head. She moved it so he looked to the right. We’re right down there.

      I’ll be there soon. Tell everyone to hang in there, Xiuh told her, barreling toward the figure that could only be the bear.

      Midnightstar jerked herself out of his conscience, happy to find she was still running and with everyone.

      “We’ll be okay! Just keep moving, guys!” she called. “Help will be here soon.”

      “What makes you so sure?” Rabika snapped. “Are you full of magic now?”

      “I just know, okay!” Midnightstar replied. “Quit asking questions!”

      The bear closed the gap between them as the wolves began to slow, nearing a small stream that extended off a waterfall. They couldn’t go much farther.

      “This is the end!” Tatl cried. “We’re going to die!”

      “This is not the end!” Midnightstar barked.

      “You better be right,” Rabika growled. “Adelaide’s running out of steam, fast.”

      Adelaide was panting, struggling to keep up with the older wolves. She was a lot slower than the rest of them, and the bear would get her first.

      “Bite her heels! It will keep her moving.” Tatl ordered. Rabika did as told and Adelaide picked up the pace just slightly, but not very much. The roar of the bear was suddenly joined by another, a battle cry resounding throughout the clouds.

      “It’s Xiuh!” Adelaide cheered.

      The dragon hovered around the bear, distracting him. Xiuh struck out, disabling the bear’s only working eye. Blinded, the bear shouted and moaned, running into trees and falling to his side. Xiuh pounced upon him, digging in his claws and biting down hard. The bear moaned, and Xiuh was able to toss him into the river, under the pounding weight of the waterfall.

      “Let’s go,” Xiuh said. “That won’t hold him forever.”

      The wolves fled, leaving the waterfall behind and scampering back to the road where they’d been before. Dust was sitting in the middle of the path, licking her paw clean and seeming completely bored.

      “What was that about? You completely ditched us,” Midnightstar snarled, pushing her way to the she-wolf.

      “One must learn to fight her own battles, and run away from the battles of others,” Dust replied.

      “Wouldn’t it make more sense to try and help your friends, instead of allowing them to die?” Tatl asked, confused.

      “You did not die,” Dust commented. “You are right here, alive and well.”

      “No thanks to you!” Midnightstar yelled.

      “Leave her alone,” Adelaide spoke up. “She was just running, like we did.”

      “Adelaide’s right. We all ran. Dust just ran in a different direction,” Rabika said, always jumping to the defense of the stranger. Midnightstar snarled and turned away.

      Xiuh landed on the ground a short distance away. She walked over and sat beside him, gazing up at the dragon. “Thank you. I’m sorry for how I’ve treated you, these past few weeks,” Midnightstar said.

      “I am here to help. I suppose I could forgive you.” He stretched slightly and shook a few leaves from his back, his mane rustling as he did so.

      “I was cruel to you, and you don’t deserve it,” Midnightstar said softly. “I just couldn’t bear to tell you the truth.”

      “That you could roam through my mind?” Xiuh asked.

      “No, not just that. There’s more you should know.”

      “Like what?” Xiuh asked.

      “Let’s keep moving. Xiuh, can you be a lookout for us?” Dust called, rising to her feet.

      “We’ll talk later, Midnightstar,” Xiuh told her before taking to the sky. “I promise.”

      “How much farther?” Adelaide asked.

      “The Blue Sky Peaks are right there.” Tatl pointed with his nose, to a thin line on the horizon. “Just an hour or so, and we’ll be at the base.”

      “Yay!” Adelaide cheered in excitement. “I can’t wait!”

      Midnightstar felt uneasy as they drew nearer to the mountains. They had gone to find the Assembly, to end the unicorn war. But what if they didn’t want to help? What would they do then?

      

      Snapfoot snuck out of the cave under the cover of night, desperate for an escape. His guilt about crippling Echo was growing steadily as time went by, and he needed a break from it all. He walked blindly through the woods, his mind wandering to thoughts of the older wolf who would never be able to hunt again, who would rely on others to keep him alive.

      After he’d been wandering for an hour or so, a crack in the brush stopped him. Snapfoot dove into a bush and watched as four familiar blue hooves came into view. It was Crying Ice, and she was with three other unicorns...one green, one red, and a pale purple.

      “We must eliminate the problem completely,” Crying Ice said. “The wolves took one unicorn. Who’s to say they won’t take another?”

      “But is killing them really an option?” the green unicorn asked. “Vixen would be displeased.”

      “Vixen is gone, and so is Dragonstar. There is no one left to protect us anymore. We must do what it takes to save the herd.”

      “We’ve never attacked anyone before unless we had to defend ourselves,” the purple unicorn objected.

      “We must,” Crying Ice insisted “If they don’t die, we will.”

      “When shall we attack?” the red one questioned.

      “In two days time, as the sun rises,” Crying Ice said in a venomous, spiteful tone. “No wolf shall survive.”

      “It seems brutal.” The green one snorted, and stomped his front hoof twice. “We are gentle creatures.”

      “Not anymore,” Crying Ice said bluntly. “The decision has been made. By the light of the dawn, those monsters will die.”
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      Moonlight had illuminated the path of Midnightstar’s group, but none of them wanted to stop their journey. They were so close to the Blue Sky Peaks and the Assembly that stopping to rest seemed out of the question.

      “Everyone must hurry,” Dust added as they padded down the road that led up a particularly large mountain. “There’s a full moon tonight, which means they’ll be in session.”

      Midnightstar wasn’t paying attention. She was keeping her head down, thinking deeply about what she was going to say to the Assembly. What could she possibly say to convince the leaders of the Lands that the plains needed help?

      “You look worried,” Xiuh murmured, coming down from above.

      She took a shallow breath. “What am I supposed to say to them? I’m a quiet wolf. They won’t listen to me.”

      “The Creator will give you words to say,” Xiuh comforted, drawing closer.

      She blinked. “I hope so.” The texture underneath her paws hardened. She looked down and saw that she was standing on wood. Hundreds of trees had fallen from the mountains, and were lying in a messy heap across their path.

      “Must have been a storm,” Rabika called out. “Everybody watch their step!”

      Midnightstar tilted her head. This seemed oddly familiar. They jumped over the various tree trunks, waiting for Tatl to hop down to the ground below…

      SPLOSH!

      “Gross!” Tatl said, and they all looked over to see him jump out of a pit of writhing insects. “We’ve hit an infestation of maggots and worms. Don’t touch them.”

      At the mention of worms, her stomach wriggled. Midnightstar side stepped the bugs carefully and they continued traveling past various patches of grubs and up the side of a small mountain. Before them, Dust halted. As they approached, Midnightstar saw that she was sitting by a pit in the ground, a round hole that Midnightstar knew she had seen before.

      “No way,” Midnightstar whispered.

      “What’s wrong?” Xiuh asked.

      She blinked. “All of these things I saw in my visions. They were crazier in my mind, but they all result to the same thing.”

      “Are you saying…”

      “They were leading me to this place the whole time.”

      Nobody noticed Midnightstar’s astonishment. Except Dust, of course. She had to look back.

      “Why is she so cold to me?” Midnightstar asked, looking at her…she had never thought of it this way before…her portal. Her dragon.

      “She knows how you’ve been keeping things from your friends. Secrets that you have no right to keep,” Xiuh said.

      “I don’t have to tell everyone what happens to me,” Midnightstar said defensively.

      “You do when it’s affecting everyone,” he said, and she knew he was thinking about the incident with the Specters. “When are you going to let everyone know what you are?”

      “What do you mean?” Midnightstar asked, her heart quickening.

      “Dust told me to say that to you. I don’t know what it means, but she says that once you finally admit to yourself who you are, others will follow your leadership.”

      “What does she know about it? Is she a prophetess?” Midnightstar snarled.

      “You’ve been trying to be somebody besides yourself for a long time, Midnightstar,” Xiuh said. “Even I can see that.”

      Midnightstar swallowed. “After we leave the Assembly I’ll tell them about my visions. I promise.”

      “Will you tell me what you’ve been hiding?” he questioned.

      She nodded. “Later. But not now.”

      “Let us jump,” Dust said, and she pointed down into the hole.

      All of them peered downward. You could see nothing below. There might as well be iron spikes at the bottom, for all they knew.

      “Isn’t there another way in?” Midnightstar asked softly. She was already feeling nauseous.

      “I agree with Midnightstar. This seems reckless,” Tatl added.

      “Do you even know where this leads?” Rabika demanded of Dust, irritated with her for the first time ever.

      “You won’t get hurt,” Dust said. “Trust me.”

      The three wolves looked at each other. Adelaide pushed her way through and said, “You all are being babies. And you say I’m soft. Come on, let’s have a real adventure!”

      “Adelaide, no!” Midnightstar shouted as the little wolf leaped cheerfully into the abyss.

      “Don’t look down,” Dust said, and she pushed Midnightstar into the hole.

      It was just like in the vision. Midnightstar could feel nothing beneath her paws as she seemed to dive down, down, forever. She heard the voices of her comrades as all of them plunged...Tatl’s screaming, Rabika’s frantic swearing, and Adelaide’s exhilarated giggling. Midnightstar looked around for Xiuh and saw him twirling downwards like a leaf below her, as if to catch her before the landing. Dust voiced nothing as she gracefully dived, her expression one of impenetrable stone.

      They landed on a soft substance that puffed and sagged underneath their bodies, one that wheezed when they landed. Midnightstar groaned. Getting up off the ground, she mumbled, “What did we hit?”

      “Ooh, look!” Adelaide exclaimed. “Glowing mushrooms!”

      Midnightstar looked underneath her feet and saw that there were hundreds of copies of the glowing mushroom she had seen in her dream scattered throughout the cave they had landed in. Her visions were coming back to her, making sense one by one.

      “Woah,” Rabika explained. “Look at where we are.”

      Midnightstar glanced upwards, and her breath was stolen away. Streams of light were shimmering off a glittering cave of precious, silver jewels. The Cave of Glass.

      “Let’s do that again!” Adelaide piped, spinning on the spot.

      “Let’s not.” Tatl shook his fur. He looked over at Dust, who was already moving ahead. “Hey, wait up!”

      Dust led them through the winding, bejeweled cave, Adelaide oohing and ahhing all the way. Midnightstar looked around and saw that there were various entrances to the cave scattered along the way, large and small.

      “Hey Dust!” she said loudly.

      “Yes?” she asked, not bothering to look Midnightstar’s way.

      “If there are other entrances, then why didn’t we just go through one of those?” Midnightstar asked angrily.

      “Falling was the quickest way.”  Dust picked up the pace, jogging now. “Faster, now, faster.”

      The wolves and Xiuh were running to keep up. Midnightstar followed, feeling like she was getting lost, that Dust had no idea where she was going, that the wolf was simply winding them in circles...

      Dust abruptly stopped at a large stone door, and the rest of them stumbled into each other as a group, tumbling head over heels.

      “You bumblehead, watch where you’re going!” Rabika barked at Tatl as he slammed into her from behind.

      “I’m sorry, but I was going full speed and...”

      “Hush,” Dust said, and they all fell silent. She lifted her paw to knock three times upon the stone, saying, “I, Dust, servant of the Assembly of the Lands, ask entrance into their secret meeting.”

      “Servant…” Midnightstar whispered under her breath, and Xiuh looked at her. The door opened, and the hundreds of voices that were chattering ceased. Midnightstar looked up. She was in an amphitheater, a massive circular court made out of stone. The cave went upward in a cone shape, where animals of all kinds took their seats. The jewels the cave was made out of posed as thrones for the members of the Assembly, and Midnightstar felt their many eyes pierce her coat and melt her insides as they stared from above.

      “I ask for your attention,” Dust called out in a demanding, nearly bullying, tone. She wasn’t afraid of the Assembly in the slightest...in fact, she seemed as if she was taking command.

      A white heron, standing on a large diamond pillar in the center of the amphitheater, straightened her neck and peered at the group in interest. “Dust,” the heron said. “I see you’ve returned.”

      “Only as a guide to the travelers. You will pause your meeting until their problem has been heard.” Dust swished her tail. Without another word she swept away, out the court exit and out of sight.

      The Assembly looked after her longingly. “She was the best thing that happened to the Assembly,” a horse said nearby. “The best damn...”

      “Later, Charm.” The heron turned her eyes on Midnightstar and her group. “What do you want?”

      Midnightstar came forward. “We need to ask for your help. I’m sure you’ve heard that there is chaos in the Great Plains. The wolves and the unicorns there have been fighting for several years now, and it needs to stop.”

      “You assume that, at your request, we are going to halt everything we’re doing and help?” the heron asked.

      Midnightstar stepped backwards in surprise. “Well, I was hoping that...”

      “Of course you were,” the heron said blatantly. “I’m sorry to say in order to do that, we need a unicorn representative.”

      “Wouldn’t that be Dragonstar?” Tatl asked, butting in.

      “Yes,” the heron said with irritation. “He has made it a point to not show up to any meetings recently.”

      “He’s with his Accompany, which is where he should be,” an eagle argued in defense of the unicorn.

      “This is why Changers shouldn’t be allowed in the Assembly,” a llama complained.

      “His loyalty belongs to Vixen more than it does to you,” Midnightstar peeped, although quietly. Few heard her.

      “Since Dragonstar’s…absence,” the heron said. “The unicorns have refused to send another replacement. They have pulled out of the Assembly completely. They are as much our enemies as yours now, and us simply charging in there and demanding that they stop attacking your pack won’t do any good. In fact, they’ll most likely turn on us as well. They know that, above all the animals in the Lands, they have the numbers now.”

      “Then why not enforce your rule? You have the power to stop them,” Tatl said.

      The heron shook her feathers. “Not in these tough times, young wolf.”

      “There are animals who will help,” Tatl said. “Not everyone is out for themselves nowadays.”

      “Prove it,” a large cat purred up on a ledge. Several voices agreed.

      The heron fluttered her wings. “All the same, you have no authority to dictate what the Assembly does. In order to do so, you must be a member, and no one here is willing to make a motion to stop the unicorns and the wolves from killing each other if they so wish.”

      “How do we become members, then?” Midnightstar said.

      The heron laughed, lowly and rudely. “Foolish wolf,” she started, and Xiuh growled. “There is only enough room in the Assembly for two more. One spot is reserved for the unicorns. Another is for the representative of the wolves. Patchaki, the last Wolf King, has been gone for several months now, and hasn’t returned.”

      “We assume he’s dead,” a voice said from high above.

      “We’re looking for a replacement. Since Dragonstar is gone, stopping the bloodshed between the wolves and the unicorns is a motion only the Wolf King…or Queen…may pose to the Assembly.”

      “What is a Wolf…King?” Adelaide asked, her ears perking at the sound of the word.

      Screaming came from the outside of the court. Everybody turned to peer down the hall, where a massive moose and a large bull came rampaging down the shimmering floor. Both were bleeding heavily, with huge gashes in their sides.

      “I’m sorry, all of you,” the bull blared, and his breathing was labored. “We failed.”

      “You’ve got to be kidding me,” the heron screeched. “He took down all of you?”

      “None of us are dead,” the moose said. “Only severely wounded. We managed to crawl away before he got hold of us again.”

      “Most have headed for their dens. They’ve vowed to never work for us again,” the bull said in disgust.

      “But those animals we hired are the best of the Lands! We’re out of options.” The heron flapped her wings, clearly disturbed.

      “I beg your pardon,” Rabika said in a rude tone, “But what exactly are we talking about?”

      The whole Assembly stared at her, as if she had suddenly sprouted another head. “You’ve got to be kidding,” the moose said. “You don’t know?”

      “What?” Rabika asked, glaring him down.

      “He’s a freak!” the bull said wildly.

      “Who?”

      “Valcur!” the moose burst, and the whole Assembly let out a shutter. “That bloodsucking demon! He’s a psychotic killer, I tell you! Filthy Ortusan!”

      “You mean to say that one Ortusan did this to you? I’d think it would take a whole coven to create this much damage,” Tatl said.

      “Only him,” the moose said. “Valcur is insane. He’s lost his mind, gone crazy from bloodlust. He doesn’t even eat what he kills anymore, he just murders for fun. I’ve never seen a crazier beast in my life.”

      “I bet we have,” Rabika mumbled.

      “No!” the bull said loudly. “You don’t understand. He’s a babbling lunatic with no sense of self preservation. Even the Bloodlusters stay away from him.”

      The mumbling in the room quieted. Valcur was clearly not a very popular topic.

      “There is only one way for the Wolf King to be established,” the heron said. “One of you must prove your worth by completing an impossible task.”

      “If it’s impossible, then how are you supposed to complete it?” Adelaide peeped.

      “Adelaide, hush,” Midnightstar said. Tatl paid full attention, his ears alert.

      “Tell me now,” Rabika said. “I must know.”

      The heron stretched her wings. “Whoever can do what every Assembly member has tried to do, and failed, will be given a spot on the Assembly to speak for the wolves. The goal is simple, but difficult. Slay Valcur, and you shall be crowned the Wolf King or Queen.”

      “Where does he live?” Rabika asked, and Midnightstar heard a small murmur of laughter vibrate throughout the court. Rabika ignored them.

      “In a ravine not too far from here,” the heron said. “There are bones and such all around his cave. He’s a complete slob. You can’t miss it.”

      “Let me rest for a day, then in the morning, I’ll go hunting. You’ll have his head for a lawn ornament by sundown,” Rabika promised. She went out swishing her tail, proudly prancing on her paws.

      The instant she left, a snake hissed, “There goes a dead wolf.”

      “Oanto, hush,” a jaguar next to him whispered.

      “We have to help her. There’s no way she can take on that beast alone. He’s a maniac,” Tatl argued.

      “No one may help her if she’s to become ruler,” the heron said. “She must do it alone.”

      “Forget the task! What about voting somebody in? Have you ever thought of that?” Tatl said.

      “Perhaps he is right. It is time for a change,” a beaver said.

      “Of course not. For hundreds of years we’ve had every single member of the Assembly be elected by performing a difficult task. It should be no different now,” a deer said back.

      “But what about the unicorns and the wolves? You still haven’t given me an answer!” Midnightstar burst, staring up at the heron.

      “Find us a Wolf King,” the heron said. “Then we’ll vote on it.”

      Happy at this compromise, the Assembly disbanded without another word or another glance to the group.

      “Oh sure, we can have democracy when it’s beneficial to them,” Xiuh complained.

      Midnightstar drug her paws towards the exit, miserably contemplating the idea of Rabika facing a lunatic, who was crazy even by Ortusan standards. “Hopeless,” she whispered under her breath, closing her eyes.

      “Now what do we do?” Adelaide trembled, quivering in her bow at the thought of Valcur.

      Tatl led the way as they headed out of the chamber. “We hope that Rabika comes back with a new lawn ornament.”

      

      “What in the Verinian do you think you’re doing!” Snapfoot screamed, looking down at the dead animal before his feet in the leafy trees outside the plains.

      A wolf with a bloody mouth licked his chops. “We’re eating. What does it look like?”

      “You just killed another unicorn! I didn’t authorize this!” Snapfoot said.

      “We had to have permission?” a she-wolf said. “Oh. I thought, since there were so many of us, we could just go on hunting parties when we wanted.”

      “You thought wrong!” Snapfoot began pacing. One unicorn was fine, but two deaths in the herd…Crying Ice would be murderous. “I put together a couple search parties to hunt for food every few hours to keep everybody fed, and you go do your own thing?”

      “Sorry. We made a mistake.” By the look on the wolf’s face who had said this, he was anything but sorry. He grinned with the joy that his belly was full.

      “Take all the meat back and spread it amongst the pack,” Snapfoot ordered. When they didn’t move, he bared his fangs and growled, “Now.”

      The five wolves that had brought down the beast meekly followed his command. Snapfoot turned away from the lovely smell of food and thought, Complete disrespect. I might as well be their dinner, as well as they listen.

      Kaliska sensed his fury as he padded into the camp. She went to go tell the pup she was playing with she had to go, but the mother came by and snapped at her. Glaring at the other she-wolf, Kaliska followed Snapfoot into his den once more.

      The leader looked around, exhausted. He spent a lot of time in his den these days.

      “Snapfoot, something’s bothering you,” Kaliska said, a caring tone to her voice.

      “Nobody is listening to me!” Snapfoot said angrily, kicking a spare stone against a wall.

      “I listen,” Kaliska said.

      “You’re the only one. The rest of these idiots don’t get it.”

      “Don’t get…what?”

      “A couple of rebels just went out and killed another unicorn.”

      “Oh no.” Kaliska shook her head.

      “Oh, yes. What makes it worse is that the unicorns are planning an attack! They’ll be here in less than two days!”

      “Snapfoot, calm down,” Kaliska urged. “How do you know this?”

      “I was out in the bushes one night, and I heard them planning. Their leader, Crying Ice, she wants to make sure all of us die!” His voice became frantic. “I haven’t told anyone yet, because I’m not sure what I should do!”

      “Then we must act at once,” Kaliska said quickly.

      “What are we supposed to do? Telling them what the unicorns have in store would cause a panic,” he scathed.

      “I’ll generate a guard so when the time comes, we’ll be ready. We’ll rotate positions and give a warning when the unicorns charge,” Kaliska said.

      “The only wolf they listen to less than me is you, Kaliska,” Snapfoot moaned.

      “It’s on your orders. They can do nothing to stop it. Avoiding your suggestions to not hunt is one thing, but refusing to follow a direct command is mutiny.”

      Snapfoot sighed. “I suppose you’re right. Gather all the wolves and hand out assignments. But order them to keep it quiet that the unicorns will attack. We don’t want to start a panic.”

      “You have my word, Snapfoot,” Kaliska said. “When the time comes, we’ll be ready.”

      

      Midnightstar couldn’t sleep that night. Nervous for Rabika and scared of having more terrifying dreams, she went out to wander. Looking at the jewels in the cave made her anxious, so she loped out of mountain to satisfy her craving for normalcy.

      What she got, however, was anything but.

      She emerged from a crevice in the side of the mountain, shaking her fur as she came to a river. She dipped her head to drink, and as she did so a sparkling light caught her eye, a warm beacon against the cool liquid. She snapped up her head, paralyzed with wonder.

      The lake reflected a graceful creature, a sandy unicorn with long, slender legs and tiny golden hooves. Her small head was tucked in neatly by her curved, long neck, with a mane that rippled down to her chest and a tail that flowed to the ground. Her horn was so long and shimmering, it appeared to be made out of dozens of crushed, sparkling jewels. She was so beautiful, just looking at her made Midnightstar want to cry.

      Midnightstar’s heart fluttered. This unicorn would be able to convince any creature, any unicorn, to follow her and leave a life of massacre behind. This unicorn could persuade both sides to live in peace.

      She had to talk to her. The wolf left the river and began walking calmly towards the creature. Would she scare her away? Worse, would she attack? As she drew closer, Midnightstar choked up. Every other unicorn, even Dragonstar, looked ugly compared to this wonderful beast.

      Midnightstar opened her mouth to speak. “Pardon me. Excuse me, unicorn!”

      The unicorn looked her way. Those swirling eyes never blinked, and Midnightstar’s stomach turned to iron. “Dust?” she squeaked.

      “It is I.”  The unicorn stood there like stone, her small nose barely quivering as she stared at Midnightstar.

      Anger overtook her. Then, even worse, there was the sensation of feeling like an idiot. “You! You…you were a unicorn all along, and you never mentioned anything about it?” Midnightstar said furiously.

      “You knew I was a Changer. The possibility was there.” As always, Dust’s calm attitude seeped through the air.

      “Yes, but a unicorn?” Midnightstar said. “Of all things?”

      “My main form is actually a unicorn. The wolf is just something I took to make you trust me,” Dust said.

      “Is there anything else you’d like to tell me?” Midnightstar huffed.

      “No, not really. You don’t really have the right to ask, either.”

      “I don’t have the...”

      “I can change into whatever I like, but other forms are hard for me to hold. I live my days as a unicorn, and my nights as a wolf. Of course, I’ve had to vary my routine since I met you.”

      “I’m sorry we put a dent in your schedule,” she grumped. At first, Midnightstar wanted to bite her. For days Dust had been posing as a true wolf, running with one of the pack, and now all of a sudden she’d just decided to make an amazing change in front of Midnightstar’s very eyes.

      But then, excitement furrowed through the wolf as she understood what this could mean. “Dust, this is fantastic!” Midnightstar said. “You’re the missing link! You can be the bridge between both sides! Both the wolves and the unicorns will listen to you!”

      “I’m unsure if I want to come with you further. I got you to the Assembly, as promised,” Dust said reluctantly.

      “But you must! It’s the only way to stop the fighting!” Midnightstar protested.

      “That is not my path, Midnightstar. It is yours.”

      “What are you talking about?” Midnightstar said in frustration. “How can you stand by and be so...apathetic about everything? There is a war going on! Animals are dying of hunger, or being murdered!”

      “I cannot relate to your troubles, Midnightstar. I do not eat, nor sleep. My needs are accounted for, so I’ve traveled throughout the Lands and Nesting’s Haven all my life, my wishes and wants carrying me to where I will. I have been everywhere and seen everything, done all there is to do, and still, I am unhappy.”

      “What do you mean?” Midnightstar’s eyes narrowed.

      Dust sighed. “There is little left for me in this world. I thought helping you on your quest would give me some meaning, that working for good against evil would hand me some sort of purpose, but good and evil are both the same. No matter what happens in this world, how wonderful or atrocious it is, it will soon be forgotten as the years pass, like nothing happened at all. What is it worth trying to save others from death? You are only prolonging an imminent end. No, Midnightstar.” Dust shook her head. “The only thing that remains in my life is for me to be perpetually bored.”

      “Bored?” Midnightstar’s eyes popped out of her head. “That’s all you are? You’re bored of life, so you don’t find any worth in it?”

      “I am tired of life, disinterested in everything. Nothing truly has meaning.”

      “I don’t care!” Midnightstar shouted. “I don’t...care if life has meaning or not! It means something to me, and no matter how long I’m around or remembered, the things that are happening are important right now! If that’s not enough for you, I’m sorry, Dust, but we can’t have the whole universe and all of time! I’m going to take what I can get!”

      “That is your choice, Midnightstar. Not my own.”

      Midnightstar sighed in aggravation. She obviously wasn’t going to change the unicorn’s philosophy anytime soon. She might as well get answers to other questions. “There’s something I’ve been meaning to ask you.”

      “Ask away.”

      “The other night you said something about…not eating the mushrooms?” Midnightstar said, totally confused.

      “A Changer mix did once. He regretted it till the day he died. His thoughts were very loud.”

      When Midnightstar still looked confused, Dust said, “Don’t ask.”

      “The thoughts of Changers?” Midnightstar’s head swirled just as much as Dust’s eyes did. “What are you talking about? How do you know what other Changers think?”

      “I know this, Midnightstar, because I was a skygazer, too.”

      Her jaw dropped. “You…you were like me?  You said that you were...”

      Dust tossed her tail. “Because of my ability to catch onto things quickly, the Assembly decided that I should be one. The old ones taught me everything they knew before they died. But skygazers are born, not made, Midnightstar. I was never meant to be one, and forcing me to become something I’m not damaged me. My visions and dreams, though they were frequent, were never as powerful as yours, Midnightstar. If I was to be a skygazer I would’ve found a portal by now…but I have not, and portals appear rather quickly once a skygazer receives their powers, as you have seen with Xiuh.”

      “So they pressured you to be their skygazer, and you decided to leave?”

      “Yes.”

      “They let you walk away?”

      “They don’t dare to go after me. I am not someone they want as an enemy.”

      Midnightstar wouldn’t want Dust as an enemy, either. Now that she knew what Dust’s alternative form was, she saw her as a powerful ally. “But why does the Assembly need skygazers?”

      “The Lands are in dire need, Midnightstar. The skygazers usually have some sort of knowledge that can put the entire realm at an advantage. Skygazers helped to end the First Despondent, and so the Assembly believes they can end this one as well. But with no skygazers to be had, the Assembly is fully responsible for the well being of the Lands, and you can obviously see that they don’t like being responsible.”

      “Obviously.” Midnightstar scraped the ground with her paws. “Why me? Why was I chosen?”

      “It’s an unanswerable question. You may never know.”

      The quiet was uncomfortable for Midnightstar, but Dust seemed to melt into it, becoming the silence completely. The unicorn blinked and said, “The Assembly must never find out that you are a skygazer, Midnightstar. They will use you, like they used me.”

      “There wouldn’t be a chance of stopping the unicorn war if they found out?” Midnightstar asked.

      “No. You would be too busy trying to come up with answers to the Second Despondent itself.”

      “But one wolf can’t fix that. It’s the responsibility of everyone,” Midnightstar protested.

      “It is easier for them to put the burden on one lone soul.” Dust lowered her head, her horn glinting in the moonlight. “You have a visitor.”

      Midnightstar looked over her shoulder to see Xiuh slithering out of the same hole she had come from, curiously prowling to her side.

      “There you are. I’ve been looking everywhere. You said earlier you needed to talk to me?” Xiuh said.

      “She’ll listen this time, Xiuh,” Dust said quietly.

      “Hello, Dust.” Dust’s form was apparently no big shock to Xiuh...he probably knew all along.

      Midnightstar took a breath. “Yes. Xiuh, what I say is going to seem a little strange to you, but please, just listen.”

      She took a deep breath, then dove right in. Xiuh listened patiently, crossing his front legs as she explained everything that she could. She related to him the visions, what the griffin said...all of it.

      When she was done, he said, “But wait. If I’m your portal, shouldn’t I be able to hear the voices of the Changers too?”

      “No. Only skygazers have that ability.” Dust raised her hoof.

      “What I don’t understand is why I can see the thoughts of Changers,” Midnightstar said. “I’m a skygazer. I protect the Lands, not Nesting’s Haven.”

      “You forget that the Lands and Nesting’s Haven are connected. Remember that the first Accompany and the first Changer came from a Land creature and a Land fairy.”

      “Made so by a light spirit, correct?” Xiuh asked.

      “Yes. And the Specters you ran into, those are their opposites. They are the spirits of the dark.”

      “At least we left those far behind,” Midnightstar said in relief.

      “Not quite, Midnightstar. We only have to look inside our heads to find them.”

      Silence was coupled with shock. “So all those voices that I hear…they’re just Specters in my head?” Midnightstar asked.

      “Yes, but much worse. It’s much easier to spot what is evil with your eyes than with your heart.”

      Midnightstar didn’t hear the last sentence. Her sight went fuzzy as she was teleported to a hot sky above a giant, golden palace miles wide. A great garden of flowers surrounded the castle and there was a jungle in the distance, the waves of the ocean crashing in the background. It was so peaceful, and serene.

      Then she looked downward to see thousands of soldiers marching towards the palace, carrying banners that depicted insignias of long, thin icicles.

      “Midnightstar, what is it?” Xiuh questioned, concerned.

      Snapping her mouth shut, she shook her head and pulled out of the vision. “They’re planning an attack,” Midnightstar said. “Wyntier and his army.”

      “Wyntier has an army now?” Xiuh yelped, jumping back.

      “How do you know?” Dust asked, dropping her head to look at Midnightstar directly.

      “I just saw it in a vision. They want to hit some sort of palace.”

      “There are no palaces in the Lands,” Xiuh said.

      “I don’t think it’s here,” Midnightstar mused. “It’s somewhere tropical and sunny, with palm trees and a big garden.”

      “Are you quite sure?”

      Midnightstar hesitated. “I don’t know.”

      “Could this be the past?” Xiuh said, looking at Dust.

      “Possibly.” The mare raised her head.

      “This is mad,” Midnightstar said. “What I saw could be the future. We might be able to stop it!”

      “But what if it’s not? What then?” Xiuh said.

      “You’re the portal. You’re supposed to be my guide!” Midnightstar said, pointing her paw at the dragon.

      “You’re the skygazer, you’re supposed to be the boss!”  Xiuh shouted back.

      “Stop, stop,” Dust demanded, putting her hoof down. “Whatever the case, we can’t do anything about it now, not when we don’t know where it is. The important thing is to train you how to see these things so you know. The way you see now is sporadic and random.”

      “Thanks,” Midnightstar grumped.

      “If the palace is as big as you say it is, they’ll be able to defend themselves,” Dust said. “We mustn’t worry about things we cannot control.”

      Midnightstar wasn’t so sure, but Dust was right. Her inexperience in this area could cost them. She would have to find out more about this situation before they could do anything about it. “Could you teach me how to be a skygazer?”

      “Yes. Tomorrow, before Rabika goes hunting, we’ll start your training.”

      

      There were voices outside Snapfoot’s den that night. He got up from his sleep, grumbling. More complaints from wolves who know nothing, he thought. Wanting to halt the murmuring, he wearily pulled himself to his feet and forced himself out into the camp, waving his head around. There was no one out here. Odd…

      Something snapped in the woods nearby. He brought his head up, instantly alert. There was movement out in the plains. As he caught the scent of unicorn on the air, his weariness left him immediately. “Wolves, to your feet!” he cried.

      Unicorn after unicorn flooded into the plains, rampaging towards the pack with rolling eyes and fierce brays. Some of them stabbed wolves in their sleep, others stomping them to death beneath their hooves before the creatures had a chance to stir. The wolves awoke, stumbling to their paws to fight in confusion at the dozens of unicorns swarming through the plains. Confusion rampaged through Snapfoot’s head. Where was Kaliska and her guard? They were supposed to stop this!

      “Everybody, get up!” Snapfoot cried. “It’s an ambush!”
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          Everything Goes Quite Terribly
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      Midnightstar stood waiting in the gray, early morning underneath the intimidating loom of the Blue Sky Peaks. Dust had decided that it would be best to teach her outside the cave, where the Assembly wouldn’t know and where her friends wouldn’t see. The Changer, however, was very late.

      “How much longer must I wait for you, Dust?” Midnightstar mumbled, her annoyance with the creature slowly growing.

      Just as Midnightstar was about to leave, Dust appeared from the mountain crevice, in her wolf form once more.

      “You’re late,” Midnightstar grumbled.

      “I never specified an exact time for you to be here,” Dust commented, licking her paws clean. “I just said we would begin this morning.”

      Midnightstar opened her mouth, and then snapped it shut again before speaking in a flustered voice. “I just thought you’d be here earlier.”

      “I had other things to do this morning,” Dust said softly.

      “What sort of things?” Midnightstar questioned.

      “Nothing that matters to you,” Dust replied. “We must be getting started if we are to make any progress.”

      Midnightstar wanted to press, but thought better of it. “What are we to start with?”

      “Learning to tell which visions are memories, and which are current events,” Dust answered. “You need to be able to look for clues within the vision.”

      “What kind of clues?” Midnightstar asked, thinking of hunting. “Do I look for the position of the sun, or something like that?”

      “No. You must look deeper than the image.” Dust told her. “You must look for the underlining fabric of time.”

      “What do you mean, the fabric of time?” Midnightstar cocked her head to one side. “How can I look deeper?”

      “Glance to the edge of your vision and find the strings that tie the image to you,” Dust said. “They appear just like any ordinary thread, and they attach all memories to one’s mind.”

      “Okay...so if I find them, how do I know if it’s a memory or not?”

      “Those visions that hold onto memories are thicker, as they have existed longer,” Dust explained. “The thinner visions are newly formed, and belong to current events. You can tell how long ago a memory occurred by the thickness of these threads. Try now, Midnightstar. Bring on a vision.”

      “I can’t command them at will. They’re random,” Midnightstar protested.

      “Yes, you can, Midnightstar. As a skygazer, you are connected to the thoughts of all Changers,” Dust reminded her. “If you concentrate, you should be able to break into the mind of one right now. Now concentrate.”

      Feeling like she was being pushed around, Midnightstar obediently closed her eyes and tried to bring on a vision. She thought it would be impossible, but to her surprise, she fell into the eyes of another just as easily as she saw through Xiuh’s eyes...easily and effortlessly.

      She was in long hallway, bounding towards a door. Orange fur stuck out on the legs of the Changer she was seeing, and she was very low to the ground. She directed her attention to the corners of the vision, trying to find the strings. At first, there was nothing. But then, just barely in view, was a thin strand of some glittering substance. It was so thin, it was almost invisible. This vision wasn’t a memory. It was happening right now.

      The Changer kept moving. Midnightstar took in the lavish decorations in the hallway. Everything was decorated with jewels and rich fabrics. This was the home of someone with status and power, a king or lord. Perhaps this was the interior of the palace she’d seen earlier. The creature ran up to a door and slunk in through a small crack, peering all around.

      The room was dark. On the bed sat a young girl with bright pink hair, kissing a boy who laid beside her.

      “Cameliyon,” the Changer whined. “Martin and I need to talk to you.”

      “Go away, Pumpkin,” the girl replied viciously. “We’re busy.”

      The Changer curled inward, suppressing a feeling of hurt. Midnightstar focused in on the boy, trying to see who it was.

      She gasped when she recognized the face. Kennu? she thought, forgetting that the Changer could hear her.

      The orange Changer jolted its head around, trying to find who had spoken. Midnightstar pulled away. Dust was waiting patiently when Midnightstar returned to her own reality.

      “It wasn’t a memory,” Midnightstar panted. “It was Kennu.”

      “It doesn’t matter who it is that you see,” Dust said softly. “The strings matter.”

      “They were really thin. I could barely see them,” Midnightstar said quickly. Her mind was reeling. Who was with Kennu, and what had they been doing? Was he in love with the girl he was with? And if not, why had they been kissing like that?

      “You need to focus, Midnightstar.” Dust’s stern voice bombarded through the questions spinning through her mind, and the Changer stared intently at her.

      “I am focused,” Midnightstar growled.

      “No, you’re not,” Dust replied sharply. “You cannot learn more if you will not focus.”

      “No! I want to know more!” Midnightstar demanded.

      “Not with your mind wandering like this,” Dust told her. “Rabika will be leaving soon to hunt the Ortusan. You should bid her goodbye.”

      “I want to learn,” Midnightstar snapped. “You have to teach me! The Lands depend on it!”

      “This may be the last time you see her,” Dust said bluntly before walking away. “You should value your friends, Midnightstar.”

      Midnightstar struggled not to chase after Dust and drag her back. “Why do you always do this?” Midnightstar questioned. “You’re always walking away when someone is trying to reason with you!”

      Dust didn’t reply. Midnightstar stalked away, shaking her head and growling. She knew she should be afraid for Rabika, but she was more worried about what Kennu had been doing. Rabika could handle herself. Kennu couldn’t, and wherever he was she didn’t want him getting into trouble.

      “There you are, Midnightstar! we’ve been looking everywhere for you,” Tatl said, pulling her from her thoughts as he climbed outwards from a hole in the mountain. “Where’s Dust?”

      “Creator only knows where,” Midnightstar replied.

      “You’re starting to sound just like her,” Tatl joked. “She always says stuff like that.”

      “Maybe I am,” Midnightstar mumbled. She wanted to object to the thought that she and the Changer were similar, but Midnightstar knew she was more like Dust than she could ever know. The thought terrified her.

      

      The unicorns were everywhere, running into the plains from what seemed to be all directions. They had planned this attack well, and despite Snapfoot’s defenses, Kaliska and her guard had obviously failed to stop them, or even warn the pack that they were coming.

      “Head for the forest!” he called as loudly as he could, hoping someone would hear him.

      The wolves would know the burnt Verinian better than anyone else. They had traveled through it for months now, memorizing every blackened path and crumbling tree on their search for food. It was the only place where they would have a fighting chance. If Snapfoot could get his pack into the forest, they’d be able to hide until the unicorns grew tired and left.

      But his pack didn’t listen to his command. They wanted to fight. The hunger of the wolves fueled their rage, filling them with bloodlust and a ravenous desire to kill.

      “Stop fighting! We must retreat, or we will all die!” Snapfoot yelled. He was sure the members of his pack had heard him, but no one did as told.

      “Why must we run? We must fight for who we are!” a young wolf cried back. “We are wolves! We do not run!”

      “We will be the last wolves to ever live if we don’t get out of here now!” Snapfoot responded, but no one cared to listen to him any longer. The fighting continued, and as Snapfoot watched wolf after wolf be impaled on the horns of the unicorns, his only remaining thought was to find Kaliska and ask her what had happened.

      Snapfoot ran across the field of carnage, ignoring the screams of the wounded and dying. They should’ve been prepared for this! Had it been wise to trust Kaliska with such an important task? Or had she lied to him all along, and sealed the pack’s doom?

      As he ran, he saw a small group of wolves run for the ashy forest. They were the only ones who had bothered to obey his words. But how many had died before they took heed of his warning? “Too many,” he answered for himself. But numbers didn’t matter now.

      Snapfoot stopped and dropped his head low to the ground, searching for the scent of the she-wolf. “Where are you?” he muttered.

      He caught it just upon the border of the unicorn’s land. There was a trail of blood, and a few patches here and there of gray, soft fur. Then he figured it out. They’d taken her.

      “I’m coming, Kaliska!” he yelled, running after the trail. He hoped he wasn’t too late, but doubt surged through his mind. The unicorns had killed her already. There was no way they’d leave her alive.

      He’d traveled through most of the Verinian before he found her, beaten and bruised in the bottom of a large hole. “Kaliska! Are you alright?” he called.

      “Snapfoot?” she whispered, her voice giving away the pain. He sighed in relief. She was still alive.

      “Yes, it’s me!” he answered. “Are you hurt?”

      “Yes,” she moaned. “I’m hardly able to move.”

      “Is anything broken?” he asked.

      “I don’t think so,” she whimpered. “I’m just bruised.”

      “Then we have to get you out!” Snapfoot barked. “I’ll be right back!”

      He ran off, looking for a branch he could lower into the pit. He found a dead tree with several low hanging limbs. He used his body weight to pull one off, charging back to the hole.

      Kaliska had managed to get into a sitting position, but she was weak and covered in her own blood. He hoped she’d be able to hold on. “I’m going to lower down this branch! Grab onto it, and I’ll pull you up!”

      The second it was within her reach, Kaliska latched on with her teeth. She cried out in pain as Snapfoot pulled her up slowly, over the edge of the pit. She let go of the branch when she was finally out of the hole, gasping in agony. Snapfoot ran to her side. “What happened?”

      Kaliska groaned. “I went to set up a guard, and I heard something in the brush. I went to check it out, but by that time, the unicorns had already jumped me.”

      “How did they know?” Snapfoot mumbled.

      “Know what?” Kaliska winced as she began to lick the blood and dirt from her fur.

      “That you were setting up a guard,” Snapfoot explained. “And why didn’t they kill you? They wouldn’t hesitate with any other wolf.”

      “They think I’m your mate.” Kaliska went to stand, and yelped as she put weight on one ankle. “They meant to lure you out here and kill you when you came to rescue me, but they didn’t expect there to be so many wolves. The unicorns who were guarding me left to join the others. But they’ll be back soon, so we have to leave.” Kaliska tried to walk, and ended up letting out a small howl of pain.

      “Is it sprained?” Snapfoot asked. “Lean on me, and we can get you home.”

      He helped her up and she leaned over slightly, putting part of her weight upon him. “You need to heal,” Snapfoot said.

      “We have to get back to the pack,” Kaliska gasped. “Try and stop them from attacking.”

      “They already have,” Snapfoot said. “They came in from all sides. No one listened when I called a retreat.”

      “Then why did you come for me if the pack is suffering losses?” she questioned. “Why leave the entire group for a single member?”

      “You’re the only wolf who listens to me, Kaliska,” Snapfoot responded. “I just felt like you mattered more than they did.”

      “You’re a strange sort of leader, Snapfoot,” she told him.

      “What do you mean by that?” he asked.

      “Just that you don’t act like most leaders would,” she said. “Most would’ve let me die and worried about saving the pack.”

      “Every wolf matters, whether they are the omega or the alpha,” Snapfoot commented. “I could do nothing for them, Kaliska. But I could do something for you.”

      Kaliska’s eyes were full of shock. “Thank you, Snapfoot,” she said. “No one has ever told me that I’ve truly mattered.”

      “You do,” he said firmly. “And from now on, don’t ever forget it. Now let’s go. We need to gather those who are still alive and plan some sort of counterattack. What the unicorns did tonight means war.”

      

      Midnightstar watched as Rabika walked in the direction of Valcur’s den, unable to control the frustration welling up inside her.

      “Are you okay, Mids?” Adelaide asked.

      “I’m fine,” Midnightstar retorted, her voice sounding as if she were far away.

      “You don’t look fine,” Tatl commented. “What is bothering you?”

      “I told you, I’m okay,” Midnightstar said firmly. “Now stop asking.”

      Midnightstar was fuming. Rabika had left the Peaks for her hunt proudly, if Valcur was a small bunny rabbit instead of the most terrifying Ortusan the Lands had ever known. She believed she’d have no trouble taking him down.

      To make matters even worse, Dust had vanished. Midnightstar had circled the Blue Sky Peaks several times looking for her, and had even enlisted Xiuh’s help in finding her, but neither she nor the dragon had any luck locating the Changer. She had up and vanished the night after she’d promised to teach Midnightstar how to be a skygazer. Midnightstar hoped she’d come back, but she didn’t think that was going to happen. Dust had betrayed her, for seemingly no good reason. It was too much for Midnightstar to handle.

      “Mids, you’re not okay,” Adelaide said, poking her friend with her paw. “I can see it.”

      “Leave me alone, Adelaide!” Midnightstar screamed, whirling on her friend with her fangs exposed. “I don’t want to be bothered right now!”

      Adelaide’s eyes welled up with tears, and the bow began shaking on the top of her head. Tatl pushed his way forward and shouted, “Midnightstar, don’t snap at Adelaide just because you’re upset!”

      “You don’t get it, do you? She was all we had!” Midnightstar screamed.

      “What are you talking about?” Tatl said, bewildered.

      “Dust! She’s gone!” Midnightstar cried. “We needed her, but she took off! Now everything’s hopeless, do you understand?”

      She didn’t wait to explain anything, only stormed off in the opposite direction. Tatl and Adelaide watched her go, the anger on Tatl’s face obvious.

      “What is her problem?” he snarled, turning to his smaller sister.

      “I don’t know. Why is she so mean all of a sudden?” Adelaide asked. “It’s not like she liked Dust.”

      “I don’t know.” Tatl responded. “But it’s ridiculous.”

      “Do you think Rabika will make it back?” Adelaide looked up at her brother.

      “I don’t know. She’s so hard-headed sometimes,” Tatl said, contemplating. “Maybe I should go and make sure she gets out of there alive.”

      “But the Assembly said no one can help her,” Adelaide replied.

      “What the Assembly doesn’t know won’t hurt them,” Tatl said, grinning. He nudged Adelaide gently. “I’ll be back soon. Take care of Midnightstar. It looks like she needs a friend now more than ever.”

      “I’ll do what I can.” Adelaide nodded as she bid her brother farewell, traveling in the same direction Rabika had. When he was no longer in sight, she turned and headed toward the Cave of Glass in search of Midnightstar, the bow on her head bouncing as happily as she was.

      

      Rabika moved quickly, wasting no time on her way to the ravine that was home to the Ortusan Valcur. As she ran, she prepared herself for the battle to come. She knew it wouldn’t be easy, but she was positive that all she had to do was get in one bite, and he would fall.

      “I’m going to be the Wolf Queen,” she whispered. “I’m better than all the others. I can be queen.”

      She kept moving, her legs pushing her ever closer to the fight of her life. She drew to a halt as the earth before her gave away into a huge, gaping hole. The ravine was disgusting, reeking with the smell of rotting flesh and death. Bones were everywhere, cast aside as if they were toys for some deranged creature. Blood caked the sides of the rocky walls, and the cries of wounded animals as they perished filled her ears.

      “This is horrible,” she muttered, shaking her head as she tried to get the stench out of her nose. “How am I supposed to get down there?”

      She looked around until a grouping of rocks caught her eye. It was a staircase down to the bottom of the ravine. “I guess that’s it.”

      Rabika began to walk down the cluster of rocks slowly. The climb was steep, and she struggled to keep from slipping upon the surface of the stones. The farther down she got, the more blood and bones she saw. After a while, she reached a point where the light from the sun was blocked out against the ravine walls. The area she descended into was dark and bleak.

      “Where are you, Valcur?” she called, her voice wavering slightly. “You can’t run from me for long!”

      “Who dares enter my home?” a rasping, cruel voice asked. The very sound seemed foreign and haunted. It was the sound of someone who had been completely desensitized to the world around them, and who did not care to return to the grasp of sanity.

      “I have come to rid the Lands of your presence!” Rabika shouted. “You have been terrorizing this place for too long!”

      The laughter that came next chilled every bone, sending shivers through her skin. “You think you can take me?” Valcur cackled, still submersed within his hiding place. “You better hope you find me quickly, for I’ve already found you.”

      “Show yourself!” Rabika said. She searched the ravine, the darkness throwing off her senses and making it hard to tell what was real and what was shadow.

      “Now why would I do that...when I am quite happy staying hidden?” Valcur taunted. Rabika listened closely to his voice, smiling as she identified the murky shape clustered against the ravine wall that was his form.

      “You’ve been caught!” she barked, charging at him. In the seconds it took her to reach him, he was gone.

      “Not so fast,” Valcur chuckled. “You won’t catch me, because I’ll get you first.”

      Valcur emerged from the darkness of the ravine, coming into the light. He was in the form of a blood red wolf, his eyes burning orange, teeth riddled with rotting chunks of past victims. There was no life in his eyes. Though his body lived on, his soul was long past dead.

      As Valcur descended upon her, his mouth open wide, Rabika screamed.

      

      Tatl heard his sister’s pleading cries long before he reached the ravine, and he ran as fast as he could to the source. He didn’t have time to stop as he went barreling over the edge of the ravine, tumbling through the air until he struck a ledge of rock. He lay on his side for a moment, groaning, before rising to his feet and shaking off the dust. Beside him was the half eaten carcass of a large buck, with one antler torn out of the side of its head.

      “Rabika!” he yelled. “Rabika, where are you?”

      Another scream was harshly cut off. Tatl peered around. The cry had come from far below. He needed to find a way down. There was a staircase, but it was too far away and there was no direct path to it from the ledge he was on.

      A short ways away, a vine crawled up the side of the rock. Tatl grabbed onto it with his teeth and slowly slid down, the vine tight in his jaws as he rappelled down the side of the cliff.

      This method would take time. If he rushed, he was sure to fall to his death. Slowly, he slunk down the ravine, hoping he could make it to his sister before the Ortusan finished her off.

      By the time Tatl had finally made it to the bottom, he’d wasted precious time. He bolted towards the noise, skidding to a stop when he saw the horrid battle before him.

      Rabika snapped at Valcur, but every attempt she made was thwarted by his quick movements. The Ortusan was in his human-like form, long, knotted red hair dangling in front of his bloodshot eyes, with a nose that was too small and a mouth too large for his oval-shaped face. His skin was beyond white from living in the dark for so long, while his fingernails were overgrown and stained permanently red. His fangs were just as stained as his fingernails were, broken in places and rotting away.

      Valcur sat atop Rabika, toying with her like a cat would a mouse. Valcur released his grip slightly, giving her a chance to try and bite him, before pouncing on her and clamping her mouth shut once more.

      “You are such a lovely creature,” he drawled, stroking the fur of her head with one bony hand. “So very lovely.”

      “Let me go!” she yelled.

      “No, no, little wolf. We must stay quiet so no one finds us,” he whispered, cackling. Rabika struggled against him to no avail, and a whine sounded low in her throat.

      “Let go of her!” Tatl’s voice boomed from behind Valcur, who turned slightly to look.

      “Who are you, to be telling me what to do?” Valcur inquired, never releasing his tight grip on Rabika.

      “Wouldn’t you like to know?” Tatl rushed forward, leaping high into the air and onto Valcur’s back. “Not so fast now, are you?”

      “Get your filthy paws off of me!” Valcur jumped up, reaching around to grab Tatl, but the wolf held tightly onto the Ortusan’s shoulders with his claws, digging his grip in.

      “Now, you die.” Tatl bared his teeth, the sharp points glittering white in the dim light. He struck once, twice, and a third time, burying his fangs deep into Valcur’s neck. The Ortusan shrieked as Tatl bit down, wailing and hissing loudly. He shrunk to the ground, taking far longer to die than any normal Ortusan world. Finally, he cursed Tatl in a sharp, pitiless voice before giving a wheeze and lying still.

      Tatl walked to him, stepping on the Ortusan’s shoulders. He bent down, wrapping his teeth around Valcur’s neck and pulling. After a bit of gnawing, the head finally came free.

      “Great, we got it. Let’s get out of here,” Tatl said grimly.

      Rabika was lying on the ground. She stared at her brother, mouth slightly open, her expression a combination of horror and rage. “How...how could you do this?” she yelled abruptly. “I was supposed to kill him! I was to be queen!”

      “You weren’t doing a very good job of it,” Tatl snarled. “I just saved your life. You could show a little gratitude.”

      “I hate you,” Rabika snapped. “Now I’ll never rule.”

      “No, but I will,” Tatl commented. “So as the Wolf King, I order you to move it, sister. Before I make you.”

      Tatl bent down and picked up Valcur’s head with his teeth, making a face at the taste of the Ortusan’s knotted, dirty hair in his mouth. Rabika huffed and ran in the direction of the staircase, ignoring her brother as he carried Valcur’s head back to the Assembly.

      

      The Assembly talked amongst itself while it waited for the return of the wolf who wanted to join their ranks. Rabika had been gone for quite some time, and although most feared the worst, the heron had ordered most of the Assembly to stay in session a bit longer, until it became obvious that the wolf was never to return.

      “They have to be okay. They just have to be.” Adelaide paced about the bottom of the Assembly’s court with Midnightstar standing close by. “It has to be a happy ending. That’s how the stories always go.”

      “This is real life, Adelaide. It’s not always happy,” Midnightstar snapped, no longer caring about her companion’s innocence. She had grown nervous as well, and was disguising her fear with rage. What was taking them so long?

      “But it has to be!” Adelaide whined.

      “No, it doesn’t,” Midnightstar replied. “In fact, it’s more likely to turn out horrible than happy in any way.”

      “Why are you so negative?” Adelaide asked, her tail tucking between her legs.

      “Why are you so naïve?” Midnightstar retorted. “The sooner you learn it’s not always going to be okay, the better.”

      “You’re being so mean,” Adelaide said, her ears flattening against her head. “You’re so much different than you used to be. What’s going on with you?”

      “Life,” Midnightstar replied snappishly. “It’s changed me.”

      “Well, I don’t like it.” Adelaide grumped.

      Just then, soft footsteps could be heard echoing about the chamber. Adelaide poked her head out of the Assembly’s massive doors to see her sister coming. “Look! It’s Rabika!”

      “And she’s failed,” Midnightstar commented as she noticed the she-wolf slinking in slowly, her head bowed low. “But at least she’s alive.”

      Rabika sat down sadly next to Adelaide, and Tatl walked in behind her. In his jaws he gripped the head of Valcur. The Assembly gasped as Valcur’s pale face swung back and forth in a perpetual state of anger from Tatl’s mouth. The wolf walked to the center of the room and tossed the head on the floor, smacking his mouth. “Here’s your lawn ornament.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nine

          

          Her Dragon
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      Midnightstar, Adelaide and Rabika waited outside the entrance to the court, behind closed doors. After Tatl had been proclaimed as the new Wolf King, his friends had been ushered out so the Assembly could have a meeting immediately on what was to be done about the unicorn war.

      Xiuh was off hunting in the trees somewhere. Just before Midnightstar had stepped outside the door, she had seen the Lands through his eyes as he sat patiently in the trees, waiting for something to come along to snack on. Dust was still nowhere to be found. Midnightstar was sure that she had left for good.

      “I can’t believe he killed Valcur and not me,” Rabika sulked, sitting in a corner. “I could have been a queen.”

      “You also could’ve been eaten,” Midnightstar said. “Stop complaining. We’ve got bigger things to deal with.”

      “They’re not going to listen to him,” Rabika said, gesturing to the door.

      “And they would listen to you?”

      “I can be very persuasive.”

      Midnightstar stepped back as the door opened once again. A raccoon led them inside and Midnightstar looked to the tall precipice that Tatl was on. He seemed uncomfortable up there.

      “Well?” she insisted, staring at the heron.

      “The Assembly has made their decision,” the heron said. “On a majority vote, we have decided that we will not interfere with the war between the unicorns and the wolves.”

      “What?” Midnightstar hissed, and her companions began growling behind her. “You will do nothing?”

      “It’s no use, Mids,” Tatl called down from his podium, shaking his head angrily. “They won’t listen to reason. I’ve tried.”

      “The Wolf King posed some valid points,” the heron said fairly. “But the consequences of forcing the unicorns into submission would be less beneficial than the final result.”

      “I’m out of here, and so are the rest of us. See you,” Tatl snapped, heading for the walkway off of his podium.

      “Tatl, you cannot leave. The Assembly needs you,” a porcupine added as the wolf jumped to the ground to stand by his friends.

      “I owe nothing to you,” Tatl said. “I have vanquished Valcur for you, but you still won’t help us. You will stand by and do nothing until both sides have killed off each other.”

      “The Assembly neither has the time nor the resources to invest in this escapade. I’m sorry we couldn’t be of further service.” The heron fluttered her wings and said nothing more.

      “Yes,” Midnightstar said, her voice raising to a loud point. “And I’m sorry. Sorry I wasted all this time believing that you could help us. I’m also sorry that I thought a bunch of bigots were going to do anything!”

      There was an instant uproar at Midnightstar’s insult. “Now see here!” a voice cried high from above. Other animals joined in, the screaming growing louder with each protest.

      Midnightstar’s cries echoed over them all. “You’re all cowards!” she called. “While the Ortusans grow in number and the animals of the Lands keep turning on each other, you hide in your court, hoping that the Second Despondent will just pass you by!”

      “Who are you to say what our intentions are, you spindly-tailed little pup?” a badger grumbled, pounding his paw against the stone.

      Midnightstar dropped her head. “We left our pack and traveled all this way for nothing. It all depends on me,” she whispered. Tears sparked in her eyes and she closed them tightly, gritting her teeth as they began to run into her fur. “It has always depended on me. The one with the light of the stars upon her back.”

      “What are you blithering on about? Speak up!” the heron demanded.

      Midnightstar let out an enraged growl. “The Assembly will fall!” she cried, and her eyes flashed pure white with the declaration. “The Second Despondent will not be over until each and every one of you has been cast to the corners of the earth! As sure as you have watched the blood of the Lands be drained by the Ortusans, you also will be drained of life!”

      “She’s mad!” the heron gasped, stepping back.

      “This night, I seal your fate!” Midnightstar cried. “As you have shown no mercy to the creatures of the Lands, there will be no mercy shown to you!”

      Midnightstar then knew all had gone wrong. She threw back her head and great beacons of light burst from her sockets, illuminating the court and blinding all who looked on.

      “Her eyes! Her eyes are glowing!” a jaguar shouted.

      “She’s a skygazer!”

      At this sentence, the Assembly erupted. “Block the doors!” the heron cried. “Don’t let the skygazer escape!”

      The light emitting from Midnightstar’s eyes went out. She whipped her head around to see dozens of animals blocking the exit, flooding the floor until they had made a circle around her, Rabika, Tatl, and Adelaide.

      “Halt! I demand it! I am the Wolf King!” Tatl said, his voice intermingling with the others.

      “One member cannot overrule us all,” the heron stated. She raised her wings in a threatening position and said, “Join us, skygazer. Your duty is to the Assembly.”

      Xiuh, where are you? Midnightstar whispered in her head, beginning to panic. She searched outwards for her dragon, wanting to force herself into his brain to cry for help, but he was nowhere to be found.

      “What are you going to do to me?” Midnightstar asked, terrified.

      “Only what you’ve been destined for, skygazer,” the heron said, crouching low. “Now I see why Dust brought you here.”

      Midnightstar felt betrayed. Of course this had been Dust’s real motive. She’d lead them blindly into a trap. Midnightstar bet that Dust had searched the Lands for months in order to find a real skygazer, just so she could get the Assembly to leave her alone.

      It didn’t matter. Dust meant nothing to her now.

      “You can’t hold me captive. I won’t be your servant like Dust was,” Midnightstar said.

      The Assembly closed in. “We just want to talk,” the heron said.

      “You weren’t so keen to talk until you figured out you could use me,” Midnightstar said.

      “If you cooperate, no one will get hurt,” the heron said lowly. “However, if you fight, there will be consequences.”

      “Get hurt?” Midnightstar gasped, shaking her head.

      “Your friends will remain underground, in our sleeping quarters. We won’t kill them…if you do what we ask…”

      Midnightstar knew she should’ve come alone. The Assembly was going to use her friends, torture them until she gave into their demands. But she wasn’t a true skygazer. She had no training, and no idea how to use her powers. Midnightstar glanced at the quivering Adelaide. Her tail was tucked between her legs, and her eyes were wide. The thought of her being tortured was madness.

      “Come, skygazer,” the heron said. “We have a special place prepared just for you.”

      Midnightstar’s vision wavered, transforming into another’s. In one breath Midnightstar both stared into the eyes of the heron and smashed the door to the giant court down with a sharp, angry kick.

      Midnightstar was jolted back into her own body as she saw Xiuh standing upon the broken door, nostrils flaring, fangs bared.

      “Oh, it’s only a little dragon,” a goose said, honking its displeasure.

      “Let’s use his pelt for a rug!” a rooster cawed, and the members of the Assembly barreled towards him.

      “No!” Midnightstar howled, terror squeezing her heart as the animals jumped upon her dragon.

      “Wrong day,” Xiuh said, and he belted out a flame that shocked even the eldest members. It whipped around, curling into several strands and wrapping into different shapes so that the ends of the flame formulated into the appearance of animals, creatures that attacked the Assembly with a ferocity that was uncommon.

      “He’s her portal!” the heron gasped. “Grab him, too!”

      “Catch me if you can!” Xiuh shouted. He breathed out a multitude of flames, which sent even the bravest members of the Assembly scampering into hiding before stampeding his way over to the wolves in the center.

      “Xiuh,” Midnightstar breathed. Her portal had shown up at just the right time.

      “Let us go, quickly,” he insisted.

      “How did you learn to breathe fire like that?” Midnightstar asked, stunned.

      “Dust taught it to me. Perks of being a portal,” Xiuh said.

      “Let’s get out of here!” Tatl roared, and the entire group stampeded for the door.

      “No! This must not happen!” The heron squawked behind them. “She’s ours!”

      “No,” Xiuh said just as they reached the doors, flying up to the very top of the cave. “She’s mine.”

      The dragon swung his tail into a large balcony that hung over all the others. It instantly crumbled at his well-aimed hit and he came spiraling down, flying faster than the rock that was chasing him, sweeping out the door as the boulder fell onto the rock below, blocking the exit just as he and the others escaped.

      But it didn’t stop there.

      Midnightstar skidded to a halt as she listened to the tortured screams that were emerging from the other side of the boulder, where the court was trapped. The one rock that had fallen had caused the entire complex to crumble onto itself, causing a major rockslide and crushing the members of the Assembly to death underneath the falling stone...one, by one, by one.

      “Mids, come on!” Adelaide insisted, tugging on her fur. “Let’s go!”

      She was paralyzed. “The Assembly,” she whispered. “They’re all in there. They’re getting crushed!”

      “There’s nothing we can do! They brought this upon themselves!” Tatl insisted, trying to get her to budge and failing.

      Xiuh grabbed her with his fangs by her scruff, dragging her along. By the time he’d pulled her halfway through the cave, the screams had ended. Midnightstar scrabbled for a hold, no longer thinking, just feeling as the mountain shook all around her…

      “Look out!” Rabika said, and Midnightstar glanced to the roof. She dove out of the way as sharp crystals crashed to the floor, some shattering in pieces on the cold floor, others clunking to the ground in giant weights that would crush them if they made a misstep.

      “Move!” Tatl said, and he snatched Adelaide out of the way just before a falling crystal cut her open. “We’re almost to the outside, go, go, go!”

      Gem after gem fell to the floor. Midnightstar gasped as a massive amethyst rattled above Xiuh’s head, and she pushed him into a wall just before it hit his skull. The group made it out, crawling through one of the remaining holes that hadn’t collapsed frantically. Tripping over a rock, Midnightstar fell to the ground…and stayed there.

      After the group had caught their breath, the questions came.

      “Midnightstar, what…” Tatl said, eyes weak. “What happened in there?”

      She didn’t answer. She didn’t have any answers anymore. She had nothing. Everything in the world had just slipped out of her paws, shattered by the Assembly. And in turn, she’d shattered them.

      “All of them,” Adelaide said chokingly. “Every single animal in there just...died.”

      “I can’t say I feel very sorry for them,” Rabika snarled nastily.

      “Rabika, those creatures had families and friends too. Just like us,” Adelaide whimpered.

      At Adelaide’s words, Midnightstar’s own came out in great, wretched sobs. “It was my fault!” she moaned. “I cursed them! I cursed them all to suffer.”

      “Curses mean nothing, Mids,” Tatl comforted. “They’re not real.”

      “I’m a skygazer! What I say is bound to come true!” Midnightstar burst.

      “Midnightstar, I’m the one who caused the rocks to fall,” Xiuh added. “If anyone’s to blame, it’s me. I didn’t know the whole cave would collapse in on itself.”

      “How about the idiots pick a more stable court next time?” Rabika said, but Tatl growled at her, and the she-wolf became silent.

      “Your eyes glowed,” Adelaide said. “Just like Allie and Kennu’s. Why, Mids?”

      Midnightstar didn’t hold back. It was no use keeping her secrets anymore. There was no point. “I already told you. I’m a skygazer.”

      “Yes, but what is that?” Rabika snapped.

      “I have visions,” Midnightstar said quickly, her words spilling out. “I hear things, and see them, too. That’s why I’m always so spacey and why I scream out in my sleep. I can hear the thoughts of Changers, and enter into their minds.”

      “Why didn’t you tell us any of this before?” Rabika asked. “We could’ve helped you.”

      Anger bitterly flared through her, and she raised her head up, clambering to her paws. “Do you know what it feels like to hear things in your head?” Midnightstar screamed, taking a few clumsy steps forward. “Do you understand how it feels to see things you can’t comprehend?

      “Mids, calm down,” Tatl insisted. Rabika’s eyes just grew wide.

      “I will never calm down! I will never be calm again, after all of this!” Midnightstar howled. “Can you comprehend how horrible it is, day after day after day after day, to have visions that you can’t tell are real or not? What would you say to me if you were in my position, Rabika? If you told me, I’d have thought you lost it!”

      “But Midnightstar, you’ve always been a little odd,” Tatl insisted.

      “This is different!” Midnightstar said. “Do you want to know more? I see through his eyes!” She pointed at Xiuh, and the dragon stared back at her as an iron statue, never blinking., ever calm. “I can go into his mind, and watch things as he does them! I can hear his thoughts, and I can’t even help it! Dust was supposed to teach me how to control it, but she left!”

      “Mids, please, please, I don’t care what you are, please just stop crying,” Adelaide said, and she began to cry too. “Stop, stop. I don’t care if you see things, or if you hear voices. I don’t even care if you’re crazy. You’re my friend and I don’t want to see you cry. Don’t cry.”

      “Come here, skygazer,” Xiuh said, and he looped himself around Midnightstar, nuzzling her close as his hot breath caressed her fur. “Be still.”

      “I can’t be still,” Midnightstar complained, and she concentrated on the pale sheen of his scales, the whiteness she felt like she had been falling through forever. “I can’t stand by and wait while the Assembly, the unicorns, the Creator, does nothing. I can’t follow the command to be still.”

      “You have to,” he rumbled, and Midnightstar could hear the fire burning in his stomach.

      “Can you tell us what a skygazer is again?” Tatl asked. His voice was inquisitive, rather than frightened.

      “The protector of the Lands...technically, the equivalent of the Great One. I am her portal, which means I’m her guide,” Xiuh said, explaining for her.

      “How long have you known?” Rabika pressed, asking Midnightstar.

      “Weeks,” Midnightstar moaned.

      “We’ve been traveling with the protector of the Lands all this time, and we didn’t even know it?” Tatl breathed.

      “No, Tatl,” Midnightstar hushed. “You’ve been traveling with a liar and a fake. I cannot even be true to myself. I have failed at my one task.”

      “Mids,” Adelaide said. “Maybe…maybe you misread the prophecy. Maybe going to the Assembly isn’t what the solution was all along.”

      “Great. I messed that up, too,” she mumbled. Xiuh drew her closer.

      “Maybe going to the Assembly was part of the plan,” Adelaide offered. “It’s just…not the full plan yet.”

      Poor little Adelaide. She always had hope against hope, even when, in situations like this one, it was pointless.

      “Let’s all get some rest,” Xiuh offered. “It’s been a long night. We can figure out what to do in the morning.”

      “Agreed,” Tatl said.

      Nobody else bothered to ask any more questions, either because Midnightstar was so upset or because Xiuh was giving a threatening glance to anyone who came near. Midnightstar sighed, curling up into a ball, her tail tucked over her face. It was over. She had failed. In the morning, they would begin the journey home…if there was even a home to go back to.

      All through the night, Xiuh never left her side.

      

      Snapfoot pulled Kaliska along beside him, carefully maneuvering her around rocks and stumps in the path. “This is taking forever,” she moaned. “Just go. I’ll make it back somehow.”

      “I won’t leave you here alone.” He stopped, allowing her to rest a moment. Her injuries were slowing them down considerably, but the idea of abandoning her now was hideous to him.

      “You must. The pack needs you,” Kaliska said. “Go and help them. I’ll find my own way home.”

      “You need me too, Kaliska,” Snapfoot replied.

      “I’m useless,” Kaliska said softly. “I don’t deserve anyone’s help. All I’m good at is getting pregnant and making everyone angry.”

      “You haven’t made me angry yet,” Snapfoot told her soothingly. “So come on. Let’s get going.”

      “You are a stubborn fool, Snapfoot,” she commented, leaning against him once more, her eyes twinkling. “But I don’t mind.”

      “You’re the only one that’s ever going to be allowed to get away with calling me a fool.” He chuckled.

      They walked on in silence, slowly moving one step at a time. The barren trees ahead marked the barrier between the Verinian and the plains, and Snapfoot readied himself for the horrid sight he knew must lie in wait for them.

      Everything was covered in blood. The bodies of wolves were everywhere, with only a few unicorns lying among them. Out of the corner of his eye, Snapfoot watched as the few living wolves were making for the opposite end of the burnt forest, the unicorns close on their tails. All the hope Snapfoot had vanished in a single sigh of agony.

      Snapfoot laid Kaliska down by a bush. “Stay here,” he whispered. “I have to gather the pack.”

      “Agreed. I’ll wait.” Kaliska laid her head down to get some rest, and Snapfoot wound his way through the trees, following the fleeing pack at a distance. When he’d finally found them, the unicorns had abandoned the chase and they’d gathered in a clearing, where only twenty or so wolves remained.

      “Is this all that’s left?” Snapfoot said in astonishment, stepping into the group. He looked from face to face, shocked to see so many friends missing. His stomach gave a jolt as he realized that his father wasn’t there.

      “You!” a wolf cried as they noticed him. “You tail-turning worm, you betrayed us!”

      “Where is Lilja?” Snapfoot demanded, pushing his way through the group. “WHERE?!”

      “He’s still in the plains, trying to save his sister!” another wolf said, casting his head to the east.

      Aunt Lottie. Snapfoot was off in an instant, tearing back to the plains. In the distance, two wolves were dueling with a bright red stallion...Dragonheart. Snapfoot ran and ran, trying to get there in time. From afar, he heard their voices.

      “Lottie, run! Save yourself!” Lilja gave a great wheeze as he avoided the unicorn’s deadly horn once more. The old wolf was battling valiantly, but he couldn’t keep up. He stumbled as he attacked, barely able to defend himself against his attacker’s movements.

      “I’m not leaving you!” Lottie said. Lilja pushed her out of the way as the unicorn charged once more. His horn narrowly missed both of them.

      “Hold on Dad, I’m coming!” Snapfoot cried.

      He got there just as the unicorn charged again. Lilja crouched down and used the remaining energy he had to leap into the air, sailing towards Dragonheart with fangs exposed. In that moment, Snapfoot thought it looked like his father was flying.

      As Lilja was about to latch onto his neck, Dragonheart swung around and dealt Lilja a swift kick in the chest. Lilja gave a grunt at the same time the stallion’s hooves connected. There was an awful sound of cracking bone, and suddenly, Lilja wasn’t Lilja anymore.

      “No! Father!” Snapfoot screamed, but it was no use. Lilja’s old, withered body fell off of him, the fight over. Before Lilja’s corpse hit the ground, Snapfoot knew his father was running with his ancestors.

      Lottie stood still for an instant, staring at Lilja’s shell, as if she couldn’t believe what had happened. Then the sweet, tender Lottie fell away as she became a monstrosity, teeth bared as she whirled upon Dragonheart.

      “YOU USELESS CREATURE!” Lottie bellowed. “I’LL KILL YOU!”

      Lottie latched herself onto the unicorn’s throat. The beast gave a great, bellowing scream before she ripped open his veins. He sunk in a writhing fashion to the ground, where he died in seconds.

      Snapfoot’s paws were swamped in the unicorn’s blood. Lottie, gentle Lottie, had killed the son of the mare Lavender, the same unicorn that had given Lottie life through her horn so long ago.

      After the unicorn was dead, Lottie tore into its flesh, ripping out chunks of muscle and flinging them everywhere in a relentless rage. “Stop it!” Snapfoot said, and he pulled her off the beast. “It’s not going to help!”

      “Snapfoot!” Lottie said, and she snarled at him too, her mouth dripping with blood. “Where were you? Where did you go?”

      Snapfoot backed away quickly. “I…I…”

      “You took off! Your father did his best to save the pack!” Lottie screamed. “Because you weren’t here, your father’s dead. DEAD!”

      “Aunt Lottie he…he was old. He shouldn’t have fought,” Snapfoot said weakly.

      “No, he shouldn’t have! That was your job! He took your place!” Lottie shoved herself into him, smearing blood onto his pelt. “What are you going to tell Cornia? Hm? What could you possibly say to your mother?”

      Snapfoot shuddered. Mama. What could he say to her? He had no idea. Telling Cornia that Lilja was dead was the worst kind of nightmare. He’d rather be tortured by the unicorns

      Lottie looked at Lilja’s corpse and said, “We have to bury him.”

      “Now?”

      “Yes, now!”

      “But there are other wolves as well.”

      “Forget about them. We have to bury our own dead.”

      “Where did your compassion go?” Snapfoot remarked, astonished at this sudden change in his aunt.

      “It left with my brother.” Lottie gestured to Lilja and said, “Carry him upon your back. I’ll find somewhere to put him.”

      Lottie trotted off, growling in a murderous tone. With a heavy heart, Snapfoot bent down and cast his father over his shoulder. Lilja was heavy, but Snapfoot made no complaint. He followed his aunt for a long while, sagging under the weight of his father and nearly losing his balance as they climbed hills and past streams, into the blackened ash of the Verinian.

      As they continued wandering the woods in an aimless fashion, Snapfoot wondered if Lottie was going insane. “Aunt Lottie, there’s nothing here. The whole forest has been burnt.”

      Lottie kept going without answering him. Like an obedient pup, he continued to follow.

      Finally, Lottie halted, raising her head to the sky. “Here. We first met Ionan here.”

      “How can you tell?” Snapfoot glanced from ash pile to ash pile, unable to recognize a single piece of what had once been the realm of his puphood.

      “It’s been chiseled into memory.” Lottie began digging, scooping the dirt up in great mounds with her paws.

      “Let me help,” Snapfoot offered, coming forward.

      As he did so, she shoved him to the side. “No! I’ll do this alone.”

      It didn’t take her long to create a grave large enough to host Lilja. “Lay him in,” Lottie said, and for a moment, her voice had that gentle tone he was so familiar with.

      Snapfoot did as he was told. Lottie gave her brother a kiss on the cheek, before saying, “Farewell, my dearest brother, greatest protector. Mother was right when she said you would see her soon. I only grieve that I couldn’t have gone with you, but it seems my task to help the new generation is still not finished. May the Creator bless your soul.”

      Snapfoot didn’t have the slightest idea what she was talking about. She looked at him expectantly. Struggling to find words to say, he stuttered, “The Creator has abandoned us, but He hasn’t abandoned you, Father. I hope that you’re receiving the greatest reward. You deserve it.”

      Lottie looked at him. “Do you really think the Creator has abandoned us?”

      Snapfoot stared at Lilja’s body, soon to be covered in earth. “It feels like it.”

      Without another word, both of them began filling in the grave. Snapfoot couldn’t look, because he knew that if he saw the dirt being thrown on his father, he would stop and beg Lilja to wake up. He pretended he was a pup instead, playing one of his games, digging a hole to the other side of the world.

      Lottie, however, didn’t let her eyes leave her brother’s body until the ground had swallowed him completely.

      They stood over a mound of overturned earth and ash, with nothing left to show that Lilja had been here except for memory.

      “So this is what it has come to,” Lottie whispered. “The greatest leader the High Plains Pack has ever known is gone.”

      Lottie cast her head back, calling out a wild, anguished howl.

      

      Snapfoot and Lottie made it back to their pack in the darkest hour of the morning. The talking instantly ceased as they crept back to the group.

      “Snapfoot!” His heart gave a jolt as he saw his mother Cornia lumber up to him, her eyes wide. “You’re alright! Where’s your father?”

      Snapfoot swallowed. “Mama,” Snapfoot said. “I...I don’t know how to tell you this, but he’s gone. A unicorn killed him, and we had to bury him. I’m sorry.”

      Whispers instantly scattered throughout the pack. Lilja, dead? How could he be dead?

      Cornia looked at him with a dull expression, as if she couldn’t comprehend what her son had said. “What?”

      “I’m sorry, Mama,” Snapfoot said. All he could think to do was apologize.

      Cornia backed up, shaking her head, and some of the she-wolves of the pack drew her in, comforting her as she stared at the ground in shock. Snapfoot, feeling like a coward, had to turn away.

      Nearby, he saw Echo looking meekly at the ground. A flare of anger rose up in his throat. How was it by some miracle that Echo, with his injured legs, had managed to escape while his own father, brave and noble, had fallen?

      “What now?” one wolf asked. “What do we do?”

      “We listen to our leader,” another said, and all eyes turned on him.

      Snapfoot backed up instinctively. “I…I’m still leader?” he said in an astounded voice.

      “You shouldn’t be. You’re no kind of leader at all,” one wolf snarled. “You left us. Betrayed us all.”

      “Leave, if you wish,” Snapfoot replied to her, and to all the others. “Go. Run. You won’t have to follow me anymore.”

      “Where to? There’s nowhere to go!” she shouted back at him. “We have nothing left. We’re all forced to stay here with you, because these wolves here are all that the plains have left. We may be all the wolves that the Lands have left.  Living alone is sure death.”

      “Pick a different leader, then,” he said defiantly.

      “Who? All of our best fighters are dead. There is no one left to take your place.”

      “What if I refuse to lead you anymore?” he declared.

      “You will not step down, Snapfoot,” Lottie said, and her voice was thick with rage as she drew to his side. “You will stay in this position, no matter how hard it may be! You got us into this mess, and so, you can get us out!”

      Snapfoot recoiled as his aunt shouted at him. The air turned into water and he choked on his words, saying, “I need some time to think. All of you, get some rest. We’re going to need it.”

      “What about the rest of the pack?” somebody questioned.

      Nobody needed to ask what he meant. “We can’t go back,” he said.

      “The Ortusans will take care of them,” Echo said, and his voice cracked. “Snapfoot is right. It’s going to be a feeding frenzy soon. We can’t take the risk of being in the area.”

      “Of course you don’t care if our dead get eaten by those bastards! You have nobody you care for out there!” a wolf screamed.

      “We could be the last wolves!” Snapfoot said. “It does no good to kill ourselves in honor of them! Those bodies left behind, those aren’t the wolves you loved! They wouldn’t want us to make any more sacrifices! Now please, everyone, get some sleep!”

      Every wolf in the clearing glared at him, but they were either too tired or too upset to protest. Many wolves fell to the ground right on the spot, and Snapfoot turned, heading for where Kaliska was hidden. He wanted to be alone…but yet, at the same time, he didn’t.

      He helped her hobble to the clearing, telling her all that had happened and placing her by some bushes where she wouldn’t be found by the pack until morning. As he crawled next to her, she gave him a sympathetic glance. “Don’t take Lottie’s words to heart. She’s just upset over Lilja.”

      “I know she is,” Snapfoot said. “But you can’t excuse her words for grief. Everything she said was true.”

      She didn’t answer. All she did was kiss the fur between his shoulders before going to sleep.

      The next morning, the pack wasn’t much better than they were the night before. Snapfoot knew he wouldn’t get the group very far in this state, but he had to try.

      The only one not yet awake was Cornia. Snapfoot had left her alone, not wanting to disturb her, but he could wait no longer for her.

      “Mama,” he said gently, and he nudged her shoulder with his paw. “It’s time to go. We can’t stay.”

      Cornia was as still as a stone. “Come now, Mama,” Snapfoot said. “Get up. Mama!”

      It was only when Snapfoot nudged her a second time that he felt how cold she was. “Mother!” Snapfoot cried, and the pack glanced at him from the darkness of the trees, his voice crossing from gentleness to hysteria. “Mother, we have to leave! Mother!”

      She didn’t wake.

      

      There were still hours to go until dawn, and Midnightstar hadn’t slept. She hadn’t moved from her position, her tail still over her face, making it hard to breathe.

      “You haven’t even tried to rest,” Xiuh complained, raising his head off the ground. He was still wrapped around her, his long body tightly pressed against hers.

      “Go back to sleep, Xiuh.” Her voice was a muffled moan underneath her tail, tired and weary.

      “No. Not while you’re still awake.” He gave a stubborn yawn and looked at her with those sharp eyes.

      “Leave me be.”

      “Part of your trouble is that you keep everything to yourself. If you opened up every now and then, you wouldn’t be in such difficult circumstances.”

      “We can’t be helped all the time.”

      “No, we can’t. But you can tell me what’s on your mind right now.”

      “You’re too young to understand.”

      “I’m not too young to listen,” he said.

      “You can’t reason with dragons,” Midnightstar complained. She let her tail fall back from her face, but moved nothing else.

      “What’s on your mind?”

      “Many thoughts.”

      “About the Assembly?”

      “No. About life.”

      “How so?”

      “I’ve been wondering about it all night. I’ve been thinking...what’s the use of having a comfortable life if other creatures out there still suffer?” Midnightstar looked down at the ground. “It’s all very good and well to be in a pack…to always be well fed, to fall in love, to raise pups and grow old.”

      “Very fine indeed.”

      “But what does it all mean?” she persisted. “It seems all anybody ever wants is to be comfortable. The Assembly proved that. They didn’t want to change anything, they just wanted everything to stay the same. If I’m not going to change the world for the better, what am I here for?”

      “You’ve kept this to yourself all this time?”

      “I’ve thought this way for many years.”

      “And still no answers?”

      “Only more questions.”

      “You are restless, Midnightstar.”

      “I once was. I once craved adventure. I wanted something exciting to happen to break the endless pattern of boredom,” Midnightstar said in frustration. “Life in my pack was so dull. The only thing that varied was what we had to eat that night. It’s only because of the Second Despondent that our routine has been altered.”

      “But now you want things to go back as they were?”

      “No, not really. But here’s the thing, Xiuh...I’m also tired of danger, of running, of never knowing if my pelt is still going to be on me the next morning or if an Ortusan will be wearing it the next day. I don’t like all this endless pain and suffering. It’s like my life is split into two halves. One half is utterly predictable, and the other is utterly unpredictable. I don’t like either.”

      “What do you want, Midnightstar?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Why are you always so torn?” Xiuh asked quietly.

      “Do you think I know the answer?” Midnightstar let out a frustrated sigh.

      “You place the entire world upon your shoulders. Just breathe,” Xiuh told her.

      “I can’t. There’s no air left to breathe.” Midnightstar leaned onto Xiuh’s shoulders and he shifted his weight, so he could support her better. “It feels like I’m trying to hold up the world. But I can’t. I just let it fall, every time.”

      “I can’t hold the world for you, Midnightstar, but I may be able to hold you,” Xiuh said, his tail flicking.

      Midnightstar closed her eyes, pretending to be tired. “I’m going back to sleep. Goodnight, Xiuh.”

      The relief in his voice was evident. “Goodnight.”

      He was slumbering within minutes. As soon as he was deep within his dreams Midnightstar clambered away from him, squeezing out of his grip.

      What am I going to do? she thought, and her head started swirling. The thoughts were racing by so fast, she couldn’t think. What in the world am I going to do?

      In an instant the voices were in her ears, whispering small things. She listened intently, because there was nothing else to hear.

      Let go, Midnightstar, the voices hushed. There is nothing you can do. This is the way of the world. There is suffering, and there is pain. One wolf can do little to alter the course of fate. Stop fighting. Allow life to take its course.

      How so? Midnightstar hushed back.

      You are ruining your friends. Do you think little Adelaide should be blissfully unaware all her life? Should Rabika continue in her rudeness? Is it right to let Tatl think he can protect you all from whatever threat that may come, but won’t there be a day when he will either be too weak or too late? And Xiuh…should he keep dwelling in this state of endless hope? Should be keep believing that you care for him and will never leave, even though you know this isn’t true?

      Midnightstar gazed upon her sleeping companions. No, she thought. I suppose not.

      Then you know what to do, Midnightstar.

      She did. It was what she always did when she had no other course. But where do I go?

      Anywhere. It doesn’t matter. You know that the unicorn war will never end whether you go home or not. Abandon your mission.

      What about them? She took a long glance at each one of her friends in turn, lingering on Xiuh’s face.

      You can’t help them. You never could. They are better off without you. They don’t want to be around a wolf who has lost her mind.

      Before Midnightstar realized she was running, her friends were already far behind her. The trees and bushes whipped past her as she climbed the heights of the Blue Sky Peaks. Should I go back? she wondered.

      Don’t bother, Midnightstar, the voices hushed. It is better this way. The only way to survive in this world is to be selfish, after all. Let go. Let them go.

      So Midnightstar did just that as her paws carried her farther and farther away, abandoning the ones she loved.

      Abandoning her dragon.
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          Bouncing on the Moon
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      Jade looked to the sky as the figures of her friends slowly disappeared into the clouds, the ocean lapping at her paws. Allie, Reagan, Kia, Casiff, Vixen, Dragonstar and Snow Drop were heading to Nesting’s Haven to find Kennu and the others, and with no way to join them, she and her brother had been forced to stay behind. “So just like that, we’re alone again,” she grumbled.

      “It’ll work out,” Shadowin said. “We’ll see them all again when they get back.”

      “There won’t be anything for them to come back to!” Jade snarled. “The Ortusans are taking over!”

      “We should get started on hunting them all,” Shadowin replied. “Though I’m not sure where to start. We can’t go after them if they’re in large groups.”

      “What we need to do is figure out where they call home,” Jade said. “They’re banding together, which means they must have a large coven of sorts stationed somewhere. If we find it, we can start picking them off one by one. If we don’t get rid of them soon, the Lands will be gone.”

      “They’re already gone. All we are doing is getting rid of the leftover monsters,” Shadowin answered. “We need to make this place habitable, so it can be brought back to life again.”

      “If there is any chance of life,” Jade hissed.

      Shadowin sighed. “The fairies can restore it, but they can’t come out of hiding until we get rid of the bloodsuckers.”

      “Then let’s get to work!” Jade barked. “We have leeches to destroy!”

      Shadowin howled excitedly. “Let’s make those posers pay for what they did to Caini!”

      They began the hunt immediately, prowling into the jungle. As they went, they decided the best plan would be to find an Ortusan hiding in the woods, and then follow it back to wherever its coven was. Shadowin took charge, leading the way with his nose to the ground. He searched desperately for any sign of the monsters.

      It didn’t take long to catch a scent. “I smell blood,” he whispered, his ears perking up. “Stay low to the ground.”

      Jade hunkered down. “It smells fresh. They couldn’t have fed too long ago,” she commented. “What if it spots us?”

      “Don’t let it live,” Shadowin said gruffly.  “Show them no mercy, as they have shown no mercy to this land.”

      They fell silent, watching closely as they creeped forward. Just ahead of them was a short monster. He had dark hair and bright, yellow eyes. Blood dripped from a fawn held tightly in his grasp. The small creature struggled frailly as its life vanished, the Ortusan sucking the life from its veins.

      Jade growled anxiously and Shadowin shushed her quickly. The Ortusan looked around, tossing the dead deer to the side as he rose to his feet.

      The wolves waited until they were sure he was far enough away before they began to follow. They moved silently, doing everything they could to slow their frantic hearts. The Ortusan moved rather quickly. The wolves struggled to keep up while still staying low.

      “This is ridiculous,” Jade muttered. “He’s going to find us soon enough.”

      “Yes. But until he does, we follow,” Shadowin replied.

      Eventually, the jungle’s thick foliage grew thin and the Ortusan drew near to a small camp, where twelve other monsters lurked around a fire, gnawing on bones and fighting over scraps of meat. Some were in wolf form, and others were not.

      “Steady now,” Shadowin said. “Wait until he enters.”

      The Ortusan walked into the camp. Just then, Shadowin and Jade sprung out from the cover of the jungle, sinking their teeth into their own separate Ortusans. The entire camp screamed as the two wolves flung their first kills aside and went for others, the only goal being sinking their fangs into anything that moved.

      Along with being ill prepared, these Ortusans weren’t very well trained, and they fell easily against Jade and Shadowin’s attack. When they’d eliminated all but one, Shadowin bared his teeth and leapt, but as he did so a leg kicked out at him from nowhere, and he went flying in the opposite direction.

      The wolves backed up as twenty more Ortusans emerged from the woods, bloody teeth bared, faces filled with rage. They were all heavily muscled, sleek and fast. Getting a bite on them would be near impossible.

      Jade knew when to fight, and she knew when to run. “Retreat!” she called, turning away and lunging into the forest.

      “No way!” Shadowin growled, and he lunged at the leader of the hunting party. “We can still take them!”

      He charged towards the group. Jade shouted out a protest, but as he took various swipes at the Ortusans they all simply batted him away, trying to latch onto him but never managing to get a good hold.

      “Come get me, you cowards!” Shadowin shouted boldly. He continued further and further into the darkened jungle, and the Ortusan coven followed.

      “Shadowin!” Jade cried. “Shadowin, come back!”

      He didn’t hear her. Fleeing in the opposite direction, Jade didn’t pause for breath until she was sure there were no Ortusans behind them.

      Jade sat down and waited for Shadowin anxiously. Several hours passed. Jade scanned the woods for any sign of her brother, but she didn’t have a clue where he’d gone. She’d killed a few Ortusans on her search, but it was obvious that the majority of them had followed her brother somewhere deep into the jungle.

      “Shadowin,” Jade moaned. “Where are you?”

      

      Adelaide awoke as the first rays of the sun kissed her face. She looked about groggily as she rose to her feet. Tatl and Rabika slept a few feet away, but Xiuh and Midnightstar were nowhere to be found. “Mids!” Adelaide called softly. “Where are you, Mids?”

      “What’s all the yelling about?” Rabika grumped, stretching lazily.

      “Midnightstar and Xiuh are gone,” Adelaide whined.

      “They’ll turn up,” Tatl said, stirring slowly and rising to his feet. “They couldn’t have gone far.”

      “But what if they left us alone?” Adelaide whimpered. “What if they just went away and they don’t come back ever?”

      “Xiuh wouldn’t let that happen,” Rabika said simply. “That dragon wouldn’t let Midnightstar go anywhere.”

      At that moment, Xiuh appeared, sailing over the mountain. He landed quickly upon the ground, the expression on his face one of hurt and frustration. “She’s gone.”

      “What do you mean?” Tatl asked blankly.

      “Midnightstar’s gone,” Xiuh replied. “She was gone when I woke up, so I went looking for her, but she’s nowhere nearby. She left us.”

      “But...why did she leave?” Adelaide questioned quietly. “What did we do wrong?”

      “We did nothing. She’s just being selfish.” Rabika snorted loudly. “Besides, we’re better off without her. There isn’t anything to do anyway. The Assembly’s dead, so there’s nobody left to stop the unicorn war.”

      “Wrong, Rabika. We need her,” Tatl snapped. “Midnightstar is the protector of the Lands. We need to find her.”

      “I’ve been searching for hours,” Xiuh moaned. “She’s long gone.”

      “What do we do now?” Adelaide asked. “We can’t go home without her.”

      “We can, and we will,” Rabika snapped. “She left us, so we can leave her.”

      “A claw for a claw leaves everyone defenseless, Rabika,” Xiuh said. “We can’t abandon her, whether she left us or not.”

      “Xiuh’s right,” Tatl said. “We can’t leave her out here. Come on, guys.”

      Tatl led the way, picking up on Midnightstar’s scent as they wandered. Adelaide eagerly walked beside him, following closely, and too often bumping into him with her large, floundering paws.

      “Adelaide, if you want to help, go walk by Rabika,” Tatl ordered.

      “But Rabika is being sour,” Adelaide replied. “Just look at her!”

      Rabika walked a few paces behind them, her face filled with anger. “She deserves to be alone in the woods,” Rabika grumbled. “I don’t know why we’re looking for her.”

      Xiuh had gone onwards to scout ahead. They found him lying by the side of the river, his serpentine body drooping. “I lost the trail here,” he muttered. “She must’ve jumped in the water.”

      “She didn’t want us to follow,” Tatl said, shocked. “But why?”

      “Because, Tatl, she doesn’t care about us.” Rabika snapped. “All she cares about is herself. Why do you think she went on this crazy mission? She wanted to get away from the pack and get some attention, not stop the Second Despondent.”

      “She wouldn’t do that!” Adelaide said, jumping to the defense of her friend. “Mids cares about everyone!”

      “She cares about no one,” Rabika growled. “She was bored with being a wolf, so she tried to be something different. But she can’t even be a skygazer, so she ran away.”

      “Just because you didn’t get what you wanted doesn’t mean Midnightstar has the same reasons for leaving, Rabika!” Tatl shouted. “This isn’t about you!”

      Rabika hung back, muttering under her breath. “It’s never about me, and it’s always about Midnightstar. But she’s still the one who left. At least I stayed.”

      

      Snapfoot watched over the few remaining members of the pack as they tried to regroup. Most of them were wounded, and Snapfoot was sure the unicorns were trailing them in an attempt to finish the pack off. Hurt or not, he needed to get these wolves moving if they were going to survive.

      Kaliska stood by his side. Her ankle still wasn’t healed, but she was able to walk on it now so long as she didn’t bear down all of her weight. “What are we to do?” she asked softly, looking at Snapfoot.

      “I don’t know anymore,” Snapfoot replied, hanging his head. “We’ve been torn apart. There is nothing left for us to do.”

      “The pack is small, but it still stands,” Kaliska told him in an encouraging voice. “The Snapfoot I knew wouldn’t have given up. What happened to him?”

      “That wasn’t him. That was a pup, trying to live in the image of his father,” Snapfoot said bluntly. “Lilja left a coward in his place.”

      “You’re not a coward,” Kaliska said. “You’re strong.”

      “No. I’m useless,” Snapfoot retorted. “I should’ve stayed with my pack, but instead, I wasted my time on you, and my father paid for my mistake.”

      “Is that all I am?” Kaliska snapped. “A waste of time?”

      “That’s all you’ll ever be, Kaliska,” Snapfoot said harshly. “Now that you’re here, I feel the need to protect you. But keeping you safe is costing the pack, and your pups will be that much more of a nuisance.”

      “I thought you were better than that,” Kaliska said. “I thought you cared.”

      “Maybe I did once, but there is nothing left to care for. Soon, the High Plains Pack will be gone, and it will always be known that Snapfoot, son of Lilja, caused it to happen.”

      Snapfoot turned and walked away, leaving Kaliska behind him.

      “What has this war done to you?” Kaliska muttered to herself, hanging her head low. She knew Snapfoot didn’t mean what he said, but that didn’t stop his words from wounding her gravely all the same.

      Snapfoot climbed a large hill, to watch over his pack from above. On closer observance, he saw that Kaliska was nowhere to be found. She must’ve run off, but the notion didn’t bother him. He’d been harsh to her, but she’d survive. She’d grown too close to him as of late, and as Snapfoot now realized, the creatures he loved often met rotten fates. It was better if Kaliska hated him.

      The pack milled about aimlessly, broken and falling apart. No one trusted him anymore, and he didn’t blame them. He had left the entire pack to save one wolf. Because of him, over thirty wolves perished, including both of his parents.

      But he had saved Kaliska’s life. That was something that seemed priceless to him.

      Off in the distance, something caught his eye. A bright and shining city gleamed in the distance, appearing as shimmering as gold. It was grandly constructed, but only halfway done. The skeletons of buildings sat next to towering castles, and small dots moved among them, growing the new metropolis. “Who could be building anything in this rotting place?” Snapfoot mumbled, squinting to get a better view.

      The city looked grand, even from this distance. He supposed it must be a capital of some kind, but who would build such a thing, here, in the Lands? All the fairies were in hiding, and animals certainly didn’t need buildings to live in.

      He stared for a moment, wondering about the great city before it finally hit him. “Ortusans!”

      

      Midnightstar ran as fast and as far as her legs could carry her. The forest around her was dense, thick with foliage, and she had no idea which direction was which. The sun streamed through the canopy in thin beams, and everything the light touched seemed to glow with an ethereal magic. She stopped beneath one band of golden sun and allowed it to spill across her back, warming her fur.

      You are free now, Midnightstar, the voices breathed. You don’t have to worry about keeping the others safe anymore.

      “I feel like I should go back,” Midnightstar mumbled, turning her head to glance behind. “They were my friends.”

      They weren’t your true friends, Midnightstar, the voices replied. You have no real friends in this world that means nothing. Why grow attached to them when none of this is real?

      “What do you mean, this isn’t real?” Midnightstar questioned.

      This world is fake. It’s just an illusion, created to give false hope, the voices hummed. But you are better than the falsities, Midnightstar. You do not fall for such lies.

      “This whole life is a lie.” Midnightstar looked up at the sky, but it was blotted out by green leaves. “Everything I’ve ever been, ever wanted to be, is just a lie.”

      Yes, Midnightstar. Just like the moon and the stars, the voices cooed at her. Nothing but smoke turned into pretty shapes.

      “Then I can’t go back to my friends,” she murmured. “If I go back, I’m falling for the illusion. If I go back, I give in to the lies.”

      Midnightstar looked down, and screamed as she saw she was surrounded by bugs of all kinds and all sizes, crawling along the ground. There were hundreds of them, and they followed her until they had her cornered against a collection of trees. She yelped for someone to come help her, but no one came.

      “Get away from me!” she shouted. “Leave me alone!”

      The bugs moved closer, creeping towards her on their strange, long legs. Midnightstar lashed out, stomping on the bugs one by one, but the more she killed the more came.

      Don’t try to fight it, Midnightstar. Give in to the fear, the voices taunted. Just let them take you away. Let them win.

      “No! I’m not ready to go yet!” Midnightstar cried. “I can’t go until I make this right!”

      What is there to make right, Midnightstar? You already left all of those that cared about you. You have nothing left, the voices hissed.

      “I have to fix this!” Midnightstar yelled as the creatures around her slithered up her legs, nestling in her fur. “Get off of me!”

      The bugs overwhelmed her, crawling into her mouth so she couldn’t breathe. She choked and coughed, struggling to get air into her lungs. As everything went black, Midnightstar found herself on the ground, without any bugs in sight or in memory.

      Midnightstar coughed and spat onto the ground. A large beetle sat on the dirt, wiggling uselessly and covered in saliva.

      “How did you get into my throat?” Midnightstar questioned. On the wind was the sound of the voices, laughing.

      As she watched the beetle squirm, Midnightstar felt her stomach twist in fear. “By the Creator,” she whispered. “What’s happening to me?”

      The next thing she did, she felt she had no control over. Midnightstar began rolling in the muck, squashing the beetle underneath her and covering her fur in thick, filthy mud.

      “I’m not worth beauty,” she mumbled. “I need to be nasty, like the bugs and all the other crawly creatures.” She rose to her feet, waddling down the forest path to look at her reflection in a nearby puddle. Leaves stuck to the mud on her back, and her eyes had lost their strange, swirling knowledge.

      “I am like a spider now,” she growled at herself. “I am so nasty and grand!”

      She cackled lowly and walked on, going nowhere in particular, weaving from side to side as she went. The sky was a swirl of orange and green above her, the grass a pale shade of pink. She could hear her heart beating uncontrollably in her chest, and the sound grew louder with every step she took.

      “Stop that racket!” she yelled, tossing her head to the side in an odd manner. “You’re giving me a headache!”

      Her heart kept beating, louder and louder, and Midnightstar screamed at the noise. “I’m tired of this!” she yelped. “If you don’t knock it off right now…”

      She stopped and stared straight ahead, the sound of her heartbeat forgotten. It was one of the Blue Sky Peaks, caked in delicious white snow. A memory of running from a giant snowball during her puphood struck her, and she became determined to copy the event, barreling towards the mountain in a maniac frenzy.

      “I’m coming, snowball!” she cried, a look of bewilderment sprawled across her face as she ran towards the mountain. If her friends had found her now, they wouldn't have recognized Midnightstar. She’d been replaced by a wolf who had lost her mind.
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      “This is so stupid,” Rabika complained as she followed her siblings through the Blue Sky Peaks. “We’ve passed this same tree ten times over!”

      “She’s not in her right mind, Rabika. She could be going in circles, which means we have to keep backtracking as well.” Tatl said this calmly, but one could tell by the look on his face he thought that the search for Midnightstar was useless, too.

      “Why don’t you ask the dragon?” Rabika said, and she gritted her teeth at Xiuh, who was currently sniffing the air for Midnightstar’s scent. “After all, I don’t know why he’s so caught up in this.”

      “I love her,” Xiuh said and he turned on Rabika, tail lashing.

      Rabika let out a haughty laugh. “How can you love her? You barely know her. She’s been pushing you away ever since you joined us.”

      “She’s my skygazer. I have to care. I want to,” Xiuh said, and there was a high tone in his voice that betrayed his maturity. Even though he’d done and seen terrible things in the past, he was still a hatchling.

      “Why did you join us, anyway?” Tatl asked, stepping forward.

      Xiuh didn’t turn to look at him. “Where else was there for me to go? I wanted to be a part of something, something that would put an end to the Second Despondent. I saw Midnightstar, and I felt like wherever she was, I needed to be.”

      Rabika coughed, and Tatl just stared.

      “There doesn’t always have to be a reason for everything,” Adelaide said, and she came close to Xiuh. “Sometimes you do things because you think it feels right. I understand why you joined us and why you care so much, Xiuh. I miss Midnightstar, too.”

      Xiuh nudged her playfully. “Thank you, Adelaide. You have such a gentle heart.”

      “I’m not gentle. I’m just me!” The bow on her head seemed to hop as she said it.

      Xiuh smiled. Rabika rolled her eyes and said, “Okay, do we have any idea where we want to look next?”

      Xiuh looked back towards the mountains, his eyes narrowing. “Midnightstar can see through my eyes. Maybe I can see through hers.”

      Xiuhcoatl concentrated and a thought broke into his mind, sudden and rude. The only thing he got from it was a giant snowball.

      He shook his head. “She’s still at the Peaks. I believe it’s the highest one, because there’s still snow on it, even though it’s summer.”

      “Figures she would pick the largest one to climb,” Rabika grumbled as they, once again, headed back the way they came.

      

      Midnightstar collapsed with maniacal laughter on the mountainside, rolling around in madness as she tried scooping up the snow with her paws, putting it into a lopsided pile.

      “And now,” she said, “I’m going to make a huge snowball, and I’m going to ride it all around the world! The whole planet will be mine, and they will bow to me and the ball of death that I name…Freezy!”

      The snow mound was no bigger than a tiny drift, but in Midnightstar’s mind, it was huger than the mountain. “Now if I give it a big enough shove…”

      She stood back, and then charged, plowing straight through the snow and tumbling through a hole in the mountain she didn’t see, a passageway that led down…down…down.

      “Ow…” she whispered, closing her eyes as she curled up against a solid stone floor. “I think I just flew.”

      “You should know better than to let the voices push you that far,” a mystical, musing voice whispered in her ear.

      Her eyes flew open. “Who’s there!” Midnightstar jumped to her feet and looked from left to right. She was in a cave piled with all sorts of animal and fairy bones. They were everywhere, with one particular pile reaching to the ceiling. Her eyes widened. “By the stars, I’m going to be EATEN!”

      “Calm down,” a voice said behind her. “I don’t eat wolves. I kill them.”

      Midnightstar nearly fell over her own paws as she turned to stare at the horrifying sight behind her. It was the same creature that had tormented her when her visions had first begun, the one that had sung the horrible song and tossed all those bodies into the fire. She had a half-dog, half-reptile face with a twisted, curled body, walking around on crooked hind legs.

      Midnightstar let out a scream so bloodcurdling it made the cave walls shake. The creature screamed back and shouted, “I only killed one wolf because I thought I was hungry, and that was ten years ago! I haven’t touched them since!”

      “What are you?” Midnightstar whispered, backing up against the wall of bones and shivering. “Another vision?”

      The creature clucked. “Unless I am going crazy, I think I am real. At least, I was the last time I checked.” The monster began poking her body experimentally with a curious look on her face, appearing to wonder if she was actually real.

      “What are you talking about? I’m seeing you, aren’t I?” Midnightstar said, choking on fear.

      The creature shrugged, stopped poking herself, and looked at Midnightstar again. “Okay, I’ve checked. I’m not a vision. I’m real, believe it or not. My name is Nagli.”

      The name hit a chord in Midnightstar’s memory. “The old stories,” she said, pausing. “You…you helped my father on his travels, didn’t you?”

      Nagli nodded. “Lilja and his friends took my crown, then never paid a visit back. Oh well. I can’t say that I blame them. Some people get tangled up in things. Busy, busy life you know.”

      “You’re going to hurt me, aren’t you?” she said, crouching down to the ground.

      Nagli tossed more bones into the pile, stacking higher and higher. “Of course not. I don’t hurt friends.”

      “Friends?”

      “Any daughter of Lilja’s is a friend of mine, Midnightstar.”

      “How do you know my name?” Midnightstar demanded, stepping forward.

      Nagli kept stacking the bones. “You were muttering it as you fell down into my house. Besides, rumors of a new skygazer have swept the Lands far and wide. They have even creeped into my tiny cave.” Nagli nudged a long spine to the side. “You really shouldn’t listen to the voices, my dear.”

      “How do you know about those?” Midnightstar asked cautiously.

      “My dear,” Nagli said in a patronizing tone. “I could hear your ramblings well outside my walls.” Nagli kept stacking the bones, and stacking, and stacking, higher and higher.

      “What are you doing?” Midnightstar asked, tilting her head.

      “Organizing. These bones make me quite insane. I think it is time for them to go,” Nagli said.

      The task was something to do, and Midnightstar wanted a distraction. “May I help?”

      “Certainly.”

      Midnightstar picked up a spare bone with her teeth and threw it into the pile. She tried to not look at Nagli, for if she did, she would be scared again, and she wanted to be as polite as possible. “I want you to know that I didn’t want to give in and listen to the voices. Everything just…came crashing down at once.”

      “Everyone has trouble with the voices, Midnightstar. Yet you are more susceptible than others. If you fall, so will many others.” Nagli picked up a giant rib and pitched it across the room. It made a smacking sound as it hit the floor of the cave.

      “I know.” Midnightstar threw three more bones onto the pile. “I but have no idea how to make them go away.”

      “You’ve got to find ways to make them go away, Midnightstar. It’s so very hard, but you must fight them. Tell them that you are good enough, that what they say isn’t true. Everything they say to you is a lie, and if you let them in, you’ll end up believing the lie. Doubt may creep in, but you must find ways to push it out.”

      “How?” Midnightstar asked, but she realized that she already knew one way. Xiuh could make them vanish. His voice chased all the others out. His presence made the frightening images less real.

      “Midnightstar, you have so many worries over so many things. Why can’t you stop worrying and believe?”

      “Believe what?” She stopped her work, looking at Nagli.

      “Believe that everything will turn out alright. Nothing will befall you that isn’t for good.”

      “All this death, this dying, is for good?” Midnightstar spat, and she stopped stacking bones completely. “Everything that has happened to me lately has caused nothing but suffering!”

      “This world is imperfect. None of us have all the answers,” Nagli said. “Be patient, Midnightstar. The time for you to save the Lands will come, and soon.”

      Midnightstar pouted. It didn’t feel like it would be fixed soon. All solutions seemed impossible, out of reach. “Nagli, you don’t understand. It only gets worse. It doesn’t get better. There is no joy left in this life. Only pain.”

      “Isn’t your pain worth it, if it’s for love?”

      Midnightstar paused. “What do you mean? Nagli, don’t you see that I can’t do this all on my own? I’m…I’m tired! I expect myself to be able to fix it but I…just…can’t!”

      “And there, Midnightstar, is your problem.” Nagli threw yet another bone into the pile. “You don’t ask for help. You must rely on the help of others.”

      “I can’t rely on anyone,” Midnightstar said sadly.

      “But didn’t you just say that you couldn’t do it by yourself?”

      “Yes, but you’re not listening to me!”

      “I am listening intently.”

      “No! You…you act like you know what’s going on in my head! You act like you have all the answers, you act like you know what it’s like to be me!” Midnightstar collapsed, and she put her paws over her eyes.

      Nagli put a paw on Midnightstar’s shoulder, and the wolf had to force herself not to shudder at the creature’s touch. “No one can know what it is like to be the last skygazer. Which is why you need your friends all the more.”

      “But why me?” Midnightstar insisted, the question she had asked so many times flying off her tongue.

      “We all have a purpose in this life. Everyone has their task, great being small, small being great. You are the only one who can accomplish the task set before you.”

      Doubt surged through her body. She stood up warily, glancing at Nagli. “Now what? What must I do, if this is my destiny?”

      Nagli threw the last bone on the pile, and looked up at it in satisfaction. “You know how the tale ends. You must bring the Second Despondent to a halt by stopping the unicorn war and the Ortusans, and you understand that only you can do it. Go in peace, Midnightstar, the last skygazer. You finally understand. Journey down the mountain now, and leave me be. Someone is waiting for you, and I think they will be able to help you with your impossible task.”

      Midnightstar nodded. “Thank you, Nagli. I won’t forget how you helped me.”

      She turned, trotting out of the cave and leaving Nagli to snicker behind her. Midnightstar looked down the mountain. There was a sandy unicorn standing at the bottom, waiting for the black she-wolf to join her.
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      Jade walked slowly through the jungle, keeping an eye out for her brother. The area was riddled with death, and bodies of creatures drained of blood were scattered frequently throughout her path, but she ignored them and kept going. As she caught a scent, she shoved her nose to the ground and growled.

      “Shadowin was here,” she whispered to herself. “And there were Ortusans with him.”

      Why her brother would be traveling with Ortusans, she had no idea.

      A motion in the jungle made her freeze. Ortusans in wolf form emerged from the brush, blood dripping from their muzzles.

      “Well, well, well. What do we have here?” a female drawled, licking her chops as she spotted Jade hiding in the bushes.

      “I’d say it looks like dessert,” a male replied, salivating.

      “Where’s Shadowin?” Jade demanded, holding her ground. “You’ve done something to him.”

      “I don’t know who you’re talking about,” the female cooed softly. “Do you know who that is, Baldur?”

      “Never heard of him, Lynett,” Baldur responded. “How about you, Tomkin? Tomlin?”

      Baldur looked to the two other wolves, who were brown in color, and obviously twins.

      “I don’t know…” one twin began.

      “...We might have eaten him,” the other said. They laughed in unison, and Jade shivered at the sound.

      “He better be alive,” Jade snapped. “Or all four of you are going to pay.”

      Lynett chuckled. “And how do you plan to make us pay, exactly?”

      “There is only one of you…” Tomkin said.

      “...And four of us.” Tomlin added. The Ortusans crept closer, readying themselves for the kill.

      Jade glanced behind them. Her eyes widened in shock as she saw Shadowin hiding in the bushes behind them, nodding for her to make the first move.

      “That won’t stop me!” Jade leapt into the air and landed squarely on Lynett’s back. The two of them went tumbling, both of them trying to sink their teeth in the other. Baldur and the twins watched the spectacle with interest, but didn’t try to help their friend. The second Jade got a bite in Lynett, she whipped around and sunk her teeth into Baldur before he could react. Both Ortusans crumpled to the earth, dead.

      The twins circled around Jade, anger in their matching orange eyes. “You can take one...” Tomlin began.

      “...But can you take two at once?” Tomkin asked, finishing the question.

      “I can take you both easy.” Jade lashed out, snapping her jaws down on thin air as Tomkin flew backward. As the twin lunged away, Tomlin jumped towards Jade. She spun out of the way before Tomlin managed to get his claws in her.

      “So do you two do everything together? Like a couple in love?” Jade teased, laughing loudly.

      “We’re brothers if …” Tomlin growled.

      “...You didn’t notice.” Tomkin completed.

      “Oh, I noticed, but you finish each other’s sentences and everything,” Jade said, tormenting the twins. “Surely there has to be something going on between you.”

      “Shut up you…”

      “...Flea-bitten mutt!”

      Jade knew she’d hit a nerve as both brothers bolted at her. She latched onto Tomlin’s front leg, sending the Ortusan into a fit of screams. Shadowin finally made his move, and leapt out from the bushes, cornering Tomkin.

      “Say goodbye to your darling love,” Jade said before striking, delivering a poisonous blow. Tomkin didn’t put up a fight as he slunk to the ground on top of his brother’s already still body.

      “That was a good fight. Wish I could see it again.”

      Jade turned as her brother trotted next to her, his tail wagging, tongue lolling out of his mouth cheerfully.

      “Shadowin!” Jade shouted, rising to her feet and shaking dust from her fur. “Thank the Creator I found you!”

      “Actually, I found you,” Shadowin said with a happy bark. “It’s a shame you killed the twins. They were actually quite amusing.”

      “Wait...what?” Jade stared. “They were going to kill you, and you found them amusing?”

      “They thought I was one of them,” Shadowin explained quickly. “After I got away from the ones we found at the camp, they found me and asked me to join them. I was going to follow them to some big city they were talking about, but now, they’re all dead.”

      “They actually believed you were an Ortusan?” Jade questioned.

      “I was covered in Ortusan blood. Smelled just like them,” Shadowin explained. “They can’t tell what we are if they can’t smell us.”

      “I can’t believe that works,” Jade said. “You’d have to be really stupid not to tell.”

      “They aren’t as bright as they make themselves to be.” Shadowin chuckled. “We could all be Ortusans.”

      Jade looked away. “That gives me an idea.” She slunk down to the ground, rubbing her head and shoulders against the earth until the Ortusan blood began to stain her fur.

      “Uh...Jade? What are you doing?” Shadowin asked.

      “We’re gonna smell like them, and get into this city they’re talking about,” Jade said. “If we can infiltrate it and begin killing Ortusans quietly, it’ll make this a lot easier.”

      “Ugh. You reek,” Shadowin said, holding a paw up to his nose as his sister walked towards him.

      “So do you,” Jade said, nearly gagging. The rank, deathly smell of Ortusans assaulted her nose, making it hard to breathe.

      The two wolves left their patch in the jungle, abandoning the four Ortusans they’d slaughtered to the elements. After a half day or so of wandering, both wolves found themselves tired and weary.

      “If we don’t find an Ortusan soon we should head back for the beach,” Shadowin suggested. “We’ve been out too long, and we both need rest.”

      “We can’t just go back,” Jade argued. “We have to keep going and find these fakes!”

      “We won’t be able to fight them if we’re starved and tired,” Shadowin said.

      “But we don’t have to fight them right away,” Jade replied. “We can live among them until we’re strong again, and then we can take them down.”

      “We can’t risk staying there for too long. They’ll find us out and destroy us,” Shadowin told him.

      “This will work. I know it will.” Jade was practically begging him now. “We can’t give up.”

      “Hey, did you guys get lost?” a foreign voice behind them questioned. “I can help you find Sanctus Cruor, if that’s where you’re going.”

      The siblings turned. Behind them was a reddish-orange she-wolf, who smelled worse than they did. Definitely an Ortusan.

      “Sanctus Cruor?” Jade cocked her head to one side.

      “You know. The city of Ortusans,” the fake wolf answered. “That is where you’re going, isn’t it? It’s where all of us are heading.”

      Shadowin nodded. “That’s exactly where we were heading. But my sister seems to have led us in circles.” He nudged Jade.

      The Ortusan giggled girlishly. “My name is Omaira. I can be your guide. I hate traveling alone. It’s so much more fun with others.”

      “Wonderful. I’m Shadowin, and this is Jade.” Shadowin introduced them as they began to follow Omaira. They tried to keep a respectful distance, but it was hard resisting the urge to bite when you had an Ortusan right next to you.

      “I’ve never seen you around before,” Omaira commented. “Are you new to our world?”

      “Just new to the area,” Jade said. “We were fairies running from the humans before we were turned. Now they run from us.”

      “Humans?” Omaira gaped. “I’ve heard they taste better than anything we’ve got out here. Is that true?”

      “Not really. They have a very odd taste about them,” Shadowin replied offhandedly. “How far away are we from Sanctus Cruor?”

      “Not too far. It’s out of the jungle,” Omaira said. She sniffed the air, made a face and added, “You guys smell like wolves.”

      “Um...breakfast was wolves,” Shadowin said quickly. “We love them. Can’t get enough of them.”

      “Really?” Omaira cocked her head. “I’ve never tried one, because I’m always trying to not get killed by them.”

      “Oh. Well, they’re delicious,” Jade said.

      “Maybe I’ll have to find one next time I go out hunting.” Omaira took a step to one side, closer to Shadowin. “Maybe you could help me.”

      “That would be lovely.” Shadowin smiled, pulling his tail off to one side as she tried to twine hers around it.

      Omaira giggled. “How long have you been one of us?”

      “Only a little while,” Shadowin replied. “We’re still getting used to it.”

      “I love the young ones,” Omaira breathed. “They’re so much more fun.”

      Shadowin gulped. “How so?”

      “Because they aren’t serious,” Omaira explained, leaning against Shadowin’s side. “They know how to let loose and have a little fun every once in a while. You and I would have a lot of fun together. I can tell.”

      Shadowin looked back at Jade, desperate for some sort of help. Jade chuckled softly, adding, “I’m sure we’ll have a lot of fun together, Omaira. Just you wait and see.”

      

      Snapfoot peered at the large city in the distance, trying to judge how far away it was. If the Ortusans had a city, then they had to have a food source and food was exactly what his pack needed.

      The city dominated the skyline. It couldn’t be more than a day’s journey if he progressed at a reasonable speed, and he was certain his pack could make it that far. But would he be able to find a safe place for them once they arrived? If his assumptions were correct, the area would be filled with Ortusans, after all.

      He made the decision to scout the area first, alone. He ran back down the hill, searching for Lottie. He found her lying alone a short ways off from the rest of the pack, hiding herself in the long grasses of the plains. “Aunt Lottie? Can I ask you something?”

      “What is it, Snapfoot?” she asked tiredly. She didn’t lift her head, nor look at him. Lottie seemed to be stuck in a permanent depression in which nothing could catch her interest or spur her attention. Snapfoot was worried about her.

      “I think I may have found a place with food,” he told her. “But I’m not sure if it’s safe. I want to check it out first, and the pack seems to listen to you more than me. Can you keep them safe?”

      “Good hunting grounds? Where?” she questioned. She raised her head.

      “Not far, but it’s somewhere we’ve never been before,” Snapfoot replied. “Please watch them.”

      Lottie sighed. “You had better return in two days time, Snapfoot.”

      “Thank you, Aunt Lottie.” Snapfoot nodded to her. “I won’t let you down.”

      Snapfoot slunk carefully away from the pack before bolting in the direction of the large city. After quite some time, Snapfoot finally stopped to rest, as he’d been running for hours. He sat a moment, panting, before beginning to walk, refusing to take even a small break on his journey to the city. Snapfoot wanted to keep moving, as the sun was already halfway across the sky. At this rate, he would be to the outskirts of the city well before dark.

      “Not much farther now,” he said, trying to encourage himself. “I just need to keep moving.”

      “Moving to where, little alpha?” a distinctively male voice questioned. “Where is a little morsel such as yourself off to?”

      Snapfoot whipped around, expecting an Ortusan. Instead, he saw the filthiest, deadliest creature he could’ve ever imagined. Its teeth were long and sharp, more threatening than any dagger, and its black eyes were lifeless, like that of a cold, immobile doll. The hair upon its head was long and flowed well past its shoulders in ebony waves. It was taller and larger than any Accompany or fairy he had ever laid eyes on. There was rotting flesh underneath its fingernails, and permanent stains of red around its mouth. Snapfoot could see the thin veins protruding from underneath the monster’s pale white skin. It smelled far different from any Ortusan. This, Snapfoot knew, had to be a Bloodluster. His bite would do no good against the monster. He was certainly dead.

      Snapfoot gulped and started backing away from it slowly. “I’m trying to find somewhere safe for my pack.”

      “There are Ortusans out here,” the Bloodluster breathed, creeping towards Snapfoot like a jerking, crushed insect. “It will not be safe for them here.”

      “I know, but I have to look around anyway,” Snapfoot replied. “Please, spare me, so I may keep my pack alive.”

      “Now why would I do that...when you seem so strong and delicious?” the Bloodluster seethed. “Your pack will make it without you.”

      “My pack won’t make it more than a few days without a leader,” Snapfoot begged. “I need to get back to them alive.”

      “It doesn’t matter. If I don’t eat your heart now, the Ortusans will only get you later.”

      “I can handle a few posers,” Snapfoot growled.

      “Can you?” The Bloodluster cocked his head to one side, and the movement was so sharp it appeared the creature was breaking its own neck.

      “Yes, I can,” Snapfoot replied harshly. “They would be simple to handle”

      “Then perhaps we can strike a deal.” The Bloodluster sat backwards, folding its long limbs upon itself as it recoiled to the forest floor.

      “What?” Snapfoot said, shocked from the sudden change of heart.

      “You need food for your pack, and my Bloodlusters need to be rid of the Ortusans,” the monster told him. “Perhaps you can take care of them for us.”

      “Why would you want to get rid of the Ortusans? They’re like you,” Snapfoot questioned skeptically.

      “They destroy this lovely land far too fast,” the Bloodluster replied. “If this keeps up, there will be nothing left, and we will all die.”

      “But you’re a Bloodluster. Why would you need my help to kill them?” Snapfoot asked.

      “We Bloodlusters are strong, but few. If we were to attack, we could kill them in the hundreds, but it would only be so long before they would take us down.” The Bloodluster made a long, rattling noise in its throat. “The life of a wolf is nothing to us. It is more reasonable for me to agree to hunt for you than to risk the lives of my people against so many enemies.”

      “So if I get rid of them, you’ll feed my pack?” Snapfoot asked.

      “Precisely.”

      “What if I can’t kill all the Ortusans?” Snapfoot asked.

      “I am willing to keep my promise if you continue to uphold yours. We will continue to hunt for you so long as you continue to hunt Ortusans.”

      “We? How many of you are there?’

      “There are seventeen of us, all living happily underground. We’ve been there for centuries, and haven’t been bothered, but now these filthy Ortusans come and think they can build a giant city to draw attention to the location. It’s ridiculous.”

      “Then...I think we can make a deal.” Snapfoot nodded slowly.

      “Wonderful…uh…” the Bloodluster stopped, tapping a long finger on its chin. “What is your name, again?”

      “Snapfoot.”

      “I am Valdus, leader of the Bloodluster colony.” He bowed slightly. “We are the only Bloodlusters in the Lands, save for the despicable Aravoni and Carmilya.”

      “Aravoni and Carmilya? Who are they?”

      “Please, don’t ask. I would prefer not to speak of them.” Valdus shook his head.  “Come. I know of a perfect clearing for your pack to thrive.”

      “How will hunting work?” Snapfoot asked, following behind Valdus warily.

      “You tell me when and where you plan to hunt, and I’ll have one or two of my colony chase some game into the area,” Valdus explained. “It will be my pleasure to keep you all alive and well, so long as you keep your bargain.”

      They walked into a large clearing, and as they did so, Snapfoot gazed around in wonder. Healthy trees and flowers bloomed all around the clearing, untouched by the Second Despondent. He couldn’t believe his eyes. “Wow,” he breathed. “I thought everything was destroyed.”

      “This is the last lovely place that I know of.” Valdus placed his hand gently upon a tree. “Our colony is directly beneath here, so we keep it nice to curb any suspicion. No one wants to believe that evil creatures would live beneath a flower patch.”

      “Wait. If you’re beneath it, then my pack will see you come and go,” Snapfoot said. “If they see you, they will run.”

      “The entrance is quite a distance that way,” Valdus explained, pointing in the opposite direction. “Once you enter, it splits off into three paths. Your pack will never see us coming or going.”

      “They would love this place,” Snapfoot breathed. “I can’t wait to show Kaliska!”

      As her name slipped from his mouth, he stopped. He hadn’t seen the she-wolf in days. He doubted she would forgive him for a clearing. “I should head back.”

      “If you have trouble finding this place once more, just howl, and I will find you.” Valdus smiled sinisterly, displaying his large fangs. “But keep in mind, young alpha, that you have a promise to keep. If you do not rid the Lands of the Ortusans, we will eat out the hearts of every single wolf in your pack. You have my word.”

      Snapfoot gulped. “Thank you for helping me.” He looked around one more time before turning away. “I will kill the Ortusans that are bothering you. I promise.”

      Snapfoot started heading back the way he had come. His pack would eat well from now on, but could he really hold up his bargain to kill the Ortusans?

      He didn’t have a choice. It was either chase out the Ortusans...or become the meal.

      

      “Dust!” Midnightstar bolted down the mountain, charging towards the sandy unicorn, ridiculously happy to see her. For the first time in a long, long while, her head felt clear, and the voices were silent. She could think again. She reached the unicorn with vigor, barely winded. “You came back.”

      Dust looked back at Midnightstar with those great, swirling eyes. “It seems we are more alike than we know. I heard what happened to the Assembly, Midnightstar. It appears I owe you a favor.”

      Midnightstar cringed. “That was an accident. Xiuh didn’t mean to kill them. We just needed to escape.”

      “They enslaved me for years until I was strong enough to break free. Whether you meant to kill them or not makes no difference to me.”

      She looked up at the unicorn. “So you’ve come back to help?”

      “More than that. I’ve come to finish your training, and when you know everything I can teach you, we shall go to the plains and I will speak to the unicorns. We will show them that wolves and unicorns can be friends.”

      “I don’t think we have that much time,” Midnightstar said. “The Second Despondent is getting worse everyday.”

      “Then I will teach you everything I can,” Dust said. “Now where are the rest of them?”

      Midnightstar’s stomach dropped. “I ran away, Dust. I have no idea where they are.”

      “Do you want to find them?” Dust asked.

      “Yes. I need them now, more than ever.”

      “Then concentrate,” Dust said. “I’ve never had a portal, but I know how to contact one. The reason why you slip into his mind by accident is because when you’re upset, or frightened, the mind of a skygazer often goes into her portal’s for an escape.”

      “That makes sense,” Midnightstar said, thinking back to previous experiences. “Every time I felt bad, I always reached out to Xiuh.”

      “If you concentrate on controlling your thoughts you won’t fall into his sight by accident, preventing an invasion of privacy. Yet you already know that by calling to Xiuh, you can enter it.”

      “I don’t think Xiuh will hear me from this far away,” Midnightstar said sadly.

      “The ability of a portal to hear their skygazer is much stronger than even the call of an Accompany to his Changer. You could be on the opposite side of the world and he will still hear you.”

      “So, I just have to reach out to Xiuh…and he’ll hear?”

      “Presumably.”

      Midnightstar expanded her mind, searching for her portal. She cast her thoughts outward until her vision changed and she was flying above Rabika, Tatl and Adelaide, who were hurtling full speed at the mountain she stood at.

      Xiuh! It’s me! Midnightstar shouted.

      The dragon gasped, plummeting towards the ground. She fell with him as he slammed into the grass, tumbling scales over tail in a state of shock.

      “Dragon down!” Tatl shouted, and all of them screeched to a halt.

      Xiuh coughed up dirt. Midnightstar! Where have you been! I’ve been all over the place looking!

      I’m sorry, Xiuh. I…I wasn’t in my right mind. But I’m alright now, and I’ve found Dust! She’s come back to help us! I’m at the base of the Peaks. You’re going in the right direction.

      Stay there. I’m coming to get you.

      How long will you be?

      Sundown, at least.

      He was mad at her, she could tell, as she delved back into her own mind. But there was another emotion raging through the dragon that dominated over his anger…relief.

      “He cares about me more than I know,” she told Dust, waving her tail slowly.

      Dust nodded. “Yes. He’s just unsure of how to show it.”

      Dust shook her neck, rustling her mane. “Let’s try returning to the palace you were talking about earlier. See if you can find a Changer that’s around the area, and see what’s going on.”

      “But how?” she asked. “It seems so uncontrollable.”

      “Changers originally came from the Lands. Their connection to skygazers is strong. It is the same concept as talking with Xiuh. Try looking for a certain creature. You will find that you can shuffle through the memories and thoughts to get what you need, unless they are blocked. Try it now.”

      Midnightstar knew what she wanted to find out. She wanted to see if Kennu was alright, and if Allie was with him. Find Allie, she whispered to herself, and her mind began tumbling over and over in space again, possessed by the dark canvas that was the Inbetween as her eyes began to glow…

      This wasn’t right. It was the same giant palace that she had seen before, except that the beautiful gardens were gone. Everything was covered in water, and many bodies laid strewn about the gardens. Allie and Kennu were flying above it all, next to Midnightstar as she looked out of the eyes of a white griffin, watching as Wyntier’s vast army retreated. The cords that connected the memory were thick, white, and strong.

      “What did you see?” Dust asked, and Midnightstar heard her from far away. She pulled out of the white griffin’s body as her heart leapt for joy. Allie and Kennu were alive, and what was more, they were safe! Wyntier’s plan had failed!

      “There’s been a horrible flood and a large battle,” Midnightstar said. “But Wyntier didn’t win.”

      “Are you seeing out of the eyes of a Changer you know?”

      Midnightstar shook her head. “No. It’s somebody else. But they were with two of my friends, and they were flying back to the palace. They’re hiding there, and by the strings connecting the memory, this was recent. Couldn’t have been more than a few days old.”

      “That’s excellent news for our brothers in the south.” Dust nickered happily.

      “Yes,” Midnightstar said, despair now crushing the little hope she had as she remembered the task ahead. “But how are we going to stop the war here? The unicorns and the wolves will never listen to us.”

      “There is one way we can stop them, if they won’t listen to reason,” Dust said. “And since you are a new skygazer, you should have plenty of energy for it, though I say we should only use it as a last resort. It will take all your power to do what I’m about to tell you.”

      “What is it?”

      Dust looked from side to side, as if looking for any creature who dared to eavesdrop on the conversation. She then bent her neck down, and whispered something private in Midnightstar’s ear. When she was done, Midnightstar nearly toppled over in surprise.

      Dust brought her head back and said, “Remember your powers are similar to the Great One’s, Midnightstar. To use them foolishly would put the entire Lands in danger.”

      “I can do that?” she asked in amazement.

      “In theory.”

      “How?”

      “It is inside you. It’s not something that can be taught. You have to discover it on your own.”

      “Dust, I need to know how to do it now! We don’t have time,” Midnightstar protested.

      “We have all the time we need. You can’t rush what is meant to be.”

      “You’re so patient,” Midnightstar complained. “Nothing ever gets in your way.”

      “I live life from moment to moment. Each second is different from the rest, changing from one form into another as a Changer does. For me, it is hard to live any other way, I value each moment I receive on this precious earth.”

      “But everything in this life fades away.”

      “That much is true. Everything you’ve ever known will soon be no more than dust in the ground, and everything you’ve ever done will be forgotten. But does that make your life useless? No. You are forgetting that this is all temporary, Midnightstar. What we do in this short time will be erased, but you have the power to alter someone’s perception of life, therefore altering their reality.”

      “This isn’t what you told me before. You said life was meaningless.”

      “I did a lot of thinking while I was away, Midnightstar,” Dust said. “You’ve caused me to see things I never could’ve imagined before.”

      “If you think this way, Dust, then why have you isolated yourself?”

      The unicorn’s eyes became sad. “I am afraid of attachment, Midnightstar. It is my poison. When the Assembly found me, I had been separated from my herd. Many times in my life, I’ve had to leave everything behind.”

      “I was the same way, not so long ago,” Midnightstar admitted. “The Assembly is nearly as horrible as Wyntier, forcing you to work for them all those years.”

      “The Assembly wasn’t all bad. Some of them were very wise. In fact, the old ones I miss.” Dust wistfully looked back at the mountain, to where she knew the mass grave of her caretakers lay.

      A question popped up in Midnightstar’s head. “Dust, where did you come from?”

      “My parents came with Dragonstar and Vixen from Nesting’s Haven a long time ago, to help settle the unicorn herd there. They lived in the Ice Borns for many years.”

      “What happened to them?”

      “They died when I was a filly. Killed by the Accompany you know as Wyntier.”

      “Has Wyntier taken everything away?” Midnightstar asked in frustration.

      “There is no family in the Lands nor Nesting’s Haven that hasn’t been touched by his destruction,” Dust said simply.

      “Couldn’t you seek out other Changers and be with your own kind? Why don’t you go back to Nesting’s Haven?”

      “I am a Land creature, born and raised here. Though I am a Changer, I am not of Nesting’s Haven. I wouldn’t belong with the others. I would miss this realm too much, if I left for good.”

      “Home has a way of getting to you like that,” Midnightstar admitted, watching as Xiuh came swooping down from the sky. She rushed into his embrace, nuzzling herself against his scales before adding, “And that’s exactly where we’re going.”
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      “This is amazing, Snapfoot,” a wolf proclaimed happily in the clearing as she kicked aside a bone that was completely gnawed clean. “There’s so much food here. It’s like the Second Despondent never even touched this place.”

      “Yeah.” Snapfoot grimaced. He hated that his pack didn’t know the truth. It was only because of Bloodlusters there was more than enough food for everyone.

      “You’ve done well,” Lottie said softly as he dropped another rabbit at her feet humbly, keeping his eyes down. “Your father would’ve been proud.”

      Snapfoot swallowed. “Father would’ve never let things get this bad in the first place. I’m only fixing what went wrong.”

      “Though I must wonder…” she said with suspicion, glancing around the clearing. “How did you manage to make all this prey appear? The hunting is far too easily.”

      He smiled sheepishly. “Instinct?”

      “Help, help!” a wolf cried, tearing out of the bushes, his face frantic. “Help, a Bloodluster! I saw a Bloodluster!”

      Snapfoot’s heartbeat quickened, but an elder sat up and said, “Now see here, little one, you’ve had too much to eat. No Bloodluster could dwell in a place so grand.”

      “No, no! His fangs were big and sharp, he was huge and mean! Please believe me!” Tears sparkled in the wolf’s eyes as he danced around the clearing in a panic.

      “I’ll go check it out,” Snapfoot promised, plastering on a fake smile, and the other wolves chuckled. “Just to make sure.”

      “Thank you, Snapfoot,” the wolf said with admiration. “It’s such a relief to know we have a leader like you.”

      Snapfoot nodded weakly at the young wolf, leaving camp. Once he had gotten out of eyesight, he broke into a run, looking for the Bloodluster that had caused all the trouble.

      What he found, leaning on a tree patiently and humming a tune, was Valdus.

      “Sorry about that,” Valdus said as he saw Snapfoot start towards him. “One of ours wasn’t careful. I’ll make sure he hears about it.”

      “Sorry? You could have caused the whole pack to panic!” Snapfoot exploded. “If another one of your kind makes a move, the deal is off!”

      Valdus’ face morphed from friendly, to threatening. “What deal? So far, we’ve fed your pack as much as you’ve asked, and there are no dead Ortusans.”

      “My pack is still tired from settling in, and so am I! We have no energy to hunt Ortusans yet,” Snapfoot said angrily.

      “You must kill an Ortusan soon. Don’t forget who you’re dealing with, wolf!”

      “I’m not about to,” Snapfoot said. “I don’t want any bloodshed.”

      Valdus gritted his fangs as Snapfoot turned his back on him. “Remember that if you break our pact, you still lose! You can’t fight us, young alpha!”

      Snapfoot ignored him. He didn’t want to start another argument. He had to pair with the Bloodlusters to survive, but tomorrow might be a different story. If that was the case, he would deal with it then. All he knew was that there was no room to have any more slip-ups.

      

      “Come on!” Omaira encouraged, dragging the wolves along. “We’re nearly there! Only a bit farther.”

      Shadowin and Jade panted behind her. Ortusans were naturally stronger than wolves, so they’d been traveling nonstop for hours.

      “Don’t forget we’re…uh…still young, Omaira,” Shadowin added, inventing wildly as he went. “We’re not as strong as you.”

      Omaira leaned against him adoringly. “Of course, my love. I forgot. But don’t fret, we’re so close! You can relax all you want once you get to the city, after we buy a house. Jade can live right next to us. It’ll be grand!”

      Along the way, Omaira had taken it upon herself to establish Shadowin as her unofficial mate. She hadn’t done anything, not when Jade was around, but Shadowin knew the instant that Omaira got him alone, she would strike. And it wouldn’t be to eat him, either.

      “How much farther?” Jade asked, her eyes drooping.

      “Right around this bend!” Omaira broke into a run, and the other two followed, struggling to keep up with her quick pace.

      The trees broke, and then they were staring at a huge fortress. A long stone wall encircled the city, protected by a great mahogany gate. The gate was carved with illustrations of Ortusans dancing, Ortusans playing, Ortusans in love…

      And Ortusans eating. On the gate, animals and fairies were being slaughtered, devoured by the Ortusans carved within the wood. To the wolves, it was disgusting, but to Omaira and the loving gaze she gave it, the gate was art.

      Omaira strode up to the gate and howled. “Hey! Let us in!”

      An Ortusan peeked over the top of the wall. “Names?”

      “Omaira, Jade, and Shadowin,” Omaira said, smiling.

      “OMAIRA!” a voice cried, and another Ortusan’s head popped over the wall. “I WAS WONDERING WHEN YOU’D GET HERE!”

      “Achello!” Omaira burst, and she began bouncing up and down “A-chel-lo, A-chel-lo, A-chel-lo!!!”

      “Yes, it’s me! It’s about time you showed up! We can party!” Achello shouted back, grinning wildly.

      “Not yet, dear! I still have to get a house and…put some things in order,” Omaira said, flirtatiously batting her eyes at Shadowin.

      “Oh…oh I see, I see!” the other Ortusan said mischievously, and he broke out laughing.

      “I love you!” Omaira shouted, her tail wagging frantically.

      “I LOVE YOU, TOO!” the other Ortusan burst out.

      The wolves looked at each other. “Um…okay then,” Shadowin said.

      Omaira laughed. “Poor dear. Drunk on too much blood. He’s got a problem, you know, but none of us will try to stop him. Alright you two, let us in!”

      Without another word, the great gates opened. “Welcome to Sanctus Cruor,” Omaira said happily.

      The wolves gazed upwards, their mouths dropping open in shock. Tall citadels and castles climbed into the sky, glimmering and golden. Among these monstrosities were large houses, constructed from the forest surrounding the giant stone wall.

      Quite a bit of construction was still taking place. Jade looked closer and realized that the people working on the buildings weren’t Ortusans. The slaves were malnourished, bruised, and wore tattered clothing that was little more than threads. Every so often, their wings would appear and disappear, flickering in and out of vision like a candle that was just about to go out.

      “Fairies make such good slaves,” Omaira said happily as they passed them by. “After all, none of them want to be eaten.”

      Jade’s stomach boiled as she passed a little fairy girl no older than five hammering away on a post. A couple slave masters were nearby…and they looked hungry.

      “They pick off the weakest ones, see, and feed off of them,” Omaira explained. “That way the city gets built faster and we don’t waste any food.”

      “Are the streets paved with gold?” Shadowin said, forcing himself to change the subject so not to lose his temper.

      “Darling, the whole city is made of gold,” Omaira giggled. “We Ortusans wouldn’t have it any other way. After all, we’ve lived in dirty old hovels for centuries because of those fairies. It’s time we had something nice.”

      Everywhere Ortusans were jostling each other, some in wolf form and some not, buying from the various stores and the carts that lined the streets.

      “People are so rude!” Shadowin exclaimed as an Ortusan shoved him out of the way to get to a sale on makeup and perfume at a peddling cart across the street.

      “Just attack them,” Omaira shrugged. “Nobody cares if you kill off another Ortusan, just as long as you make sure he or she wasn’t anybody’s mate so you don’t cause a major disruption.”

      “I will next time,” Shadowin said slowly, but he knew better. If he bit just one of these creatures, he’d blow their cover. “Do we go find a house now?”

      “Of course not,” Omaira said. “We first have to offer sacrifices to Saint Aravoni and Saint Carmilya at the temple. After we offer a sacrifice we can go and get a free house!”

      “What do we have to give them?” Shadowin asked.

      “You’ll see.” Omaira grinned.

      The wolves looked at each other, but nobody said anything. After they had crossed several blocks, they came to a massive stone castle, with a small temple in front of it. Giant pillars were grouped at every entrance to the building, two at every door. Jade looked up and saw that the pillars were carved in the shapes of two people...a beautiful, elaborate goddess with a cruel smile, and a muscular hero with long, dreadful fangs.

      “That’s our king and queen,” Omaira explained. “Saint Carmilya and Saint Aravoni. They live in the biggest castle. They don’t come out often, but I don’t blame them. Royalty shouldn’t have to deal with some of the scum that comes through here.”

      “They’re terrifying. No way they look like that in real life,” Shadowin scoffed.

      “I wouldn’t see why not,” Omaira shrugged. “They are Bloodlusters.”

      “Why do Bloodlusters run an Ortusan city?” Jade questioned.

      “Because they were the ones who brought us together,” Omaira responded. “The other Bloodlusters said it was best to stay hidden, but Carmilya and Aravoni came to us all, coven by coven, and inspired us to rebel against the fairies and form as one! We take what we want now, and it’s because of them. They have ushered in an age of glory for our kind that the world has never seen! They have saved us all!”

      “You speak of them as if you worship them,” Shadowin added.

      “Oh, I do. We all do, and you will, too,” Omaira said.

      “Have you ever met them?” Jade asked.

      “No. But I know they must be great. I can’t meet them because I’m not worthy. I could never measure up to their power. I tried to be a palace servant, but I wasn’t picked.” Omaira sounded heavily disappointed. “I was devastated for days. They wouldn’t even take me as one of Aravoni’s girls, but maybe when I go back and reapply, they will. It’s my dream to be one of his females.”

      Omaira’s daydreamy face faded as she leaned on Shadowin. “But I guess you’ll have to do for now.”

      Shadowin sighed. As they entered the temple, mosaics of Aravoni and Carmilya tiled the walls and the floors. There was a great red altar at the front of a stained glass window portraying the gods of Sanctus Cruor. Ortusans were crowded into the space, throwing various offerings upon the altar, singing as they went.

      
        
        “From every mountain to shining sea,

        We pledge eternal loyalty.

        The mother and father of our race,

        We weep aloud for their beaming grace.

        The other gods, they’re all a lie,

        The Creator’s gone, they made him die!

        Ortusans now have all control,

        To lift our champions is our goal!

        To Carmilya and Aravoni we give our life,

        And every single sacrifice!”

      

      

      As they sang that dreadful song…and it really was dreadful, because besides the awful lyrics, none of the Ortusans could hit a note…Jade’s eyes wandered around the room. As they did so, she caught a horrifying sight.

      Wooden cages were stacked against the walls, one right on top of the other, encasing animals of all kinds within their grasp. Deer, birds, bears, goats, raccoons, mountain lions, rabbits, and all kinds of various other creatures were trapped within the cages. As Ortusans approached the altar, animals were taken out and killed upon it, some right before their very families. Jade could see that they wanted to cry out in protest, but the ones that did were the next ones to die. Most of the animals huddled up in a frightened fashion in the back of their cages, trying to remain as unseen as possible. Jade wanted to lunge away from the group and free them, but knew there was nothing she could do.

      “I’m going to get an offering from the priest. Stay here,” Omaira said eagerly. She then happily trotted off to talk to a tall Ortusan by the altar.

      Once she was gone, Jade whirled on her brother. “I won’t do this,” she said. “I won’t bow down to their idols.”

      “Jade, we have to. It’s the only way,” Shadowin argued.

      “No! They’ve taken away everything else. They won’t take away this!” Jade snapped.

      Omaira pointed with her paw to a porcupine shivering in a cage. The priest grabbed the creature, and it wailed loudly as the Ortusan dove his long nails into the creature’s belly, disemboweling it quickly before tossing the body on top of the red altar with all the others.

      Jade had to struggle not to throw up as Omaira padded back to her. “It’s done. We can go to our new home now.”

      As Omaira led them out of the temple, a skip in her step, Jade struggled to keep a low growl under control. “That was sick, Shadowin. We should’ve done something,” Jade argued.

      “We will, Jade,” Shadowin whispered back to her. “Give it a little more time.”

      Omaira led them all to a large, tall building, one with many Ortusans going in and out. “It’s called an apartment. Isn’t it grand?” Omaira said as they entered, climbing various flights of stairs until they had reached the very top of the building.

      She turned to the wolves. “Jade can take the one next to us, Shadowin.”

      “Great,” Shadowin said. Omaira got up on her hind legs and opened the door for Jade with her paw. The apartment was large, and filled with luxurious furniture.

      “Let’s settle in,” Omaira said. She then opened up her own room and stepped inside, dragging Shadowin with her. “You have a nice evening, Jade, and we’ll see you in the morning,” Omaira said pleasantly.

      Before Jade could come to the rescue, Omaira shut the door in her face. “Finally,” Omaira said dramatically. “We’re alone.”

      Without a second’s hesitation, Omaira changed into a tall, naked woman, her orange eyes sparkling as she smiled mischievously, fangs glistening in the sunset. Ortusans were always naked when they transformed, but Omaira made no move to reach for a dress.

      “Come to bed with me, Shadowin,” Omaira said, her long, red hair flowing down to her bare hips. “We can make love until morning, you and I.”

      Shadowin shook his head. “No, Omaira. Not now, I...”

      “Aw. The shy type. I like them like that. So much easier to handle.” Omaira gave a lusty, low chuckle.

      Shadowin’s breathing quickened. “Don’t come near me!” he said, backing away.

      “Why? You afraid? You should be. Change, darling. Change, so I can get a good look at you.”

      “No!”

      “Change!” Omaira grabbed onto him with her nails, digging into his sides, and he let out a yelp. Though he wriggled, he couldn’t break free from her grasp.

      Omaira held him there in the air, suspended for a minute, before she recognized the truth and dropped him to the floor. “A wolf!” she cried, and she went from playful to angry, hissing her displeasure and displaying her fangs.

      “Time for you to go,” Shadowin said, and he crouched low. But before Shadowin could get a bite on her, Omaira opened her big mouth and shouted, “WOLVES! WOLVES!”

      Shadowin made a run for it. He slammed the door open and found Jade waiting outside. “Our welcome has worn out,” he said quickly. They headed for the exit, trailing down the winding stairs and into the city streets, where they still heard Omaira screaming, “WOLVES! WOLVES!”

      The Ortusans instantly went into hunting mode. The monsters in the city streets started jostling each other, accusing one another of being wolves and springing into attack. In all the confusion, nobody noticed Shadowin. There were still many Ortusans in wolf form, and because their eyes were so dark, nobody paid attention to them.

      But Jade’s bright green eyes were all too easily spotted.

      “I’ve got one! Let’s rip her to shreds!” a strong Ortusan shouted, lifting Jade into the air by the scruff of her neck.

      “No! Take her to Aravoni and Carmilya!” a female said loudly, and the others cheered. “They’ll know what to do with her!”

      Above the voices, Jade screamed, “Run, Shadowin! Go without me!”

      “No, Jade!” Shadowin whined, hiding within the masses of the crowd.

      “Run! They’ll kill you! Run!” Jade yelled again, and her voice fell silent as they slipped a muzzle over her mouth. Before Shadowin could make another move, Jade had vanished in the crowd.

      “Jade!” Shadowin shouted, but the crowd was becoming even more dangerous. Shadowin turned and ran towards the gate, pounding his paws upon it frantically.

      “What in the bleeding hell is going on down there?” one of the Ortusans yelled.

      “They’ve gone crazy! Let me out!” Shadowin said.

      The gates immediately opened, and Shadowin burst forth from the city, fleeing for his life.

      When he’d tumbled into the safety of the woods, he began to panic. Shadowin paced back and forth, looking at the city’s giant wall and wondering what he was going to do to get his sister out of there.

      The answer came to him quickly. Snapfoot and his pack. They could help. Sanctus Cruor was near the Verinian. They couldn’t be far.

      Shadowin headed into the woods, howling for his brother and hoping against hope that somehow, the wolf was close by.

      

      A week from the Bloodluster sighting, Snapfoot went on twilight patrol. The sun was no longer up...the days were shortening, and night was coming earlier each day now. The last rays of sunlight had faded the minute he sent out, and a cold chill was spiraling through the air and sailing through his fur.

      It had been nearly three months since he discovered the tragedy of Allie’s death, and even longer since he had been separated from his siblings, especially Midnightstar, who had been gone since early spring.

      He missed them all dearly. Why couldn’t things be fun, carefree and simple, like they had been before the Second Despondent started? Why did he have to be separated from his siblings, his friends? He had no one left, not even his parents. The only friend that still was around was Aunt Lottie, but she was still angry with him after what had happened with the unicorn raid.

      He had Kaliska, until he’d pushed her away. He had never felt so alone. Even though he was a leader to his pack, all he felt like to them was a way to get a meal.

      A lone howl went up among the woods. Snapfoot paused to listen. Someone in his pack was giving out a cry. He howled back, but the sound wasn’t returned. Putting his ears down, he hung his head low and continued on his way.

      A loud whine could be heard from far, far away. Snapfoot spun around. What was going on? Screams of terror soon joined the whine, and Snapfoot realized that they were coming from his pack.

      “I’m coming!” Snapfoot yelled, and he put forth every bit of energy he had to get back to the group. He dived into the camp, teeth bared. What he got wasn’t what he had expected.

      “Die, you vicious beasts!” a unicorn yelled, stomping her hooves down. A wolf rolled out of the way and three of Snapfoot’s pack leapt on the back of the mare, dragging her to the ground.

      Snapfoot’s mind went blank. How had the unicorns found them, after they had traveled all this way? Even more so…why were they bothering to pursue them, after they had left?

      He knew the answer already. Crying Ice.

      He looked over his pack with terror. Just like before, there was no guard to defend them. Where were the Bloodlusters to offer the protection that was promised?

      And there she was, Crying Ice herself, charging her horn at wolf after wolf, not pausing to take a breath as she did so. “Drive them to the plains, so they can’t take cover!” she shouted.

      “Stop, stop! This is all that’s left of my pack!” Snapfoot shouted, running towards Crying Ice.

      “Every wolf must die!” Crying Ice shouted in a delirious fashion, ignoring Snapfoot’s plea. She lunged out her back legs and Snapfoot went flying as she kicked him across the clearing. She’d missed delivering a devastating blow, so he got his bearings back quickly and came to his feet. It was too late, however. The unicorns had chased his pack into the openness of the plains, where it would be all too easy to slaughter them without the cover of the trees and bushes to protect them.

      “Don’t!” Snapfoot howled. “Please, Creator, do something!” He joined his pack in the middle of the plains, where the wolves were giving it their all. Snapfoot knew this was the last thing they would ever do, that he would ever do, but it didn’t matter. He was going to fight to the bitter end to protect his pack, even if it meant his death.

      “Unicorns of the plains, stop your madness!” a mystical voice boomed over the fields. Snapfoot had hope against hope as he looked up, for those were the words of a Changer.

      A sandy-colored unicorn reared on top of a hillside overlooking the plains. Her face was one of determination and strength, eyes swirling with fire as she waved her hooves furiously in the air.

      “Halt your fighting! End this quarreling amongst yourselves! Don’t harm your wolf friends!”

      The unicorns looked up, one by one, eyes wide as they yelled proclamations of the Changer’s majesty.

      “Look at her! She’s beautiful!”

      “We must listen to her! It’s the right thing to do!”

      “Everyone, back off, do what she says!”

      “No!” Crying Ice said in frustration. “Keep going! The wolves must be slain!”

      The unicorns looked at each other, confused. “But…Crying Ice…”

      “Do it now, or I’ll kill you as well!”

      The unicorns grudgingly lowered their horns, preparing to charge. The pack instinctively huddled together, and Snapfoot took the head. If his family had to die, he wanted to be the first one to go. This was it…not even the strange Changer could help them now.

      “THIS HAS GONE ON FOR TOO LONG!”

      Snapfoot looked upward, frozen in place as he saw a white dragon with his wings spread wide behind a black she-wolf, her eyes glowing like the sun, the white spots on her back sparkling like stars. The white dragon rose into the air, and the she-wolf cried, “THIS WAR MUST END!”

      Some unicorns stopped dead in their tracks and stared up at the she-wolf, terrified. But some continued with Crying Ice’s orders, diving their horns towards Snapfoot’s pack.

      The she-wolf cast her head back, giving a wild, untamable howl, and the very skies shook. The moon expanded, glowing over the scene with a mystical light as the very stars fell from the heavens. The stars sat glowing upon the ground before they formulated into shapes, becoming great beasts of light. Constellations of wolves and unicorns formed a barrier between the two sides, making a move on neither, but rather, forming a wall.

      “She’s got the Creator on her side! It’s hopeless! Run!” a unicorn shouted. The herd tried to retreat, but the constellations simply herded them back into one place, so they couldn’t move.

      “This is absurd! Someone get her!” Crying Ice shouted, trying to step around the starry constellation holding her back. She turned away from the constellations and charged towards the she-wolf upon the hill, horn lowered.

      “You brought this upon yourself!” the sandy unicorn shouted. She flew towards Crying Ice, head lowered. Crying Ice reared up on her hind legs to meet her, and the sandy beast stabbed her horn into the mare’s heart.

      When the sandy unicorn had run Crying Ice through, the darkness ended, the constellations returned to their places in the sky, and the moon returned to normal. Crying Ice fell over backwards, gave a grunt, and was no more.

      “Why must everything end in death?” the sandy unicorn said in disgust, her horn dripping with blood. The other unicorns from the herd stood paralyzed with shock, stunned that the sandy unicorn had slaughtered Crying Ice.

      “A unicorn,” they whispered. “A unicorn just killed a unicorn.”

      “Not just any unicorn, that unicorn,” they hushed. “She’s come to save us from the Second Despondent.”

      Snapfoot gazed back up at the she-wolf with the light of the stars upon her back. With a quivering voice, he asked, “Who are you?”

      The she-wolf of the stars smiled at him. “It’s, me, brother. Midnightstar.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fourteen

          

          Making Desperate Plans
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      Back in Sanctus Cruor, Jade waited under a guard of twelve Ortusans in one of the palace rooms, her legs hobbled, mouth muzzled with a small cage that left her enough room to talk, but not enough room to bite. She’d been dragged to the palace immediately by the mob, and had sustained heavy bruises and injuries, but that didn’t worry her now. She was more concerned about Shadowin, and if he’d gotten out.

      The palace was ten times more extravagant than the city itself. The very floor was made of diamonds, and the statues of Aravoni and Carmilya, large and small, were everywhere. There wasn’t one space that wasn’t filled with useless, extravagant junk. Whoever Carmilya and Aravoni were, they sure liked to brag about their newfound wealth.

      They would torture her to find out where her brother was, but Jade would never tell. They wouldn’t get their hands on her Shadowin. Following Omaira into the city had been a mistake, but there was nothing she could do about that now. The only thing she could do was sacrifice herself to keep her brother safe.

      Another Ortusan entered the room. “They want to see her,” he told the group, and Jade felt a kick from behind as the guards started to head forward.

      Because of her hobbles, she crept forward at a turtle’s pace, so the long walk down the carpeted hallway took even longer. There were few things in Jade’s life that had been as torturous as that long walk. She didn’t know what was going to happen to her, her friends, or her home. She could deal with the traumatizing truth, whatever it would come to be…but this unknowing was her hell.

      The guards halted in front of two emerald doors. Jade tried to force herself to be brave. I am not afraid, not even of Bloodlusters, she told herself. Her voice sounded weak and small in her head.

      The great doors opened and Jade steadied herself to meet the saints of Sanctus Cruor, the Bloodlusters Aravoni and Carmilya themselves.

      

      Snapfoot gave a joyful cry, starting towards his sister with glee. “Midnightstar!” he cried. The two tumbled into each other and Snapfoot clumsily fell on her, his excitement causing him to lose his balance as she crashed, laughing, onto the ground.

      “Watch what you’re doing,” a dragon by her side said and he looked up in awe, surprised that Midnightstar had a dragon traveling with her all this time.

      “He’s my brother, Xiuh. Don’t get jealous,” Midnightstar said in a playful tone.

      Both wolves got off the ground and Snapfoot said, “Mids! You came back!”

      “I always wanted to come back,” she said, nuzzling his neck. “I just had to wait until it was time.”

      “But…but you ran away, and…”

      “We had to stop the unicorn war, Snapfoot!” A perky voice began babbling in his ear, and he noticed that Adelaide was beside him, with Tatl and Rabika tagging along. “There was no other way, but then we went to the Assembly and they couldn’t help, but then we found Dust, and then...”

      “Tatl, Rabika, Adelaide! You’re all okay!” Snapfoot tumbled upon his friends, playfully pushing them to the ground and pretending to fight.

      Tatl said, “I never realized how long we were gone until now. I feel like I’ve missed out on a part of my life.”

      “But there’s a part of our life we’ve missed the most. Mama!” Adelaide said happily. She and her siblings headed down the hill, charging happily towards Lottie with cheerful barks. Snapfoot doubted he’d seen them happier.

      Xiuh looked at Midnightstar and said, “I’ll go help Dust with the unicorns.”

      “I hardly doubt Dust needs help,” Midnightstar said, but she let him go, a wistful expression on her face.

      After they had left, Snapfoot turned to his sister. “You…what was all of that? With the stars and the sky and everything?”

      Midnightstar went to answer, but before she could, a familiar voice nearby cried, “I found you!”

      Both of them turned, unable to believe their eyes as their eldest brother rushed to them. “I was looking for you, Snapfoot, but Mids is here too!” Shadowin said, amazed.

      “How did you find us?” Snapfoot asked. “And where’s Jade? And Caini? They left with you.”

      Shadowin’s face fell. Midnightstar looked out over the pack below. They had merged together with the unicorns, hanging onto Dust’s every word as she spoke to the group. “So few are left from the pack. Mother and Father…”

      “Midnightstar,” Snapfoot said slowly, and she glanced at him. “A lot happened when you were gone.”

      “Jade is kidnapped. She’s in Sanctus Cruor, the Ortusan city,” Shadowin said in devastation. “Our plan was to disguise ourselves as Ortusans and kill them one by one, but it failed. I escaped, but she’s still back there.”

      “Then we must hurry,” Snapfoot said. “We have to gather the wolves so we can save her.”

      “But Caini! Where is she?” Midnightstar demanded, stomping her foot down.

      Both she and Snapfoot stared at Shadowin, and the wolf hung his head. “Come into the woods,” he said. They followed him slowly, a weight already sinking down their hearts. “You’re not going to like what I have to say, and I prefer that no one sees.”

      

      Dawn was rearing out of the corner of the world by the time the three wolves came out of the woods. All of their faces were stone-cold with grief, misery mixing with the joy that they had found each other once again, making everything bittersweet.

      “I can’t believe it,” Snapfoot said as they slowly crossed down the hill, making their way back to the pack. “Caini, Mom, and Dad…all gone.”

      “It’s too much,” Midnightstar moaned. “Mother and Father I can understand. They were old, and it was their time. But Caini was so young! It seems so wrong, especially since she died in such a horrible way.”

      Shadowin nodded slowly. “And you, a skygazer. I can’t believe it.”

      “I didn’t want to be, at first,” she admitted. “I fought it. But you can’t fight who you’re meant to be.”

      “They will not quarrel amongst each other again,” Dust said as she came up from behind him, swishing her tail. “The unicorns and the wolves have agreed that this war is foolish. After ten years, it has finally ended.”

      Midnightstar felt tears perk in her eyes. “After so long, and it took so much sacrifice.”

      “It’s okay, Midnightstar. Now we can finally rest,” Xiuh said, coming up to her with Adelaide, Tatl and Rabika in his wake.

      “No, Xiuh. Now we must take down the Ortusans in Sanctus Cruor,” Midnightstar answered.

      “You wish for more bloodshed?” Dust asked, unable to believe it.

      “My sister’s in there,” Snapfoot said, turning to the unicorn. “We have to save her.”

      “She’s not the only one that was taken, Snapfoot,” Tatl said. “There was another one. A thin she-wolf with a gray coat. She was injured and wandering their border, looking for food. We tried to save her on our way here as we passed the city, but she was gone before we had a chance.”

      “Kaliska,” he moaned.

      “They probably think she’s with Jade,” Shadowin said. “And I’m betting they’re being held hostage right now.”

      “The pack has to save them,” Snapfoot said.

      “This pack is not enough. That city has hundreds of Ortusans,” Shadowin argued. “We need more animals.”

      “Do you think you can do that really cool thingy again, Mids?” Adelaide asked innocently, hopefully wagging her tail. “The thing with the stars?”

      Midnightstar shook her head. “That took everything I had, Adelaide. It’s like the Great One’s power. It’s not infinite, and it needs time to replenish. I won’t be able to do that again for a while.”

      “The unicorns will unite with you,” a green stallion proclaimed, coming forward. “It is time for our adversity to end. Let us fight together against the enemy, wolf and unicorn as brothers.”

      “The Bloodlusters will help as well,” a raspy voice added, and all creatures screamed as Valdus came into the clearing.

      “No, no, he’s a friend!” Snapfoot shouted, and the clearing fell silent in shock.

      A rude voice broke the quiet. “You made friends with a Bloodluster?” Rabika said, jaw dropping.

      “Sort of,” Snapfoot said meekly.

      “And how did you do that?” Lottie asked, though by her voice you could tell she had it figured out.

      “Not now, Aunt Lottie,” Snapfoot whispered to her.

      Valdus licked his lips. “Yes, Sanctus Cruor will go down. With you helping us, we stand a fair chance.”

      The crowd mumbled, but no one was willing to do anything to spur the Bloodlusters away as allies.

      “There are only two things that can kill Ortusans,” Midnightstar said. “A wolf’s bite, or a stake to the heart.”

      “I believe our horns will do just fine,” the stallion said, nodding.

      “And we shall tear apart any that remain behind,” Valdus seethed.

      “It’s settled. Only together do we stand a fair chance,” Midnightstar said.

      Xiuh nudged her. “It would be foolish to go at it any other way.”
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      The saints posed high upon golden thrones, sneering downward at the servants clustered around their chairs. Saint Aravoni sat tall, a look of twisted rage overwhelming his features. He wore rich, emerald green robes, lined with white fur.

      Saint Carmilya sat beside him. She carried an air of arrogance that Jade could smell, even from this distance. She wore a velvet, ruby gown that glittered with diamonds, covered in a bear’s hide cloak.

      On the floor before them was a thin gray wolf. She was shackled as well, and seemed sick from starvation.

      “Get up there, you mutt.” An Ortusan kicked Jade hard in the sides, and she tumbled forward. The other wolf glanced at her before lowering her eyes.

      “What is this one called?” Sanctus Carmilya asked in a bored fashion, turning her face to stare blankly at a stained glass window of herself, the corners of her mouth upturned in a sneer.

      “Jade,” the wolf said, without knowing if she was to answer or not.

      “I thought there were two of the fleabags,” Aravoni growled. “Where’s the other one?”

      “I will never betray my friends,” Jade replied. “You’re going to have to kill me first.”

      “Friends? Does that mean there is more than a few?” Carmilya questioned, peering down at the wolf with deep, black eyes. They were strange and alien, lifeless, and full of a frightening power. Jade sunk down, realizing she had made a mistake.

      “How many are there?” Aravoni snapped.

      “I don’t know,” Jade answered, the lie hidden behind a growl.

      “You have to know! They were with you!” Aravoni demanded.

      He turned his attention to the gray wolf crouching against the floor. “What about you? Do you know?”

      “I’ve told you. I was alone,” the gray wolf said. “I never even entered the city until you snatched me up.”

      “That’s a load of crap!” Aravoni rose to his feet on the dais circling the throne, and Jade looked closer. His features weren’t old, but rather young. Very young.

      “You aren’t a god!” Jade barked, and her expression of terror turned into an obnoxious smirk. “You’re just a spoiled teenager!”

      Carmilya clapped a hand over her mouth and laughed loudly as Aravoni turned bright red. Hissing, the Bloodluster pointed at Jade and shouted, “I have more power in one finger than you have in your entire body! If that is not godly, then I don’t know what is!”

      Now that he was leaning downward, Jade could recognize him for what he was. “You!” she snarled. “You’re Kennu’s cousin, Aravon! You’re the one who left his family and ran away when I was a pup! You led Allie and Kennu right to Wyntier last spring!”

      “You’d better shut up,” Aravon growled, curling his long fingers. “Just because I was turned as a teenager doesn’t mean I don’t have the mind of a...”

      “I don’t care how old you are! You still act like a whiny kid!” Jade shouted triumphantly. “You’re not Saint Aravoni! I bet you made that up! You’re just a child, trying to be something you never could!”

      “They’ve summed you up perfectly, darling!” Carmilya giggled. “You are just a poor little teenager.”

      “I am all powerful!” Aravon shouted, glaring at his companion. “You should know that!”

      “All powerful? That’s bullshit, and you know it!” Carmilya shouted back, still laughing just as hard. “I could tear you to bits if I wanted to.”

      “You could not! I killed twenty foxes by myself just to line this robe,” he stated, lifting up his garment and displaying it to her vainly.

      “Ooh, a fox. No big deal. I killed a bear, which is about a million times harder to fight!” she snapped.

      “Oh come on, it was tiny!” he growled.

      “No, it was huge!” She scowled at him, spreading her arms wide.

      “I was there!” he replied. “It was small, and probably sick. Nothing to kill.”

      “Bullshit it was sick!”

      Jade watched the fight from below, her head bobbing back and forth. She’d been terrified of Aravoni and Carmilya when she’d come, but now, all they were reduced to in her mind were squabbling children.

      “I bet you couldn’t even kill a bear that was already dying,” Carmilya teased, crossing her arms. “Without using the Strength.”

      Jade gasped. The Strength? The legendary power of some fairies to control the Lands, and everyone in it? That must’ve been how Aravon got the Ortusans to cooperate with each other. Nobody else ever could, until Aravon forced them to, and eventually Sanctus Cruor had grown so big he hadn’t needed to use the Strength, because Ortusans had started to come of their own accord.

      “I could kill three bears at the same time and you know it, without even hinting at the Strength,” Aravoni retorted.

      “Prove it!” Carmilya hissed.

      “Oh, I will.” Aravoni turned to one of the guards, completely forgetting about interrogating Jade. “Bring me three bears. Big bears.”

      “Right away, your highness.” The guard bowed and left immediately, off to fetch the bears. Aravon leapt off his throne, falling down to the floor and landing squarely on his feet. A drop like that should’ve broken his legs, but the Bloodluster brushed it off casually.

      “You won’t be able to do it,” Carmilya taunted, stepping off her throne as well to fall beside Aravon. Now that the Bloodluster was closer, Jade could see the deep caramel streaks that ran through her dark hair.

      “Carmilla...” Jade whispered. The Ortusan from her father’s stories. It had to be. This was the false wolf, turned Bloodluster, who had lured Kia and her friends into a coven long ago in an attempt to kill them. How Carmilla had managed to meet Aravon, Jade had no idea, but now they had teamed up and managed to control every Ortusan in the Lands. She wasn’t a god, either.

      “Yes, I will,” Aravon retorted.  “I’m stronger than you ever were.”

      “You’re still a child,” she replied. “I have lived for hundreds of years, and know the true nature of everything. I have the wisdom of age.”

      “Funny. You act like some sort of dimwit,” Aravon commented.

      “You little pipsqueak!” Carmilla dove forward and tackled Aravon, taking his long hair into her hands and yanking it tight. “I’ll kill you!”

      Aravon screamed and lashed out at her with his claws, digging into her arms. “Get off of me!” he shouted, picking her up and throwing her across the room. She was pitched into a table and vase, which both crashed to the floor. None of the guards made a move, as if Aravon and Carmilla physically fighting was something that happened every day.

      “I hate you,” she growled from her place on the floor. Aravon walked to her and reached out a hand to help her up. Surprisingly, she took it.

      “The feeling’s mutual,” he replied, daggers shooting out of his eyes. He stared at her intently, and she stared back, until Aravon lunged forward and placed a kiss upon Carmilla’s lips.

      Carmilla jerked away, slapping him hard across the face, raking his cheek with her claws. “How dare you!”

      Aravon didn’t say a word, just stared up at her silently. She locked eyes with him, practically daring him to blink, but he didn’t. Without another moment’s hesitation, she grabbed the front of his shirt, ripped him to her side, and kissed him back.

      Ugh. What is up with these two? Jade thought, looking at them in disgust. They were still attached to one another when the guards returned with three bears wearing shackles and collars attached to long chains.

      “We can come back later,” one guard muttered, beginning to turn around.

      “Get off me!” Aravon yelled, pushing Carmilla to the floor. “And you! Get back here!”

      Carmilla stood up and brushed herself off, smoothing her gown. “I don’t think you can do it,” she said, her voice taking on the condescending tone it had held earlier.

      “Get ready to be wrong,” he replied.

      Aravon watched the guards carefully as they dragged the three bears to the center of the room. “These are large bears.”

      “Yes sir, you asked for three of the biggest, remember?” a guard answered. “Shall we unshackle them?”

      Jade suppressed a snicker as Aravon stared at the creatures. He glanced to Carmilla, who wore a smug smile on her face. “Yes. Unshackle them.”

      The guards set to work and the bears, realizing they were being freed, began to get antsy. They moved back and forth on their feet, pure rage boiling within. They didn’t say anything, but it was clear they wanted revenge.

      “Stop this madness!” Carmilla snapped loudly. “Just take them out of here!”

      “No! I must prove my superiority!” Aravon barked back.

      “No! They will be returned to their cells immediately,” Carmilla retorted. The guards just stood where they were, unsure of what to do, the bears half-shackled and waiting.

      “What are you waiting for? Set them loose!” Aravon ordered.

      The bears tore out of their chains before the guards could get the last of the shackles off. They ambled towards Aravon as fast as they could, mouths foaming, roaring their rage. As they drew closer and closer, an expression of fear came into Aravon’s eyes. The first bear who reached him he dispatched quickly, using his claws to rip out its throat, but as the other two drew near Aravon raised his hand and cried, “Halt!”

      The two bears immediately stopped what they were doing and stuck to the ground, as if they’d been caught in quicksand. They appeared angry, but couldn’t move, groaning and growling their discomfort.

      So it’s true, Jade said, dread filling her bones. He does have the Strength. We’re all doomed. She wondered why Aravon didn’t use the Strength to make her tell him where her brother was, but she figured it must not work that way. He could make creatures do what he asked physically, but he couldn’t make anyone tell him something they wanted to keep secret, otherwise, he would’ve done it by now. How inconvenient for him.

      Aravon turned to the guards. “Take the beasts away. I don’t want to look at them any longer.”

      The guards did as told. Only when they had been shackled once more did Aravon set them free from their magical bond.

      As if it was her fault that he’d cowered from the bears at the last minute, Aravon glared at Carmilla. “Why did you have to spoil the fun like that?”

      “You were the one who cheated.” She watched as the guards dragged the dead bear off, leaving a bloody trail on the floor. She licked her lips hungrily.

      “Because I knew you couldn’t handle watching the fight,” Aravon bluffed.

      “There was murder in their eyes,” she responded.

      “We can’t die,” Aravon retorted. “They wouldn’t be able to hurt me no matter how hard they tried.”

      “What if we aren’t as invincible as you think?” she questioned. “We may be Bloodlusters, but we can still be killed.”

      “What are you talking about?” Aravon shook his head. “We can’t be killed, no matter how hard anyone tries. You’re being ridiculous.”

      Carmilla stared at the pool of blood on the floor. “You’re right.”

      She seemed to remember that Jade and the gray wolf were still in the room. Waving her hand, she cried, “Take these two to the dungeons, until we can devise a way of getting what we need out of them.”

      A guard standing close by brutally snatched Jade off the ground. Another guard grabbed the gray and both wolves were dragged back down the same hallway from before, and then another, darker hallway, carpeted in a dark purple. The only light came from small groupings of fireflies that had been trapped in glass globes in various spots on the walls. Huge doors locked with thick chains lined the hallway, and the sound of screaming could be heard from behind most of them.

      The guards dragged them to a door about halfway down the long hall, taking off their shackles and throwing them inside a dank room. Jade fell upon the gray wolf as they tossed her in, and the door snapped shut.
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      “Get off of me,” the gray wolf whined. “I’ve been through enough.”

      “Sorry.” Jade clambered to her feet and looked around. “It’s not my fault they dropped me there.”

      “I guess I can’t blame you.” The gray wolf licked absentmindedly at her wounds. “I’m Kaliska.”

      “Jade.” The she-wolf began to pace about the room. It was small, and every wall was covered with blood. “Look at this. They don’t even clean up the old blood.”

      “This whole place is terrible,” Kaliska groaned. “And the monsters who built it are even worse. I was just minding my own business trying to find food, and they grabbed me. Apparently some idiot wolves were trying to masquerade as Ortusans.”

      “I’m no idiot,” Jade growled.

      “So you’re the one that got me into this mess?” Kaliska snapped. “Why don’t you just tell them to let me go, since I wasn’t involved in this scheme?”

      “I don’t think they’ll listen to reason very well, in case you haven’t noticed.” Jade flopped onto her stomach. “I’m fairly certain they’d eat me before listening to what I have to say.”

      “It doesn’t mean you can’t try,” Kaliska muttered, placing her head on her paws.

      “I’m sorry you got pulled into this mess,” Jade replied. “I wanted to save my brother, so I let myself be captured so he could get away. I would’ve helped you, too, but it seems it’s too late for that.”

      “It’s not like I have anywhere to go,” Kaliska whimpered. “Snapfoot doesn’t care about me like I thought.”

      “Wait...Snapfoot?” Jade perked up. “Is he a leader? No older than me?”

      “Yes. He’s the leader of my pack. Or what used to be my pack,” Kaliska said sadly. “He told me I was a waste of space, so I left.”

      “The Snapfoot I know wouldn’t do that,” Jade said, shaking her head.

      “What was he to you?” Kaliska asked sharply. “A mate that got away?”

      “He’s my brother. I haven’t see him in ages,” Jade replied. “It seems like forever since we were last together.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that. Losing family is always hard.” Kaliska stared at stains on the wall and fell silent.

      Jade tucked her head into her tail and tried to sleep, but it eluded her. She was far too anxious about what the Ortusans would do to her when they returned.

      After a while, Jade was pacing again. She was unable to sleep with the sounds of those suffering plaguing every corner. The screams of what she believed to be a rabbit were louder than any other creature. He would cry out in pain, his voice never forming actual words. Jade listened closely, hoping that he could tell her something that could help her get out, or at least of what her fate would be, but all she heard were his tortured cries.

      “Would you please stop walking around like that?” Kaliska complained. “You’re making me nervous.”

      “I’m trying to think of a way out of here,” Jade replied.

      “Can’t you just admit that there is no way out?” Kaliska snapped. “We’re going to die here.”

      “Sorry that I like to think positive.” Jade sat down, her spirit crushed by the negativity of her cell mate.

      “Thinking positively only got me hurt,” Kaliska said. “It caused my mate to get killed, and my second pack to reject me. I’m done with being positive. It’s time to be realistic, and accept our fate.”

      “There has to be a way out of here,” Jade mumbled. “They didn’t kill us right away, which means they don’t intend to. At least, not for awhile.”

      “All they want to do is torture us so they can figure out where your friends are,” Kaliska muttered.

      “They won’t get anything out of me,” Jade growled. “You can be sure of that.”

      “Why would you defend the wolves who left you behind?” Kaliska asked. “Why stand by your brother when he ran out the first chance he got?”

      “He ran because I told him to,” Jade said. “I let myself be taken so he wouldn’t get caught. He wouldn’t leave me here.”

      “Why?” Kaliska questioned. “You had a chance to live, and you let it go. Why?”

      “Because that’s what you do for your family,” Jade replied. “You give your own life, so that they may live.”

      Jade perked up her ears as the sound of foreboding voices drifted to her ears. “That’s Aravon! He’s coming to get us.”

      “Now the torture begins,” Kaliska said, wobbling to her feet. She didn’t look very strong. Jade doubted she’d last long.

      “I’m sorry you got dragged into this, Kaliska,” Jade said softly. “I really am.”

      “It’s not your fault. I was in the wrong place at the wrong time,” Kaliska replied. “I don’t blame you, considering all you did was give yourself up.”

      Jade went to respond, but the door to the cell opened wide to reveal the grinning, cruel face of Aravon. “So, are you two going to talk? Or are we going to have to do this the hard way?”

      Both wolves sneered at him. “The hard way really is the only way,” Jade growled.

      Aravon’s face twisted with rage. He grabbed both of their scruffs and lifted them into the air, his sharp claws digging into their pelts.

      “You’ll talk,” Aravon hissed. “And I know just the way.”

      Aravon dragged the she-wolves through the hallway, scaling down two flights of stairs to an area deep within the palace. The only light in this part of the palace was a few tiny candles, with barely any wick left to burn. Jade wondered if she’d ever see the light of the sun again.

      He took them to a large, wooden door. Screaming animals were carved crudely into its surface, and wax from the candle above dripped onto their upturned faces. Aravon kicked the door in easily and threw them inside.

      Jade went tumbling head over heels and landed on her side, Kaliska collapsing beside her. Aravon walked inside and shut the door. “Oddvar! Get some light in here!”

      “Right away, master,” a raspy, broken voice answered. Six candles at the back of the room came alive as an odd-looking Ortusan shuffled into the room. He was missing teeth, and his knees were bent the wrong way, quivering as they struggled to support his hunched, crooked back.

      “What brings the master to my chamber today? The master is never here,” Oddvar said, cocking his head to one side and giving a ghoulish cackle.

      “I need information from these two flea bags.” Aravon pointed to the wolves. “I know you can make them talk.”

      “Ah, yes. I can get information for the master.” Oddvar smiled, showing his three rotten, remaining teeth. “What must you know?”

      “I can ask the questions. You just do what you do best,” Aravon replied with a nasty grin. He latched onto Jade, throwing her at Oddvar’s feet. “We don’t have time to waste. This one first.”

      Oddvar bent down to look at her. “You are a pretty one, aren’t you?” Oddvar asked, cackling as he stroked her head. “Such a pretty coat your fur would make.”

      Jade snapped at him, but he was faster than he looked. Oddvar snatched her with one hand and held her muzzle closed with the other.

      “This one is rather difficult to deal with,” Aravon said, raking her with his eyes.

      “I can break her, master.” Oddvar picked Jade up, carrying her to a long, stone table. He strapped her onto it with rough strips of leather, pulling a knife from his jacket. “Such a shame that I must ruin this perfect pelt.”

      “I don’t care, as long as it works,” Aravon hissed, glancing at Jade. “You know what I want, so if you tell me now, we can stop this.”

      “Let him do what he will,” Jade growled. “You won’t make me talk.”

      Oddvar cackled, lowering the knife to her flesh. Jade bit back a scream as Oddvar sawed away at her fur and skin, exposing bloody bits of muscle along her spine.

      “Anything to say now, deary?” Oddvar asked.

      “Not a word,” Jade replied through clenched teeth. She looked to Kaliska. The gray wolf was huddled in a corner, her face buried in her paws.

      Oddvar held a candle above her. Jade screamed as a drop of hot wax fell at the base of her neck, singing the exposed flesh.

      “What a pretty scream,” Oddvar said as he dangled the candle above her. “Let’s hear it again, shall we?”

      He tipped the candle over and the red wax fell in tiny drops upon her back. She could smell the burning flesh as the wax melted away at her wounds, the remnants of the candle mixing with her blood. Jade screamed again, but she uttered no words for him.

      Oddvar continued his task, laughing as he poured the wax upon her, putting out the flame of the candle on her skin. Jade dug her claws into the table, yapping and howling like a pup, her body going rigid.

      “Anything you want to tell me?” Aravon asked.

      Jade didn’t answer. She simply laid there, letting the tears fall from her eyes.

      “I don’t have time for this!” Aravon said, losing his patience and stomping out of the room! “Let me know if they say anything useful!”

      He stormed out, leaving Oddvar to his work.

      “It seems I need a new candle,” Oddvar said, throwing the remnants of one to the floor, grabbing a candle with purple wax. “This is a pretty color.”

      Jade stared at Kaliska, begging for help. The purple wax fell, and Jade’s voice rose up in screams once more.

      “What are you hiding for, darling?” Oddvar asked, stroking her face. “Tell Oddvar, and the pain will go away.”

      Jade whimpered, but said nothing. Unable to take it anymore, Kaliska rose to her feet. “She won’t talk because she doesn’t know!” the she-wolf shouted, growling at Oddvar.

      “What do you mean?” Oddvar turned to face her, a twinkling curiosity in his eyes.

      “She doesn’t know where they went. Only I know that,” Kaliska replied bravely, taking a few steps towards Oddvar.

      “Are you going to tell me?” Oddvar asked, his voice raspy and low as he sunk into a crouch.

      “I don’t think I should,” Kaliska said. “It’s supposed to be a secret, you know.”

      “Oh yes, I know,” Oddvar hissed, grinning lopsidedly. “But I also know how to make you talk.”

      “Go ahead and try,” Kaliska growled. “You won’t get a word out of me.”

      “That’s what you say now.” Oddvar reached for Kaliska, but the wolf lashed out her fangs, digging them into the Ortusan’s hand. Oddvar let out a hideous scream, grasping his wrist and sinking to the floor. He coughed, spittle trickling from his foul lips before collapsing onto the ground, twitching once or twice before he died.

      “Kaliska...” Jade whispered, barely conscious on the table.

      “They’ve gotten too cocky,” Kaliska said, kicking Oddvar’s body aside with a disgusted face. “It’s as if they don’t think our poison works on them anymore.”

      Kaliska jumped up onto the table and released Jade’s bonds, pulling her off the table.

      “Kaliska, why did you do that?” Jade said, gasping as her paws hit the stone floor. “Why were you so brave, when you knew he could’ve hurt you?”

      “Because a wise wolf once told me that’s what friends do,” Kaliska responded. “I realized she was my friend, even if I didn’t want her to be.”

      “Thank you, Kaliska.” Jade weaved on the spot. Kaliska helped her to stand but Jade toppled over again, her knees buckling beneath her.  Jade leaned her entire weight into Kaliska, who could barely walk herself.

      “We’ll get out of here together,” Kaliska said. “Don’t worry.”

      Jade winced with each movement. “How bad does it look?”

      “It’s...a rainbow of color,” Kaliska answered, not knowing what else to say.

      “I’ll be the most colorful wolf alive.” Jade scowled.

      “You already are the most colorful wolf alive,” Kaliska said, giving a small, desperate laugh. “Now maybe I can figure out these locks.”

      When Kaliska fiddled with the door, it became obvious that Aravon had forgotten to lock it.

      “He’s not very good at what he does when he makes two mistakes in one day,” Jade said, giving a laugh that only resulted in a gasp of pain.

      “No, he’s not. Mistake one, leaving two wolves with one Ortusan. Mistake two, forgetting to lock the blasted door.” Kaliska wagged her tail triumphantly. “He’s not as clever as he thinks.”

      “I think we came from the right,” Jade said, hobbling forward. “So let’s go that way.”

      “Sounds good to me.” Kaliska walked slowly, ears perked as they walked down the hallway. “I suppose we’re not lucky enough for a distraction. That would be simply ridiculous.”

      “If they catch us, they catch us. Whatever will be, will be,” Jade responded simply. The two wolves managed to drag themselves up the two flights of stairs. When they re-entered the palace, they could hardly believe their luck, for they hadn’t yet met a single Ortusan.

      “What is going on here? They’re all gone,” Jade said, completely confused. “We should’ve run into them by now.”

      “Look!” Kaliska said, and she rushed to one of the palace doors as fast as she could, pushing it open to a balcony that displayed Sanctus Cruor and the land surrounding the city below. Jade cried in triumph as she saw her two brothers, Snapfoot and Shadowin, leading an army of wolves and unicorns towards the gates. Within their ranks, she saw with surprise, were several Bloodlusters. The monsters climbed the city walls, dispatching the guards easily and opening the gates to let the animals swarm into the city streets. Ortusans screamed at the sight, dropping their things and running for cover. Wolves bit as many Ortusans as they could, dropping them instantly, while unicorns speared the creatures through the heart and the Bloodlusters ripped open their enemies, screaming in victory.

      “Jade, who is that?” Kaliska said, nudging her and looking to the end of the charge.

      Jade gasped as she saw her sister, Midnightstar, charging into the fray with a white dragon at her back.
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      “Head for the palace!” Valdus called out to the group. “If we can take their leaders, they will disband!”

      “Don’t let any survive!” Snapfoot cried. “We must kill them for what they’ve done to this land!”

      The Ortusans ran in all directions as the animals came at them. Shadowin and Snapfoot ran together towards the palace, moving in near unison and taking out each Ortusan that dared to step in their path. As the army moved inward, into the palace and the temple, more animals emerged, victims of Sanctus Cruor. These tortured beasts began fighting with a frenzy not even the Bloodlusters were capable of, desperate for a chance to get back at the monsters who turned them into slaves. Fairies joined the fight, using the small tools they’d been given by their captors to fight back. Most fell against the ranks of the Ortusans, but were finally free from the hell that had entrapped them for so long.

      The city became a bloodbath as thousands upon thousands of Ortusans sank to their deaths. The army of creatures was winning, despite sustaining losses, but the time for grief was not now. The sight of their fallen companions only enraged the group more, and caused them to fight harder, more fiercely. When a Bloodluster was slaughtered by five Ortusans, the only one of Valdus’ group to fall, the leader gave an angry cry and dug his claws into the bodies of each of the monsters, ripping them limb from limb with a relentless carnage.

      Xiuh sank his fangs into two Ortusans at once, throwing them into the air and lighting the monsters on fire before catching them again and slamming both Ortusans to the ground, using his long talons to rip out their hearts. He left the Ortusans to smolder as he landed next to Midnightstar.

      “Very few are left,” he said. “The unicorns are taking care of the last ones now.”

      Midnightstar looked from left to right, trying to locate the leaders of the city, but they were nowhere to be found. “Xiuh, I need you to fly up and find Saint Aravoni and Saint Carmilya,” she said. “They’ll be the only Bloodlusters trying to escape. We can’t let them get away, otherwise, this’ll just happen all over again.”

      “Right away.” Xiuhcoatl took to the sky, and Midnightstar let herself sink into his eyes as he scanned Sanctus Cruor, searching for any sign of the rulers. Finally, his sharp gaze settled on two lone figures clothed in fine garments, making their way over the wall and towards the woods.

      “There they are! Aravoni and Carmilya!” Midnightstar gasped.

      “It’s not Aravoni and Carmilya. It’s Carmilla and Aravon,” a familiar voice groaned, and Midnightstar leapt back as she saw her sister Jade approaching, leaning on a strange gray wolf, flanked by Snapfoot and Shadowin. “They’re working with Wyntier. He’s trying to use the Strength, but he doesn’t have anyone left he can force to fight.”

      “Jade! Are you alright?” Midnightstar asked, rushing towards her sister.

      “I’ll be okay,” Jade protested. “Kaliska is taking care of me.”

      Snapfoot was looking at the gray she-wolf in a very peculiar way. “We need to follow them. Will she be alright here with you?”

      The wolf called Kaliska nodded. “I’ll watch over her, Snapfoot. You don’t have to worry.”

      “Xiuh’s tailing them now,” Midnightstar said, her eyes still swarming with the dragon’s sight. “I know where they are. If we hurry, we can catch up.”

      “You will go nowhere without me.” Valdus had appeared, and he was growling. “Carmilya and Aravoni will die at my hands.”

      “Let’s go.” Midnightstar took off, leading the way as her brothers and Valdus followed. She couldn’t see where she was going, as she was still looking through Xiuh’s eyes, but that didn’t seem to matter as her feet guided her around objects and buildings, past the wall of Sanctus Cruor and into the trees. Midnightstar was jolted back into her eyesight when Xiuh hurtled towards Aravon, letting out a jet of flame as the dragon knocked the Bloodluster to the ground.

      “Xiuh’s attacked! We have to get to him!” Midnightstar screamed. Midnightstar rushed into a dark and barren clearing, rank with the smell of decay, clustered with dead trees just as the sun set and stars illuminated the night sky above. Xiuh was in the middle of the clearing, but he wasn’t attacking…the dragon was pinned to the spot, unable to move as Aravon harshly glared at him. Carmilla was leaning against a tree, panting as she stared at the wolves and Valdus, who entered the scene.

      “You fools should know better than to come after me,” Aravon said. “I am a god with limitless power.”

      Aravon turned his gaze on them, and the wolves were held in place by Aravon’s magic. Not even Valdus could move. He was just as bound as they were. Only Midnightstar found she could still move about freely as Aravon laughed, glancing at Xiuh once more.

      “I’ll use him to take out all of you, one by one,” he said. Carmilla began to laugh as Xiuh stomped towards Midnightstar, trapped under a cruel enchantment.

      “Xiuh…you don’t want to do this,” Midnightstar said, backing up slowly as the dragon approached. “You don’t want to hurt me. You’re my portal.”

      Xiuh shook his head, replying, “I’m sorry, Midnightstar. I can’t…I can’t stop myself.”

      Xiuh lunged for her, snapping his jaws closely by her head. Midnightstar rolled out of the way as Xiuh swiped at her with his claws, raking them across her fur. Any closer, and he would’ve gutted her.

      “And you two! You’ll fight each other,” Aravon said, pointing at Shadowin and Snapfoot. Unfrozen, the two wolves started circling each other, growling lowly and crouching down. Despite the snarls etched onto their faces, their eyes were terrified.

      “I won’t kill my brother,” Snapfoot growled, trying to fight Aravon’s power.

      “Neither will I,” Shadowin said. “We just need to stay alive long enough to get out of this.”

      The two brothers sprung at each other, snarling as they began to fight viciously. The two alphas went to deliver killing blows, while at the same time attempting to resist the Strength. Carmilla maneuvered around the fighting brothers, twirling to Valdus’ side and running her long fingers over his skin.

      “You’re quite ugly,” she laughed. “I’m going to enjoy making you even more hideous.”

      Carmilla took his arm and bit into it, ripping out chunks of skin and licking up the dark, seeping blood that followed. She began biting his neck, his legs, taking her claws and making tattered shreds of his stomach and chest, devouring the bits of flesh that peeled off his body. Valdus’ face contorted in pain, but he was unable to do anything

      “Dust!” Midnightstar cried out as Xiuh snaked after her, but the unicorn was nowhere to be found. She ducked as Xiuh sent a whirling stream of fire over her head, bounding off a tree at the last second so he’d run into it headfirst. The dragon collided with the tree, moaning as he weaved from side to side.

      “I’m sorry,” Midnightstar said, looking from left to right. Carmilla was devouring Valdus alive, and Shadowin had managed to pin Snapfoot on the ground, his paw tightly pressed to his brother’s neck. All the wolf had to do was lean down and rip out Snapfoot’s throat. They only had seconds before he did so. There was no one who could help, and no way out. Aravon had them trapped.

      “Hurry up and kill her,” Aravon commanded, pointing at Midnightstar. “I don’t have all day.”

      Immediately, Xiuh snaked around Midnightstar, twirling his body around hers until she was trapped in a tight embrace. Slowly, the dragon began tightening his hold on her, crushing her insides.

      “You don’t want to hurt me, Xiuh,” Midnightstar pleaded, discarding her feeble attempts to fight back and resorting to begging instead. “I don’t think you can. You never could.”

      “I can hurt you, Midnightstar,” the dragon gasped. “He’s controlling me. I have no choice.”

      “No, Xiuh. You have a choice,” Midnightstar said, tears seeping from her eyes as the dragon squeezed her tightly, vanquishing the air from her lungs. “Please don’t do this to me.”

      Midnightstar touched her forehead to his as the last breath of air whooshed from between her lips. Just then, something extraordinary happened.

      The stars themselves trickled down from the sky, maneuvering between the leaves of the trees and landing gently on Xiuh’s back. They did not come crashing down to form monsters of constellations, as they had before, but rather floated down like snow, kissing Xiuh’s scales and causing them to shine with a bright light. Midnightstar’s eyes were glowing, and her tears became crystals as they fell to the ground, her face still pressed to Xiuh’s as he held her. The dragon loosened his hold on her slowly, putting her gently down on the ground as the starlight encompassed them both, creating an otherworldly halo that was all the love they had for each other in the world.

      “What’s going on?” Aravon hissed. “Why isn’t she dead yet?”

      The starlight trickled onto Shadowin and Snapfoot, and the brothers released each other, Aravon’s magic broken. “Not even the power of the Strength can defeat a skygazer,” Snapfoot breathed harshly in triumph. Aghast, Aravon stared at Midnightstar, his expression changed into one of fear.

      The stars landed on Valdus. As they did so, the monster was released from his captivity. He sprung upon Carmilla, who had been foolishly watching the scene at his side. Carmilla screamed a great cry of horror, but it did her no good. Valdus picked her up, smashing her skull against a tree. Her head cracked in two, and Valdus pried her skull open, scooping out the brain and devouring it whole. Aravon wailed in sorrow and terror as Valdus dropped Carmilla’s body to the forest floor, where it lay immobile.

      All Xiuh had to do was turn and growl. Aravon tried to run, but Midnightstar got to him first. She jumped on Aravon’s cloak. It caught him by the neck, pinning him down. Xiuh grabbed onto his arm, Shadowin and Snapfoot each took a leg, and Valdus grabbed his head, all four of them pulling in different directions.

      All at once, Aravon’s limbs were torn from his torso. Valdus reached up into Aravon’s dismembered head and pulled out his brain, swallowing the organ. The creatures tossed Aravon’s parts to the forest floor, and just like that, it was all over.

      Valdus interrupted the silence. “We should burn them,” he said. “Just for good measure. You can only kill a Bloodluster by eating its brain, but I always prefer to be on the safe side.”

      “I take it you’ve done this before?” Snapfoot said dryly.

      “Only twice, when two of my own became too risky to keep around,” Valdus replied. “Come. The battle is over.”

      They stacked Carmilla’s corpse on top of Aravon’s dismembered husk, and Xiuh set flame to the corpses. When the remains were little more than ash, Midnightstar lead the group back to Sanctus Cruor. They stopped at the torn ruins of the pagan temple. The fallen idols of Aravoni and Carmilya were shattered into pieces around its doors. The unicorns were gathered around this area, turning over the debris with their horns and looking for survivors. They found Tatl, Rabika and Adelaide there, sitting atop the broken statues and observing the wreckage. Sometime during their journey back, Valdus had slipped away.

      “I’m glad you’re well,” Dust said cheerfully as Midnightstar drew near. “The battle is over, and you have fulfilled your destiny, skygazer.”

      “You knew all of that was going to happen,” Midnightstar said. “Didn’t you, Dust?”

      “Knew? I never knew.” Dust shook her head, tossing her mane from left to right. “I only knew there was greatness within you, and so, I had to nourish it until you became what you were meant to be.”

      “Thank you for never giving up on me, Dust. Even when I gave up on myself,” Midnightstar said. She leaned against the unicorn, and the mare wrapped her neck around the wolf in the form of a hug.

      “The Bloodlusters are gone,” Snapfoot said. “Valdus left with all the rest. We won’t be hearing from them again.”

      “Should have killed them too,” Rabika said, lashing her tail and snarling.

      “We needed their help to win. Don’t be so horrible,” Tatl bit back. His words were cut off as Kaliska and Jade joined them. Jade wavered, but she never fell, supported by her new friend.

      “Oh Jade,” Midnightstar said, rushing to her sister. She observed the injuries on her back, saying, “I’m sorry I left without telling you. I’m so very, very sorry. Are you going to be alright?”

      “Don’t worry about leaving,” Jade said quietly. “You’re back, Mids, that’s all that matters. The fur will grow back. Eventually.”

      “What do we do with the city now, Midnightstar?” Adelaide asked. All of the animals, including Dust, turned to the she-wolf for further instruction. Midnightstar sighed. Since the events of the past few nights, everyone looked to her to lead them.

      But she supposed she was the skygazer…it was her duty to lead them, now.

      “We rebuild it,” Midnightstar said. “And give it to the fairies here. Once they’re strong enough, they can rightfully take over. All of us animals can watch over them, and soon, it’ll be a great city.”

      “The unicorns will gladly provide protection for the fairies,” Dust added, coming forward. “But I must say that before they do so, they will need a leader to guide the herd.”

      “Is there any other choice?” Midnightstar smiled. “I nominate you, Dust, to be the leader of this herd. Creator knows you’ll be a greater leader than Crying Ice ever was, if the herd agrees.”

      “The herd agrees wholeheartedly!” a buttery unicorn cheered, and the entire herd whinnied in approval.

      Dust’s swirling eyes glimmered. “I am honored. I have never had a herd to call my own, since I was a foal. I have always been alone.”

      “If you are nothing else, you are my friend,” Midnightstar said. “And you will be a blessing to unicorns everywhere now. You have found your purpose. Lead them well.”

      Dust came close to Midnightstar, bowing her head and touching her nose to the wolf’s. “Thank you, skygazer. You have given me purpose when I had none.”

      “I never could’ve done it without you, Dust,” Midnightstar added. “You know that. This is the least I could do.”

      Dust pulled away and walked towards the palace, where the fairies that were still alive were gathered. The herd went with her. Midnightstar knew that Dust wanted to say more, but nothing more needed to be said…they both had an understanding of each other. They were different creatures, ones that would never truly fit in, but that were meant to lead besides. She and Dust were the same. After all she’d come to know, Midnightstar realized this truth was greater than the rest.

      “Seems we’ve all made up,” Kaliska said quietly. “Sadly, there is no one here for me. Jade, you have your family to take care of you. I’ll be leaving now.”

      Snapfoot watched the gray wolf leave, a horrified expression on his face. He glanced at Midnightstar, and she said, “Don’t let her go, brother. She needs you.”

      Snapfoot didn’t wait any longer. “Kaliska!” The word burst out of his throat, and he rushed forward to catch up with her, panting.

      “What do you want now? Can’t you just let me be?” Kaliska turned to gaze at him, face hardened by resentment and rage.

      “Don’t leave,” Snapfoot pleaded. He sunk down, tail tucked between his legs. “Please. I beg you, don’t go away.”

      “I thought that’s what you wanted. You told me so,” Kaliska said with disdain.

      “I was wrong. I was so very wrong. Don’t walk away.”

      “I’m sorry, Snapfoot. I’m not staying.”

      She went to leave again, but Snapfoot jumped in front of her. “Listen,” he added. “Just hear me out.”

      Her face was blank of any emotion. Snapfoot swallowed. “Stay, just for a little while. Maybe you’ll change your mind. Stay with me and we can help rebuild this place, rebuild the pack.”

      “Like the pack wants me!” Kaliska laughed bitterly.

      “They do. They need you, because I need you,” Snapfoot said.

      “That’s not what...”

      “Forget about what I said before. I was grieving at the time, but more than that, I was stupid. I shouldn’t have pushed you away.”

      “And what’ll we do after we rebuild the city?” Kaliska asked.

      “Go back to the plains. Now that the Ortusans are gone, we can all go back home and start life over again. And I don’t know about you, but I have no bigger desire than to lead my pack with you by my side. I want your pups to be my pups. Even though I’m not their father, I swear to you from this day on, I will be. Those pups you have in your belly are going to be my own. I promise.”

      “Even after everything you said?”

      “I didn’t mean it, Kaliska. You know I didn’t. And even if you don’t think so, I’ll prove it to you, one day at a time.”

      Kaliska’s eyes dropped. “Let it be, then, Snapfoot. I’m yours.”

      “No,” Snapfoot said, and he raised her head with his nose, not breaking her gaze, not caring who was watching. “I am yours.”

      Adelaide sighed blissfully, and Rabika hacked in repulsion as Snapfoot and Kaliska wandered off together.

      “Please,” Rabika gagged. “All this mush is about to make me cough up my dinner.”

      “Now now, don’t be like that. Maybe you’ll find someone special one day too!” Adelaide said in a bubbly, girlish tone.

      “I hope not,” Rabika grumbled.

      At that moment, the biggest wolf they had ever seen came out from the ruins. He was three times the size of Tatl, with huge, rippling muscles, and fangs that poked out of his mouth.

      “Hey babe. Love your bow,” the wolf said, winking at Adelaide. When he stood next to her, he made her appear as if she was a pup.

      Adelaide beamed up at him, wagging her tail. “You’re such a tease. You mentioned that last night.”

      “Because you’re so pretty when you wear it. It makes you unique,” the wolf rumbled back at her.

      “Uh, Adelaide…” Tatl said, “Who is that?”

      “Huh?” Coming out of her dreamy stupor, Adelaide looked at her brother, and then at the giant wolf next to her. “Oh, this is Bark. I met him last night. He’s not from around here, but he decided to stay.”

      “Stay for you, sugar,” Bark added, nudging her gently. Adelaide gave a happy squeal, and Bark added, “You’re so cute. I couldn’t possibly leave such an adorable little she-wolf like you all alone in the Lands, with nobody to protect her.”

      “Did you hear that?” Adelaide said perkily. “He said I’m cute.”

      “I heard it alright,” Rabika added with a groan. “Are you coming with us to find Mom or not?”

      “No, you go. I’ll catch up!” Adelaide said in a peppy voice. Tatl and Rabika were left to stand there, mouths wide open, as they watched their little sister skip happily away with Bark at her side.

      “Well sister, looks like we’re the only ones going home solo,” he said, tongue dangling out of his mouth as he laughed.

      “Fine with me. I don’t need a mate. After you, Wolf King.” Rabika playfully smacked Tatl upside the head with her paw and the two of them trotted off, to find Lottie somewhere among the ruins.

      “Everybody, meet me back here in about an hour!” Midnightstar announced to the group, before anyone else left. “We’ll discuss where to go from here.”

      As the rest of the wolves disbanded, Midnightstar turned to the one creature that was still by her side…the white dragon that was her portal.

      “Does that go for me too?” he asked, but by the look in his eyes, she could tell that he didn’t want to leave.

      She began walking towards the palace. “No, Xiuh. You stay with me. There are some things we have to discuss.”

      She didn’t start talking, not for a very long while. Instead, she led him up the many steps of the palace, to the high chambers of what was once Aravon’s room, going to the balcony and peering over the city below. She had the feeling of being alone...happily alone...even though Xiuh was right next to her. It was a peace she hadn’t felt before. Midnightstar understood that, in some way, she’d always be a lone wolf. The only one she’d never be able to leave, and never want to leave, was her dragon.

      “Some of the Ortusans got away,” Xiuh said, breaking the quiet as he hung his neck over the side of the railing. “We tried to give chase, but they escaped.”

      “It’s okay,” Midnightstar said quietly. “They can’t cause much damage now that Aravon and Carmilla are gone. I’ll organize a search party to go looking for them as soon as I can.”

      “May I be a part of this team? It would give me much pleasure to see them ripped apart,” Xiuh growled.

      “No, Xiuh. I need you elsewhere.”

      “Ask it.”

      It took her awhile for her to say the words. “It’s going to be hard, but if you love me, you’ll do it.”

      “You know I love you. Whatever you ask, I’ll do for you.”

      “Even if it means that you have to go away?”

      There was silence. “What are you saying?”

      Midnightstar wrenched her gaze away from the city to look at Xiuh. “I need to know what’s going on in Nesting’s Haven. The Lands are safe, for now, but the ultimate fate of us all depends on how the war goes with our brothers and sisters in the south. If they lose, everything that’s been done here won’t last.”

      “So you need me to go to Nesting’s Haven,” Xiuh said.

      “I would go myself, but I’m needed here, as their skygazer. I have to lead them now.”

      “You need me to be your eyes?”

      “You’re my portal. I can see what’s going on in Nesting’s Haven through you. What’s more, I can use you to speak to our allies. You’re the missing link, Xiuh. You could determine the entire end of this war by being the communicator between both sides.”

      “What if I can’t find them? What if I fail?” he said, and the hatchling that was still in him emerged in his voice, quivering slightly.

      “I wouldn’t be sending you if I didn’t think you could do it,” Midnightstar said. “Xiuh I…I want to protect you, but I know that keeping you safe isn’t going to help you, or anyone else. You’ll go mad doing nothing here.”

      “Who do you need me to look for?” Xiuh said bluntly.

      “Your mother. Your sister. Anybody who is against Wyntier. And for the Creator’s sake, please, find Kennu, and find Allie. They’re the most important to the resistance, I’m sure of it.”

      “Kennu and Allie?”

      “You’ve seen them. In my visions.”

      “The green haired fairy and the griffin?”

      “Yes. Once you locate them, the real hard work begins. You may think that all of this is over now, but I assure you, it’s not even begun.”

      “No, Midnightstar,” Xiuh said. “I know that this war is far from over.”

      “I’ll be here when you come back,” Midnightstar promised, pressing up against him. “I’m not going anywhere.”

      “How do you know that I’ll be coming back?” Xiuh asked.

      “A skygazer is nothing without her portal,” Midnightstar responded simply. When he still said nothing, she added, “You’re a talented dragon, Xiuh. You’re an amazing fighter, and a fierce friend. I couldn’t have asked for a better portal. And I’ll miss you, when you’re gone.”

      “I’ll miss you more.”

      Midnightstar blinked. “Do you know the way to Nesting’s Haven?”

      “Actually, yes. Living in the desert, close to the sea, gives you knowledge on this sort of thing.”

      “I’m afraid, sending you alone.”

      “With my speed, I won’t be alone long. Surely you wolves knew that we only traveled so slow because you couldn’t keep up with me?”

      “Oh, of course,” Midnightstar scoffed.

      She snuggled even closer to her dragon. “Keep yourself safe, Xiuh. If anything happened to you, my fault or not, I’d become a shadow.”

      “You were a shadow, for a very long time,” he reminded her, drawing her closer to him.

      “And it was a horrible feeling. I felt very alone in this world, until you came along. I may not have a mate or a pack, but I have you. As a skygazer, I’m different from the rest of the world. Only you can understand that.”

      “Being your portal has made me different from the rest of the world,” Xiuh said. “But I find it more than worth it. It doesn’t matter if all the Lands find me confusing, as long as I’m not confusing to you.”

      “The only thing that’s confusing about you is how you can be so devoted to me,” Midnightstar chuckled, and tears sparked in her eyes. She ripped herself away from him, shaking her head. “You have to go now. Before I stop you.”

      Midnightstar felt her heart leave with Xiuh. He stretched out his wings, jumping upwards to perch on the balcony. “Keep the rest of my friends safe. I’ve made so many, ever since I met you.”

      Xiuh leapt off the balcony, soaring into the sky before she could say another word.

      At that moment, Midnightstar felt like breaking. She hastily pulled herself together, wiping the tears from her eyes with the back of her paw. She was a skygazer, and she would act like it. She would be strong and brave, for the Lands needed her.

      She gazed one last time at at the white dragon sailing through the sky. He was hurtling at full speed towards danger, all for her sake.

      “Don’t worry, Xiuh,” she whispered. “I’ll be your eyes.”
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      The Accompany stumbled into the entrance of the cave, angrily kicking aside the bones that had been cast in huge piles as he got up from his fall, shaking his head.

      “About time I found this place again,” he mumbled. “I thought for sure I’d never...”

      “Who dares to enter Nagli’s cave?”

      The Accompany cringed as he witnessed the monster that he hadn’t seen in over a decade come creeping out from behind a pile of bones, walking crookedly on its back legs, its half-formed face tilted and confused.

      “It’s Moorock. Surely you remember me,” he offered, forcing himself to come closer to the creature.

      Nagli looked at him blankly. “Moo-rock? Why are you here, Moo-rock? Why does that sound familiar…”

      “Moor-rock,” he said, pronouncing his name so she would understand. “My name is Moorock.”

      “Okay, Moorock. Why are you here?” Nagli sat down, gazing up at him in curiosity.

      “Why am I…” Moorock shook his head. “You know why. The crown. I’m here for the crown.”

      “Crown?” Nagli shook her head, unable to understand.

      Moorock’s eyes widened in panic. Then his face changed, molding from kindly and gentle into a dark, evil sneer. Moorock lunged forward, stretching his hands out in an attempt to wrap them around Nagli’s neck.  “THE CROWN! YOU UGLY CREATURE, TELL ME WHERE...”

      “Nobody shouts at Nagli!” Nagli scrambled upward, using her reptilian tail to smack Moorock across the face as hard as she could. The Accompany stumbled backwards, slamming into the wall and falling to the stone floor. He got up, clumsily regaining his balance as if under a spell. Nagli watched with interest, peering at Moorock as he shakily made his way to his feet again.

      “I’m sorry,” Moorock said, hands and voice quivering. “It’s something I can’t control. Forgive me.”

      “What was that?” Nagli didn’t seem offended, or scared…she sounded quite curious.

      “I…Wyntier changed me,” Moorock stated, sinking onto a rock and covering his face with his hands. “He used some sort of serum to make me into a monster. He told me if I work for him, he could fix it, and change me back. I’ve tried coming here, to the elves, but it doesn’t help. He always finds me.”

      Nagli squinted. “So…you are one person, who is fighting against Wyntier, yet you are another, who is working for Wyntier…and still yet you are another person, who is trying to run away from all of it by living with the elves and acting like none of this is happening.”

      “I don’t know what’s going on!” he shouted. “All I know is that I left the crown here, with you, many years ago, and that if I don’t return it to Wyntier, he’ll kill me!”

      “Surely it isn’t all that dire.”

      “You don’t understand!” Moorock cried. “He’ll kill Miriam! He’ll take away everything! There’s nothing I can do to stop him, and I was foolish to think so in the first place! Now please, give me the crown!”

      “So, you are the person I’ve been looking for. Fantastic!” Nagli started bouncing on her hind legs with joy. “I was wondering who left that old crown here many years ago. Now I have found the answer.”

      “Well?” Moorock asked, annoyance splattered across his face. “Where is it?”

      Nagli’s face went blank. “Where’s what?”

      “The crown!”

      The creature’s confused expression melted into complete understanding. “Oh, yes. Now I remember. I gave it away a very long time ago.”

      Moorock’s face crumbled. “No. No, you didn’t. You’re lying.”

      “I am not. I gave it to the fairy Kia and her friends,” Nagli said cheerfully.

      “You WHAT?” Moorock burst, eyes popping out of his skull. “Why did you do that, Nagli? There is literally no one worse you could’ve given it to!”

      “Well, I think it’s ridiculous you asked me to watch over it all this time without any instruction whatsoever. Not even so much as a letter or a visit,” Nagli said sourly.

      “This can’t be happening,” Moorock said, getting up from the rock and beginning to pace around the cave of bones. “Wyntier has to have that crown.”

      “At least I didn’t give away the secret of the boom-boom,” Nagli added, poking her head around him.

      “That’s something to hope for,” he grumbled. Moorock sighed, shaking his head. “We don’t know where the necklaces are, and the one item I asked you to guard, you gave up. What next?”

      “Quit babbling. Say what you mean or nothing at all,” Nagli said, irritated.

      Moorock glanced at Nagli, motioning with his hand. “You’re coming with me. You can explain to Wyntier what happened. I’m not going back empty-handed.”

      “Just leave the cave?” Nagli asked, aghast.

      “Nobody needs you here anymore. We’ll go to Nesting’s Haven together. You can explain yourself there. Maybe Wyntier will have some use for you.”

      “I’m not going anywhere with someone who isn’t my friend,” Nagli said stubbornly, whirling her tail. “That would be just plain stupid.”

      “We’re friends then,” Moorock said, a touch of irritation in his voice. “Now come. Quickly.”

      “Very well!” Nagli fell down to all fours and followed Moorock merrily out of the cave. “My first time out in years, and to Nesting’s Haven, too! I do say, Moorock, this is one vacation that I won’t soon forget!”
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      Dear Reader,

      If you’ve gotten this far, I’ve managed not to chase you off and you’re actually looking forward to dive right into Angel’s Rebellion, the final book in the Creatures of the Lands series.

      Before you begin, I’d like to tell you how Creatures of the Lands came to be. These books are long, complicated, and there’s quite a few of them. I figure since we’ve kept you this long, you’re not going to stop just because the author’s going off on a tangent.

      Just hear me out. I’ve got a story to tell.

      Kiatana’s Journey was the first book I ever wrote, but I didn’t write it alone. Krisen Lison was the girl with the locker next to mine in my freshman year of high school, and boy, she couldn’t stand me! Back then I was fourteen, desperately lonely, and longing for companionship. For some odd reason, my sights were fixed on her. I was determined to make her my best friend, no matter what.

      So I started talking to her. Day. After day. After day. At first, she completely ignored me, refusing to acknowledge that I was there in any way. After a few weeks, she started replying to me in grunts. By the end of two months, she still refused to say a word, but I didn’t give up. I was going to get this girl to be my friend, one way or another.

      That special moment came in history class where we both discovered we liked writing. I told her that I had written a short story about two wolf pups and a dragon the night before, but had no idea what to do with it. I gave it to her, and from then on, we began passing chapters back and forth, eventually creating a book of our own together.

      By the time we’d gotten to our senior year, we were the closest friends Manchester High School had ever seen, and had several books to show for it. We were going for the big time. We weren’t just authors... we were going to be famous.

      At least, that’s how we saw it. The reality was we’d have a falling out over something stupid after graduation and wouldn’t talk for two years. We’d reconcile, only to have our friendship be crushed by mental illness.

      On June 28, 2013, as a cruel dawn rose over the world, Krisen Lison died.

      She was twenty years old when she took her own life.

      Out of everything that I’ve written, the Creatures of the Lands series is the closest to my heart. Not even my beloved Rhodi Saga can take the place of it. It is the most important thing I’ve ever completed. These are the books that turned me into a writer. They are the work that determined my faith, and the series that gave me the greatest friendship I will ever know.

      When we decided that our names would be way too long together on the cover, I sat down and thought up a pen name. One day, I stumbled upon it... Natalie, for my friend who had died at the age of thirteen from cancer, and Erin, for Krisen’s friend who went missing as a child after being diagnosed with schizophrenia.

      Krisen used to tell me she and Erin would play in her room, pretending to talk to monsters in the closet. For Erin, the monsters were a result of her diagnosis, but Krisen saw them too, due to her imagination. It was her creativity that helped her see through Erin’s eyes. Eventually, as she grew older, Krisen and I saw the monsters together.

      Krisen always told me she didn’t understand why Erin was treated like an outcast just because she saw the world differently. Krisen’s ability to be a friend to everyone just as they were, regardless of who or what they were, is one of the things I miss desperately about her. It cripples me to think out of all these girls... Erin, Natalie, Krisen, and myself... I am, most likely, the only one who is still alive.

      There are an abundance of characters in the Creatures of the Lands series (perhaps... no, I know this for sure, there are far too many). Their numbers are huge, but I can’t say that I don’t adore each and every one of them. We wanted to give the reader a feeling of surrounded by dozens upon dozens of friends. We wished to reach out to someone reading this book who might feel completely alone, because we knew exactly how it felt.

      In high school Krisen and I were the definition of outcasts, but just like Soran and Vivienna, we made our own rag tag group of friends and had adventures with them. We did our best to take in everyone, no matter how odd or different they were. Most of those friends are dead now, or have moved far away, but the experiences we had with them is something we both channeled into Creatures, and so that connection between all of us lives on, regardless of whether we are together or not.

      There is a beautiful song that I love called “Lost Boy,” sung by Ruth B. In the song, Ruth B. sings about how she can always journey to Neverland, to be with Peter Pan, Wendy, and Tinkerbell. There is a place where she can go in her music to be free.

      The Lands are my Neverland. It is the place that I went to when I had nowhere else to go. Whenever I was lonely, or mad, or upset, I could always run there and fly upon a dragon’s back, or get lost within the wilds of the Verinian. It is a fairy tale world that I created with someone I loved, where I control what happens and where I never cry.

      It is the only place I can still go where I can still be with Krisen.

      You... cannot imagine how unbearably lonely it is to publish all these books alone, without my co-author. It has been emotionally draining in a way I cannot describe. It is a comfort to read her words over and over again, like I’m reading them for the first time, but it also is incredibly painful. With each word, I remember how we set up the scene, how we wanted the dialogue to go, what we wanted to happen.

      Things were even harder during editing. I discovered I had missing chapters from her, and had to rewrite what I had from memory. Worst of all was when something of hers didn’t fit with the story, and I had to take it out completely during editing, in order to make the series the best it could be.

      Writing the final book was one of the most difficult things I’ve ever done. I will never again have a project that will take such a drastic toll on me. We gave up on Angel’s Rebellion a few chapters in, and Krisen died before we returned to it, leaving me with the difficult task of writing the entire book by myself.

      Physically, it shouldn’t have been hard. I’ve written books longer than this one in less than two months with ease. It was the expectation, the excitement that she’d be there to write this with me that was hard to let go. Remembering that there was no one to give the next chapter to crushed me. Parts we agreed were hers to write were now passed onto me. I did the best I could, but there are some sections that I feel echo with something missing. This book is lacking a Krisen-ness that I cannot recreate, though I tried.

      Carrying the weight of it all was worse than draining. It was a razor on my soul.

      It is at this moment I realize that this book is the only one of ours that she’ll never read. Such a thing is unbearable to me.

      I finished this novel on May 26, 2016, five years to the day I left high school forever. Krisen’s last words to me were “I love you, chica.” At the time, I wasn’t brave enough to say those words back.

      So I’m saying them now.

      I love you, Kryssy.

      
        
        - Megan Linski

      

      

      
        
        If you or someone you know is considering taking their own life, please take them or yourself to your local emergency room immediately, or call the National Suicide Prevention Hotline at 1-800-273-8255, or the appropriate mental health helpline in your area.
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          An Ominous Future
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      Near the edge of a flooded garden turned bloody battlefield, a green haired fairy and two great griffins, one white and one golden, stood upon the walls of a massive fortress. The sunrise illuminated Ionia’s Palace, but Southwild didn’t look any better in the light. If anything, all the sun did was make the water look even redder, displaying the masses of bodies that still needed burying, floating in the dirty water.

      The white griffin lowered her head gently. Kennu, let’s leave. Her telepathic voice hummed within the minds of both of her companions, soft, reasonable, and kind. It’s miserable out here.

      The golden griffin clacked her beak. “I’ll kill Wyntier for what he’s done to this place.”

      “We have to get our hands on him first.” The fairy, named Kennu, shifted. He seemed more tired than usual, his body sagging and worn, face sunken. He did not look well.

      “Allie!”

      A great black stag came storming out from the trees below, branches tangled in his antlers. He changed in mid-stride into a black phoenix, soaring through the air and hovering in front of the golden griffin.

      “Zorna! Where have you been?” Allie reached her head out to nuzzle the phoenix, making cooing sounds as she did.

      Zorna went to reply, but a voice from afar said sarcastically, “You two couldn’t have picked a better time to get together.”

      All heads turned to see a teenager being supported by a red-haired Accompany, limping along under the watchful eye of a hooting owl. “Doomed romance seems to be popular these days.”

      “Oh Soran, they’re in love. Don’t be such a cynic,” Vivienna said, forcing a grim smile. Zorna landed on the balcony and transformed into a black horse, rushing forward to carry his rider while the owl Melodi floated downwards to land on Vivienna’s arm.

      “As I was saying,” Zorna said. “Ionan wants us all down in the courtyard. They’re finished with the headcount.”

      Already? Angel asked, and Kennu voiced her question aloud.

      Zorna’s head drooped. “There were far more dead than alive. It made the count quicker.”

      The group continued down the stairs, where they were met with a soft, sniffling sound. Kennu peered underneath the staircase when they’d reached the bottom and saw his cousin, Lyrica, curled up beside a small turquoise dragon.

      Lyrica looked at him with swimming blue eyes. “I still can’t believe Mama’s gone,” she whispered.

      Kennu opened his arms to the young fairy. “Come here.”

      Lyrica crawled out from under the staircase. Kennu wrapped his cousin in a bony hug, unable to do anything else.

      “You two should go upstairs and play,” Soran offered. “You don’t need to be down here. This stuff’s for grown-ups.”

      “We don’t want to play,” the dragon, young Mirabelle, protested. “We need to stay down here and figure out how to make Lyrica the Great One, so we can stop Wyntier.”

      “Soran’s right. You two don’t need to worry about this,” Kennu said, prying Lyrica off of him and giving her a slight shove towards the stairs. “We can win this war without a Great One. I promise.”

      Lyrica gave him a skeptical look before she scampered upstairs, Mirabelle following. After they left, Vivienna stared at her cousin. “That’s a lie, Kennu. You know we can’t win without...”

      “I’m not going to throw Lyrica into a situation she can’t handle!” Kennu said sharply, whirling around on Vivienna. “She’s eleven years old! Agh!”

      Kennu bent over, grasping his side and face scrunched in pain. Allie and Angel immediately rushed to his attention, each taking a side. Kennu’s knees bent, causing him to crumple downwards. Allie was barely able to catch him at the last second on her neck, lifting him up to sit upon Angel.

      No more walking, Angel hummed. Not for today.

      Kennu’s surely face stared at her feathers, too defeated to argue with her.

      “No Great One.” Allie let out a sigh, shaking her head. “Feather biters. Now we’re in really deep...”

      “Shit. This dress is ruined.” The group cast their attention to the door, where Reagan was complaining about her outfit. The bottom of the human girl’s gown was soaked in water, the precious velvet the elves had given her torn and stained with mud.

      “Is that all you can ever think about? How you look?” Allie asked, her tone biting.

      “At least someone around here cares about style,” the girl muttered, wading over to the group.

      “This is a war! There’s no time for style!” Allie argued.

      “Maybe for you, but I want to look good when they kill me.” Reagan glanced at Kennu. “Hey.”

      “Hey,” he mumbled back. “Any word about your dad?”

      Reagan’s face didn’t change, but her eyes wavered. “No. I’ve asked around, but nobody seems to know anything.”

      “We’ll find him, Reagan,” Kennu said. “It’ll be okay.”

      Reagan didn’t reply, only looked away. The group proceeded outside to the courtyard, which was still swamped with filthy water from the flood. Angel maneuvered over the puddles carefully to avoid putting Kennu in contact with them.

      “Gather around, everyone,” an old, emerald dragon with a long gray beard called, huddling the masses together as if he was a mother hen looking after her chicks. “That’s it, stick together. Don’t panic.”

      “Don’t lose them now, Ignus,” an old man said at his side, writing names quickly down upon a sheet of paper clipped to a board.

      “Wouldn’t dream of it, Amancio. Here, over here!” Ignus called, his eyes searching over the hundreds of faces, beckoning them to his attention.

      Another green dragon, a younger one, proceeded to the elder, surveying the crowd as intensely as his father.

      “I do say the honeymoon is going to have to wait,” Ionan said with a bit of displeasure. “Where…”

      “Ionan! Ionan, you’re alive!” Waves of water sloshed everywhere as an orange dragon stampeded through the waste, charging to her mate with an obvious expression of relief.

      “Yes. I am well, Sunset,” Ionan said, opening his wings to her and wrapping her within them. “We are all safe.”

      “It’s a miracle all of us made it out alive,” a male voice said. From behind Sunset, Kia and Keota emerged. They were holding hands. Kia was wearing a tight green dress, one that showed her growing, pregnant stomach. “The odds weren’t in our favor.”

      Kia placed a hand on her stomach. “I can’t wait for her to be here,” Kia said, looking at Kennu. “Vixen let me know it was a girl before she… left.”

      “A newborn princess!” Ignus exclaimed. “A perfect excuse for a baby shower!”

      His subjects didn’t say anything, only solemnly stared toward the watery earth. Ignus huffed, letting out two small puffs of smoke. “Oh, all right. Maybe next month, when everything’s been cleaned up. Cheer up, everyone. Soon the gardens will look a dozen times more beautiful than they were. Those who are well and are able, please stay here to help with the clean-up. All others, head to the infirmary. Pip-pip!”

      Ignus’s optimism helped spur the crowd a little, but not much. As the majority of people headed inside, Kia said, “We have to check up on Casiff. He’s still in shock. He’s going to have to be in the hospital for a few days.”

      “You should be in the hospital, Kennu,” Keota said, his attention turning back to his son. 

      “I’m fine, Dad,” Kennu said weakly. Keota didn’t say anything more.

      “What’s the final death count, father?” Ionan rumbled lowly to Ignus when most of the crowd was gone.

      The happy expression on Ignus’s face died instantly. “Too many. Not as many as what would have been if Wyntier had won, but too many all the same. This small victory cost us a heavy price.”

      “And the enemy?”

      “We’ve staggered their numbers, but they’ll be back for more. Nesting’s Haven has enough Changers and Accompanies to keep their armies sustained for years. We do not.”

      “What’s our strategy?” Ionan asked.

      Ignus appeared lost. “I don’t know.”

      The old dragon shuffled his feet. “Ionan, we cannot find your brother. Maekrel and Ana are both gone. They are not among the dead.”

      “What?” Keota yelped, dropping Kia’s hand. “What do you mean they’re gone? Where did they go?”

      Ignus said, “There were some kidnapped by Wyntier’s forces. They most likely were taken back to Azazael, the great prison within Nesting’s Haven.”

      “We must organize a search party immediately to rescue them,” Ionan said, already spreading his wings. “There’s no telling what Wyntier will do if he recognizes them amongst the captured.”

      “Already done, my son, but with so many Changers and Accompanies injured we need to prolong the rescue for a few days,” Ignus said sadly. “We cannot afford to leave until Southwild is adequately protected.”

      Ionan noticed the children eavesdropping on the conversation for the first time. “All of you, go up to your rooms,” he ordered, sweeping his tail at them. “This isn’t something you should concern yourself with.”

      “But Ana and Maekrel are out there, possibly getting tortured or who knows what else!” Soran shouted in protest. “We have to do something.”

      “We’ll get them back,” Kia promised him quietly. “We don’t leave family behind.” Her expression was pleading with them to listen. “Please, go rest. We can handle this.”

      As easily as Kennu had dismissed Lyrica, Kia was dismissing them. Angel took the hint and turned to leave, the others following in her wake. As they clambered the stairs up to their rooms, it was obvious each one of them was trying their best not to lose their heads.

      What are we going to do? Angel asked, her silver eyes quivering.

      Kennu swallowed. “Guys, come with me,” he said. “We’ve got to figure some stuff out.”

      “What stuff?” Vivienna asked, but her question was soon deemed irrelevant as they entered Kennu’s room. Angel sat Kennu down on the bed, changing into an ermine and lying beside him. Allie morphed into a lynx and began pacing at Kennu’s feet. 

      “So what’s this about?” Reagan asked, plopping on the floor with Soran, Zorna, Vivienna, and Melodi.

      “Isn’t it obvious? We’re outnumbered, people,” Kennu said. “Wyntier’s getting bigger, and we’re getting smaller. We won that battle by a griffin’s feather the other night. We won’t be able to do it again. The adults say we’re out of options.”

      “What are we supposed to do?” Soran asked. “I mean, we’re just kids. What can we do to stop it?”

      “We’re the next generation,” Kennu said. “Don’t you guys remember the prophecy? It’s up to us. We’re the ones who are meant to stop all this madness. I say we join together and make a plan, a plan that nobody, not even the grown-ups, will know about so they can’t interfere. That way the other side will never see it coming.  If we don’t fight them, who will?”

      “I’m with Kennu,” Allie said at an instant, coming forward.

      “Of course you are, and I’m with you,” Zorna added, changing into a small dog and coming to Allie’s side.

      “Of course you are,” Soran said, rolling his eyes. “I guess that means I’m in, too.”

      Angel ruffled her feathers, nudging Kennu gently.

      “Angel says she’ll fight to the death to make sure this ends,” Kennu proclaimed to the group.

      “We’re in,” Melodi added for her and Vivienna, raising an owl wing.

      Everyone looked at Reagan, who shrugged. “Well, this isn’t my fight. See ya,” Reagan said, starting to get up from her seat.

      “Hold on there, hot head,” Allie said, reaching out and grabbing Reagan’s dress with her teeth. “If you don’t help, you aren’t getting your dad back. And sorry, no free rides. Ignus will let you stay here, but Ignus can’t protect you for long. Southwild won’t be safe forever.”

      Reagan crossed her arms huffily. “Fine. Me too, I guess.”

      “What about Lyrica? She is the Great One,” Vivienna pointed out.

      “I think it’s ridiculous that everybody expects her to be the Great One when she doesn’t even know what that means yet,” Kennu said, shaking his head. “She just lost her mom, and she’s a little kid. There’s no way she can handle this.”

       “But if we don’t have a Great One, how do we win?” Soran asked at large.

      There was an abnormal, flat silence, one in which Kennu’s face reddened.

      “Great plan,” Reagan said. “You called this meeting and you don’t even know what we’re going to do?”

      “What, do you expect me to have all the answers?” Kennu shot back at her.

      “Everyone knows that you’re no genius, but an idea would be nice,” Reagan said.

      “Like you’ve got anything to suggest,” Kennu flung at her.

      “Would you two quit arguing? Both of you can play the cutesy-couple thing on your own time,” Allie said, wagging her tail.

      “I have absolutely no feelings for her whatsoever,” Kennu muttered, crossing his arms.

      “Right, like I could ever fall for greeny here.” Reagan laughed nervously, glancing at the fairy.

      “Yeah, yeah, whatever,” Allie said, rolling her eyes. “What do we know so far? We have to start somewhere.”

      “Let’s go over the prophecy,” Kennu said. “Most of it seems to have already come true, with Nineva burning the forest, the Second Despondent arriving, and with Vixen dying. We already know that Lyrica is supposed to be the Great One’s heir. The part that talks about the wolf with the stars on her back Midnightstar thought referred to her, so let’s skip that. That means there’s still the final battle for Nesting’s Haven, and the empress.”

      “You’ve got Allie over here to thank for that last part,” Reagan said, pointing to Allie.

      Kennu turned to his Changer and Allie meekly said, “I, uh… I told King Oliver that I was the empress.”

      “You told the elf king that you’re the empress?” Kennu repeated in a patronizing tone.

      “It could happen!” she said stubbornly.

      “Okay then,” he said, rolling his eyes. “Then we have the second prophecy about the twin Changers, how whoever they side with will win. I don’t know about you guys, but that’s got to be Pumpkin and Martin.”

      “I agree,” Zorna added. “They fit the description perfectly.”

      “That means we’ve got to find them,” Soran said. “If they’re the twin Changers bound to one Accompany, and it looks like they are, we can’t trust Cameliyon to keep them away from Wyntier. More than likely, he’s probably found them by now.”

      He paused. “But I’m sure we can trust Cameliyon. She might have behaved terribly in the past few months, but I don’t think she’d side with Wyntier, not after all we’ve been through. We can trust her.” 

       “It doesn’t matter if we can trust her or not. We have to get Pumpkin and Martin,” Zorna said. “We’re going to have to make a trip to Nesting’s Haven as soon as possible. That’s where they’ll be heading.”

      “We can’t leave until things have settled down in Southwild. We’re not going to be allowed to just leave at random,” Vivienna said.

      “We’re just going to have to sneak out, then,” Soran said.

      “Soran, Nesting’s Haven isn’t exactly a quick trip,” Vivienna argued.

      Angel nudged Kennu, and the fairy nodded. “Oh, thanks for reminding me, Angel. We still don’t know anything about the items. The ones mentioned in Allie’s prophecy.”

      There seemed to be a certain glimmer about his last words. They all looked to Allie.“To set the Changers free…” Allie said. “Reagan and I think we know what they are. Before Caini died, she shouted something about the necklaces, and the crown your mom gave us. We’ve been doing some thinking. We figure that the three items could possibly be them. Reagan found them, and brought them together.”

      “That fits the prophecy!” Soran exclaimed in excitement. “She’s from across the sea! It must be them!”

      Kennu glanced at Reagan and swallowed. “Cool. Great. Now how do we destroy them? If we can get rid of them, the Changers who disagree with Wyntier won’t be forced by their Accompanies to fight for him, because they’ll no longer have to follow orders. I’m sure that’ll help the war effort.”

      “I’m not sure we can do that, Kennu.” Allie used her paw to move a part of her fur back, revealing the golden griffin necklace buried within. It laid over a thick, deep scar trailing down the length of her chest, right to her underbelly. “When Carmilla and Aravon attacked me, they ripped my heart out and ate it in order to become Bloodlusters. There’s no other explanation that I survived besides the necklace. Its magic must be keeping me alive.”

      “What?” Zorna ran forward and placed his ear up against Allie’s chest. His mouth dropped open a moment later. “It’s true. I can’t hear a heartbeat.”

      “That settles that. We can’t destroy the necklaces and the crown without destroying you,” Kennu said. “I guess we’ll just have to skip that part.”

      “Kennu, we have to destroy them in order to win the war. It says so in the prophecy,” Allie said softly.

      “I’m not losing you again,” Kennu snapped. “You can forget about that plan.”

      Allie jumped onto his lap, snuggling into his shirt. Kennu petted her absentmindedly, Angel pressing into his side.

      “Wait a minute…” Soran said. “Guys, maybe the twins aren’t Pumpkin and Martin at all. Maybe they’re Allie and Angel.”

      “What?” Kennu asked, jerking his head up.

      “They’re both your Changers, right? They could be the ones the prophecy talks about,” Soran said.

      “But Angel isn’t technically bound to me,” Kennu said. “We never managed to make the connection.”

      “Yes, but maybe it doesn’t matter,” Soran said, getting excited.

      “But how do we tell?” Zorna asked.

      “We can’t,” Vivienna said, shaking her head. “We won’t know for sure until the prophecy is fulfilled which set of twins is destined to save the world or destroy it.”

      “This just sounds like a lot of guessing,” Reagan said. “You guys don’t know anything for sure. We can’t make a plan out of nothing.”

      “But we do have a plan. We have to rescue Pumpkin and Martin, just to be safe, and then we have to find a way to replace Allie’s heart so we can destroy the items without killing her,” Zorna said.

      “Right. Should be easy,” Reagan said sarcastically.

      Kennu opened his mouth to bite something back, but then his door was thrown open. Mirabelle and Lyrica were jumping up and down in the air enthusiastically, twirling in the doorway.

      “My big brother’s back!” Mirabelle exclaimed, and she rushed down the corridor. Allie changed, and Kennu clambered onto her back. The group followed Mirabelle to a large, golden bridge near an indoor waterfall. A white, serpentine dragon with a long mane was standing there, breathing heavily. Mirabelle rushed to his side, crushing herself to him.

      “I finally made it,” the dragon gasped, drawing Mirabelle near to him. “What a flight.”

      “Uh, sorry, but who are you?” Melodi hooted indignantly.

      The dragon drew away from his sister. “My name is Xiuh,” the dragon said. “I was sent by Midnightstar to you.”

      “Midnightstar!” a great many voices cried at once.

      Allie pushed her way forward and asked, “Midnightstar? How do you know her? What news?”

      The dragon looked up. He stepped toward the Changer, his long talons grazing the floor as he asked, “Are you Allie?”

      “Yes. Who wants to know?” she replied.

      “Midnightstar said to find Allie and Kennu at whatever cost,” Xiuh stated blatantly. “My skygazer told me that the two of you were the key to winning this war.”

      “Your skygazer?” Soran asked, confused.

      Kennu glanced at the young dragon. “We should get the adults together, guys,” he said. “This sounds like something they need to hear.”

       

      An hour later the kids had managed to find their parents, and had clustered them into one of the palace’s giant ballrooms in order to listen to Xiuh. Sunset had been elated at seeing her son again and had pushed the others aside to get to him, all dignity as a dragon gone. When Sunset finally let Xiuh go he shook his mane and shimmied to Ionan, who was carrying Kia and Keota on his back.

      The only adult not present was Casiff, who hadn’t ventured out of his hospital room since Vixen had died.

      “There are so few of you,” Xiuh said, looking around. “I had supposed there would be more, after what Midnightstar told me.”

      “Yes, no thanks to Wyntier,” Allie said suspiciously, circling the dragon in her griffin form and snapping her beak. “You say you’re with Midnightstar, but how can we trust you? I’ve certainly never met you before.”

      “Leave my brother alone!” Mirabelle shouted. Lyrica wrapped her arms around the Changer’s neck, in order to hold her back. “He has nothing to do with Wyntier!”

      “Family has betrayed us before, Mira. He has to prove it,” Allie demanded.

      “I’ll show you I’m on your side!” Xiuh said in a roar, his tail lashing. “MIDNIGHTSTAR!”

      The air around the room rippled before their very eyes. The group was buffeted back by waves of sound, vibrating from Xiuh himself. The dragon’s eyes began to glow white, like Kennu’s and Allie’s.

      With a deep breath, he began to speak in a voice that wasn’t his own... a female voice. “My friends. It’s wonderful to see you again.”

      Screams were tossed about the room.

      “Midnightstar?” Allie asked, her eyes full of tears. “Midnightstar, is that you?”

      “Yes,” Xiuh said again, but it wasn’t really Xiuh. It was Midnightstar, using the dragon to speak. “I am in the city of Sanctus Cruor. The city was run by Ortusans, before we chased them out. They had full control of the Lands, but with the help of the Bloodlusters we’ve gained the upper hand.”

      “Did you say Bloodlusters?” Keota asked, choking.

      “Yes. They’ve grown to be quite worthy allies,” Midnightstar said happily. “We wolves led the charge on the city, with the other forest animals and the Bloodlusters joining together to destroy the enemy. Everyone helped a great deal, but we couldn’t have done it without the unicorns.”

      “They actually decided to help you out?” Kia said in disbelief.

      “Yes. The wolves and the unicorns have finally made their peace.”

      “About time,” Kennu said, shaking his head. “Are the others all right?”

      “We are all safe and well. We are living comfortably here in the city while we sort out what to do next.”

      “Mids, how can you talk to us like this?” Kennu asked, astounded. “What’s going on?”

      Midnightstar sighed. “It’s a long story, Kennu. Along my journey to find the Assembly of the Lands, I discovered that I am the last skygazer, a bridge between the Lands and Nesting’s Haven, of the living and the dead. I have been given certain powers in order to keep the Lands safe.

      “One of my abilities is the power to enter into a Changer’s mind and see what they’re doing anywhere, at any time, but I cannot do it forever. It’s a skill that has kept me updated on what’s going on where you are.”

      “That’s vaguely creepy,” Allie said. “But what about this dragon you sent?”

      “Xiuh is my portal. Through him, I can speak, and see through his eyes.”

      “How long can you stay and talk to us like this?” Kennu asked.

       “Not very long. Even as a skygazer, my powers are limited.”

       “You didn’t mention Lilja, or Cornia or Lottie,” Ionan broke in for the first time. “What about them?”

      Midnightstar didn’t pause, though her words were soft. “Aunt Lottie’s still here, Ionan. My parents are gone.”

      “NO!” Ionan shouted, and his cry shook the very walls. “It can’t be true!”

      “My father died in battle defending those he loved. Mother couldn’t last long without him,” Midnightstar informed him sadly.

      Ionan dropped his head. “They were old wolves, besides. I am only glad Lilja died protecting that which he held most dear. It was the way he wanted to leave this world.”  

      Xiuh’s eyes flickered a few times, changing from their otherworldly, glowing exterior to a pair of normal reptilian pupils.

      “I can’t hold the connection much longer,” Midnightstar said, and her voice was a combination of hers and the dragon’s. “I have to go. But if you ever need to contact me, Xiuh will be able to reach me.”

      “Stay safe then,” Kennu said. The glowing in Xiuh’s eyes died until they were staring at a completely normal dragon again.

      “Do you believe me now?” Xiuh said, shaking his head. He appeared sick.

      “Yeah, sure,” Allie said grumpily.

      Are you going to be alright? Angel asked, and Kennu spoke the question aloud for her.

      “I’ll be fine,” Xiuh groaned. “Having Midnightstar speak through me from such a long distance takes its toll on me, but I’m happy to do it. Excuse me. I have to go lie down.”

      Sweeping out of the room quickly, Xiuh exited, to find a quiet spot somewhere to sleep.

      Ionan, now in a dampened mood, said, “We can’t waste any more time in rescuing Ana and Maekrel. I would use Midnightstar’s powers to find where they are and break them out, but it appears she’s at the extent of them for now. Our only option is to save them ourselves.”

      “Breaking into Azazael is like trying to find a way into solid rock.” Keota argued. “Ionan, we’ve been there. It’s impenetrable.”

      “We must find a way!” Ionan roared. “I will not let my brother and your sister be turned into slaves! You, I and Sunset will go.”

      “The three of you isn’t going to cut it,” Soran said. “Let me, Vivi, and our Changers come along. We can handle it.”

      “I cannot allow that. Teenagers, attempting to break into Azazael? It’s too dangerous. I’ll send others,” Ionan protested.

      “There isn’t anyone else you can ask,” Soran added. “Southwild has no more soldiers to give. This crew here is the best you’ve got.”

      Ionan seethed. “Very well.”

      “I want to help too,” Lyrica said, walking to the middle of the room and raising her chin. “It’s my job as the new Great One.”

      “Lyrica, your father would never let you come with us even if we thought that was okay,” Kia said gently. “You haven’t discovered your powers yet.”

      “Daddy isn’t here,” Lyrica said, eyes welling with tears. “I know I can do this.”

      “The answer is no!” Ionan said, shouting louder than he intended. Lyrica shrunk down against his voice, and he said, “It is bad enough Soran and Vivienna are coming along, but they’re legally adults! You’re only a little child! You must stay here, where it’s safe!”

      Lyrica’s lip was trembling. Kennu opened his mouth to defend her before Keota added, “You’re not going anywhere, Kennu. You’re staying here, too.”

      “That’s ridiculous!” Kennu started. “Allie and Angel are enough to…”

      “Allie and Angel are wonderful fighters, but they will waste all their time defending you,” Ionan rumbled in a snappish tone. “It is best you three stay behind.”

      Kennu shook his head. “Whatever. Come on guys. Let’s go.”

      Allie carried Kennu out of the room, with Mirabelle and Lyrica toting behind and Angel bringing up the rear. At the last minute, Reagan hitched up her skirts and ran after them.

      When Kennu got to his room, he slid off of Allie’s back and let out an enraged scream, punching his dresser. Lyrica winced at the reaction.

      “Ow!” he shouted, cradling his hand with his wrist. He’d bruised his knuckles while hitting the wood. “Dammit!”

      “That’s what you get for being stupid,” Reagan said, sitting on his bed and crossing her ankles. “Everyone knows you can’t throw a good punch.”

      “I know I can’t fight, okay?” Kennu shouted. “That’s why I have to stay behind!”

      Kennu, calm down, Angel said, pushing him onto the bed beside Reagan. We can figure this out.

      “Any ideas?” Kennu asked, crossing his arms. “Because I sure as hell don’t have any.”

      “Angel’s right. I’m not willing to sit here while Ana and Maekrel are being tortured somewhere,” Allie said, gazing out the balcony with a stubborn expression.

      “Um, hello? They’re in a war camp!” Reagan said. “You’d have to be crazy to break them out. I’m sure Ionan and the others can handle it.”

      Maybe Reagan’s right. Ionan, Sunset and Keota are good fighters, and it’s not like Soran and Zorna don’t know how to defend themselves, Angel said. Plus, with Vivi’s magic, they’ll be practically unstoppable.

      When Kennu voiced her opinion aloud Lyrica stepped forward, twisting her toe back and forth. “I just think we should go because I want to test out my powers,” she said quietly. “Maybe if I’m in a dangerous situation, they’ll be forced to come out.”

      “That’s not going to work,” Kennu said, shaking his head. “If I’m not going, you’re definitely not going. Just accept it, okay?”

      Lyrica glared at Kennu, and the young prince turned away to avoid her gaze. Allie jumped on the bed, changing into a lynx and adding, “I don’t like it, but I guess we should sit this one out. It’s not like we have a choice.”

      “I know you’re only staying behind because of me, Al,” Kennu said quietly. “You don’t have to pretend like you’re not.” 

      Mirabelle nudged Lyrica from behind, snaking her way underneath her Accompany’s arm. Lyrica looked at her. Mirabelle glanced towards the open balcony, where the sun was setting quickly. An expression of understanding flooded the fairy’s eyes, and she nodded once.

      When Kennu wasn’t looking, the two girls snuck out of his bedroom and out of sight.

      “It’s not just that, Kennu,” Allie said in an airy, fake tone. “I don’t have to fight all the time.”

      “Don’t even. Fighting’s all you know. I’m just useless.”

      “You’re not useless.”

      Reagan glanced around the room and noticed that the two girls were gone. Getting up from the bed, she strode toward the door.

      “Where are you going?” Kennu asked, sitting up.

      “It doesn’t matter,” she said, waving a hand at him. “I’ll be back.”

      “Where do you have to go now?” he asked.

      She was gone before she gave an answer. Giving a dramatic sigh, Kennu flopped back down on the bed. “Nobody listens to me, do they?”

      Angel cooed in response.
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      Cameliyon lay spread amongst a mass of embroidered pillows and fine silks, her thin body sinking into the luxurious bed that was the focal point of the elaborate room. A veil of soft lace fell around the four posters, shielding her from view. A crown of gold and rubies nested neatly upon her pink hair, glittering in what little light managed to pass through the narrow windows beside her.

      Her room was located in the north wing of Wyntier’s vast castle. She had a writing desk in one corner, piled with quills and fresh parchment, but it was vastly untouched.

      Cameliyon was desperately trying to figure out what had happened to her. She used to love writing. At one point, she had composed and read poetry every day. Its meaning to her was as dear as the sun. Now she couldn’t remember the last time she’d written a poem. She’d simply lost all interest in her old hobby. Poetry, once her dearest love, no longer mattered to her.

      Pumpkin and Martin rested soundlessly on a pillow by one of the windows. They were thinner than they had been in the past, and the color seemingly drained from their fur. They were wrapped around one another as they rested inside their memories, as if they were afraid of separation. Both wore thin black collars with gold lettering, a spell that Nineva had made that would keep them from leaving the palace. If they took so much as a step off the grounds without the witch’s permission, they would be brutally shocked.

      Cameliyon had eagerly taken the collars. Though her Changers had come with her willingly, Cameliyon was still afraid they’d abandon her, and so would join the long list of those in her life that betrayed her. In Cameliyon’s mind, it was better to keep them as prisoners than to lose them forever.

      A large mirror stood in one corner, tall enough to reflect someone twice her height. Jammed into the golden frame on one side was a drawing of herself. She had found it in Kennu’s room, under his bed. Before she and Daren left Southwild she’d gone to Kennu’s room and had searched for something, anything, to remember him by. The beautiful drawing was perfect, and all she had. She hadn’t spoken to Kennu since they’d broken up, but despite their separation, she couldn’t pull his voice from her head.

      She pushed the lacy veil aside and strode across the room, the small silk slippers she wore whispering on the wooden floor. Her gown rustled, layers of rich yellow satin running against one another, reflecting in the light.

      She stopped before the mirror, examining the drawing and taking in her own reflection. She had changed since the day Kennu had made that drawing. The Cameliyon Kennu had captured had a sparkle to her eyes, and a bright smile. Her face was lovely, with a slight blush to her cheeks, pink hair falling in loose waves that framed her face.

      The girl in the mirror wasn’t the same at all. Her face was sunken, and the color of her cheeks had drained away into dark circles beneath both eyes. The bones in her face stood out sharply, as did the ones in the rest of her body. The sparkle that once danced behind her brightly colored eyes had gone dim, leaving a cold expression of hatred behind. Her pink hair had fallen flat and was dry and frizzled, despite the tight bun she wore it in. Her gown clung to her torso, showing an impossibly thin waste which thinned out into a mass of layers and bows.

      She wasn’t the girl Kennu had sketched so long ago. Back then she had believed every word that came from his mouth. She thought that life would get better if only she worked at it. She could recover from her godparents being kidnapped and her father being killed.

      Recover from killing her mother as a toddler with her own bare hands.

      Now she knew she’d been wrong. Kennu had been another liar in her life, as had everyone else he spent his time with. She didn’t need them anymore. She was a princess with the world at her fingertips. Wyntier was her father now... he was a king that could give her anything she desired.

      Wanting something to do, she gathered up her skirts in one hand to prevent them from dragging on the ground, opening the large wooden door. Her feet made little noise on the stones of the outer hallway as she moved toward the center of the castle. After passing by three other doors, she saw the one belonging to Daren’s room.

      It was slightly ajar, propped open with a stack of spell books he’d received from Nineva. She stared inside. His room was smaller than hers, mainly because she’d demanded the larger one and he had been too meek to argue back. He sat hunched over a desk, rolls of parchment sprawled out in front of him. There were books everywhere, stacked to immense heights and towering above the bed frame.

      Daren had changed, too. Physically, he looked the same as he had the day he left Southwild. The only difference was in the way he dressed. The beautifully made garments were fit for a prince, decorated with gold and silver threading upon a dark blue velvet. The crown upon his head was silver, adorned with a strange type of blue stone that Wyntier had chosen specifically for him.

      But despite his fine clothes, you could tell there was something wrong with Daren. The absence of his Changer had done did little to affect him physically, but his emotions were running wild. The smallest of comments would send him into a rage, one where he carelessly tossed out spells, not caring whom he harmed.

      Cameliyon slipped into the room and stood before the open door, watching him through her bloodshot eyes. He turned around and scowled. “What are you doing here, Cameliyon? I thought you didn’t want to see me.”

      “I told you I didn’t want to date you. There’s a difference,” Cameliyon said.

      “Okay.” Daren bent back over his scrolls, obviously ignoring her.

      Cameliyon sighed. Ever since she’d refused Daren’s requests to be his girlfriend, he’d treated her like she was a part of the furniture, ignoring her at best and taking out his frustration on her at worst. It was obvious he was only staying here to learn magic from Nineva, though his reason for leaving Southwild was because he was jealous of Soran and Kennu for taking all of Cameliyon’s attention.

      Cameliyon thought he was being terribly pathetic. She’d used him to break out of Southwild’s dungeons. What did he expect, she’d fall in love with him?

      “Let’s go do something,” Cameliyon said, leaning against the doorframe. “I’m bored.”

      “I can’t help that,” Daren said shortly. “I’m studying. It was your idea to come here in the first place. Don’t blame me if it’s not all you imagined.”

      Her eyes flashed. “There are a ton of girls around the castle, Daren. You’d make yourself look less miserable if you’d ask one of them out instead of pining after me all the time.”

      “Just leave,” Daren said, whipping around from his seat and glaring at her. “I don’t want you here.”

      “Why should I?” she questioned, walking farther into his room just to test him. “You aren’t the boss of me.”

      Daren clenched his fists, preparing to stand. Then he shook his head and sighed. “Please, Cameliyon. Just go.”

      He looked up at her, and she cringed. He was afraid of her. Nothing more than a coward. If it had been Kennu, she would’ve been the one trying to back away and end the anger.

      But Daren wasn’t Kennu. She didn’t say anything more, just stormed out of the room quickly. Cowardly people disgusted her. They were always hiding and looking to others to save them.

      “What did I ever do to him, anyway?” she asked herself. She rushed down the hallway at a quick pace, then descended down a flight of stairs that curved beautifully around an ivory pillar.

      The front hall was ornately decorated, piles of jewels collecting on the floor as if they were discarded trinkets, furs and tapestries hanging from the wall. A large, silver idol of Wyntier stood just below a large balcony. A golden Nineva stood beside him, her face upturned to look directly at his.

      Wyntier had promised that one day soon, Cameliyon’s idol would be there as well. She had asked for it to be made in ivory, so the clean white would make her appear as innocent as a newborn infant. Although work on such a statue had not yet begun, she still believed that it would be there one day. After all, why would Wyntier lie to her? He was a king, and got whatever he wanted. There was no reason to hide the truth when you controlled the world.

      She walked past the idols and headed straight toward the large double doors. She grabbed the carved handles and pulled roughly. The doors didn’t open, so she tried to push them instead. There was still no movement, but she heard the sound of the lock clicking faintly.

      She locked her eyes on a guard dressed in silver armor that was watching her carefully. “Open these doors, will you?” she ordered.

      “I’m not authorized to do that,” the guard replied reluctantly, eyeing her.

      “I don’t care,” Cameliyon snapped. “I’m the daughter of Wyntier! Open this door immediately!”

      “Only Wyntier and Nineva are allowed to exit the palace,” he told her, standing firm but dropping his gaze.

      “What? Who made this ridiculous rule?” Cameliyon snarled. “I demand to be let out!”

      “What’s all this commotion about?” Wyntier’s frustrated voice drifted into the gallery. He was wearing a large silver crown decorated with sapphires and amethysts, a black shirt made of silk covered by a dark blue, velvet cape.

      The anger in his voice melted into a sickly, sweet drawl when he saw her. “Ah, Cameliyon. What seems to be the problem?”

      “This stupid idiot won’t let me out!” Cameliyon placed both hands on her hips and glared at the guard.

      “Whatever could you need outside, child?” Wyntier took a few steps closer to her, smiling. “Everything you could ever want is right here.”

      “I haven’t seen the sun in days,” Cameliyon retorted. “I only want to go for a walk.”

      “You receive plenty of sunlight from the windows, dear,” Wyntier said. “You should stay indoors. It’s dangerous out there for a princess. Our enemies still wish to kill us.”

      “I can take care of myself,” Cameliyon sneered. “I was doing it long before I met you.”

      “Please, Cameliyon. I couldn’t bear to see you hurt.” Wyntier’s voice dripped with a sickly-sweet poison, and he placed a hand on Cameliyon’s shoulder. “Why don’t you head back up to your room?”

      Cameliyon shivered as he touched her. His hand was cold, but that wasn’t why his touch sent quivers rippling through her skin. She noticed how coolly pale his skin was, how the brown richness of his eyes matched his long hair, how soft his thin lips appeared to be. He was truly the handsomest man she’d ever seen.

      “Come along with me,” Wyntier said. He moved his hand downward, placing it on the small of her back firmly, his touch gliding along the skin her dress exposed at the back. “I’ll walk you back up to your room.”

      As Wyntier guided her up the steps, Cameliyon found her breath quickening as Wyntier’s touched drifted even lower. She clutched onto the banister to avoid from falling over, feeling faint as they reached her doorway.

      “Here we are.” Wyntier leaned downward and pressed his chilling, cold lips to her cheek gently. “Stay up here, lovely. We don’t want you to get into trouble.”

      His meaningful gaze swept her up and down as he left. Cameliyon fumbled with the doorknob, tripping into her room and falling upon an armoire, waking up her Changers.

      “What’s going on?” Martin asked, jerking his head up and blinking at her.

      If she heard him, she made no attempt to respond. Cameliyon clutched her hands to her middle nervously, trying to catch her breath. Her chest was still fluttering. Wyntier had adopted her, called her his daughter and taken her in as one of his own, but she didn’t feel the slightest bit guilty for letting her mind run away with fantasies. The only thought caressing her gently was the realization that when she gazed at Wyntier, she completely forgot about Kennu.

      The fairy didn’t exist anymore to her. Who was he, anyway? Kennu was weak, forgettable. Wyntier was a noble king, a god. He was someone worthy of her appreciation and worship. 

      Cameliyon let down her hair and shook it around, the frizzy pink curls turning into bright red, luscious locks. She immediately flung open her armoire and began grabbing dresses, tossing anything to the floor that would cover her body in the slightest way.

      From the bed, Pumpkin and Martin watched.

       

      Daren looked down at the masses of spell books before him and smiled. In the past few weeks he had found a peaceful serenity in the strange incantations, these dark words that were his refuge. He didn’t know what language the spells were written in, but he could speak every word of it with the fluency of someone born speaking it.

      Although… he had to admit… he was beginning to grow bored of rereading them over and over again. Daren wished for a challenge.

      He rose to his feet. He never left his quarters for any reason, except for his weekly training sessions with Nineva. Usually she would take him to the courtyard and they would throw spells back and forth. She’d teach him new techniques as his skills developed. He’d been excited at first, but Nineva was instructing him at an increasingly slow pace. It was obvious she was hardly interested in teaching him how to be a great warlock. He needed more.

      Daren was born different. He knew from the moment he entered Dinkleberry University he wasn’t like the other students. Daren never told anyone about his powers, not even Soran, fearing he’d be persecuted for using them if anyone ever found out. He’d always been able to do small things, like make puffs of smoke spin out of his hands, but he hadn’t been able to cast anything of use until he’d flown to Southwild and had located some misused, abandoned spell books in Ignus’ library.

      Daren wondered why they’d been there, as magic was obviously prohibited in Southwild, but the books were so dusty that Daren figured a warlock or witch must’ve left them there in a time before magic was outlawed, and they’d never been removed. As he practiced with them, Daren realized that he had something that most people didn’t. He understood that he wouldn’t have to be afraid of being tormented by bullies anymore. He didn’t have to worry about getting shoved into lockers or being teased relentlessly… now, people had a reason to be afraid of him, instead of it being the other way around.

      At night Daren would lock his door and practice the spells he already knew until the candle would burn all the way down to its holder. During the day he kept the door propped open, so he didn’t feel totally alone. But now, as he was swatting away at the remnants of smoke, he regretted the decision. Cameliyon pranced around the palace as if she owned the place, and he was quickly growing tired of her.

      But Daren knew she was a great deal stronger than he was, and Nineva would make sure he paid for it if he attempted to hurt the girl. She’d made that plainly clear. The blackened char marks around his room were proof of all the anger he’d had stored up in him because of the favoritism during the last few weeks.

      His temper was short now, and when he was angry, he lashed out the only way he knew how. The magic was too easy to tap into. All it took was a word and a flick of the wrist for dark flames to shoot across the room and into everything in its path.

      “But I need a new arsenal,” he muttered, placing a hand under his chin. “Something more to really terrify them.”

      He stared at the massive piles of books around him. They all had something to offer, but they couldn’t give him the grand power he wanted. There were books on healing, flying and everything you could imagine, save for spells that could hurt people.

      But he knew where he could get the spells he wanted. Nineva had a private library full of them that she kept to herself. All he had to do was get in.

      “That can’t be too hard, can it?” he asked himself. He shrugged and headed out. Daren walked slowly, pressing a notch in the wall so a portrait opened like a door. He stepped through, closing the portrait behind him. He was met with a mass of dark hallways, the walls bare, undecorated stone. Wyntier only spent time and money on the halls that everyone would see, and very few would ever receive the privilege of roaming these secret passageways.

      Cameliyon didn’t know these halls existed. Daren was only aware of them because Nineva insisted on showing him. This was her favorite way to travel, running through the shadows secretly to pop out of nowhere, surprising those she met with death or fright. Royals and lords who lived in the castle feared her, as she could arrive anywhere at any moment, and because she was queen she wouldn’t face a trial if she killed someone just because she was in a bad mood.  

      It was dark back here, but his eyes adjusted quickly and he needed no candle to move down the hall. He went down several flights of stairs within the hidden passageway until he was underneath the palace, entering the catacombs. It was a great deal colder down here than it was everywhere else. He began to shiver.

      “I just have to find that door,” he muttered. There were several on either side of him, but he was looking for the one with a lock.

      He had been down in this section of the palace only once before, when Nineva had first showed him the hidden library. She had given him a stack of books and then sent him to his room. He hadn’t been allowed to enter the library, just stand outside until she returned with the books she wanted him to read. Abruptly, he turned a corner and there it was.

      The door was ashen black, with strings of pearls traveling over it in no particular pattern. Huge metal chains crisscrossed over the surface, and a gigantic lock held them together in the center. Daren reached out and touched the chain. He knew he wasn’t supposed to be here alone.

      Fear struck him. What if Nineva was already in the library? She wouldn’t be happy if she saw him trying to break in. She might even lose her temper and try to kill him. Wyntier wouldn’t be mad. He only wanted Cameliyon. It was no matter to the king if Daren lived or died.

      Daren pushed these thoughts away. His desire for power was greater than his fear of Nineva.

      “I’ll just take a second,” he told himself. He waved his hand, and a dark key materialized in midair, falling into the middle of his hand. He put the key inside the lock and the heavy iron fell off the chains effortlessly, landing on the stone floor with a loud clang.

      “Too easy.” Daren pushed the door open and lit a torch on the wall with his dark fire, peering around. He was alone.
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      When Kennu woke up the next morning, he felt like he hadn’t slept. He was nauseated, his stomach twisting in knots. There was a tingling sensation all over his body and saliva collected in his mouth.

      Kennu, what’s wrong? Angel asked, padding up to him as a white fox from her place on the corner of the bed.

      “I can tell a seizure is coming,” he said, grimacing into his pillow. “I don’t think I can get up.”

      Allie the lynx was staring at him from her side of the bed, blinking calmly. He’d just had a seizure last night, and the fairy felt he couldn’t stand having yet another one this morning. Kennu tried taking even breaths, and the tingling sensation passed.

      He slowly got out of bed. Allie leapt to the floor, transforming into a griffin.

      “Lean against me,” she said. “I’ll help you get dressed.”

      It took him forever to put on a pair of long trousers, his boots and a green tunic. He had trouble fastening his belt around his waist. Angel did it for him, humming patiently as she did so.

      “I can’t even dress myself anymore.” Kennu looked down at his dingy boots, frowning.

      “It doesn’t matter what you can and cannot do,” Allie said bluntly. “What matters is you’re here with us.”

      Get on my back, Angel said. She changed into a white griffin, paralleling her sister.

      “I don’t want to ride. I want to walk.”

      Kennu progressed towards his door at a snail’s pace, pushing it open. He found Soran leaning against the wall watching various Changers and Accompanies run throughout the halls, obviously in a very big hurry.

      “What’s going on?” Kennu asked, his head turning from side to side.

      “Mirabelle and Lyrica have gone missing,” Soran told him. “I’ve been waiting outside to tell you. We can’t find them anywhere.”

      “Why didn’t you come tell me right away?” Kennu hissed, furious.

      “You need your rest,” Soran said firmly.

      “My cousin is missing! I need to be out there looking for her!” Kennu said indignantly.

      “I care about her too,” Soran said, grasping his arm firmly. “We’re going to find her, Kennu. We just have to figure out where she went. Two little girls couldn’t have gotten far.”

      Kennu tried to clamber on Angel’s back unsuccessfully. When he couldn’t, Allie helped him up and the two griffins ran throughout the palace, Soran trailing behind.

      When the boys had scaled the whole building they stood on the bridge beside Southwild’s massive indoor waterfall, unsure of what to do.

      “This is crazy. Why would they leave without telling someone where they went?” Soran asked.

      Kennu smacked himself in the head as something struck him. “I know where they’ve gone,” he said, dread filling up his voice. “They’ve gone to save Ana and Maekrel.”

      “What? From Azazael?” Soran gasped. “No. There’s no way they’d go there.”

      “Lyrica was talking about it last night. She’s trying to be the Great One and save the day,” Kennu said. He asked Angel to turn around, and she started carrying him up the steps. “There’s someone who might have gone after them, but…”

      Allie beat them all to it. “Reagan’s gone, too,” Allie said, breathless as they charged into the human girl’s bedroom. “I’m betting she tried convincing the girls to stay behind, and when she couldn’t she went with them to try and protect them.”

      “Why would Reagan do that?” Kennu asked, astounded. “She only thinks of herself.”

      “You don’t know that bitch like I do,” Allie informed him with a nod. “She cares a lot more then she lets on.”

      “Guys, we have to be sure about this,” Soran said. “If we’re going to bring this to Ignus we have to have some sort of proof.”

      Just at that moment Zorna came flying over the banister in Reagan’s room, carrying an Accompany in his griffin talons. He threw the Accompany onto Reagan’s bed and transformed into a phoenix, hovering over him threateningly.

      “I caught this one trying to sneak out,” Zorna said, looking at Soran. He was carrying something else in his claws, though it was indistinguishable in his grasp.

      “Why didn’t you go to Ignus?” Kennu asked, watching the Accompany shuffle backwards on the bed, terrified.

      “Soran first. Then Ignus.”

      The phoenix hovered closer to his Accompany. Soran took a step forward, looking the stranger in the eye. “Why were you trying to sneak out? I’ve never seen you here before.”

      “There are thousands of Accompanies in Southwild,” the stranger sneered. “I wasn’t sneaking anywhere.”

      “Is that why you were carrying this?” Zorna asked. He threw what he’d been carrying onto the floor. It was a dagger, dark blue in color. It had a long, purple insignia of a thin icicle upon the hilt. “It’s got Wyntier’s mark.”

      “I found it on one of the soldiers,” the Accompany said quickly. “I wanted to keep it.”

      “You’re a liar,” Soran snarled. He grasped the man by the throat, tightening his grip. “You’re one of his spies, aren’t you?”

      Soran! Angel gasped. We don’t know anything about this Accompany! Kennu, tell him to stop!

      “Soran, be careful,” Kennu warned. Soran ignored him.

      Zorna fell to the floor, becoming a griffin. He placed a foot on the Accompany, holding him to the bed while taking an arm in his beak.

      “Tell us where they went,” Soran threatened. “Or I’ll tell my Changer to bite your arm in two.”

      “I don’t know who you’re talking about,” the Accompany hissed, but Zorna clamped down on the limb, drawing blood.

      “Had enough?” Soran asked. Zorna bit harder, and the Accompany screamed in pain. His blood flowed freely through the fabric of his shirt, pooling onto the bed.

      Kennu, do something! This is madness! Angel cried. Neither Kennu nor Allie made a move, only stared.

      “All right!” the Accompany cried just as they heard the cracking of bone underneath Zorna’s beak. “I’ll tell you the truth! Just please, don’t hurt me!”

      “Who are you?” Soran snarled, grasping the Accompany’s bloody arm. He squeezed hard, and more blood gushed forth. “Why are you here?”

      “Wyntier made some of us stay behind to spy on Southwild! I was supposed to kidnap Ionan’s daughter, but she did the work for me!” The Accompany gasped in pain. “She left, along with her Accompany and a human girl. I watched them go, and my Changer left to alert the others so they could prepare to catch her when she arrived. Let me go, let me go!”

      “You’re not going anywhere,” Soran snarled. He pulled his hand off the Accompany, which was filthy with blood, and bunched it into a fist. He slugged the Accompany across the face, knocking him out.

      Zorna released his hold. Soran turned to look at the stunned expressions of his companions.

      “We’re going to need him later,” he said. “For more questioning.”

      Kennu looked away. “Let’s just take him to Ignus.”

       

      Ignus was stunned when Soran tossed the Accompany’s unconscious body in front of him minutes later in the courtroom. Ionan, Sunset, Kia and Keota were at his side, and were staring at the drying blood on Soran’s hand.

      “Call a rescue party. Reagan, Lyrica and Mirabelle went to Azazael,” Soran said.

      Sunset’s eyes contracted. “No. Not my baby.”

      “Don’t worry my love, we’ll find her,” Ionan said, caressing her cheek with his head. “How do you know, Soran?”

      Soran looked at the Accompany with the twisted and mangled arm, emotion blank from his face. “It doesn’t matter.”

      Kia gasped. Keota placed a hand on her shoulder and said, “Soran, are you completely sure? He could’ve been feeding you lies.”

      “I don’t think he was,” Kennu broke in. “We figured Mirabelle and Lyrica ran away before we found the spy. He just confirmed our fears.”

      “That means there are more of them in the palace,” Ignus mumbled. “This bodes ill for Southwild.”

      Ignus looked to two Accompanies flanking the room. “Take this spy to the dungeons. And make sure this one doesn’t leave.”

      “But why would the girls go to Azazael?” Ionan asked as the guards obeyed Ignus’ orders, dragging the bloody spy out of the room. “This makes no sense.”

      “Lyrica wants to prove herself,” Kennu said. “She thinks if she saves Ana and Maekrel, she’ll be able to become the Great One and stop the war.”

      “Oh no.” Ionan dropped his head. “Why was I so hard on them? I should’ve been gentler. I’ve chased them out myself.”

      “It’s not your fault, Ionan.” Keota laid a hand on the dragon’s side. “We’ll just have to leave earlier than we intended. Maybe if we head out now, we can still catch them before they reach Azazael.”

      “What about Casiff?” Kia asked, looking up at her husband.

      “Keep him preoccupied until we get back,” Keota said. “We can’t tell him Lyrica’s gone. He’s already half-mad from losing Vixen. He’ll only slow us up.”

      Keota climbed aboard Ionan. Zorna transformed into a Pegasus and Soran got on his back, turning the other way. “We need to get Vivi and Melodi. There’s no time to waste,” Soran said.

      “Soran.” Kennu reached out and grabbed his cousin’s arm. The boy looked at him, and Kennu recoiled at his harsh gaze. “You have to keep a level head out there. If you don’t, you could get killed.”

      “I know what I have to do,” Soran said coldly. “You don’t need to tell me.”

      “Soran, this is important! Can’t you see you’re becoming just like your father?” Kennu whispered.

      “I am nothing like him!” Soran snapped, his temper erupting. “I did what I had to in order to find Lyrica and Mirabelle! Don’t act like you wouldn’t have done the same thing!”

      Soran tapped his heels to Zorna’s sides, and the Pegasus took off in a run. Kennu, Angel and Allie watched them gallop out of the courtroom, sending the doors swinging.

      Tilting her head, Angel asked, Do you really think Soran is becoming like Wyntier?

      “Let’s hope not, because if he is, what’s the point in fighting this war in the first place?” Allie noted.

      Kennu said nothing. There was a part of the prophecy he purposely hadn’t brought up to the others during their meeting. It was an unspoken sentence that threatened to divide all of them. The cruel man’s son will call, and then betray you all. He hadn’t forgotten the words, and he was sure none of the others had, either. Kennu knew Soran was destined to turn his back on them.

      He only wished with all his heart that the prophecy wasn’t right. Soran had a temper, but he was kindhearted, and full of compassion. His cousin had stated again and again that he would rather die than become a monster like his father. If this war could make Soran change, what hope was there for the rest of them?

      

      Reagan did her best to put on a brave face as five heavily armed, hulking guards maneuvered her through the small catacombs. The hallways in Azazael were far underneath the earth, composed of nothing bu grey stone and iron bars, lit only by dim torches. Lyrica and Mirabelle were behind her, tightly pressed against each other and looking terrified.

      She’d caught the girls leaving during the middle of the night. She tried to convince them to stay, but they stubbornly insisted this was something they had to do. Reagan had badgered them into taking her along, as Mirabelle was big enough now to carry two people. She’d attempted to manipulate the girls into turning around, but by the time she did, an army of Changers assaulted them in the sky. The Changers had captured them, and brought them here.

      Reagan figured their enemies must’ve known they were coming to surprise them like that. There was no other explanation.

      She’d heard Azazael was a terrible place, but this was something out of a nightmare. The cells had a reeking, foul odor that swamped her nose, and a mass of moss and fungi was growing from the cracks in the wet stone. The only light that brimmed in the cells came from small candles on the floor, burning the last of their wicks. Where there wasn’t water, there were puddles of dark and metallic blood, oozing from the captives held here.

      Reagan glanced out the corner of her eye at the prisoners. She couldn’t get a good look at them, but most were losing fur or hair, covered in sores, and smelling of disease. Reagan wondered how long she and the girls would last.

      The guard opened a cell and roughly pushed Reagan inside. She fell on the floor and landed in a murky puddle. Mirabelle and Lyrica stumbled in after her, and the door to the cell clanked shut with a creaking, ominous sound.

      “How are we going to live?” Mirabelle broke the silence, her claws clacking on the bare stone. “There’s no sunlight down here, and if this is a prison for Changers and Accompanies, they’re certainly not bringing us food.”

      Reagan gulped. She hadn’t considered the possibility that she and Lyrica would starve before they’d be rescued. “I don’t know.”

      She expected prisons to be silent, but Azazael was loud. The anguished moans of Changers and Accompanies as they died around her created a haunted, dim chorus.

      Lyrica was crying. Reagan got out of the puddle and hugged the girl, swallowing her own tears and trying to be brave. “Don’t cry, Lyrica. We’ll figure out a way to escape.”

      “No one escapes from Azazael,” Lyrica said, whimpering. “People die here.”

      “Well, they haven’t met us yet, have they?” Reagan forced a smile, though she knew Lyrica couldn’t see it in the dark.

      “Papa will come get us, Lyrica,” Mirabelle said, and Reagan was surprised at the Changer’s courage. “I know he will. He’s probably outside already, trying to figure out a way in. It’ll be all right.”

      Lyrica sniffed. “If I had my powers we could get out on our own.”

      “Maybe you’ll get them soon,” Reagan said, not knowing what else to say. “Let’s just calm down. We’ll be okay. I promise.”

      Lyrica pulled away from Reagan and instead leaned on Mirabelle. “I’ll be okay, as long as Mirabelle doesn’t leave my sight.”

      “You too, Lyrica.” Mirabelle began to hum a soft, sweet tune. The girls crawled to the driest corner of their cell and huddled together, taking comfort in the Changer’s beautiful voice against the symphony of tortured cries around them.

      Several hours trickled slowly by, the passage of time marked by the water dripping from the ceiling to a puddle collecting at their feet. Reagan couldn’t tell whether it was day or night. Nothing changed down here. As the minutes ticked by, the prisoners became more anxious, shifting and groaning against their bars, fear overwhelming the stocks until Reagan felt herself nearly be suffocated by it.

      “I can’t go back out there again. My hands are worked to the bone! I can’t do this!” a prisoner cried out, his voice echoing throughout the block.

      “Hush, you fool,” someone whispered from another cell. “They’re coming.”

      The cell door opened. A guard waved a torch in Reagan’s face as he screamed, “Get up, get up!”

      “Where are we going?” Reagan asked, clutching Lyrica to her. The small girl had woken up, and looked scared when the guard yelled. Mirabelle gave a warning growl.

      “Let’s go!” The guard grabbed Reagan, pulling her by the hair out of the cell. Not wanting to attract anymore attention, Reagan clawed her way free and grabbed Mirabelle as they, along with the other prisoners, were herded out of Azazael’s dungeons.

      When the doors to the outside world opened Reagan cast a hand over her face, the light blinding her, a stark contrast against the dark. As her eyes adjusted to the brightness of Nesting’s Haven she saw hundreds of Changers and Accompanies laboring away on what looked like tall statues. Some prisoners used picks to tap away at the idols, while others worked on making bricks with mud or straw, hauling large stones from one place to the other. There were no prison uniforms. The Accompanies simply worked with the tattered, filthy clothes they had on, eyes avoiding the gaze of the guards.

      “You’re coming with me.” A guard pointed at Mirabelle and the dragon hissed, exposing her long fangs. The guard reached for his sword, but Lyrica jumped in front of her Changer.

      “No! Mirabelle, go with him.” Lyrica’s eyes were pleading, and the young dragon reluctantly left her Accompany’s side. Lyrica and Reagan watched as Mirabelle was loaded with heavy stones. She was forced to carry them to the other side of the prison yard, where large Accompanies were breaking them with hammers.

      “You two. Over here.” The guard grabbed Lyrica and Reagan by the back of the neck, leading them to a grouping of washbasins filled with dirty water. The underclothes of guards were laying on the sand. He pointed to them.

      The girls didn’t need to be told what to do. They obediently started washing the clothes along with the other prisoners gathered around them. Reagan wrinkled her nose at the black, filthy water, but she forced herself to put her hands inside of it and begin working anyway.

      Soon, Reagan was glad for the water. Nesting’s Haven was hot, and without shelter from the sun she and Lyrica quickly began to wilt under its intense glare. An Accompany at Reagan’s side fainted later on in the day from heatstroke. The guards didn’t do anything, just let her lie there as the labor of her companions continued.

      “Maybe we can find Ana and Maekrel,” Lyrica whispered as they worked, looking down at her raw hands. They were already beginning to wear from washing the clothes.

      “What do they look like?” Reagan hushed back.

      “Ana’s really tall, with black hair. Maekrel’s a human, like you, golden hair like his eyes.”

      That could be anyone in this place. No one was distinguishable under the dirt and grime of the prison. Reagan kept an eye out, but she didn’t see anyone with those features in the prison yard.

      Reagan’s throat grew parched and raw. The water that she’d found so disgusting before only looked appealing. When the guard wasn’t looking, Reagan dipped her head and lapped at the water, desperate for a drink. She ignored the soap buds and wretched taste from the dirty underclothes in her basin. She needed water, and she knew she wasn’t going to get it anywhere else inside the prison.

      “What are you doing?” Lyrica asked, parched. She was just as thirsty as Reagan was.

      “Drink it, quick,” Reagan said, wiping her mouth. “Before the guards see.”

      Lyrica made a face, then dunked her head down to sip at the water in her basin. As she drew her head back up she started coughing, turning green from the contaminated water.

      “You’re okay, girl,” Reagan whispered to her, pressing a shoulder against her to get the fairy to contain her nausea. “Keep it down. You need it.”

      “That was disgusting. Do you think they’ll let us eat soon?” Lyrica whispered, looking like she was going to throw up.

      “I don’t know.”

      Reagan did, though. She just didn’t want to give Lyrica the answer.

      The sun began to dive into the sky. When it was dark the guards barked at them to return to their cells. Reagan and Lyrica followed the soldier who had taken them out of their cell earlier, keeping their eyes down. They hadn’t been given any food, or clean water. Reagan’s stomach rumbled.

      The cool cell was a haven compared to the swelter of the prison yard. When they were shoved inside once again Mirabelle was already there, spread across the ground and panting. Several long cuts laced across her scales, cracked from the heat and marred with sand.

      “Mirabelle!” Lyrica crawled to her Changer, putting the dragon’s head on her lap. “What did they do to you?”

      Mirabelle was crying. Large tears leaked out from under her lids as she said, “I couldn’t carry the large bricks anymore. They were too heavy. When I fell down they took a whip and beat me. I fell under the heat of the sun, and they carried me back here.”

      “Oh, Mirabelle.” Lyrica put her head against her Changer’s and started crying with her. Reagan looked at the gashes on Mirabelle’s back, but there was nothing she could do without supplies.

      Reagan cleared her throat and moved closer to the two girls. “Hey guys, none of that,” she said, struggling to keep a cheery voice. “You need to keep your strength up in a place like this.”

      “How can we do that?” Lyrica screamed, and Mirabelle sobbed louder. “How can we be strong when they do this to us?”

      Reagan’s lip wobbled as she watched the two girls cry. She was seconds from breaking down herself. But she knew she had to be a role model for these girls, because if she wasn’t, they were as good as dead down here.

      She grew up in Detroit. She’d seen plenty of tough times back in the slums of the inner city. Time to put that experience to work.

      Reagan thought hard. What could possibly take the girls’ minds off of this hell hole? She thought of Mirabelle’s humming last night, and it clicked. Mirabelle and Lyrica could sing anywhere, even in a place as awful as this.

      “Mirabelle,” Reagan said gently, scooting near the dragon. “Why don’t you sing a song? It might make you feel better.”

      “I don’t think I can,” Mirabelle whispered. “It hurts too much.”

      “Yes, you can. I know you can,” Reagan said firmly.

      “She doesn’t want to sing, Reagan. Leave her alone,” Lyrica snapped, clutching her Changer.

      “Listen, these guards can take everything from us, do whatever they want to us,” Reagan said, grasping Lyrica’s shoulder. “But they can’t make you stop singing. Not ever. So why don’t you show them what’s up?”

      Lyrica blinked. The fairy didn’t make a sound, but slowly, Mirabelle raised her head. In a wavering voice still full of tears, the dragon began to whimper,

      
        
        “The road is long and broken

        frail hearts beat a restful song

        every raindrop tells your story

        in every patient sunrise you belong…”

      

      

      A rock clattered to the floor somewhere nearby. Mirabelle hesitated for a minute, then continued, her voice growing stronger.

      
        
        “Much anger stems from impatience

        but you’re in every nation

        I’ve gained ten times what I have lost

        through your love and my own devastation…”

      

      

      Lyrica gave a tiny smile. Mirabelle paused her song, listening.

       “Hey girlie, don’t stop,” someone encouraged from a few cells down, their voice echoing down the hallway.

      “Yeah, your voice brings light to this pitiful place!” a Changer shouted out. “Please, sing some more!”

      Mirabelle beamed. She took a deep breath, her voice growing louder with each word. Lyrica joined in, the voices of the two girls ringing throughout the misery of Azazael.

      
        
        “Because we’re the Creator’s soldiers

        warriors of a kind

        we pursue the hope

        that our fallen have left behind…”

      

      

      “That’s it,” Reagan said, a small bout of joy growing inside her. The two girls kept on singing, and the voices of their cellmates joined in, creating a soft, gentle song whispered along the harsh bars and rotting stone.

      Reagan made a promise to herself. She knew they would die down here. But until they did, she’d keep these girls going. After everything horrible she’d done to other girls in her life, Reagan felt she needed to.

      

      The library was massive and cavernous. Each wall was covered with thousands upon thousands of books, stacked on bookcases that towered up to the high ceiling.

      In the center of the library was a single table, a chair sitting next to it.  Nineva had sparsely decorated it because she believed no one would be here except her.

      He scanned the shelves with a small ball of light he held in his hand. The books didn’t seem to be organized in a Daren could identify. He wandered about aimlessly, reading titles in languages he’d never heard of. 

      “How do I know which ones I want?” he questioned, spinning in a circle and trying to take everything in. “There’s too many here.” 

      “You’re a fool, Daren.”

      Daren jumped at the sound of the queen’s voice. Nineva was standing in the entranceway, black fire brimming from her fingertips. Daren felt his heart leap into his throat. Nineva had caught him.

      “I’m sorry,” he sputtered, falling to his knees and cowering before her. “I finished my books and was looking for something else. You were asleep. I didn’t want to wake you.”

      Nineva scoffed at the pathetic excuse. She slowly trailed inside, the expression on her face unreadable. “So you snuck down here and broke my lock?” She circled him, the fire growing larger in her hands. “What are you looking for? This is my library, not yours.” 

      Daren dropped his head to get away from her gaze. He knew it would be foolish to lie to Nineva. She’d only punish him more. “Something violent and painful.”

      “A torture spell?” Nineva questioned. “You aren’t anywhere near strong enough to handle something like that.”

      She pulled a book off the shelf and caressed it gently, opening it slightly. “Take another beginner’s book. Build your strength. If you get in control of your magic maybe I will give you something stronger.”

      Daren’s mouth was dry as he got to his feet. He couldn’t believe she hadn’t killed him yet. “I just thought that maybe I could be a better warlock if I had something with more power behind it.” 

      “You’re not ready,” she snapped, shutting the book. “Go back upstairs and take this one with you.”

      She shoved the thick book into his hands and he scowled. The words Healing for Beginners were etched in silver lettering upon it.

      “I already have a book about healing,” he protested. “I have four, to be exact. This is useless to me.” 

      “Well then, don’t take it.” Nineva grabbed the book, wrenched it out of his hands and tossed it carelessly to the floor. It landed with a loud CLAP. “Either way, you need to get out of my library.” Nineva clenched her fists, and the fire grew larger. 

      Daren turned to leave, knowing he had no chance against his teacher. But as he moved toward the door, a thought struck him. He had always been bossed around, first by his parents, then by bullies at school, and then Cameliyon. He wasn’t about to give another person that power over him. 

      “I won’t leave without what I came for.” He turned and locked eyes with Nineva, a dark spell of his own budding in his palm. “I came for something evil, and you’re going to give it to me.” 

      Nineva narrowed her eyes, watching him carefully. “You can’t possibly think you have any kind of power over me. You’re just a kid.” 

      “NO!” Daren shouted. “I’m not just a kid anymore, I’m a master of the black arts!” 

      Daren cast a ball of dark flame, sending it shooting across the room straight towards Nineva’s chest. Long before it reached her it sputtered into nothing but smoke. 

      Nineva stood before him, shaking her head. “You don’t have any true power, Daren. You’re too weak.”

      Nineva paused, and then pulled two books off the shelf behind her. “But here. Take these. They should quench your sudden thirst.” 

      “You’re giving them to me?” Daren looked at the black books in her hand. They were encased in black leather, and had inscriptions on them Daren couldn’t understand. “Just like that?” 

      Nineva laughed cruelly. “You don’t know your boundaries, Daren, and I find it more entertaining to make you discover them yourself than to try and hide them from you. Magic can kill you if you use it before you’re ready. If you’re willing to take that risk, I find it too meddlesome to stop you.”

      She turned and caressed her fingertips over the spines of books, looking for something. “Now leave. Before I change my mind, and make you suffer the consequences.” 

      Daren chewed her words over in his mind for a moment. “I don’t have boundaries,” he said confidently, walking out the door. He closed it behind him, leaving the locks where they hung.

      “I’ll show her,” he whispered to himself. “I have more power than she thinks.” 

      

      Cameliyon gazed at herself in the mirror, tucking a lock of hair behind her ear nervously. She’d transformed her red hair so it fell past her waist, and made her eyes dark with long, thick lashes. The velvet dress she wore wrapped tightly around her hips and cascaded down her long legs, while a tight corset pushed up her breasts. Makeup dotted her cheeks and lips.

      She felt radiant, but is that how he would see her? Would he even notice her? He was married to Nineva, after all, who was absolutely gorgeous. Even with her powers of transformation, Cameliyon felt she could never measure up to the dark beauty of the witch.

      Cameliyon gritted her hands into fists, cutting her palms with her new, long nails. She couldn’t doubt herself. Not now.

      “Cameliyon… what are you doing?” Martin padded up to her, wriggling his nose. The ferret’s head bobbed up and down as he observed his Accompany’s attire. “Why are you dressed like that?”

      “It’s none of your business,” Cameliyon snapped.

      “It is our business. You’re our Accompany.” Pumpkin took her brother’s side, lashing her fluffy tail back and forth. “We’re supposed to protect you from making irrational decisions. And this is the worst decision you could possibly make.”

      “I don’t take orders from you!” Cameliyon said angrily. “Why don’t you get out of my face?”

      She strode to her window and unlatched it, pointing to the outside world. Martin and Pumpkin both transformed into tiny birds, hopping onto the windowsill.

      “Gladly,” Martin muttered under his breath, spreading his wings.

      Cameliyon didn’t watch them leave. She only continued brushing her long, silken hair with a silver comb, gazing at her reflection vainly.

      “He wants me,” she told herself. “I’ll make him want me.”

      There were footsteps echoing across the hall. Daren was probably out there being creepy. Her door creaked open slightly and she stiffened, slapping the comb back on her desk. “Get out of here, Daren. No one wants you around.”

      “I’m not Daren, child.” Wynter’s beautifully framed face came into view as he pushed the door open. Cameliyon’s heart thumped quickly, spurring her upward as her body screamed its needs. Before, she would’ve never dared to go after the king. Now, lust was pushing away any sense of caution.

      “What would a king be doing here?” she said, daring to tease him as she moved closer. She risked putting a hand on his chest. To her immense shock, he didn’t pull away. 

      “What a king always does,” he responded lowly. “Getting exactly what he wants, when he wants it.”

      Cameliyon giggled nervously as Wyntier’s hand entwined in her hair, yanking her head back. His hold was firm, tight.

      “And what is it, my lord, that you want?” she whispered, the words escaping from her lips like a plea.

      “You.” Wyntier leaned down and kissed her with a power that terrified her, yet excited her at the same time. His tongue invaded her mouth, his grip rough and demanding upon her. Cameliyon found she couldn’t pull away. Wyntier was inescapable, and she liked it.

      He shoved her onto the bed, striding her hips and grabbing both of her wrists, forcing them above her head and pinning her to the mattress.

      “I can’t promise this won’t hurt,” Wyntier said, and his lips ran along her neck as he kissed her, teeth biting harshly at her ear and drawing blood. “I’m not gentle with those I take.”

      “Do what you want with me, my king,” Cameliyon gasped. “I’m all yours.”

      Wyntier’s hand encompassed her neck, squeezing the air from her lungs as he kissed her. Cameliyon lost herself in fantasies. Her wish had come true. 
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      “That’s it?” Sunset asked, her eyes filled with terror. “That’s where my baby is?”

      The rescue team hid behind a large outcropping of rock a short distance from Azazael. The moon cast an eerie glow upon the prison, the moonlight rippling across its foreboding watchtowers and heavily guarded blocks. The stone wall circling the war camp was their biggest obstacle. It was seven times the size of any dragon, and was patrolled by Changers, who soared through the skies above it.

       “And that,” Soran said, “How are we supposed to create a distraction for that?”

      By the entrance hundreds of guards patrolled back and forth, wearing Wyntier’s insignia on their armor and carrying weapons, their Changers at their side. There were far too many for the group to fight, and that didn’t count all the enemies who were waiting inside. The fortress appeared impossible to enter. No one was getting in, or out.

      “It’ll be more dangerous inside the catacombs than it will be outside,” Ionan said. “This has to work tonight, young ones. If this plan goes wrong, we all fail.”

      “You don’t need to lighten the mood, Ionan. I’m sure we’re not taking this as seriously as we should be,” Keota threw in.

      “Keota, be quiet. You’re getting like your wife.” Ionan rolled his eyes.

      “Xiuh, do you think you can get inside a Changer’s head so we can see what’s going on in there?” Soran asked, casting a glance at the white dragon. Xiuhcoatl had insisted on coming along to save his sister, despite being exhausted from his former journey.

      Xiuh shook his head. “Midnightstar can do that, not me. And at the current moment I’m so tired I can’t even reach across the sea to talk to her. She could do it through my eyes if I had the strength, but I don’t.”

      “Keota and I will lead Vivienna and Melodi underneath Azazael,” Ionan said. “We were once stationed here during our time in the army, and know the place well. Sunset, you, Zorna and Soran must create a diversion, to get the attention of the guards and to distract them from their duties while we look for the others. But you mustn’t get caught.”

      “They can try to catch me. It would be quite funny, watching them attempt to control a mother dragon while her hatchling is in danger.” Smoke furled from Sunset’s nostrils.

      “Just do what you can. We cannot afford any casualties.” Ionan gave her a quick embrace with his wings before transforming into a large rabbit for a disguise. “Give us enough time to get into the catacombs. Don’t start anything until you’re sure we need a way out. The tolling of the alarm bells will be your sign to attack. Xiuh, come with me.”

      Melodi changed into a mouse, hopping into Vivienna’s dress pocket. Vivienna followed Keota and Ionan down the cliffside, sliding downward until their feet hit the ground.

      They began traveling along the base. Xiuh trailed cautiously behind, baring his fangs as if an enemy was already upon them.

      Keota threw out a hand for Vivienna to stop. She peered around a boulder and saw that there was a door in the side of the cliff, guarded by several Changers and Accompanies.

      “It’s a hidden tunnel,” Ionan whispered. “It’s the only entrance to Azazael besides the front gate, specifically meant for guard use only. Keota and I were on duty here frequently.”

      “Which means it’s our only way out as well,” Keota said. “We need to get rid of these guards.”

      Keota and Ionan went to leap out behind the rock but Vivienna threw up both of her hands, stepping into clear view. Black flame erupted from her palms, shooting out in several directions. The magic hit each of the guards in the head, knocking them out instantly.

      Keota walked into clear view, his mouth dropping open. “Damn, Vivi.”

      “My family is in there. I’m not playing around,” Vivienna said.

      They piled the bodies behind a grouping of bushes and palm trees, and Ionan looked at Xiuh. “You stay here and protect the door. If anyone comes by, get rid of them.”

      “Very well.” Xiuh snaked behind the bushes that hid the bodies, concealing himself. Vivienna opened the door and they stepped into the darkness of Azazael’s dungeons, the blackness encompassing them completely.

      It was a good thing Keota and Ionan knew where they were going, because once they entered the black hole, all sense of direction was lost for Vivienna and Melodi. Ionan led them down a long cavern, which grew narrower and narrower as they went.

      The hallway split off in two different directions. Ionan looked from side to side and said, “If we go to the right, we should head straight into the main cellblock.”

      “Are you sure?” Melodi asked, poking her head out of Vivienna’s pocket.

      “We know this place well,” Keota told them, before they heard him take in a sharp breath. “Though it feels… different. For some reason, I can’t help but feel sad.”

      “We should split up,” Vivienna said. “If we stick together, it’ll take too long.”

      “Vivienna, no. That’s a terrible idea,” Ionan said.

      “We have to find the girls and Ana and Maekrel,” Vivienna said harshly. “If we don’t go in separate directions we won’t be able to locate them all by the time the guards figure out we’re here.”

      There was a long sigh from Ionan. “I don’t wish to leave you two alone.”

      “I hate to say it, but I’m my mother’s daughter.” Vivienna held up an open palm of dark fire. “If they’re scared of Nineva, they should be terrified of me.”

      “Vivi can take care of herself, Ionan,” Keota said. “She’s right. We have to split up.”

      “How are they going to find their way back?” Ionan protested.

      Melodi sniffed the air. “This place stinks, but I can tell where we’ve been. If we find one of our friends, I can follow the trail of our scent back to the door.”

      “Very well.” Ionan began hopping down the right hallway. “We’ll go this way, and you take the left. Girls, please, take care of yourselves.”

      “We will.” Vivienna continued down the left hallway, her fire lighting the way. She began to feel incredibly lonely as the realization sunk into her that the farther inward she went, the farther away she was getting from Keota and Ionan.

      “We can do this, Vivi,” Melodi encouraged her, voice strong with determination. “Our friends need us.”

      Vivienna nodded, the light of the fire dancing across her face. “You’re right. Let’s go.”

      Melodi’s ears perked up at the sound of singing echoing through the catacombs. “Listen. Do you hear it? Someone’s singing.”

      Vivienna stopped and said, “Yes, I think so. Where is it coming from?”

      “I’d know that voice anywhere.” Melodi’s voice grew louder with excitement. “It’s Mirabelle! Come on!”

      Melodi jumped out of Vivienna’s pocket, transforming into a jaguar and following the sound. The two bolted down the hallway, through the many twists and turns of the caverns.

      “Slow down! We’re gonna get lost!” Vivienna said.

      “No, we’re not! Listen!” Mirabelle’s voice got louder. Soon, they could decipher other voices amongst her song, leading them right to her.

      “You’re right! She’s getting closer!” Vivienna cried.

      The singing stopped, and the two skidded to a halt. Melodi gritted her teeth and said, “No! Damn it, Mirabelle, keep singing!”

      The halls were silent. Vivienna whirled around to turn down another way, but Melodi stepped in front of her and said, “Don’t move! I can still hear it!”

      “I hear nothing.”

      “I can! The vibrations! The echoes! Follow me!” Melodi turned down a different hallway, racing to catch up with the last remnants of the voice before they lost it.

      The catacombs ended, changing into cells. Prisoners gasped as they watched Vivienna and Melodi run through the block, reaching out hands or paws and begging for help. Vivienna longed to stop and free them, but she needed to find Mirabelle.

      Vivienna skidded to a halt in front of a cell and cried, “Melodi, they’re right here!”

      “You found us!” Reagan ran to the bars of the cell, falling upon them in a disastrous heap. “Thank God! We’re saved!”

      “Vivi. Melodi,” Mirabelle gasped. “You’re here.”

      Vivienna saw the weeping wounds rippling across her scales, and her hand jumped to her mouth.

      “Stand back. I can’t change into a dranern here, but I still have the strength of one.” Melodi put her paws against the bars of the cell. With a twisted, screeching sound, they were bent apart, with a large enough hole that Reagan and the girls could walk on through.

      “Let’s go, all of you!” Melodi demanded. “There’s no time to waste!”

      They began walking down the hallway silently, while the other prisoners looked on with eyes full of despair. As they passed, they pleaded and begged to be let out.

      “Vivi. We can’t leave all these people here,” Lyrica protested.

      “We don’t have time to save them, Lyrica. I’m sorry,” Vivienna said reluctantly, keeping her gaze down.

      “No.” Mirabelle was shaky on her feet but she came to a halt, refusing to move from where she stood. “I’m not leaving without them.”

      “You really are Vera’s daughter, aren’t you?” Melodi asked admirably.

      Vivienna’s reserve failed. She was no better than Wyntier if she let these Changers and Accompanies stay here to suffer. “Fine.”

      Vivienna pushed her way past the others. Using her magic she ran throughout the hall, melting the bars. Melodi helped her, bending back the bars on the cells she missed until over a hundred prisoners were out of their cells. The prisoners let out cries of joy at being free, but Vivienna hushed them sharply and said, “Enough! Be silent! If anybody talks, I’ll kill you myself. We can’t risk being discovered.”

      The prisoners fell silent. They moved at a slow pace, leaving the cellblock and creeping through the catacombs silently.

      “I can’t see in this darkness!” an Accompany shouted as they dove further into the catacombs. “We’re going to lose each other in this maze!”

      “I don’t care. I’d rather die than go back to that cell,” another proclaimed.

      Vivienna opened her mouth to answer, but Mirabelle strode to the front of the group, shouting as loudly as she could without alerting the guards, “Follow the sound of my voice! I’ll lead you out!”

      Mirabelle began singing softly once more, and Lyrica joined her. Melodi led the way, her nose tracking the way back to the secret door. They were nearly there.

      Then the unwanted sound of a loud alarm bell rung throughout the prison. Melodi swore loudly and said, “They’ve found out we escaped! We have to get to the door!”

      The crowd began screaming. Panicking, they ignored Mirabelle’s voice and stampeded in different directions, some running toward what was right in front of them, others turning back. Vivienna grasped Lyrica’s wrist and pulled her through the catacombs as Melodi led the way out. But when they got to the door, they found it surrounded by guards.

      “What are you going to do?” a guard said, his voice dripping with malice. “You’ve got nowhere to go.”

      “That’s what you think,” Vivienna said, her frustration and fear welling into rage. She shot a ball of fire at the guards at the door and it turned into an explosion, blasting it wide open. The guards screamed in pain, clutching their faces and limbs as Vivienna’s black fire burnt away at their skin. The girls stepped around the bodies writhing on the floor and pushed the door open, stumbling into the outside world.

      There were dozens of soldiers waiting for them, but they didn’t appear ready to fight. Dumbfounded, the girls watched Xiuhcoatl twirl through the sky. The dragon grabbed the head of an enemy and spun him round and round with his own body, tossing the limp carcass towards several other guards and knocking them all out in the process.

      “How does he do that?” Melodi asked in complete awe, staring at Xiuhcoatl.

      “It’s a portal thing! Ignore it and move!” Xiuh shouted at them. Using his fire Xiuh blasted away the remaining guards blocking their way, giving the group one chance to escape.

      Vivienna led the others up the cliffside to where they’d begun the mission. Most of the prisoners, she was relieved to see, hadn’t lost their heads in the catacombs and had come with them. When they reached the top, Vivienna gasped as she stared down at the scene before her.

      Azazael was on fire as Sunset warred with the dragons above. Even though the majority of them were bigger than she was, the she-dragon managed to take them down one by one, ripping out the throats of some and breaking the necks of others so they fell to the ground limply, crashing on top of the prison and causing some parts of the wall to collapse under their weight. Zorna was flying above the soldiers, breathing flame upon them in his phoenix form, while Soran dispatched whoever was left behind with a long dagger. Many of the prisoners had escaped their cells and were warring with their captors from the inside of the prison yard, desperate to escape.

      BOOM! A large hole was blasted away in the west wall of the prison. Ionan emerged, roaring victoriously with Keota on his back. The prisoners gave a collective, angry cry and swarmed around the dragon, crawling over each other to get out.

      “Mirabelle!” Ionan cried. You could hear his cries from down below as he frantically searched for his daughter. “MIRABELLE!”

      “Papa!” Mirabelle shouted. “I’m here, Papa!”

      Ionan heard the mewling cries of his hatchling even above the noise. Without waiting, he took to the skies. Sunset followed his lead, tossing the limp dragon she held in her mouth to the ground. Zorna transformed into a Pegasus and swept Soran up, returning them both to the group.

      “My darling, my baby!” Sunset said, crashing upon the ground first and causing the cliff side to tremble. She bent her head down and nuzzled Mirabelle, a giant tear sloshing to the ground. “I am so glad you’re all right.”

      “Mirabelle.” Ionan touched down, drawing the dragon close to him with his wing, his deep voice wavering. “Thank the Creator.”

      “I am sorry I left, Papa. What Lyrica and I did was foolish,” Mirabelle whispered.

      “Never mind that now. It is over.” When Ionan moved his wing he brushed across some of Mirabelle’s wounds, and the hatchling cried out in pain.

      “Mirabelle! Little one, what did they do to you?” Sunset gasped as she saw the thick gashes.

      “They hit me with whips when I couldn’t carry the big rocks anymore. But don’t worry, Mama. I did what a true dragon would, and didn’t beg for mercy.” Mirabelle raised her head nobly and looked up at her mother. “Are you proud of me?”

      Sunset’s fierce demeanor melted away when she nuzzled her hatchling once more. “I would still be proud even if you had. You are a dragon worthy of the name.”

      “They had the audacity to harm my child?” Smoke was tunneling out of Ionan’s nose at an alarming rate. He raised his upper lip to reveal his fangs. “I’ll kill them. And none too quickly.”

      “Ionan, there’s no time. We have to go, or they’ll be on us,” Keota ordered.

      Guards were already beginning to scale the rocks below. Ionan huffed and said, “Very well. But if not for the children, Keota, you and I would stay and ensure that no soldier remained alive.”

      “I know we would. But let’s go.”

      At his command, Ionan rose into the sky. Melodi transformed into a Pegasus and Vivienna got on her back, with Reagan sitting behind her. Soran and Zorna flew close to Xiuh, who was watching his sister closely.

      “Mirabelle, can you fly?” Sunset asked, looking at her daughter.

      “I don’t think so, Mama. I’m too tired,” Mirabelle said wearily.

      “You and Lyrica may ride on my back.” Sunset scooped the two girls between her wings and went to follow Ionan. Some of the prisoners copied their lead, climbing on Changers that weren’t their own to escape the soldiers that pursued them from below.

      “Keota, should we take these strangers with us?” Ionan said, glancing backwards at the ragged prisoners that followed them. “They could be dangerous.”

      “Ignus won’t turn anyone away. We have plenty of room, and I’m sure once they recover they’ll be more than willing to fight for us in order to get some revenge on Wyntier,” Keota mused.

      “I suppose you’re right.”

      Keota looked at Vivienna and Soran. “I’m proud of you kids for what you did back there,” he said. “You’ve proven you can really handle yourselves.”

      “Thanks.” Soran smiled sheepishly. “It really wasn’t a big deal. We were just protecting our family.”

      “What about Ana and Maekrel? Did you find them? Did they escape?” Vivienna asked persistently, flying Melodi closer to Ionan.

      Keota’s small grin dropped into a frown. “No. We scoured most of the cells, and didn’t find them. We doubt they were even taken here.”

      “If they weren’t taken to Azazael, where could they have gone?” Soran asked.

      Keota’s face darkened. There was something within his expression that was more than fear… more than anger, or pain. It was complete and utter denial, mixed with an anguish that had never entered his eyes until now. “There’s only one place.” 
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      Kennu hadn’t been able to sleep properly since Lyrica had run away. He didn’t have the strength to pace, so he waited outside on a bench with his mother, foot bouncing nervously. Allie and Angel were two small birds on his shoulders. Both were staring into the sky.

      Ignus was a large lion lying by Kia’s feet. Although he didn’t seem worried, the Changer wasn’t making conversation. It was odd not to hear Ignus’ loud, booming voice fill the silence.

      It made Kennu uneasy.

      “They’ll be all right, Kennu,” Kia told him softly, putting a hand on his knee. “Your father and Ionan won’t let anything happen to them.”

      Kennu nodded. When he looked up at the sky again, he jumped to his feet as he saw a multitude of figures descend. Allie and Angel fluttered off his shoulders.

      “What is all this?” Ignus asked as Changers they didn’t know collapsed on the ground, ridden by ragged Accompanies. Ionan touched down, followed by Sunset, Melodi and Zoran. Their Accompanies slid off their backs, and Sunset moved her wing so Lyrica and Mirabelle could clamber down to the ground.

      “Lyrica!” Kennu ran to the small fairy and embraced her tightly, grabbing her by the shoulders. “What the hell were you thinking?” he asked, shaking her. “Don’t ever do that again!”

      “I’m sorry, Kennu,” Lyrica said, and she hugged her cousin tightly. “I was just trying to do the right thing.”

      “I don’t care about the right thing, I care about you. Please listen to me next time.” Kennu closed his eyes as he put a hand on the back of Lyrica’s head, drawing her near. His whole body shook with relief.

      Reagan had fallen off of Melodi and stumbled into Kennu. The fairy let his little cousin go, staring at the girl. Both of them made a move forward, but at the last second, pulled back.

      “I’m… I’m glad you’re okay,” he said. “I was really worried about you.”

      “Yeah, well, you know. It wasn’t exactly a trip to the mall.” Reagan laughed nervously. Kennu made no further motion to embrace her, but he smiled.

      “It seems your mission was a success. But where are Ana and Maekrel?” Ignus asked his son.

      “They weren’t there, Father,” Ionan said. “Keota and I have reason to believe they’ve been taken to the Coliseum, to face the Trials of Separation.”

      All nearby gasped. Kia’s hand encircled her pregnant belly and she asked, “Are you completely sure?”

      “No. But where else would Wyntier take them?” Keota stated. He shook his head.

      Ignus came forward and said, “I suppose these are the prisoners you freed from Azazael?”

      “Yes, Grandpapa. They need a place to stay,” Mirabelle said, sitting at his side with round, blue eyes.

      “All who are against Wyntier are more than welcome to take up residence in my halls!” Ignus boomed over the crowd of strangers. “Those who are not must leave immediately. The presence of spies or enemies in my palace is not permitted, and those who are found working against us will be killed the minute they are found doing so, without any questions asked.”

      Kennu had to resist a shiver. He’d never heard Ignus make such dark threats before. To do so was unlike him. He believed the Changer must be truly frightened, to say such things.

      None of the prisoners left. They followed Ignus as he led them into the northernmost quarters of the palace.

      “We’re so sleepy,” Lyrica said, and Mirabelle let out a great yawn. “When can we go to bed?”

      “Come with me, little ones. I’ll escort you to your rooms, so Mirabelle can rest and you can sleep,” Sunset said. She swept her tail around the two girls, following Ignus’ lead.

      “Keota, if Ana and Maekrel are at the Coliseum what are we going to do?” Kia asked, taking her husband’s hand in hers.

      “We’re going to get them out,” he said, squeezing her hand back encouragingly. “But we can’t go until we know for certain. It’s too risky.”

      Kia kissed Keota on the cheek. “I have faith that you’ll bring them home,” she whispered. “Ana and Maekrel are fighters. I know they’ll survive this, wherever they are.”

      Keota put his arm around her and Kennu gestured for Allie to change. She transformed into a griffin and he clambered on her back, Angel sitting upon his shoulder once more as a dove.

      “I’m guessing you want to get out of those clothes?” he asked Reagan, looking at her filthy dress.

      She gave another hollow laugh. “I really don’t care what I look like right now.”

      “Are you joking? What did they do to you in there?” Allie said in a playful tone, but you could tell that she wasn’t all kidding.

      “Lyrica and Mirabelle are safe. That’s all that matters,” Reagan said quietly.

      Kennu shifted. “Well, you could always come hang out with me if you want.”

      “Okay.” Reagan nodded. Kennu looked at Angel, and she transformed into a griffin so Reagan could ride upon her back. The Changers carried the two of them up to Kennu’s room, where Reagan got off of Angel and sat on the bed.

      Kennu slowly slid off of Allie, hobbling to the armchair by the balcony. It took him some time to sit down. He stumbled. Allie caught him with her head, guiding him to the chair and finally placing him within the safety of its cushions.

      “We uh… we need to go talk to Ionan about something,” Allie said wildly as Angel nudged her. “If you need us, just shout and we’ll come flying.”

      “Sure,” Kennu said. He watched as Angel practically pushed her sister out the door, leaving him alone with Reagan.

      Reagan fiddled with a lock of her hair. “I thought… I thought that my dad would be in there,” she said. “But he wasn’t.”

      “If Wyntier took him he’s probably living somewhere in Nesting’s Haven,” Kennu said.

      “I wish we knew why.” She scowled.

      “Someday we will.” Kennu moved slightly, in obvious discomfort. “Reagan, I really want to thank you for going after the girls. I know you don’t want any credit, but I’m sure without you they would’ve died in there. I don’t know what happened, but obviously you kept them going.”

      “Don’t get all sentimental on me,” she said, smirking slightly.

      “I mean it, Reagan. Lyrica and I are pretty close,” he confessed. “I care about all my cousins, but she’s lived nearby my entire life. We spent a lot of our time together growing up. She’s basically my little sister. I don’t know if I could handle it had she…”

      He took in a sharp breath and looked away. Reagan didn’t say anything.

      “It’s going to devastate her when I’m gone,” he said, gazing down at his feet. “She already lost her mother. I’m trying to hold on for a little bit longer. So she has time to get over Vixen before she loses me, too.”

      “If she loses you. You could get better,” Reagan said.

      Kennu scoffed. “Yeah. Right.”

      “Kennu. You’re not going to leave us. Not yet,” Reagan said, her voice bordering on the edge of panic.

      The corners of his mouth upturned slightly. “I guess since you’re telling me I can’t die, I guess I don’t have a choice but to keep living, right?”

      “About time you figured out how things work around here. I’m the boss,” she said, giving a tiny giggle.

      “I think I figured that out a long time ago.”

      He looked towards the window. His smile fell. “I hope Ana and Maekrel are okay.”

      “What… what are the Trials of Separation?” Reagan asked him. “I’m sorry, I don’t…”

      “No. It’s okay. You wouldn’t know.” Kennu sighed as he leaned back in his seat, wincing as he did so. “It’s basically an Accompany’s worst nightmare. And a Changer’s.”

      “Why?”

      “Centuries ago, the Council needed a way to keep Nesting’s Haven under control,” Kennu said. “They built a large arena called the Coliseum. They punished bonded pairs who broke the law by making them fight each other in front of a large crowd until one of them was murdered by their partner. Whoever survived would then be tortured to death.”

      “That’s awful.” Reagan put a hand to her mouth.

      “The Coliseum fell out of use decades ago after people protested that it was too cruel, but it’s still there. The Council never tore it down.” Kennu’s eyes grew haunted. “When Ionan taught Allie and me about it, he made it sound like ancient history. I never realized it was something that could come back if the wrong people got into power.”

      “Is Wyntier using it now?” Reagan asked.

      “I think so. From what I’ve heard, Wyntier’s rebuilt the Coliseum and is using it to force his enemies to kill their bonded partners so word will get around that whoever opposes him will die.” Kennu’s face became twisted. Angry. He appeared he would kill the king himself with his bare hands, if he had the ability to.

      “But why would they throw Ana and Maekrel in there? Just because they hate Wyntier?” Reagan asked.

      “Ana and Maekrel are in love, and it’s forbidden for an Accompany to fall in love with their Changer,” Kennu said. “Even if the Changer isn’t really a Changer anymore.”

      “What a sick bastard,” Reagan said nastily. She paused. “Do you really think they’re at the Coliseum?”

      “I have no idea. Anything’s possible in this war, I guess.” Kennu stared dully at the floor.

      A laugh drifted in from below. Kennu jumped at the noise, and Reagan got up. She walked over to the balcony, peering down.

      “It’s just your parents,” Reagan said. “They seem… happy.”

      “That’s good,” Kennu said. “I’m glad they are.”

      “You mean you’re not mad at them?” Reagan turned to him, astounded.

      “No. Why would I be?”

      “I was pissed at my parents every time they split up and got back together,” she said. “The cycle got so tiring. I was happy once it was for good.”

      “What’s the point of being mad at them?” Kennu asked “Dad left and betrayed all of us, but Mom decided to stay with him. They’re together now, and they aren’t fighting anymore. I’m seriously thrilled that they’re getting along so well.”

      “I thought you wouldn’t want to speak with them,” Reagan said.

      “I don’t have a lot of time left, Rea.” It was the first time he’d used his nickname for her since they’d been reunited. Her eyes filled with tears when he said it. “I want them to be happy. I’m glad they’re back in their own little world. It’ll make it easier on them when I’m gone. Mom’s pregnant. She and Dad are going to have another kid to replace me. Soon, they’ll barely remember me. It’s going to be okay.”

      “Just because your mom is having another baby doesn’t mean she won’t miss you, Kennu,” she said quietly.

      “But it’ll be a distraction,” he protested. “They’ll be so busy with the new baby they won’t have time to be sad.”

      “I don’t think that’s how it works, Kennu.”

      He shrugged. “I don’t know. I’m hoping my parents will forget all about me and just focus on my little brother or sister. Maybe they won’t make the same mistakes they did with me.” 

      “I’m sure they won’t, because you’ll be there to make sure,” Reagan insisted. “Kennu, you have to keep fighting! Don’t give up!”

      “Reagan, it’s not fair to make me keep fighting anymore. I’m… terrified that this baby is going to end up like me.” Kennu swept his green hair back with a shaking hand. His eyes were full of tears. “I don’t want my little sibling to be cursed with what I have. This is no kind of life.”

      Reagan got off the bed. She knelt by Kennu’s armchair, taking his hand. “You matter, Kennu,” she said. “I know you don’t feel like you do, because you’re sick, but in the grand scheme of things you mean so much to this world. Don’t ever think you didn’t.”

      Kennu gazed at her. Then he nodded, a single tear dripping from his cheek onto their conjoined hands. 

      

      Vivienna and Soran were playing a game in one of Southwild’s courtyards. Most of the water had been drained out of the gardens, and the ground was finally starting to dry again after being nothing but mud. They had a leather ball, which they were trying to throw higher and higher upon the walls of the palace, changing their various targets to add more difficulty.

      Soran had finally hit a large gargoyle hundreds of feet above the ground, which they’d been trying to hit all morning. Kennu sat on a bench and watched the game while Angel laid by his feet, preening her white feathers in the sun.

      “Ten points!” Soran cheered, throwing his hands up in victory. “I told you it would happen!”

      “You two are lame. Watch this.” Melodi, in her jaguar form, grabbed the ball with her teeth then tossed it into the air, hitting it with her paws. It soared over one of the towers and crashed through a window, glass shattering everywhere. A loud squawk sounded from inside, followed by the screams of an angry Accompany. He shook his fist out the new opening.

      “Sorry!” Melodi cried out, her tail falling behind her.

      Vivienna giggled. “Nice one, Di.”

      “Great. Now we’ve lost the ball,” Soran groaned. “Now what are we gonna do?”

      “We could always play butt tag,” Vivienna said, a sneaky smile forming on her face.

      “Butt tag! I haven’t played that since we were kids,” Melodi said, jumping on her hind legs and spinning around.

      “Well, all I have to say is... you’re it!” Vivienna reached out and smacked Melodi on the rump, laughing maniacally as she scampered away. Melodi laughed and began chasing her Accompany around, landing a smack on Vivi’s rear end as she finally caught up to her.

      Soran crept up behind Angel and tapped her from behind. The griffin jumped, not knowing how to play but chasing her friend around the courtyard all the same. Kennu smiled as he watched them, wishing he could join in.

      “Are they seriously playing butt tag?” Zorna asked as he came trailing in from the sky in his phoenix form. He landed on the bench beside Kennu, looking at him.

      “Yeah. You want to join?” Kennu asked.

      “I haven’t played in a while,” Zorna said mischievously, raising his wings. “It would be a lot of fun.”

      Zorna fluttered into the fray, circling Soran from above as Angel continued to chase after him.

      Subconsciously, Kennu felt that Allie was nearby. He raised his hand to pet her as she strolled by his side, stroking her long, golden feathers. He smelled something sweet, and flowery. He glanced up and saw that Reagan was with her.

      “Seriously? Butt tag? I thought we grew out of this. What are we, six?” Allie said with a sigh, rolling her eyes.

      “Where have you two been?” Kennu asked, raising an eyebrow.

      “Allie and I just met up, but I’m sure we were both doing much less perverted things then what’s going on here,” Reagan said, crossing her arms, eyes following Soran and Zorna as they chased each other around the grounds. Allie ruffled her feathers and looked away.

      “It’s completely innocent, Reagan. I promise.” They watched as the game eventually drew to a close, all the players too tired to run anymore.

      “Wow,” Melodi said, panting. “We’re not as good at this as we were when we were kids.”

      “You can say that again. I thought for sure you would’ve caught me. You’re slow,” Vivienna said playfully. Melodi smacked her leg with her paw, and the girl yelped.

      “It doesn’t help that some of us came in late and had an advantage,” Melodi said, rearing on her hind legs and pawing at Zorna in midair.

      “Zo would’ve joined earlier, but he was busy with other things,” Soran said, smirking at the phoenix.

      “Just shut up, Soran,” Zorna said. A small flame sparked around the phoenix’s feathers. Kennu snickered and Allie shot him a look, her ears flattening against her head.

      “Sure, Zo. Whatever you say.” Soran glanced at Kennu. The two of them burst into laughter, unable to control themselves.

      “Um, am I missing something here?” Reagan asked, glancing back and forth between the two boys. Vivienna shrugged.

      “It’s nothing, Rea. Don’t worry about it.” Kennu snickered.

      “Oh, stop. Nothing’s private around here,” Allie snapped. “You guys are ridiculously immature. Just because you two have to know about it doesn’t mean everyone else does.”

      “Okay, whatever you’re about to say, I really don’t need to hear it!” Reagan said loudly, covering her ears. “I’ve been traumatized enough in the past few days, thank you!”

      “I’m not speaking to you, Kennu,” Allie said, obviously overreacting. She stomped away from her Accompany and sat with her back turned to him, flicking her tail back and forth.

      “She acts like that with everyone, doesn’t she?” Reagan asked, looking at Kennu.

      “Yeah. I love them, but birds are assholes,” Kennu said seriously. Angel ventured to his side, and he added, “I mean, except for Angel. She’s the only sweet one I’ve ever met.”

      Soran nodded solemnly in agreement.

      Kennu noticed Xiuh twirling down from the sky. The dragon landed elegantly in front of him, peering upwards.

      “I thought you would like to know that I’m able to communicate with Midnightstar again,” Xiuh said. “I’ve regained my strength from my journey, and can hear her now.”

      “Can you use her powers to search for Ana and Maekrel?” Allie asked, getting up and turning around.

      “Already done. She’s trying to locate them now,” Xiuh said.

      “If she finds them we have to tell Ignus right away, so we can send help,” Kennu said.

      Kennu went to get up, but Reagan stepped in and said, “Xiuh, do you think Midnightstar could connect with a Changer in Wyntier’s palace, so he or she can look for my Dad?”

      “That’s actually a good idea,” Soran mused. “If we can find a Changer on the inside who’s willing to talk to us, we might be able to get information to use against Wyntier, too.”

      “I don’t know, Soran. What if Wyntier finds out about what we’re doing?” Vivienna said doubtfully.

      “What are they going to do to hurt us? Even if we’re caught, we’re far away and Midnightstar’s in the Lands,” Soran said. “They won’t be able to do anything.”

      “Except hurt the Changer who’s helping us out,” Vivienna argued.

      “No. Soran’s right,” Kennu said. “Most likely, if someone’s in Wyntier’s castle against their own will, they’ll be willing to put their life on the line to stop him.”

      “I can ask Midnightstar to begin searching for such a Changer right away,” Xiuh said. “I’m sure it won’t take long to find one willing to help.”

      “Should we tell the adults about this?” Soran asked, looking at Kennu.

      Kennu shook his head. “No. They’ve got enough to handle. Guys, this is the plan that I was talking about developing earlier. It could be our way to stop the war. That is, if Xiuh and Midnightstar are in on it.”

      Xiuh tilted his head. He paused for a moment, as if he was listening to someone speak before adding his opinion. “Midnightstar is willing to keep this between us, and so am I,” Xiuh said. “We both agree that the fewer who know about our plan, the better, even if we must keep it from our parents. We’ll simply tell them we’re trying to find Ana and Maekrel through Midnightstar’s powers, and say nothing about our idea to locate allies on the inside of Wyntier’s castle.”

      This feels wrong, Angel argued. We shouldn’t be keeping something like this hidden.

      “I know it’s not right, Angel. But if we tell the adults, they’ll try to stop us,” Kennu said, stroking her head. “And an opportunity like this is too good to pass up. We have a chance to find out what Wyntier’s up to. It could make all the difference in this war.”

      Angel sighed. Very well. I just hope we know what we’re getting ourselves into. 
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      Pumpkin laid on one of the pillows on Cameliyon’s expansive bed, staring listlessly at the sheets. Wyntier’s castle was cold. The only warmth that managed to warm the ferret’s orange fur was the halo of light streaming in through the narrow windows. Normally she would’ve huddled up with her brother to keep warm, but he was on the other side of the bed, on his own separate pillow.

      Neither of them could stand to be by one another right now. They were too disappointed in each other for what they’d allowed their Accompany to become. They had both agreed that what Cameliyon had morphed into wasn’t their fault, but they were supposed to protect her. Guide her. That was a job of a Changer, and they’d failed miserably at it.

      Cameliyon was with Wyntier. Where, they didn’t know. Though Pumpkin knew Cameliyon was doing something sickening, she didn’t want her Accompany to get caught. If Nineva ever found out that Wyntier had betrayed her…

      Pumpkin sat up. She and Martin had been in a depressed stupor since Cameliyon had dragged them here, and she was tired of it. She wanted to do something to get out of their terrible situation.

      I hate Wyntier, she thought viciously, and her upper lip rose. He took Cameliyon from us. There has to be something we can do to stop him.

      There is, another voice whispered in her head. If you’re willing to help us.

      Pumpkin fell off her pillow. “Who are you? What’s going on?” She gasped, looking back and forth. “Creator help me. I’m hearing voices!”

      “Pumpkin?” Her brother got off his pillow, walking towards her. “Are you okay? What’s going on?”

      You’re not hearing things. I’m real, the mysterious voice replied again. Here. I’ll reach out to your brother, so he can hear me as well.

      Martin’s eyes widened as the voice said, There. I’m in both of your minds now.

      The two ferrets screamed in terror. They began running around in circles on the bed, unsure of what to do, or where to go.

      “Get out!” Martin screamed, shaking his head. “I don’t want you in here!”

      Calm down. I’m Midnightstar. I’m a friend of your friends, the voice said. I’m reaching out to get some information on Wyntier.

      A picture appeared in both of their heads of a black she-wolf, standing within the ruins of a forgotten city. Her eyes were glowing. There were many white spots scattered across her back, giving the impression of stars. This is me. I’m very far away, so I can’t hold this connection for long. I only want to know if you’ll help us.

      “How is this possible?” Martin gasped, backing up from some invisible foe.

      I’m a skygazer. It’s one of my powers, Midnightstar explained calmly. Prince Kennu came up with the idea to reach out to some Changers who were at Wyntier’s castle, to see if they would spy on him for us.

      “Why do we care what Kennu says?” Pumpkin said nastily. “He broke our Accompany’s heart!”

      It’s not just Kennu’s idea. All of your friends are working on developing a plan to take Wyntier down, Midnightstar said. But without any information, we can’t get anywhere.

      “This is a ploy. A trick by Wyntier,” Martin said. “If you’re really against him, prove to us that you’re really who you say you are, that you really know our friends.”

      There was a pause. A few moments later, Midnightstar said, When Angel was in the cathedral Martin followed her up to the rafters and spoke with her, even when she tried to run away. She said Martin was her first true friend.

      “Angel.” Martin spoke her name longingly, in a whisper of quiet desire. “Who told you this?”

      I’m communicating with your friends through my portal, my dragon. He’s with them now, Midnightstar said. I can check in at dawn and dusk every night to discover what you’ve found out. We don’t have a lot of time. Are you with us, or against us?

      “We’ll be putting our lives in danger. If Wyntier finds out, we’ll be killed,” Pumpkin said. She dropped her tail. “Not to mention we’ll be betraying Cameliyon.”

      “We can’t betray Cameliyon. She betrayed us first,” Martin said harshly. “Maybe if we get rid of Wyntier, Cameliyon will go back to her old self. I’ll help you, Midnightstar. In whatever way I can.”

      “I guess that goes for me too,” Pumpkin added. “My brother’s right. When Wyntier goes away and the war is over, Cameliyon will get better. I know it.”

      Very well. Midnightstar seemed pleased. I will return at sunset to hear of what you know. Be careful.

      When Midnightstar left, the twins felt an unusual emptiness rattling around in their heads, only noticeable now due to the absence of the skygazer.

      “Are we really doing this?” Pumpkin asked her brother guiltily. “Cameliyon will be furious if…”

      “We’re doing this to save her, Pumpkin, not hurt her,” Martin insisted.

      She sighed. “I suppose you’re right. But where are we going to dig up dirt on Wyntier? We can’t exactly sneak into Council meetings.”

      “It’s obvious. Cameliyon spends all her time with Wyntier now, whenever Nineva’s not around,” Martin said. “We’ll play the part of the dutiful Changers by her side, seen, but not heard. We’ll obey every order and satisfy her every whim, just like Wyntier wants us to do. He won’t even notice we’re picking up information on him at the same time.”

      “That’s fine, but how do we know Cameliyon is talking about anything important with him? She could just be sleeping with him all day,”

      Martin paused. “We’ll feed her curiosity,” he said. “Small things, when we’re alone. We won’t ask any questions directly, but we’ll plant ideas in her head, things that’ll eat away at her if she doesn’t get answers. You know how Cameliyon is. She can’t stand not knowing things.”

      “But what if…”

      “Pumpkin, that man is abusing her, and she’s forbidden us to protect her so we can’t do anything about it,” Martin said in frustration. “Since she’s tying our paws, this is the only way.”

      Pumpkin’s expression changed from fearful to determined. “Right. We’ll start right now. Let’s go find Cameliyon. I bet she’s with him.”

      The two ferrets hopped off the bed, slinking through the cracked door and running through the castle halls. Before, the twins had been prisoners within these walls, but now they felt that the enemy had something to fear from them being inside. They were determined to become the greatest of spies for their cause.

      And in the end, Pumpkin hoped they’d get Cameliyon back. 

      

      If it was the middle of the day, why was he so tired? Kennu groaned as he turned over on his bed, trying to get into a more comfortable position. It hurt simply lying in bed. The soft mattress, which would’ve been like a cloud to most people, felt like dull wooden blocks pressing into his muscle. It put pressure on his back and limbs, making his entire body sore. Each thread of him felt like it was burning dully, pricked with minuscule knives despite how still he tried to be.

      He’d always had some sort of chronic pain that came along with his disease, but he’d never simply suffered for what felt like no reason. He hurt all over, and there was no explanation for it. It just was.

      Allie crouched at his bedside. “Do you want me to get you some water?”

      He shook his head. “Right now I just feel like I’ll throw it back up.”

      “Maybe it’ll help if you get up and move around,” Allie said softly.

      Moving around seemed equivalent to torture at the moment. But he nodded and sat up. Allie put her head underneath his arm. She lifted him. He took a few steps around the room with her help, eventually finding himself able to move again on his own.

      Kennu, Kennu! He looked towards his balcony as Angel landed on the ledge as a dove, hopping up and down. Midnightstar was able to contact two Changers in Wyntier’s palace! It’s Pumpkin and Martin!

      “Pumpkin and Martin? You mean Cameliyon’s joined up with Wyntier?” Kennu asked in disbelief.

      Yes, but it’s okay, because Pumpkin and Martin are going to spy for us, Angel said in excitement.

      “But what about the prophecy? Whoever the twins side with will win, and they’re in Wyntier’s castle right now,” Allie said.

      Yes, but they’re working for us, so we’re going to win. I’m sure of it. Angel danced on the balcony, bobbing her head. I’m just so glad they’re safe… at least, safe as they could be while spying on the enemy. I was so worried they were lost somewhere.

      Kennu didn’t say anything. He’d been worried about Cameliyon since she’d left, too, but he felt like it was better for her to be on the streets than to be living with Wyntier.

      He was tired again. He took a seat in his armchair and looked out the window. “I’m not feeling a little better now,” he said. “Allie, would you mind going and finding me something to eat? I’m kind of hungry.”

      “Of course. I’ll be right back.” Allie slid out the door. and Angel landed on the armrest of his chair. He stroked her back with one finger. She cooed happily, eyes sparkling with delight. She was obviously thrilled to know where Martin was. It took a weight off Kennu’s shoulders. He knew Angel had missed him terribly since he’d been gone.

      There was a knock on the door. Reagan’s head poked in. “Kennu, can I talk to you a moment?”

      Kennu didn’t tell her to leave or stay, but Angel seemed to read the situation. She spread her wings, taking off to give the two some privacy.

      Reagan closed the door behind her and sat on the bed, appearing nervous. “Hey,” she said. “I don’t know how to say this, so I’m just gonna come out and tell you.”

      His stomach wriggled. Reagan put her hands together and said, “I’m sorry for everything I did. I know I’ve told you it before, but I owe you a real apology.”

      “You don’t owe me anything,” Kennu said quickly.

      “No. I do. I wanted things to settle down before I apologized. It’s the right thing to do,” Reagan said. “There was no excuse for what I did. But I want us to be friends again.”

      Kennu looked away. “I don’t know.”

      “Kennu, you’ve got to understand. You mean more to me than I…”

      Reagan held herself back. She shook her head and moved closer to him. “I think we need to start over, and give each other a second chance.”

      “A second chance?” Kennu asked in disbelief. “I’m not somebody who holds grudges, but you’ve got to understand why I’m having trouble trusting you again. Reagan, you really hurt me.”

      Kennu took a deep breath. “You broke my heart at the same time I thought I lost Allie forever. You played around with my feelings because you were bored. You played a game with my emotions because you were pissed off at your dad for dragging you to the Lands.”

      “I didn’t intend for it to go that far,” she said, pleading for him to understand. “I really, really am sorry Kennu.” 

      “I know you’re sorry. But taking out your frustration on me wasn’t okay.” Kennu’s voice was thick. “You were my first kiss. You were the first girl I ever loved.”

      Reagan didn’t say anything. Kennu hesitated before he continued, his words spilling out of his mouth as he confessed his most secret desires to her. “I always wanted to have some great, epic romance like my parents. I thought when I found somebody it was going to be instant love, just like my Mom and Dad, and we’d be together forever.”

      Kennu made a skeptical noise. “You convinced me that was a stupid thing to believe.”

      “That wasn’t a stupid thing to believe. Before I came here, I hated everything. I didn’t believe in fairy tales or happy endings. But since I arrived in the Lands, my world completely changed,” Reagan insisted. “I saw dragons, and unicorns, and animals who could change into anything they wanted to. I saw magic, and mountains, and elves and the most incredible things I’ve ever witnessed in my life.”

      Reagan swallowed. “Your home is amazing, but even after all I’ve seen, I still believe you’re the most wonderful thing about it.”

      “I don’t feel so wonderful.” He scowled. “I caused a lot of unneeded chaos when Allie was gone. I made things even harder for people when it was already hard enough.”

      Reagan hesitated before asking the question that he knew had been eating away at her since she’d found out he’d dated Cameliyon. “Did you… did you lose your virginity to Cameliyon?” she asked, looking at him.

      “Yes.” He looked at her. “I shouldn’t have. But I did.”

      “It happens, I guess.” Her gaze dropped.

      “No, it doesn’t just happen, Reagan. What I did to Cameliyon was horrible,” Kennu said. His voice was angry, but he wasn’t furious at her… just himself. “It’s one of the things I feel the guiltiest about. You pretended to love me, so I pretended that I loved someone else to try and get over it. I tried to love Cameliyon. I really did.”

      He sighed. “But I never could, because you were always in the way. Even when there was an ocean between us, you were all I thought about.”

      “That makes two of us,” she admitted.

      Kennu winced in pain. Reagan jumped up but he merely squirmed in his seat, settling once more.

      “It’s okay,” he told her. “My muscles are just spasming. They do that.”

      “Sorry. It must be terrible.”

      “It just sucks.” Kennu raised a fist to his mouth. He bit his knuckles, face scrunching. “I’ll never hold my little brother or sister. I won’t get to watch them grow up, or teach them how to be a good Accompany or a good fairy. I won’t even get to meet them.”

      “Kennu, I told you, we can fix this. My dad’s a scientist. If we get him back maybe he can figure out a way to…”

      “Reagan, I’m dying,” he said. His voice wavered for the first time. “I can feel what’s happening to me. My parents didn’t think I would make it this long, and honestly, I didn’t either.” He swallowed with difficulty, trying to take a deep breath.

      “I know things don’t look good now, but you’re a fighter. You’ve been through the worst and still survived. I believe you can keep going,” Reagan said. Her voice was high-pitched now.

      “Do you know how terrible it is to be this sick? My Changers have to help me with everything,” Kennu said bitterly. “I’m in pain constantly. I never get some relief, not even in my dreams. I don’t want to suffer anymore. I just want it to end.”

      He hesitated. “The only reason I’m still holding on is for my parents. For Allie and Angel. And for you.”

      She blinked, stunned he’d included her in the list of those who meant the most to him. She edged closer, playing with her hands nervously.  “If you still care about me, then we should be together. So we can enjoy what time we have left,” Reagan whispered.

      Kennu shook his head. “Even though you hurt me, I couldn’t bear to hurt you. Us being together would only break your heart worse in the end. I don’t want you to fall in love with me before I die.”

      Reagan bit her lip and whispered, “It’s too late for that.”

      Reagan ran out of the room, turning her head so he wouldn’t see her cry. Allie dodged her on the way out the door, carrying a small bag in her beak. She watched Reagan go before she set the bag on the bed.

      Allie turned one eye on Kennu, saying, “You should take her back.”

      “What?” Kennu said, astounded. “You want us to start dating again?”

      “Would I have said so if I didn’t?” Allie said, an edge of sass creeping into her tough voice.

      “Why do you want me to get back together with Reagan? You hated her,” Kennu said incredulously.

      “I know your true feelings. You’re still in love with her,” Allie said. “I was too protective of you before, but now that I know Reagan, I’m absolutely certain that you two would be happy together if you could forgive her for what she did.”

      “Have you forgiven her?”

      Allie shook her head. “For hurting you? No. I will never forgive her for that. But everything she’s done against me, I’ve forgotten, and I know if you give her another chance she will never break your heart like that again. If I wasn’t sure of that fact, I would’ve chased her off already.”

      “I need a little more time to think about it. I’m not ready yet.”

      “She’ll wait. But don’t take too long. We’re running out of time.”

      “You really are friends with her now, aren’t you?”

      “We are the best of friends, despite how much I tried to prevent that from happening. It’s like you said before, Kennu. We’re very similar. I know her heart, and her heart wants you.”

      Kennu drooped. He leaned forward, putting his head in his hands. “I wish it was that simple.” 

      

      In a study far removed from the bustling center of Wyntier’s castle sat Cameliyon, lounging in an ornate velvet chair behind a solid oak desk, legs crossed. Her arms were wrapped tightly around her body, lips pursed tightly. She began playing with her hair impatiently. She had styled it in an elaborate updo to go with her skin-tight, long-sleeved gown, the rich black of the satin the same color she’d decided to make her hair today.

      Wyntier had ordered her to meet him in this study hours ago. There was nothing inside, save for the desk and a few sparse shelves filled with dusty books. If it was anyone else, Cameliyon would’ve already lost interest.

      But not Wyntier. On him, she waited.

      The door squeaked open. She jolted, thinking it was the king, but a scowl crossed her face when she noticed it was only Pumpkin and Martin.

      “What are you two doing here?” Cameliyon snarled. “Get out of my sight.”

      “We’ve come to apologize. We’ve seen the error of our ways, Cameliyon.” Martin spoke first, bowing at her feet. “Wyntier is right. Accompanies truly are the masters of Changers. We should do everything you ask. Our only purpose is to serve you.”

      “Hm. What changed your mind?” Cameliyon asked skeptically, peering at them.

      “We thought our friends would’ve come to rescue us by now, but they haven’t,” Pumpkin peeped. “If they don’t care about us, we don’t care about them. Might as well get adjusted to the new world, since Wyntier is obviously going to win.”

      “I’m glad you’ve finally come to the light.” She smiled at the Changers in the first time in weeks, though her grin was full of malice.

      “Is there anything you need?” Martin asked, sitting on his hind legs and looking at her.

      Cameliyon thought, tapping her chin. “I would like my notebook from my room, and a quill to write with,” she said. “And I would also like my inkwell.”

      “Right away.” The twins responded in unison, darting out the door obediently. They returned a short time later. Cameliyon snatched her things from them and started to write. Her mind, once so blank, filled with images and sound. She began to compose long, fanciful odes about Wyntier, about how he looked and how he talked, and what it felt like when his skin was against hers. As she wrote Cameliyon sent her Changers out to fetch whatever she fancied, whether that be new paper, a different color of ink, or her vial of perfume.

      When she’d finished her eighth poem, the door opened slowly. The quill dropped out of her hand when Wyntier strode in, his dark eyes glittering.

      “I see you’ve been busy,” he said. Without asking, he picked up one of the poems Cameliyon had written. A grin slithered up his face as he read. “These are very good. You are a talented poet.”

      “I had an excellent subject to base my poems on,” she said, sitting upon the desk and nibbling on the end of the quill.

      Wyntier moved forward to wrench her to his side. But he spotted Pumpkin and Martin, and his hands dropped cautiously.

      “What about them?” Wyntier said, glancing at the Changers huddled obediently on the floor.

      “They’ve been waiting on me hand and foot all day,” Cameliyon said, waving a hand. “They won’t be of any trouble to us. Martin, tell him.”

      “We live to serve the house of Wyntier,” Martin replied monotonously. “Your way is the true way, sire.”

      “Whatever you’ve done, you’ve trained them well,” Wyntier praised. He grabbed Cameliyon, hitching her leg around his waist. As they kissed, Pumpkin went to slink away under the desk, but Martin grabbed her by the tail and gave her a sharp look.

      The door creaked open again. An Accompany cleared his throat as he said, “I’m sorry, sire, but Baron Coureu needs to speak to you.”

      “Dammit, Moorock! I told you to keep them busy!” Wyntier let Cameliyon go and whirled on the Accompany, teeth clenched in rage. “Am I a king, or some miserable servant meant to beckon to the side of those who would have me come as they call?”

      “They’re asking questions as to where you are. I have no words to give them,” Moorock whimpered.

      “Distract them with that hideous monster of yours,” Wyntier hissed. “If you disturb me again before the appointed time, I will have you executed. I no longer need you to keep Luciana in line. Is that clear?”

      Moorock tilted his head meekly. “Yes, sire.”

      He closed the door. Wyntier gave an aggravated sigh. Cameliyon said, “I wish you would get rid of him. He’s so creepy.”

      “I have use of his… other side,” Wyntier said slowly. “Moorock is a weak fool, and an embarrassment to keep around, but the monster inside of him is willing to slaughter without question. He is a tool for punishing the others if they dare to disobey my orders.”

      Cameliyon chewed at her fingernail. She was afraid to ask the next question, but ever since her old professor had arrived, she’d been curious. “Moorock told me that you managed to create the madman in him.” She leaned forward. “How?”

      Wyntier appeared ravenous. “You are delightful,” he said, brushing his thumb across her cheek. “It is your thirst for destruction that drew me to you in the first place.”

      Wyntier stepped away. “There is no such thing as ultimate power,” Wyntier said, sighing and striding to the other side of the room. “I had it once, but I regret to say it was taken from me.”

      “What?” This was unfathomable to Cameliyon. Wyntier was the greatest Accompany alive. He was the definition of ultimate power.

      “As a student, I was interested in humans and why they had left the Lands, more than anyone else at Dinkleberry University,” Wyntier said. “I became obsessed with studying the scientific tests they left behind, and began performing my own experiments. Some of them went well.”

      He laughed. “Others, such as the one I performed on Moorock, did not.”

      Cameliyon didn’t say anything. She was too enamored with watching Wyntier circle the room.

      “After I graduated and left the army, I became undeniably curious,” Wyntier said. “I took Vera, and we began traveling the world, eventually journeying to the realm of humans.”

      “You went to the realm of the humans?” Cameliyon gasped. “I never even knew there was such a place.”

      “Not place. Places, Cameliyon,” Wyntier said. “There are hundreds upon hundreds of countries, far larger than both Nesting’s Haven and the Lands where the humans live. They outnumber us by the millions.”

      “What was it like, living with them?” she asked, enthralled with his story.

      Wyntier took an introspective pause. “Humans are very different from us. Their cities are a marvel unlike anything we have in Nesting’s Haven, and their inventions are incredible to behold.

      “But as an Accompany, they’ve always had a disdain for nature that I could never understand. I, too, believe that animals are our servants, as the humans do, but I do not understand their reckless waste of resources. I only destroy what I cannot allow to exist. Humans kill whatever they must, as they feel it should be done. They will be extinct long before we are, I’m sure.”

      Wyntier put a hand to his chin. “While I was living with humans, I became colleagues with the man you know as Adam Royals. He was a very ambitious young person, as was I, so we often worked together. He was in the army for his homeland, as I had been, creating chemical weapons. He was dishonorably discharged from his army after they discovered he was using military funding to craft weapons that I invented. The weapons he created were so dangerous, his army was too cowardly to use them. But not I.”

      Wyntier turned back to Cameliyon. “I told him to wait. I returned to Nesting’s Haven. I promised him that I would return to pay him for his work, and so, I did.”

      “He doesn’t seem very eager to stay here,” Cameliyon said. “He mopes about the castle often. He’s so boring.”

      “Adam will come around once he sees the change his experiments will bring to the world. I would let him go, if I didn’t need him still to create the weapons I need.”

      Wyntier sighed. “But if I still had the Objigda, I wouldn’t have need of Adam.”

      “The Objigda?” Cameliyon asked. It was a nonsense word, one that tangled up the tongue and wasn’t clear.

      “Many years ago I came across a book unlike any other,” Wyntier said. “It contained the knowledge of all the world. Some refer to it as the Objigda. The book that knows all.”

      “You wouldn’t need Adam if you had a book?” Cameliyon nearly laughed.

      “This wasn’t any simple text. This book had the answers to anything you wanted to know about the universe. You would ask it a simple question, and it would answer.”

      Wyntier began talking rapidly, his dark eyes sparkling with greed. “After some research I discovered that a fairy by the name of Malaki Shaman owned it. He had stolen it from his wife Carolinia, the former Queen of the Lands, whose family had passed it down through generations. He wasn’t sure how to use it, but with some cajoling I managed to convince him to turn against his daughter and use the Objigda to create the Black Death.”

      “The plague that devastated the Verinian Forest years ago?” she asked.

      “Yes. I still remember how to make it, though I haven’t needed it as of yet,” Wyntier said. “However, that is about to change.”

      “Do you still have this book?” Cameliyon asked.

      Wyntier’s smile was wiped away. “Unfortunately, no. Vera hid it from me, and caused a landslide so the Objigda was buried within the Ice Borns. I studied enough of the book to memorize most what I wanted to know over five years, but there were still so many things I could’ve learned.”

      “Could you get it out?”

      Wyntier shrugged. “Perhaps. But the mountain has frozen the rock over with many layers of ice and snow. Such an excavation would take much time and effort, something that cannot be spared until the war is over.”

      Cameliyon got up and wrapped her arms around Wyntier’s shoulders. “You don’t need the Objigda to end this war,” she whispered in his ear. “You’ve already won. All that is left to do is eliminate the rats that are still left in your path.”

      Wyntier grinned. He circled his hand around Cameliyon’s neck, squeezing tightly, and she hitched a breath.

      “If only all my subjects were as faithful as you,” he said huskily, before his mouth devoured hers.

      This time, Martin allowed Pumpkin to crawl away. The two Changers pressed against the leg of the desk as Wyntier slammed Cameliyon upon it. 
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      After Xiuh related what Midnightstar had learned through Pumpkin and Martin to his friends, Reagan was the first to react.

      “My dad’s in that castle, living with that monster!” she shouted, getting off her seat and stomping around Soran’s bedroom. “We have to rescue him!”

      Hold on, Reagan. Pumpkin and Martin are in there, too. We can’t just storm in and get them out, Angel said. Kennu spoke her thoughts out loud to the rest of them.

      “Angel’s right,” Soran said. “It’s way too risky to get into Wyntier’s castle right now, and your father’s not in any danger.”

      “Not as long as he does what that asshole says!” Reagan shouted, shaking her fist. “You heard what Xiuh said! Wyntier’s using him to create a weapon to use against us! Wouldn’t it make more sense to save him before he creates whatever terrible thing Wyntier wants?”

      “I see Reagan’s point,” Kennu added. “We should break Adam out before Wyntier gets his hands on this weapon.”

      “And how exactly do you want to do that, Kennu?” Soran said skeptically, turning on his cousin. “Wyntier’s castle is in the middle of Nesting’s Haven, surrounded by guards. This isn’t Azazael. He’s likely to have the best soldiers guarding him, not paid brutes.”

      “Not to mention Nineva’s in there,” Vivienna mumbled.

      “Like I said. It’s way too risky, at least right now,” Soran said. “Plus if we break Adam out, as well as Pumpkin and Martin, we lose a way to spy on Wyntier.”

      “Not to mention that if we fail, they’ll certainly be tortured and killed for trying to escape,” Allie added glumly.

      “Exactly. If they aren’t a target right now, it’s better to let them sit there,” Soran said.

      “You guys are ridiculous!” Reagan shouted. “If you could break me and the girls out of Azazael, sneaking into Wyntier’s palace to get my dad shouldn’t be an issue!”

      “Reagan. I promise we’ll find a way to rescue your father,” Kennu said, putting a hand on her shoulder. “But right now isn’t the time. Not when he’s safe from any imminent danger.”

      Reagan rolled her eyes. “Whatever. I see what side you guys are on.”

      She stormed out, slamming the door behind her.

      “I’ll go after her,” Allie suggested, going out the door. “I can make her see reason.”

      Kennu frowned. Zorna fluttered from his perch on the bedpost to Soran’s arm, peering at the Accompany. “I think you guys are forgetting the most important part. The Objigda.”

      “Zo, Vera buried it somewhere in the Ice Borns. We don’t even know where it is,” Soran said with a sigh.

      “Yes, we do. I’m betting the Objigda is hidden in that cave where Wyntier kept Allie and Kennu as babies,” Zorna said. “We have to go there. If the Objigda knows all, it will tell us how to destroy the necklaces and the crown in order to set the Changers free, and more importantly, how to do it without killing Allie.”

      “We can’t retrieve it now,” Soran said. “If Wyntier can’t get it out with all his soldiers, there’s no way we’re going to be able to excavate it in a few days before the adults notice we’re gone. If the Objigda is as powerful as he said it was, Vera would’ve made sure there was no way anyone could’ve gotten to it again.”

      “We still need to try, Soran. If we manage to get that book, Wyntier won’t be able to stand up to us. It has the knowledge of the entire world. We could simply ask it how to win, and it will answer,” Zorna said.

      “It takes days to fly to the Lands, and we don’t even remember where the cave is. The Ice Borns aren’t exactly tiny,” Soran argued.

      “What if we send the wolves?” Xiuh asked. “Midnightstar and her friends can scale the Ice Borns until they find the cave where she was held captive eleven years ago. Once they discover it, she can let us know. Then we can fly back and attempt to get inside.”

      “That’s not a bad idea,” Kennu said. “The pack can poke around. I’m sure now that they’ve made peace with the unicorns the herd will be willing to help, too.”

      “I’ll tell her once we’re done,” Xiuh said. He let out a small puff of smoke. “There’s something else. Midnightstar has been at it all day trying to find Ana and Maekrel. She finally located them through the eyes of a Changer that was guarding their cell. They’re definitely at the Coliseum.”

      “Have you told my Dad about this?” Kennu asked.

      “I already told Ionan, but that was all I said to him,” Xiuh said. “The adults know nothing about the rest of this. The adults are making a plan right now to break the two of them out before they have to face the Trials.”

      “Let’s go talk to them, then,” Soran said. “What are we waiting for?”

      Zorna flew off of Soran’s shoulder as he sprinted towards the door. “Soran!” Vivienna called, but he was already storming through the castle halls, searching for his uncle.

      Vivienna, Melodi and Zorna trailed him, until Soran located both Keota and Ionan outside in one of the courtyards under the foreboding glimmer of the stars. Keota was already on Ionan’s back. It looked like they were about ready to take off.

      “Uncle Keota, wait!” Soran called, raising his hand. Ionan hesitated before taking to the sky, his wings still spread.

      Soran came to a halt at Ionan’s giant claws, panting. “Take us with you.”

      “No,” Keota said immediately. “Ionan and I are going alone.”

      “We can help,” Soran insisted

      “You did an excellent job at Azazael, but the more people we take the bigger chance we’ll be detected,” Keota said. “Ionan and I can handle this on our own.”

      “That’s ridiculous! You need help!” Soran demanded.

      “Soran, you’re going to stay here. That’s the end of it,” Keota said harshly. He looked at Ionan. “Let’s go.”

      Ionan crouched down, preparing to spring. “Stay here, young ones. There will be dire consequences for you, if you should follow.”

      The dragon took to the skies, soon becoming invisible in the bleeding darkness of night. Unable to contain his rage, Soran yelled and punched a nearby tree. He hit the tree so hard the skin on his hand broke. Blood dripped from his knuckles.

      “Soran! You need to calm down!” Vivienna snapped.

      Soran huffed. “They need our help, and they’re being so…”

      “They don’t need us. I’m sure they’ll be fine,” Vivienna said.

      Soran shook his head. “They’re going into Nesting’s Haven by themselves. If they get captured without backup, they’ll be killed.”

      “Ionan and Keota are good fighters. I’m sure they’ll be okay,” Melodi yowled in her jaguar form.

      “It’s not good enough to be a great fighter! Not against Wyntier!” Soran shouted. He stomped away. His family followed him back into the palace, where he headed back up to his room.

      It was empty. Everyone else had left and gone to bed. He pulled open one drawer, revealing a pointed dagger which was longer than his forearm. He slid the knife into its sheath and attached it to his belt, fingers fumbling with the snaps.

      “Soran, you’re not thinking clearly. You need to control your temper,” Vivienna said calmly as he left his room, blazing into the hallway.

      “This isn’t my temper. This is doing what’s right,” Soran insisted. He whirled around to face his sister in front of Kennu’s door, which was slightly open. He dropped his voice to a frantic whisper. “It’s not like the situation with Pumpkin and Martin. They’ll be okay if we don't get them out right away. If we wait any longer to save Ana and Maekrel, they’re going to have to kill each other in the Trials. I won’t let Ionan and Keota go at this alone.”

      “If Ignus was concerned about it, he would’ve sent people with them. They probably talked about it long before they decided on what to do,” Vivienna argued.

      “Well, they’re making a terrible decision,” Soran stated. “And I’m not sitting around while Keota and Ionan get themselves killed or captured.”

      Kennu moaned loudly from his room. Soran flinched, peering around the crack. The fairy tossed and turned in his sleep, face scrunched in agony.

      Kennu cried out again, the shout sounding worse than before. Soran watched as Allie paced by his bed. Angel sat worryingly on Kennu’s pillow as an ermine, unsure of what to do.

      “I feel so bad for them,” he said. “Nothing helps.”

      “He’s in a lot of pain,” Vivienna said quietly, seemingly downcast.

      “Can’t you use your magic to… I don’t know, do something?” Soran asked, his anger temporarily forgotten.

      “Magic can’t fix this.” Vivienna shook her head. “What I could do would only make it worse.”

      “But you’re a powerful witch and—”

      “Soran. I can’t help him.” Vivienna’s eyes watered. “Don’t you think I already tried?”

      Soran gaped at her. “You did, didn’t you? Without asking.”

      She nodded. “I snuck in his room a few weeks ago and tried to fix it when he was sleeping. I thought if I failed, at least I wouldn’t get his hopes up.”

      She shook her head. “It didn’t work. The next morning, he woke up worse than ever. If I try again, I’m certain he’ll die this time.”

      “Are you sure it was you?”

      “It could be just the disease running its course, but I’m almost certain I’m the reason he’s so sick now. I don’t know how much time my magic stole when I tried to heal him.” Vivienna sniffed. “If I hadn’t touched him, maybe he wouldn’t be suffering so terribly.”

      Soran put a hand on his sister’s shoulder. “It’s not your fault, Vivi. We all knew this was going to happen eventually. We’ve had time to prepare for it.”

      He sighed. “The only thing I can do for my cousin now is make sure his dad is by his bedside when he dies.”

      “Soran, no.” She grabbed his arm. “I have a really bad feeling about this. We should listen to Uncle Keota and stay here.”

      “Vivi, I’m going, no matter what you say. You can stay here, or come with me. I really don’t care,” Soran said blatantly.

      “Of course I’m coming with you. But I don’t see why you have to be so stubborn,” Vivienna grumbled.

      “Um, are you forgetting that you need to ask your Changers first?” Zorna said. “You do need a ride.”

      “Like you would ever say no,” Soran said, grinning.

      The Changer gave him a coy look. “You’re right. I would never say no to roasting some of Wyntier’s soldiers. You know me too well.”

      Vivienna noticed Melodi hadn’t said anything. She petted the Changer, adding, “I won’t make you go if you don’t want to, Di. You can stay here. I’ll ride double with Soran.”

      “Thanks,” Zorna grumbled, irritated at the thought of carrying both of them all the way to Nesting’s Haven.

      Melodi shuffled her paws on the floor. “I won’t let you go alone. But we shouldn’t be doing this, Vivi. It makes me uneasy.”

      Melodi glanced away. “I feel like I should be flying you in the opposite direction of Nesting’s Haven, not towards it.”

      “We’ll stay out of sight, Di,” Vivienna said, hugging her tightly. “I promise everything is going to be all right.”
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      Nesting’s Haven was as bleak as nighttime itself. The only light that glowed from within the city was from the soft fire of torches, smoldering on the sides of stone buildings and small huts.

      It had taken Ionan and Keota a few days to get to Nesting’s Haven, but they had waited until the cover of night to descend into the city. Even so, the Coliseum was clearly visible in the darkness. It was a great amphitheater, elliptical and built of concrete and sand, circled by various series of arches and supported with great white pillars that rose up to the heavens. 

      When they were young the Coliseum had been crumbling into disrepair, ignored and abandoned by the citizens of Nesting’s Haven. Wyntier had rebuilt it once he rose to power. Now the Coliseum appeared illustrious and grand, disguising the horrors that it contained inside.

      Ionan drifted down to an empty alleyway between a cluster of shops. Ionan transformed into a lion, and Keota got off his back, throwing the hood of his cloak over his face. The two of them pressed to the walls, scampering across the cobblestone streets and ducking behind a white column just outside the Coliseum gates.

      Guards were patrolling the hallway inside. Keota flattened himself against the wall and nodded to Ionan before the two of them moved simultaneously out from behind their cover. Keota cupped a guard’s mouth shut and snaked an arm around his neck, squeezing the air from his lungs, while Ionan pounced on a Changer and knocked him to the ground.

      They dragged the bodies behind an unlit column before continuing on.

      Two guards were protecting the door to the cells underneath the Coliseum. Keota gave a whistle from behind the corner, and both of them strode closer to investigate. Keota punched one quickly across the face, knocking him out, while Ionan used his jaws to latch onto the other’s arm, swinging him violently so his head smashed against the wall.

      “Leave them be. We’ve nowhere to hide them, and no time to search for a place,” Ionan said.

      The door was unlocked. Keota opened the rotting wooden door before him, stepping into the darkness of the cells.

      Keota gagged when he entered the block. It was hot, and reeked with the smell of Changers and Accompanies who hadn’t bathed in days, and were perishing from infection and disease. The bars of the cells were made of wood, not metal, but it seemed many Changers and Accompanies inside didn’t have the strength to attempt a breakout. Most of the cells were empty, but those that weren’t had prisoners inside that shrunk away from the two of them, frightened that they were under Wyntier’s command.

      “Keota?” a raspy, faint voice whispered.

      Keota scampered toward the sound, sliding to his knees when he saw his sister. The faint glow of the torchlight inside the cell displayed her features, and he nearly cried at the sight. Ana’s face was gaunt from lack of sunlight, and her hair was knotted in oily tangles, filth clinging to her ragged dress. Beside her Maekrel gazed on, thin and haunted. The human’s glass eyes barely recognized Keota’s.

      “Ana,” Keota said, reaching through the wooden bars to grasp her hand. “It’s all right. I’ve come to get you out.”

      “Keota! You have to get out of here!” Ana pleaded, pressing herself up against the bars. “Save yourselves! Don’t worry about us!”

      “The two of you must leave immediately. It is too late for us,” Maekrel insisted, voice parched.

      “Ionan and I aren’t going anywhere without you,” Keota insisted, already trying to break the bars free. Despite his incredible strength, the wood wouldn’t break.

      “No! Keota, they captured us to lure you and Ionan here! They’re looking for you!” Ana whispered.

      “What?” Keota asked. 

      Ionan gave a roar, and Keota was hit across the head with something very heavy. Stumbling to his feet, Keota peered through the dark and noticed a figure lurking in the shadows. Ionan leapt at the stranger, but a yowl of another great cat echoed through the cells and Ionan was tackled to the side by a vicious panther, who smacked Ionan to the floor. The two cats began dueling fiercely, their fangs sinking into muscle and claws raking across fur as they tussled on the floor.

      Fingernails scratched across Keota’s cheek as the figure lunched at him, drawing blood. His attacker plunged, clawing at his neck, his eyes. From what he could tell the figure was smaller than him, so Keota grabbed whoever was trying to kill him and flung her across the room, against the wall and into the light.

      She collapsed onto the floor, her white hair fanning across her face. She was bleeding from a cut in her lip where her face had hit the wall. Her dress was just as tattered as Ana’s was, hanging in spidery tendrils down her bruised legs. Pink eyes flashed upward, delirious and mad, as she whispered, “I’m so sorry, Keota. I have no choice.”

      “How do you know my name? I don’t know you!” Keota screamed, backing away. “Please, just leave us alone!”

      The woman’s pale skin glowed in the darkness. Her voice was almost mindless. “I have to hurt you, Keo. I have to do it. They have Nathanial. They have my child.”

      She moved toward him at a rocking pace, arms swinging, chanting to herself under her breath. “I must protect my baby. Nathanial must stay alive.”

      Ionan roared as the panther pinned him down. Keota went to help, but the strange Accompany wailed, grabbing a large rock that lay discarded on the sand. She hurtled towards Keota, smacking him directly on the temple.

      Before he lost consciousness, Keota heard her weep, “I’m sorry, Keo. So, so sorry.” 

      

      Keota’s face was pressed into the dirt when he regained consciousness. He got to his knees, holding his pounding head, which swam like he was underwater. He noticed he was in his own wooden cell, a filthy hovel with no room to move.

      He lunged toward the bars to snap them in half, but was jerked backwards with a clanking sound. Thick chains attached to the wall bound his wrists and ankles. Despite trying, Keota couldn’t break the shackles.

      Across from him, Ionan stared. The Changer’s mouth was concealed in an iron, cage-like muzzle, and he was chained to the wall as well. The lion couldn’t move, nor could he change. The cuffs must’ve been enchanted with magic, to prevent Changers from morphing into something smaller to escape.

      “It is no use trying to break free, Keota,” Ionan sighed. The muzzle gave him enough room to talk, but not enough to bite. “I’ve already tried.”

      Keota swallowed. “Where are Ana and Maekrel?”

      “They’ve been taken into the arena. They will come for us, soon.”

      Keota took a deep breath, attempting to calm his panic. “Ionan, do you know that bonded pair who attacked us? The Accompany knew my name.”

      “I don’t know, Keota.” Ionan’s eyes were dull. “They seemed familiar, as if we should know them, but recalling their names is like walking through a thick fog.”

      Keota leaned back against the wall. “It seems wrong to forget them,” he muttered. “If only I could remember.”

      Ionan laid his head down on the floor. “Keota, when the time comes, you must give yourself up to me,” he said. “I will make it quick. You shall not feel it.”

      “No!” Keota snapped. “I won’t let you be tortured to death!”

      “It is a Changer’s duty to protect their Accompany.”

      “To hell with duty! I’ll kill you first, then they can torture me!” Keota screamed.

      “Please do not order me to stand down, Keota. I will fight you on it as much as I can,” Ionan said roughly.

      Keota stared at him. “We’ll… we’ll do it together,” he said. “We’re evenly matched. I’m strong enough to break your neck, but you’re large enough to snap me in half.”

      Ionan nodded. “Agreed. Let us leave it up to fate. Whosoever is the better fighter shall win.”

      The chains clanked as Ionan tried to move to a more comfortable position, and failed. “Keota, whosoever loses, we shouldn’t drag it out. At least one of us won’t suffer.”

      The door creaked open. A pair of guards holding long spears stood in the gap, flanked by the Accompany who’d attacked them earlier. She gazed downward as she said, “It’s time. Follow me.”

      The guards moved forward, unshackling both of them but leaving Ionan muzzled and Keota’s hands chained. The pair got to their feet as the Accompany led the way through the cells, the guards flanking.

      Keota thought of fighting back, but much time had passed and it was certainly morning. The Coliseum was likely to be riddled with soldiers. Any attempt of escape without help from the outside would be futile.

      The Changer who had attacked Ionan last night was awaiting them at the exit to the cells.

      “I apologize for this, Ionan,” the panther said. “We were given no choice in the matter.”

      The panther truly seemed dispirited. Although Ionan was still unsure of the Changer’s identity, he replied, “If you say you had no choice, I am sure that must be true.  Few of us in this day and age can stand up to Wyntier without losing everything.”

      The panther flinched. The Accompany raised a hand and put it upon her Changer gently. “We did what we had to, Rex.”

      “Don’t try to make this any easier, Luciana,” Rex said harshly, as though he was infuriated with her, and himself. “The pits of hell are the only place left for those such as us.”

      Keota felt sympathy for the Accompany as she pulled her hand away from the panther. A bud of pity welled in Keota’s chest, and he said to Luciana, “Don’t blame yourself. You said you had to save your baby. I would do the same, if it were my son’s life at stake. As far as I’m concerned, you have no part in this.”

      Luciana’s eyes filled with tears. “How can you still be so kind to me?” she whispered. “After everything I’ve done to you?”

      “Your Changer said you had no choice in kidnapping us,” Keota said kindly, though there seemed to be more to Luciana’s words then what he realized. Luciana shook her head and turned away.

      The guards opened the door and began leading them through the halls of the Coliseum. Wyntier’s soldiers were everywhere, too many for him and Ionan to fight.

      But there were more than just soldiers. Accompanies and Changers of all ages ran about the columns of the Coliseum, cheering loudly and calling for blood. They were the spectators who would be filling the seats once the bloodshed began. There were so many of them, Keota struggled to move. If he ran, they’d surely block his path. Perhaps they’d even help the soldiers in preventing his escape.

      In the crowd, he noticed a pair of familiar faces. Soran and Vivienna were hiding amongst the mob, wearing expressions of horror. Inwardly, Keota cursed. He was furious that the children had followed. Keota stared Soran intensely in the eyes, to tell him not to interfere. Soran stepped forward but Vivienna grabbed his shoulder. The boy hesitated, watching his uncle be escorted away before backing away into the masses that engulfed the Coliseum.

      Keota breathed a sigh of relief. He and Ionan were led into the center of the Coliseum. It was a large arena filled with sand and broken pieces of wood. There was nothing else. Barbed metal netting surrounded the borders where the crowd began and covered the ceiling, so if a Changer tried to fly away, they’d be cut to ribbons. Keota and Ionan were shackled to one of the walls, the last in a long line of prisoners that circled the edges of the arena.

      On the other end of this line across the arena stood Ana and Maekrel, also chained. Keota expected them to be terrified, but the two of them only held onto each other, ignoring the noise of the Coliseum with calm expressions that could nearly be described as blissful. They had resolved themselves to their fate.

      “Bloody figures we’re last,” an alligator grunted at Keota’s side. “By the Creator, I just want to get it over with.”

      “I’m surprised to see you two here,” the alligator’s large Accompany muttered to Keota. “Usually they keep the new prisoners down in the cells until death is nearly certain. Makes the matches quicker.”

      “Quicker?” Keota asked.

      “They execute so many of us through the Trials that if we were at our full strength, the fights would run into the night,” the Accompany replied. “The weaker we are, the faster we fall.”

      “If that is so, why would we be entering the Trials less than a day after our capture?” Ionan asked him.

      “I’ve heard Wyntier himself wishes to see you killed immediately,” he replied. “Apparently, it’s a big deal. He rarely comes to the Trials.”

      “Makes sense, Keota,” Ionan said quietly. “He captured Ana and Maekrel knowing we would come. We played right into his trap.”

      “Might as well give him a show.” Keota’s eyes scanned the crowd until he saw a large red platform, suspended high on one of the high Coliseum walls. He searched the platform until he saw Wyntier sitting upon a golden throne, a crown perched haughtily upon his head. Wyntier didn’t seem to be suffering from the loss of his second Changer, Lukas. Rather, the king was glowing. The wyvern had simply been another one of his pawns. Wyntier raised his hand, and the crowd gave a rapturous cheer.

      Keota was sickened at the sight. He instead focused his gaze on the prisoners. The alligator said they were at the back of the line. He stared at his sister across the arena. If they were last, that meant Ana and Maekrel were first! A pit of despair swallowed him.

      Drums began to pound from a place unseen, and the roar of the crowd grew louder than before. Wyntier got off his throne, raising both hands. The shouting gave way to silence.

      “Welcome to today’s Trials of Separation!” Wyntier boomed. “Today, we punish those who have sought to destroy us, pass judgment on the ones who bring havoc to our city, and demand justice from those who seek to harm our way of life! Citizens of Nesting’s Haven, will we allow such arrogant threats to stand against our homeland?”

      “NO!” The crowd swelled, and Keota’s ears burst with the sound of their ignorant refusal.

      “Then let us begin! May those who still oppose my rule watch, and acknowledge the truth that treason against us shall never be tolerated!” Wyntier cried.

      “JUSTICE! JUSTICE! JUSTICE!” The spectators pounded on the wooden floors of the Coliseum with their feet, creating a simultaneous BOOM, BOOM, BOOM that shook the very arena. Death quivered underneath Keota’s feet, howling primitively.

      “Animals.” Ionan snorted in disgust.

      “We shall begin the games with the least of these criminals, who have committed such an abomination that it loathes me to confess their sins aloud,” Wyntier shouted. “Ana, former enforcer of the Council, was found to have unnatural relations with her Change  who, in some sickening way, was able to transform himself into a human to satisfy their carnal yearnings.”

      Boos and hisses were cast at Ana and Maekrel as they were dragged to the center of the arena by guards. Their chains were removed, and they were pushed to the ground. Ionan growled, and Keota said harshly, “You were the one who changed him, you bastard.”

      “These two are prime examples of those who get what they deserve,” Wyntier said cruelly.

      The king stared down at Ana, who gazed up at him in a detached, cold way. “Let it be known that anyone, Changer or Accompany, who refuses to fight will cause themselves and their partner to be executed in a humiliating and painful manner worse than those of the Trials.”

      Wyntier sat back down upon his throne. “Let us begin.”

      The drums pounded again, quickening in beat until a final note was given, surrendering the arena to the profane screams of the onlookers. Ana and Maekrel turned toward each other, seemingly lost. Ionan and Keota froze, unable to move.

      There were tears running down Ana’s cheeks. From here, Keota could hear her speak. “Do what you have to, Maekrel,” she whispered.

      Maekrel bent down and picked up a sharp, broken piece of wood, one that was thin and able to pierce flesh. He held it firmly in his palm and stared at Ana, weeping.

      She nodded. Maekrel took a step forward before breaking into a sprint, closing his eyes and hurtling toward his lover as if he couldn’t bear to watch his own actions. Ana spread her arms, as if welcoming Maekrel into an embrace. The crowd cheered. Keota hitched a breath in his throat. Maekrel hesitated, and Keota screamed as he watched the tip of the wooden fragment hurdle toward Ana’s heart.

      But before Maekrel plunged the stake into Ana’s chest, the Accompany did something unexpected. From within the folds of her skirt Ana brought out a knife. Keota didn’t know where she had hid it, but assumed she must’ve stolen it off of one of the guards and saved it for this moment.

      Just before Maekrel slid his weapon into her body she plunged her own blade directly into the middle of his chest.

      Maekrel cried out in pain, dropping his weapon and grabbing the hilt of the knife embedded within his torso. Ionan roared in devastation, and Ana smiled, tears kissing her cheeks.

      She went to step away and be taken by the guards, but Maekrel grabbed her shoulder and ripped out the knife she stabbed him with, turning it around and thrusting it into his Accompany’s heart.

      Keota felt like none of this was real. It couldn’t be. The arena was another world as Maekrel and Ana reached for each other, sinking to their knees and collapsing upon the ground. The lovers held each other closely as the blood seeped out of the matching wounds in their chest, the knife still embedded in Ana’s breast. Their limbs jerked uselessly, clutching onto this world, before life eventually left their eyes and the two of them became still, locked in one another’s embrace forever.

      The arena cheered. Keota looked onward in shock, unable to process what he’d seen. The soldiers grabbed Ana and Maekrel’s limp bodies by the ankles and dragged them out of the area, forcing their tangled corpses to relinquish one another and leaving a maroon trail of blood behind. Instinctively, Keota reached for Ionan. He found the lion quivering as he sobbed.

      Keota gazed up at the platform to stare hatefully at the king who’d destroyed his sister’s life. To his shock, he found that Wyntier didn’t appear pleased. The king was scowling, as if the entire match between Ana and Maekrel had left a bad taste in his mouth.

      Hidden within the folds of his grief Keota felt a tiny, spiteful bout of triumph. In that moment there was only one thing Keota could be grateful for. Despite the Trials, Ana and Maekrel had done the only thing they could to defy Wyntier. They had chosen to die together, instead of apart. They wouldn’t betray each other’s love, not even at the end.

      The alligator noticed Ionan’s anguish and asked, “Were they friends to you?”

      “The man had been my brother,” Ionan gasped. “One I attempted to kill for the same sin, long ago. I am no better than these monsters here.”

      “Don’t bring that up, Ionan. You weren’t in your right mind then. Wyntier knows exactly what he’s doing,” Keota hissed.

      Unlike his Changer, Keota wasn’t crippled by grief. He was furious. He desired to rip the king apart. If only he could climb the walls to the platform, it would be all too easy to tear his enemy limb from limb, to rip the muscle and bone like parchment. He had the strength.

      But making an attempt on Wyntier’s life would be futile. There was no way to escape the barbed netting that surrounded the arena. They were trapped.

      “Take courage, my friend,” the hulking Accompany next to them said in an attempt to comfort the lion. “Soon you’ll be joining your brother. It won’t be long.”

      It was then the inescapable truth of what was happening hit Keota. In less than a few short hours that would either be him or Ionan dragged out of the arena, the other being escorted away to be tortured. He thought he should be horrified by the idea, but he wasn’t. It was simply unfathomable.

      Keota firmly grasped his Changer’s mane. “We won’t give him the satisfaction of begging,” he said, to steady himself. “We’ll show him a fight to remember.”

      Ionan nodded furiously, tears leaving long streaks in his fur. “Yes. We’ll give him a taste of what his fate will be when our family comes to seek their revenge.”

      Keota quelled a lump in his throat. He longed to see Kia. To hold her, just one more time. He’d wasted so much of their time by running away, by asking for divorce, by insisting on winning silly arguments. If he had known this would be his fate, he’d had never left her side. What a fool he’d been.

      Keota glanced up at Wyntier once more. The white-haired Accompany who’d captured them was at his side. She was weeping with desperation, her wails rising over the chant of the crowd as the next pair was led to the middle of the arena. 

      

      Soran clung Zorna as tightly as he could from the stands in the Coliseum. The phoenix was sobbing into his shirt, talons clinging desperately to his Accompany. Soran simply stared with an open mouth at the bloodbath below, unable to believe the horrors he’d witnessed.

      He’d told Zorna not to get involved, eventually having to order him to stay put, something he’d never done in his life. They’d been completely helpless as they watched Ana and Maekrel die, all under the watchful eye of Wyntier.

      Vivienna was weeping, too. Her hands were over her mouth and her eyes were closed tightly, as if she couldn’t bear what had happened.

      Melodi wasn’t crying. She was perched on Vivienna’s shoulder as an owl, watching the soldiers drag Ana and Maekrel’s bodies out of the arena. The look in her eyes was the same that came over her when she transformed into a dranern... fierce, protective... mean.

      “They’re moving through the line quickly.” Melodi’s calm voice was the only means of reason among them. “We have to stop this, before Keota and Ionan meet the same fate.”

      “How can we stop this? By the time we fly back to get help, they’ll be dead!” Vivienna gasped, waving a hand at the carnage. “There’s nothing we can do!”

      Soran winced as a large gorilla grabbed his Accompany by the legs and smashed him into the ground, breaking his spine.

      “I’m not content to sit here and do nothing,” Melodi snapped. “We’ll find a way to create a diversion, get Wyntier’s attention elsewhere. Then they’ll be forced to stop the Trials and wait until tomorrow. That buys us time.”

      “But how?” Soran asked.

      “I can think of a few ways,” Melodi said cleverly. She stared at Vivienna. The two girls seemed to understand each other wordlessly, nodding in unison.

      Vivienna got up from her seat, and Soran asked, “Where are you going?”

      “You’ll understand in a minute!” Vivienna cried. “Soran, I swear to the Creator, don’t go anywhere!”

      Soran watched as his sister pushed people out of the way to climb down the stands, vanishing into the crowd. “Don’t go anywhere. Great,” he grumbled.

      “Maybe it’s better we stay out of it, Soran,” Zorna sniffed, finally beginning to come round.  “Your sister’s a powerful witch, and Melodi’s a dranern. If anyone can create a big enough distraction to stop this monstrosity, it’s them.”

      “I don’t know. This is bigger than anything we’ve ever went up against,” Soran argued.

      “I’m sure they can handle it. There isn’t an Accompany or Changer in Nesting’s Haven that can stand up to Vivi and Melodi.”

      “I know that.” Soran stood up. “But that doesn’t mean they have to do it alone. Come on. We’ve got to help.”
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      Kennu. The young prince felt Angel prodding at the edges of his subconscious, trying to poke her way in. Kennu!

      I’m awake, Angel. He sat up slowly, swinging his legs to the edge of the bed. Couldn’t sleep, anyway.

      Soran and Vivi are gone! she said. She and Allie were staring at him from the edge of the bed. Both were in their griffin forms and appeared unusually symmetrical in the dark.

      What? He shook his head. How do you know?

      I watched them leave. Angel fluttered her wings in concern. I think they’re going after Ionan and your dad.

      Of course they are. Kennu rolled out of bed, slipping on his tunic gingerly and rolling his eyes. I should know Soran better than to think he’d stay put.

      Should we tell Kia and Ignus where they’re going? Angel asked.

      “No.” Kennu switched to talking aloud, struggling to pull on his boots. “If the adults find out they followed the whole palace will have a fit. We should just bring them back ourselves.”

      “Are you sure you can make the trip?” Allie asked, coming to his side.

      “I’ll manage. If we hurry, we can meet up with them before they’re even out of Southwild,” Kennu said.

      Their plan to catch up with the others failed rather quickly. Kennu couldn’t ride for very long. He had to take frequent rests on the way to Nesting’s Haven. The two Changers and their fairy didn’t make it to the edges of the city until a few days after they’d left, late in the afternoon.

      “I didn’t expect we’d get this far,” Allie said in concern as Kennu hunched over his knees, gasping in excrutiating pain as they hid under a huddle of palm trees. “Soran and Vivienna could be anywhere. We should’ve turned back hours after we left.”

      It’s not safe for us to be here. If Wyntier discovers Allie is still alive, his soldiers will hunt us down, Angel said.

      “It’s okay,” Kennu said, slowly rising to his full height. “We’ll search the city. If we don’t find them before nighttime we’ll give up and head back. Allie, change into something small so you can disguise yourself. Angel can carry me.”

      Angel changed into a plump gray pony, the most inconspicuous form she could think of. She used her head to help Kennu up. The boy pulled the hood of his cloak over his head to hide his green hair, which was an obvious giveaway of his identity.

      “This was a foolish trip,” Allie said, shaking her head. Kennu held out his hands. Shejumped, transforming into a chinchilla in midair and landing in his open palms. She then waddled inside his cloak to hide as the three of them ventured through Nesting’s Haven’s gates.

      Angel had to press against the walls of buildings within the city. The streets of Nesting’s Haven were crowded with Accompanies and Changers. She barely had room to walk. The city was filled with hundreds of bonded pairs making their way through the grand bazaar.

      “So this is Nesting’s Haven, huh?” Allie asked sarcastically from within the cloak. “I’m really not impressed.”

      “It really is a nice city. Sorry you can’t see it, Al,” Kennu responded.

      “Doesn’t bother me much,” she said. “Never wanted to come here in the first place.”

      Something was off. Kennu expected the citizens of Nesting’s Haven to be ragged and desolate under Wyntier’s rule, but it was quite the opposite. Accompanies waltzed around the streets in clothes made of velvet and silk, heavy jewels adorning their figures. They appeared perfectly healthy, and glowed under the looming shadow of Wyntier’s castle in the distance. They seemed blissfully apathetic about living in the dominion of a madman.

      The only ones who appeared miserable were the Changers. They kept their gazes down, speaking only when spoken to, tagging obediently along their partner’s heels with no resistance or words whatsoever.

      Kennu didn’t understand. Why weren’t these people suffering? They had such a cruel king.

      Only Wyntier’s chosen are permitted to thrive in his kingdom, Angel noted, as if answering his question. Suddenly, Kennu understood.

      Of course. Makes sense, he thought. Wyntier’s already gotten rid of everyone who opposes him. He takes the poor and puts them into Azazael for labor. He throws the resistance fighters into the Trials to scare the rest of the population into submission. It gives the appearance that they’re doing well.

      Goods are also cheap, since the ones who make them are slaves, Angel added. Wares are sold for pennies when you pay nothing for the work. This keeps his subjects happy, so there is no uprising. Those with favor, wealth or power are permitted to live. The others must be worked until their usefulness runs out.

      How do you know all this? Kennu asked.

      I lived on the streets for a very long time. It gave me a distinct knowledge of how those who have good fortune take advantage of those who do not, Angel said.

      They walked around for a little while longer. As the day progressed, Kennu felt himself getting sick again. He refused to admit that the heat was bothering him. The humidity made it hard for him to breathe, and instead of giving him strength like it should, the sun caused Kennu to lose what little energy he’d stored up.

      He could feel Allie panting within his cloak. She was sweltering.

      “Angel,” he said, exhausted. “We need to find some shade.”

      Angel’s eyes scanned the area. She pointed with her nose to a massive arena made of white marble, swarming with attendants. There.

      “The Coliseum? That’s where they hold the Trials,” Kennu said weakly.

      It’ll give you a place to sit down and get out of the sun. There are so many people no one will notice us slip in. Angel trotted through the crowd until she had maneuvered through the columns of the Coliseum. She walked up one flight of wooden stairs within the stands. Kennu slipped off her back and sat down, grateful to finally be out of the sun.

      “Thank the Creator,” Allie said, wriggling out of his cloak and collapsing on the wooden bench beside him. “I thought you were trying to cook me.”

      Angel transformed into an ermine, taking her sister’s side. Kennu looked down. The Trials seemed temporarily paused, though the crowd was still roaring loudly. He didn’t want to be here, but he knew he had to rest to regain his strength. Otherwise, he’d faint off Angel and create a scene as they left Nesting’s Haven. The last thing they needed was to draw attention.

      Kennu looked down. His heart thudded against his chest when he noticed his father on the floor of the arena, chained against a wall. Ionan was bound beside him. Both were unable to escape.

      “That’s Dad and Ionan down there!” Kennu shouted, pointing. “They must’ve gotten caught!”

      “What?” Allie gasped, leaning on the edge of the bench. “Feather biters! That is them!”

      Soran and Vivi went after them to prevent this, didn’t they? Angel asked.

      “Something must’ve happened,” Kennu said quickly. The fairy began shaking. “They’re going to face the Trials.”

      “No, they’re not,” Allie said roughly. “We’re going to stop this. The only question is how we’re going to get them out of there.”

      Angel paced along the edge of the wooden bench, formulating a plan. I bet there are tons of people locked underneath the Coliseum, waiting to face the Trials. I’m quiet enough that I’m never noticed. I could sneak down there and let them all out, start an uprising. Then they’ll be forced to stop these sick games.

      “Yes, but will it be enough?” Allie asked.

      I don’t know, but we have to try, Angel said. I’ll get the prisoners to start a riot. When that happens, you two figure out a way to break through that metal netting and save your dads.

      “Angel, you can’t even communicate. How are you going to get them to follow you?” Kennu asked.

      Not everything needs words, Kennu. Just trust me, Angel demanded. She jumped off the bench and scurried away, her white tail bobbing behind her as she ran.

      Kennu burst, “This is impossible! I don’t know what she’s thinking! And that netting can’t be broken! It’ll slice us to shreds if we attempt to break through!”

      “Kennu, stop being so pessimistic,” Allie snapped. “Angel said we have to figure out a way, so we will. There’s nothing we haven’t accomplished together, and our fathers are going to die if we fail. I’d like to see a little net try to stop us.” 

      

      Vivienna’s keen eyes searched the ground floor of the Coliseum, lips held tightly together as she surveyed each face of the crowd. She’d abandoned her cloak to strut freely around the arena with her head held high, red hair flowing over her tight black gown. Many spectators moved out of her way fearfully, mumbling to themselves and gazing at her with a distinct expression of terror. No doubt they mistook her for Nineva. The likeness was far too similar, and the proud way she carried herself throughout the Coliseum was identical to how Nineva composed herself.

      Melodi was at her side as a jaguar, prowling throughout the Coliseum’s crowded belly with her claws unsheathed. There was no question between either of them if they wanted to do this. No longer would they hide like meek little mice. It was time to show everyone exactly what they could do.

      Nineva was Wyntier’s greatest weapon, and his most avid protector. Killing her meant a direct path to slaughtering the king. Once his wife was attacked, Wyntier would halt the Trials so he could attempt to save his darling love. If the king was nearby, the queen was certain to be as well. They only had to locate her.

      Vivienna and Melodi scoured the ground floor and the two floors above with no success. They knew she was here, but Nineva wouldn’t be stupid enough to present herself out in the open. She always lurked in the shadows like a black widow until the time came for her to strike.

      Word soon spread throughout the Coliseum that the queen herself was strutting through the halls, looking for someone to extract her ill-temper on. Vivienna found each place she traveled to empty, vacated of all those who valued their own lives.

      She was glad for the rumors. It would make Nineva emerge from her hiding place much quicker if the queen believed there was an impostor in her midst.

      Vivienna had no doubt that she could kill her mother. Her magic was powerful enough, stronger even than the queen’s. She only wondered if she’d have the gall to deliver the final blow when the time was right.

      But then Vivienna thought of Soran, and it steeled her resolve. She had vowed at a young age to defend her little brother at whatever cost. Today, she’d honor that promise.

      Their search led them to the top of the Coliseum. The structure had no roof, only a sparse wooden scaffold circling the inside edge of the arena. Vivienna looked to the right upon the thousands of spectators clustering the stands below. The participants dueling in the Trials appeared little more than dots. To the left, the city buildings appeared as toy boxes. It would be a very long fall if she were to trip on either side.

      Vivienna and Melodi carefully maneuvered around the edge of the scaffold. They’d climbed up here hoping they’d be able to spot Nineva from above. She wasn’t in the reserved box where Wyntier was. Where could she be lurking?

      One of the boards cracked under Vivienna’s weight. Her right foot went through, dangling her ankle in a small hole. Vivienna grabbed her knee to pull herself out, but as she wrenched her leg free, she heard Melodi emitting a growl beside her.

      Vivienna’s head whipped up. Daren was standing ten steps away on the scaffold, grinning at them.

      “Daren!” Vivienna said, turning around. “What are you doing here? Everyone has been worried sick about you!”

      Daren laughed. “Worried? About me? That’s funny. No one has come looking for me since I left.”

      “Daren, why’d you help Cameliyon escape? That was a foolish thing to do. She’s with Wyntier now,” Vivienna snapped.

      “So? I’m with Wyntier now, too.” Daren opened his hand, and a raging black flame emitted from his palm. “And I have to say I’m a hell of a lot happier living with him then I ever was with you.”

      Vivienna’s eyes narrowed as she figured out the situation. “Nineva’s been training you, hasn’t she?” she asked through gritted teeth.

      “Barely. I’m not a prodigy like you were. She feels I’m a waste of her time,” Daren said. “Hopefully killing her daughter will inspire her to train me more.”

      “Are you crazy?” Vivienna hissed. “We’re friends!”

      Daren shook his head. “Not anymore.”

      “You truly are insane if you think you can take me on,” Vivienna said. Two twin flames appeared in both of her hands, rippling up her arms. “I don’t care how much practice you’ve had since you left.”

      “My magic is stronger than yours could ever be, Vivi. And I’m going to prove it to you,” Daren said.

      “Have you seriously envied me all this time? What I can do is a curse, just as much as it is a gift!” Vivienna said, unable to believe it.

      “Who told you that? Soran, perhaps when you were arguing? He’ll say anything when he loses his temper. He can’t control himself.” Daren gave a smug smile.

      “Shut up, Daren. You’ve always been jealous of Soran,” Vivienna said spitefully. “I should’ve known you’d get sick of living in his shadow sooner or later. I would’ve done something about it.”

      “What were you going to do? You were afraid to act, Vivi. You always have been,” Daren said.

      “You left Federin,” Melodi growled, taking a step forward.

      Daren winced, but remained firm. “I had no choice. I never would’ve been allowed to practice magic at Southwild. I wasn’t favored enough like Vivi to have people look the other way.”

      “Magic is dangerous! I only use it when I absolutely have to!” Vivienna shouted. “It should be forbidden, to keep people from losing their heads with power!”

      “People like me?” His eyes flashed. “You’re just too scared to use what you have.”

      “Oh, I’m definitely not scared,” Vivienna said. “That’s something you’re about to find out.”

      Daren shot a blast of fire at Vivienna. She ducked to the side, letting the spell go by before raising her hands. The twin flames grew from her palms. They circled around Daren, rushing in at all sides.

      Daren raised his arms and a thin, black shield formed around him. Vivienna’s flames bounced off the sides. She continued swirling the flames around his shield, increasing the heat.

      Daren’s face contorted, sweat pouring down his cheeks as he struggled to keep his magic aloft. He finally was able to slash his arms down to the side. Vivienna’s flames fell away, sending the fragments of his broken shield hurtling toward her. She waved her hand effortlessly and the fragments dissolved into sand, scattering along the rotting floorboards.

      Daren screamed in rage. He began blasting jets of fire at Vivienna from his fists, punching the air as quickly as his arms would allow. Though there were dozens of flames Vivienna avoided each one, waving her hands and changing them to puffs of smoke that breezed by her cheeks effortlessly.

      She flung out her fingertips and a singular shard of glass materialized in midair, forming a jagged knife with a pointed end. The glass flew towards Daren’s torso, aimed at his middle. Daren sidestepped it clumsily, nearly tripping over the side of the scaffold as he did so.

      “Vivi, stop being nice! Just take care of him!” Melodi shouted. 

      Vivienna took a deep breath. She knew her attempts to harm Daren were half-hearted. Twisting her fingers Vivienna slowly brought her palms together, forming a cage with her hands.

      Iron bars appeared from nothing, closing around Daren and creating a tiny box from which he could not escape. Daren yelled in fury, but despite his best attempts to break the bars with his fire, they wouldn’t melt nor break.

      He wrapped his palms around the bars. They glowed molten hot underneath them, though Vivienna’s witchcraft held up under the oppression of Daren’s magic.

      “You can’t even touch me, Daren,” Vivienna hissed. “Just give up.”

      Daren’s lips formed into a snarl. His eyes flickered to the side, to Melodi. He raised his hand and sent a bolt of black fire hurtling directly toward the jaguar, where it hit her full on the chest. Melodi gasped, then collapsed on the spot.

      “NO!” As a reaction, Vivienna’s hand filled with a harsh black light, forming a circular, swirling orb. She tossed it at Daren and the ball shattered against his temple. He fell against the bars of his cage, completely unconscious. Vivienna fell to her knees by her Changer’s side.

      “Melodi! Di, are you alright?” Vivienna lifted the jaguar’s head into her lap. The Changer was panting faintly… besides her eyes, which were wide and frantically darting back and forth, she didn’t move.

      “I’m… I’m okay.” Melodi’s jaw jolted up and down awkwardly as she struggled to speak. “I can’t move anything, though.”

      “It’s an immobilization spell. I can’t reverse it, but it’ll soon wear off,” Vivienna explained to her. “Daren’s magic is very weak.”

      “We shouldn’t leave him there,” Melodi whispered, and her eyes flickered to the boy in the cage. “We need to get rid of him.”

      “I won’t kill a friend.”

      “He is no friend of ours.”

      Vivienna looked back at Daren. “He was once. That bond is something that can’t be broken, no matter how hard he tries to run away from it.”

      “It is foolish to let him live, Vivi. He will kill others under Wyntier’s command.”

      Vivienna shook her head. “Daren can’t understand the boundaries around his magic. He’ll kill himself before Wyntier gets a chance to use him.”

      Vivienna stood up. “Come on. Let’s go, before he wakes up. If he’s really with Nineva, I’d prefer we didn’t have to face two magicians instead of one. Maybe we can catch her alone while she’s looking for him. Can you change?”

      “I don’t think so,” Melodi said. “I’m stuck like this until the spell wears off.”

      “I can carry you.” Vivienna waved her hand above Melodi. The jaguar was lifted into the air, hovering behind the witch so the spell would follow her wherever she went. “We’ll hide until the spell wears off, then we’ll go looking for her again.”

      “Sounds good to me,” Melodi said. “But I think you’re making a big mistake leaving Daren alive.”

      Vivienna hesitated. Then she continued onward, stepping around Daren’s cage and hurrying along the scaffold.  “Sparing a life is never a mistake.” 
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      Angel jumped from left and right to avoid being stepped on by the giant feet of pedestrians as she ran along the ground floor of the Coliseum. She longed to change into something bigger, but that would ruin her plan of obscurity. The ermine scrambled to keep her bearings as an elephant’s foot nearly crushed her, crashing down and shaking the floor next to her.

      Angel got an idea. She crawled up the elephant’s foot, clinging to a safe spot behind his ankle.

      The elephant didn’t notice she was hitching a ride. She jumped off when he walked past a wooden door flanked by guards, where she was sure they were keeping the prisoners.

      Angel flattened herself to the ground, running along the edges of wall and leaving the safety of the crowd. As she’d predicted, she wasn’t noticed among the guards. They kept their eyes forward as she slinked around their legs and underneath the gap at the bottom of the door, slipping into darkness.

      She took the stairs to the basement of the Coliseum two at a time, jumping from one to the next. When she was near the bottom she paused, perking up her ears to listen.

      “I hate being down here. I always think there’s someone watching,” a Changer whined, waiting at the bottom of the stairs.

      “Who can watch you in the dark? I can’t even see you,” his Accompany responded. “You’re being absolutely ridiculous.”

      “I thought you said joining Wyntier’s army would be fun. This isn’t fun. It smells down here,” the Changer complained.

      “I never said it would be fun, I said it’s what my father expects of us. He’s serves the Council. It doesn’t look very good if his son doesn’t help the war effort,” the Accompany snapped. “You should be grateful we were stationed down here instead of chosen to help with the attack on Southwild a few weeks ago. Half of them are swimming with the fishes.”

      “Fighting a battle would be more fun then sitting in a dark hole all day,” the Changer grumbled.

      “You’re such a whiner, Edli.”

      Angel crept closer. From here she could see that the Changer was in the form of a large, very scary dog. There were two silver keys dangling from a collar around his neck. Angel carefully tiptoed around his paws and then stretched herself upward, trying to reach the keys.

      “What was that?” Edli barked, jumping backwards. Angel crouched low to the ground. “Something touched me!”

      “Oh, by the Creator, are you losing your mind?” the Accompany jibed.

      “No! I swear, it was reaching for my neck!” Edli howled.

      “Maybe it was a ghost.” Angel heard the Accompany chuckle lowly. “You’d better watch out, Edli. They’re coming for you.”

      “No!” Edli said, and Angel had to slide back and forth to avoid being stepped on as his paws danced upon the stone.

      “Oh yes, there are ghosts down here, Edli. Oooh...”

      “Cut it out!”

      While the two of them were bickering, Angel jumped up and managed to snag the two keys. Under her weight, the thin rope tying them to Edli’s collar snapped. She fell to the floor, rolling away with the keys into darkness.

      The door above opened. Angel clutched the keys and pressed herself against the edge of the wall, heart pounding.

      “Hey! We need the two of you up here!” one of the soldiers guarding the door cried.

      “What now?” the Accompany complained as his spooked Changer shivered.

      “Someone pretending to be the queen has infiltrated the Coliseum. We need everyone’s help to find her,” the guard responded. “Leave the prisoners. They’re not going anywhere.”

      “Fine by me!” Edli cried. He bolted up the staircase while his Accompany followed, shaking his head.

      When the door closed, Angel transformed into a griffin, the keys clutched in her beak. She proceeded to the first cell and put one of the keys inside the lock, turning it with her talon until it swung open.

      “What’s this?” an Accompany peered out from the darkness. His Changer, a small tapir, rattled her chains as she looked up. The Accompany stared at the griffin as she entered the cell. “Is it time for us to face the Trials?”

      Angel dropped the other key from her mouth on the straw next to his hand. He took it slowly, expecting some sort of trick. He kept his eye on her as he put the key into the locks circling his wrists and ankles. When his shackles fell away, he immediately moved onto his Changer, setting her free before looking back at Angel.

      She had already started on opening the next cell. When that door swung open she stared at the Accompany, swishing her tail.

      For a moment, his eyes flashed to the doorway above the staircase. But his Changer tugged on his pant leg and the Accompany started forward, entering the cell opposite his and unlocking the shackles around that Accompany and her Changer. Soundlessly, they continued like this until all fifty of the cells were open and the mass of prisoners stood crowded in the minuscule hallway.

      One of the Changers transformed into a small dragon. He used what he had left of his fire to light the torches above, so the rest of them could see.

      All were desperate to leave, but none seemed to have the courage to. For them, the cells were hell, but at least they were safe. Up there, they were not.

      “What are we all waiting for? We need to go,” an Accompany said, skirting towards the door. Angel leapt in front of him, barring the way.

      “What is this? A trap by Wyntier? I’m not going to die in the Trials,” he insisted, attempting to move around Angel and failing.

      “Don’t be stupid. This griffin looks like she has a plan,” the Accompany she’d saved first told him. “We should follow her.”

      “If she has a plan why doesn’t she just talk to us about it?” he argued. “She hasn’t said a word about who she is or why she’s here.”

      “Look, it’s better if we all stick together anyway,” the tapir said. “We have a better chance of fighting them if we team up. This griffin didn’t save us to lead us to our doom, I’m sure. We just have to trust her.”

      Angel nodded. She shrunk down to the floor, to indicate to the others they needed to be quiet. No one said a word, and Angel proceeded to creep up the steps. Without question, those behind her followed.

      

      Zorna scampered behind Soran as a coyote, struggling to keep up. Soran kept pushing people out of the way, shouting at them if they took too long to move. He was angry that he’d lost Vivienna, and Zorna was desperately trying to keep him in check.

      “Soran! Stop attracting attention!” Zorna shouted. He grabbed the edge of Soran’s shirt with his teeth and sat on the ground, dragging him to a halt.

      “We don’t have a lot of time! Uncle Keota and Ionan are going to die!” he said harshly.

      “Yesh, bhut we havf to ceep our eads!”

      Zorna’s response came out muffled with Soran’s shirt in his mouth. The Accompany ripped it free and said, “I’m perfectly calm, okay? Get off my back.”

      “Soran!” The boy turned, sighing in relief when he saw his sister running toward him and waving a hand. Vivienna came to a stop, holding the skirts of her dress elegantly so they didn’t skim along the dirty floor.

      “Vivi!” Soran embraced her tightly. “I’m glad we found you. You shouldn’t have to do this alone.”

      “Alone?” Vivienna pulled away, blinking.

      “Yeah. We can save Uncle Keota together,” Soran said. Vivienna’s face melted into understanding.

      “Where’s Melodi?” Zorna asked, peering around her skirts.

      “She’s waiting for us somewhere,” Vivienna explained breathlessly. “Look, I think we can stop this, but I need you to help me.”

      “Really? That’s not what you said before,” Soran said. “You seemed pretty stubborn to keep me out of it.”

      “Yeah, well, I can’t protect my baby brother forever,” she said. “And right now I’m pretty sure there’s no way I can do this by myself.”

      “What are we doing?” Soran asked.

      “Just follow me. You’ll understand when we get there.” 

      Vivienna took off at a run through the crowd, and the boys followed. She rounded a couple of corners, waiting up for them a few times before stopping in front of an ornate door.

      “Melodi’s in here,” Vivienna explained, pushing open the door. The boys followed her through it, but who was inside was most certainly not Vivienna’s Changer.

      The room was sparsely decorated. The only thing inside was a lone wooden chair, a red-headed witch sitting upon it.

      Nineva curled her fingers and gave her son a smirk. “Hello, Soran.”

      Zorna yelped. The boys bolted for the exit, but Vivienna slammed it shut. Soran expected his sister to leap into action, but the boy gasped as Vivienna’s beautiful features gave way to plain ones, her red hair transforming into pink curls. Soran realized this wasn’t his sister at all. The way she’d held up her skirts… how she’d become confused when he mentioned they split up…

      Cameliyon laughed cruelly at him as he stumbled backwards in shock.

      “Cameliyon?” he whispered. “Why?” His heart felt like it was breaking all over again.

      She laughed again. “Surprised? I’m working for Wyntier now. He’s just as much my father as he is yours now.”

      “Not that,” he said softly. “Why’d you leave? You were my best friend.”

      Cameliyon’s wicked grin fell away. Her face was chiseled into an expression of apathy. “You don’t mean anything to me, Soran,” Cameliyon said in a flat voice. “You were stupid to think you ever did.”

      From over her shoulders crawled Pumpkin and Martin. They gazed down at Soran with worried eyes. The two ferrets were clearly torn, unable to decide if they should blow their cover and save their friends, or continue to act as spies.

      Cameliyon wasn’t paying attention to Zorna. Slowly, the coyote shook his head back and forth at the two Changers. Pumpkin and Martin understood, clutching Cameliyon’s shoulders firmly and staying put.

      “Cameliyon, leave us,” Nineva said coolly. “It’s been over a decade since I last saw my son. I wish to speak to him alone.”

      “Who are you to order me around?” Cameliyon snapped, glaring at the witch.

      “You have power, child, but it is uncontrollable and reckless, unlike my own,” Nineva said. “If you wish to stay in my husband’s good graces, I demand that you leave.”

      Cameliyon bunched her hands into fists. “I brought them here because you asked me to, and now I don’t get to see what you’re going to do with them?”

      “This isn’t your concern! Leave us be, you wretched girl!” Nineva snarled.

      Cameliyon sneered at the queen. “I shall return to Wyntier’s side. Where I belong.” She said the words with emphasis before proceeding out the door, twiddling her fingers at her old friends. “Until next time, Soran,” she cooed.

      The lock clicked behind them. Nineva rose gracefully from her seat and Soran said, “If you’re going to kill us, just have it over with. I won’t be your weapon again.”

      Nineva’s eyes softened, and she opened her arms. Soran expected dark fire to rise from within them, until she said, “My son. I’ve missed you so.”

      Nineva circled her arms around Soran’s body, locking his arms to his sides and bringing him into a tight hug. Soran stiffened against the embrace, which felt cold and distant… nothing like a mother’s should. Zorna was growling at his feet but the witch ignored him, continuing to hold her son.

      Nineva pulled away. Soran nearly collapsed when he saw there were tears in Nineva’s eyes. Even as a young child, he’d never seen his mother appear anything but vacant and ruthless.

      “You have grown into a very handsome young man,” Nineva said, moving a lock of brown hair out of his eyes and caressing the back of her hand against his cheek. “You look like your father, of course, but your nose is mine. You even have some of Kia’s freckles.”

      “Get away from him!” Zorna snarled. His teeth were bared. The hair on his back was raised, poised to attack.

      Soran raised a cautious hand, to tell Zorna to settle. “What is it you want?” he asked.

      “What I want? I want to come home,” she said. “I miss my babies.”

      “You burned home to the ground. The Verinian’s gone,” Soran spat.

      “A mistake which your father manipulated me into,” Nineva said soothingly. “Wyntier has had control of me all these years. I was in love with him, but I’ve come to realize he’s a madman. I must get away.”

      “Finally came to your senses, huh?” Soran snapped. He wrenched himself away from his mother, taking a step back.

      “I want to be with my children again. Eleven years is far too long to be apart from them,” Nineva wept. She swept the tears off her cheeks, obviously struggling to hold more inside.

      “Why? You never cared before,” Soran said spitefully.

      “Wyntier is excellent at brainwashing those who follow him, as you well know,” Nineva said. She’d stopped crying, though she still appeared distraught. “Vera, a much kinder creature than I will ever be, never managed to escape his clutches. You must understand how difficult it was for me to decide to betray the king.”

      Soran paused. His mother had done terribly ruthless things to please Wyntier.

      But so had Vera, and Vera hadn’t been a monster. “You chose him over us,” Soran said. “That wasn’t right.”

      “I’m not saying I didn’t hurt you. All I’m asking for is the chance to make it up to you,” Nineva begged. “If I was still on Wyntier’s side it would’ve been no trouble for me to capture you or harm you, yet I haven’t done either.”

      Soran swallowed. “I suppose that’s true. You’ve never hesitated to attack before, and now you are.”

      “Soran, don’t you listen. She must be lying,” Zorna said suspiciously.

      Nineva spoke over Zorna. “I’m willing to come back to Southwild as your prisoner,” she said. “You know if I join your side the war would be over almost instantaneously. Wyntier can’t stand up to both Vivienna and I.”

      “Vivi.” Soran shook his head. “Does she know about this?”

      “No. And that’s why I came to you first. Vivienna is more powerful than I am. She could kill me easily, and she won’t hesitate to if she finds me,” Nineva said. “If you convince her to stand down, we can talk this out. And I am frightened of her.” 

      The fear was true upon Nineva’s face. Soran could see that his mother was afraid… no… petrified of Vivienna. He thought hard about the situation. There had been plenty of people who had betrayed them and then come back to join the cause. Casiff. Vera. Keota. Was it so hard to believe that his mother could be one of them?

      Wyntier was hideous. No one could serve him forever… not even Nineva.

      “Fine. You can come with us,” Soran said. “If you help to save Uncle Keota and Ionan, I guess you’re in the clear.”

      “Soran…” Zorna warned.

      “It’s okay, Zo.” Soran turned to his Changer. “We just have to find Vivi.”

      “I believe she’s on the scaffold above the arena,” Nineva said. “If we find her, we can save Keota and Ionan together, then fly back to Southwild.”

      “Okay. Lead the way.” Soran certainly didn’t want Nineva at his back. Complying with his request, the witch strode to the door and opened it, traveling to one of the staircases in the arena and beginning to climb upwards. Soran and Zorna followed at a distance and waited for an indication to run or fight, but Nineva never made a move against them.

      “Soran, I don’t like this,” Zorna said. “It doesn’t feel right.”

      “She would’ve hurt us by now, Zo. Let’s just see what happens. Maybe she’s telling the truth,” Soran said. The look on Zorna’s face was doubtful.

      When they got to the top of the Coliseum, Nineva poked her head over the staircase. “She’s up there,” Nineva said. She pointed to an adjacent staircase next to them that split in the opposite direction. “You go this way and get her attention. I’ll venture from behind when she’s ready to talk.”

      “No. That’s not happening,” Soran said immediately.

      “She can’t see me, Soran. If she does, she’ll react irrationally,” Nineva said calmly. “You talk to her first. Once you explain the situation, she can turn around and I’ll be standing right there.”

      “No.”

      “Soran, there isn’t time. Keota and Ionan are due to fight each other, and there is only so much I can do before we can’t stop the Trials.” Nineva’s eyes expressed urgency. “Just trust your mother.”

      “I’ll watch her, Soran,” Zorna said lowly, glaring at Nineva. “If she tries anything, I’ll give a warning.”

      Soran nodded nervously. He proceeded up the opposite stairway. When he climbed on the scaffolding he saw Vivienna kneeling by Melodi, who seemed to be paralyzed. The Changer was lying on the scaffold, immobile.

      “I… I think it’s wearing off now,” Melodi said. “I should be able to move again soon.”

      “Vivi!” Soran called. His sister jumped to her feet, staring at him. Nineva had stepped onto the scaffold and was walking behind her, hands clamped together submissively. The witch was quiet as she crept behind her daughter, seemingly unable to keep herself away any longer than she already had.

      Soran opened his mouth, but he didn’t have a spare moment to explain things. Vivienna turned, and her eyes widened in shock as she saw Nineva standing no more than a few inches away from her.

      “My daughter. I’m so sorry,” Nineva hushed. Tears were once again trailing down her beautiful, porcelain face. Her arms slid forward and tangled Vivienna within them, clutching the girl to her body as tightly as she’d embraced Soran. Like her brother, the girl didn’t know what to do. She was completely still. Zorna watched from the opposite staircase, unsure of what to do.

      “Mom?” Vivienna asked. Her arms raised slowly, to wrap the other witch within them in an unsure hug.

      “Vivi, no,” Melodi gasped. She struggled to get up, still wrapped within the paralysis of the spell.

      “That’s right, my darling,” Nineva whispered, putting a hand in her daughter’s hair. “I am here, my precious, precious child, and you will never leave my arms again.”

      Vivienna leaned into her mother’s grasp, as if it was all she’d ever wanted in the world, and Nineva kissed her lightly on the cheek. They stood in a world without time, Nineva calmly rocking her daughter back and forth. Vivienna breathed deeply, her eyes closed. It appeared as if the young witch had finally entered heaven, after being exiled from its loving realms for so long.

      Then Vivienna began to cough. She wheezed, a hacking sound emerging deep from within her throat as she struggled to breathe.

      “Hush now,” Nineva said gently, patting Vivienna’s back. She was crying again. “Everything’s going to be all right.”

      “Soran!” Zorna yelped, but his warning came too late. Nineva let Vivienna go, and Soran saw the light fade from his sister’s eyes as the place where Nineva had kissed her blossomed into an inky black rose, spreading across the girl’s pale cheek.

      Vivienna stumbled, and Soran went to catch her. The young witch’s fingertips grazed her brother’s as she tumbled over the side of the Coliseum, turning head over heels in mid-air and plummeting to the ground below.

      Soran’s agonized, wretched screams matched Melodi’s as Vivienna’s body snapped upon the cobblestone streets, sending the crowd scattering. Vivienna lay broken upon the city of Nesting’s Haven, her limbs at twisted angles, dress blanketed around her. Blood stemmed from her cracked skull, soaking the streets with all the disappointments a child could ever have in their mother.

      Zorna went to attack but Nineva twirled her arm over her head, vanishing in a swirling column of black smoke. 

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eleven

          

          A Fight to the Death
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      Keota watched as the alligator he’d been standing with for hours was dragged out of the Coliseum, killed by a blow to the head from his partner. The Accompany he’d been talking to earlier was led away, and that was it. There were no others to wait behind. It was his and Ionan’s turn.

      Keota and Ionan looked at each other. Years of companionship, love and trust meant nothing. Their entire bond had been brought to a bloody conclusion.

      “Fight well, Ionan,” Keota said, trying to keep the waver out of his voice.

      “Till the bitter end, my friend,” the lion replied.

      Keota and Ionan were wrenched to the middle of the arena by guards. The soldiers unshackled their bonds and the crowd roared in bloody anticipation. Keota chanced a glance up at Wyntier. The wicked king appeared absolutely gleeful.

      “Be sure to pay attention, Wyntier,” Keota growled under his breath. “What we’re going to do to each other is nothing compared to what will be done to you.”

      When the chains were off of him, Ionan wasted no time. He sprinted toward Keota full-speed, claws outstretched, his mane flattened to his head as he soared into the air. Keota waited for him, latching onto the lion as they collided.

      The two of them rolled on the ground. Ionan gained the upper hand, pinning Keota and raising a paw to strike, snarling viciously. Keota kneed Ionan’s stomach, using his strength to pitch the Changer off of him. Ionan tumbled into the sand and Keota grabbed a good-sized rock, raising it up high. He swung the rock forward, but Ionan lunged out of the way and grabbed Keota’s arm with his large jaws, clamping down tight.

      Keota screamed in pain as his blood began running down Ionan’s mouth. Using his free hand, he clubbed Ionan between the eyes with the rock. Stunned, the lion let go and stumbled backwards, shaking his head.

      Keota tried once again to hit him with the crude weapon, but he was forced to drop it as Ionan charged at him with his massive teeth. Keota grabbed two of Ionan’s largest fangs and tussled with the lion’s mouth as the creature attempted to devour him, twisting Ionan’s jaw this way and that. Ionan finally pulled free, rising up on his hind legs and battering Keota across the middle.

      As their battle continued, the arena cheered in exhilarated euphoria. This wasn’t a quick fight. This bonded pair knew each other well, and both were talented fighters. It would truly be a dramatic end worth noting in the Coliseum for decades to come.

      Keota got to his feet, cradling his bleeding arm. Ionan growled and transformed into a dragon, smoke furling out of his nose. The massive beast stampeded towards Keota with a mighty roar, letting out a stream of flame. Keota rolled out of the way as Ionan twisted and turned within the Coliseum.

      Dragon’s fire singed his clothes. Keota wasn’t quick enough and Ionan’s flame caught the edge of his pant leg, setting aflame.

      The fire quickly burned away the fabric and began eating away at Keota’s skin. The Accompany wailed loudly. He collapsed upon the ground and ripped off his shirt, using it to put the fire on his leg out.

      Ionan paused. Keota’s tortured cries were enough to temporarily stun him against taking further action.

      Keota looked around for a weapon. The chains from their shackles were still lying on the ground. He grabbed them, and the dragon charged. As Ionan barreled toward him Keota swung one side of the chain into Ionan’s mouth. He then jumped and lifted himself onto the dragon’s back, grabbing onto both sides of the chain and yanking as hard as he could.

      The chain cut into Ionan’s tongue and the corners of his cheek, temporarily immobilizing him with pain. Ionan reared onto his back legs, flailing his front talons and shrieking in agony, twisting his head to try and get away. Keota held on tighter, forcing Ionan’s tongue into the back of his mouth, causing him to choke.

      Ionan fell over backwards, his wings splayed out behind him. Keota jumped off his back the moment before the dragon crushed him under his massive weight. Several columns inside the Coliseum fell to the ground, shattering to pieces at the small earthquake caused by Ionan’s fall.

      The dragon rolled onto his side. He swung his large tail at Keota to knock him over, the large arrowhead at the end of his tail digging into the ground. Keota was able to duck and jump a few times, but then Ionan’s tail caught him and he was sent flying backwards into the wall. It cracked upon impact, and the crowd cheered.

      Slowly, Keota peeled himself off the wall. Staggering forward on his burnt leg, Keota rasped, “Enough messing around, Ionan. Let’s just finish this.”

      The dragon growled, showing all his teeth. Both of them ran toward the other, and when they were in reach of each other’s grasp both reacted at once. Keota grabbed one of Ionan’s left fangs with one hand and Ionan’s right horn with the other, poised to snap his neck. Ionan’s large front paw encircled Keota’s entire body, his talons easily able to crush the Accompany in his grasp. It was done.

      They hadn’t been paying attention to the noise in the stands. But now they found themselves unable to hear anything but the crowd. The audience was no longer cheering... they were screaming in terror.

      Keota glanced away and saw that a group of people in the stands were stampeding over each other to get away. A group of fifty Changers and their Accompanies were attacking the crowd, led by a furious white griffin, whose silent fury was a death to all those who did not see her coming. The rest of the arena panicked, filtering out of the stands as quickly as they could to retreat to the streets of Nesting’s Haven, away from the chaos.

      Ionan and Keota let go of each other. When they did this the iron netting around the Coliseum fell away, crumpling upon the crowd and making it so that many underneath it could not escape. The crowd was cut to ribbons, hacked to pieces by the barbed wiring. Keota saw his son circling the stadium upon Allie’s back, holding a dagger and smiling victoriously.

      Keota wondered how they’d managed to break the netting, until he saw that there were patches of it still hooked to the edges of the Coliseum. Kennu and Allie had secretly cut away at the main ropes supporting the netting, so the barbed metal had given way under the stress of its own weight.

      Wyntier was standing. He was poised at the edge of the platform, and pointing at Allie. “You’re alive?” Wyntier snarled.

      “That’s right! It’s not so easy to get rid of me, you bastard!” Allie cried.

      Keota jumped on Ionan’s back. The dragon rose into the sky, frying the Changers that came after him with his flame. Allie and Kennu met up with them. The group began hurtling toward the open hole at the top of the Coliseum with vigor.

      “Angel! We gotta go!” Allie cried.

      Angel heard her sister’s cry and turned, leaving the attack to join back up with her companions. The Changers she was with followed her, morphing into creatures who could fly and throwing their Accompanies onto their backs. The soldiers tried to stop them, but were soon afraid to get too close as the group plunged many to their deaths below.

      When they reached the top of the Coliseum Keota noticed Zorna and Soran standing upon the edge of the scaffolding surrounding the edge, looking down.

      Allie called out for Zorna. The coyote glanced up, changing into a griffin and barreling toward Soran. His Accompany had noticed the others were there, but Soran wouldn’t move... he refused Zorna’s requests to climb on his back with tortured screams.

      Having enough, Zorna grabbed Soran’s shirt with his beak and swung him onto his back, climbing into the sky. The boy leaned upon the griffin’s neck, burying his head into the creature’s feathers.

      “Where are Vivi and Melodi?” Allie asked, flying close to her boyfriend. “What happened to them?”

      Two large tears leaked out of Zorna’s eyes. He shook his head, and gave no answer.

      

      Everyone was terribly worried about Melodi, but she reappeared a few days after the others had arrived at Southwild. She refused to say where she had buried Vivienna’s body, nor to speak at all. The owl simply made herself known, stared at Soran for a few long moments, then flew off to Vivienna’s old bedroom. There, she perched on the balcony and kept the door shut.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twelve

          

          War Tolerates No Grief
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      The adults didn’t berate the kids for journeying to Nesting’s Haven without permission. Keota and Ionan had obviously been wrong to refuse help, and the punishment they’d all received for following them into Nesting’s Haven was far more damaging than anything anyone could ever say or do.

      The prisoners who’d helped Angel start the riot were given rooms in Ionia’s Palace. They promised to help the war effort once they regained their strength, but it was a small comfort compared to what they’d sacrificed.

      The loss of Ana, Maekrel and Vivienna all in one day permeated the palace, infecting the walls and overtaking the souls of each resident who lurked there. The once colorful colors of the palace seemed to melt into an ugly, muddled stupor, where hope was irrelevant and joy foolish. In this world, it seemed, the worth of a person’s life had no meaning.

      Keota been rather absent since Ana died. He stared into spaces much longer than usual and never said much of anything, vacant from whatever conversation was taking place. Ionan mirrored him… like his Accompany, he was so encumbered by his grief for Maekrel even Sunset struggled to comfort him.

      It was hard to tell how Soran and Melodi were doing. Both of them hid out of sight.

      A week after their loss Kennu called another one of their secret meetings in his room. The silence was dominating.

      Soran didn’t show up. Neither did Melodi.

      “Poor Melodi,” Allie said, her ears pressed flat against her head as she bowed it morosely. “She’s... she’s...”

      “Completely destroyed,” Kennu finished for her. Everyone nodded in agreement. This was how he had felt when he believed he’d lost Allie, and those two words were more than enough to summarize what was going on with Melodi at the moment.

      She has Federin, at least, Angel mused sadly. He’s the only one who can identify with how she feels at the moment.

      When the hamster had learned that Melodi had lost her Accompany, he’d scuttled to Vivienna’s room and climbed up on the balcony next to Melodi. He waited out the days with her. She would stare all day at the sun, watching it rise up and down, and he would rest by her side. Though Daren hadn’t died, Federin had still had to cope with the terrible reality that he’d been abandoned by his Accompany.

      How’s Soran? Angel asked. It was a rather silly question, seeing as how everyone knew Soran had adored his big sister, but Angel felt she had to ask anyway. Kennu voiced the question aloud. Zorna, who was balancing on Allie’s shoulders as a phoenix, drooped his head.

      “He’s very depressed,” Zorna said. “He believes it’s his fault.”

      No one spoke. By all technicalities, if Soran hadn’t gone to Nesting’s Haven Vivienna would still be alive, but Keota and Ionan wouldn’t be. No matter how many different scenarios they came up with, someone they loved always had to die.

      “If you ask me it was his bitch mother who did it. It’s nobody’s fault but hers,” Reagan subbed in. “We wanna place blame, let’s go with her. Only a sicko kills their own kid.”

      “Agreed,” Kennu mumbled.

      Zorna looked away. “I don’t know. There was something in Nineva’s eyes that told me she didn’t want to do it.”

      “It doesn’t matter if she wanted to kill Vivi or not. She did anyway,” Kennu said harshly. “She could’ve come up with the idea, or Wyntier could’ve, but either way Vivi’s dead.”

      Zorna shifted from foot to foot. “I think you should talk to Soran, Kennu. I can’t get him to eat or come out of his room. Maybe you can. You’re the closest to him next to me, after all.”

      “What about Melodi?” Kennu asked.

      “Melodi is... she’s done,” Allie said finitely. “There’s no way she can still help us, but Soran can. We need him on this team. It’s all of us against Wyntier. If we lose Soran that’s one less person we have to take him down, and without Vivienna and Melodi to help us we can’t afford to lose anyone else.”

      Allie was talking more like a war general than a friend, but they all knew she was right. Becoming detached to the situation and doing what they had to in order to end the war was something non-negotiable. The time for grief would come after this was over.

      War held no affection for mourning.

      Kennu struggled to get up. “Okay. If you guys want me to talk to him, I will.”

      Allie helped him to Soran’s room. When Kennu knocked, she backed away to give them some space.

      After a time, Soran opened the door. Kennu noticed there were dark circles underneath his eyes and dried tearstains on his cheeks. His whole body seemed tense and broken as he held open the door.

      Soran stepped aside. Kennu didn’t say anything as he walked in. It took everything he had not to fall to the floor and crawl to the single chair Soran had in his room. Kennu sat down gingerly and his cousin shut the door, leaning against it.

      “You okay?” Soran asked roughly.

      “That trip took a lot out of me,” Kennu said, sighing. “I haven’t been feeling good since I left.”

      “That was pretty clever, what you did with the netting.”

      “Allie did most of the work cutting the ropes. I just watched to make sure we didn’t get caught,” Kennu said.

      Soran had drawn the shades. It made the room dark. Kennu could barely see the outlines of his cousin’s face as they stared at each other.

      “You shouldn’t be in the same room as me. I’m a monster,” Soran said.

      “You’re not a—”

      “I’m just like him. The cruel man’s son will call, and then betray you all. Well, I did it. I betrayed everyone. I killed my own sister. I murdered the one person who was always there for me, the person who never gave up on me. She thought I could be more than what everyone expected.”

      He made a sarcastic, bitter noise. “What a disappointment I turned out to be.”

      “It wasn’t your fault, Soran.”

      “I fell for Nineva’s lies. It damn well is my fault. I wish I never led her to Vivi. I wish she’d killed me instead. I keep praying to back in time and beg her...”

      Soran drew in a sharp breath, tangling a hand in his long hair.

      “Nothing we can do will change the past,” Kennu said firmly. “But I swear, Wyntier and Nineva won’t get away with this. We’re going after them. We’re going to take them down. In Vivi’s name we’ll get our revenge, but we can’t do it without you.”

      “You’d be better off—”

      “No! Soran, if you’re not with us, you’re helping them win! Is that what you want?” Kennu asked.

      Soran was shaking. Kennu leaned forward and said, “For the Creator’s sake, Soran, don’t let them beat you. You’ve worked your whole life to avoid becoming like them. Don’t give up now. Are you with us?”

      Soran nodded frantically, tears spilling out of him. “Yeah. Yeah, Kennu. I’m with you.”

      “Good,” Kennu said firmly. “Now let’s figure out a way to make them pay.”

      

      Cameliyon had been in a bad mood ever since she’d returned from the Coliseum. Who was Nineva, to believe she could order her about like some sort of personal slave? She wasn’t a simple peasant. She was the daughter of the king.

      No… the lover of the king. His mistress. And Wyntier certainly loved her more than he loved his wife.

      Cameliyon ducked around a corner. She kept her head down as she maneuvered through the shadows of the castle. After days of waiting, Wyntier had finally summoned her. Lately she’d had to wear dark makeup and high-necked dresses to hide the bruises. Wyntier’s play became rougher each time, but Cameliyon enjoyed the pain. It gave her an avenue to hide from being real.

      You were my best friend.

      Cameliyon scowled. Thoughts of Soran had bothered her ever since she’d left him to Nineva. Did he really think she was so naïve to continue believing his lies? They weren’t friends. They never had been.

      She had to admit, she was impressed that Nineva had chosen to slaughter Vivienna instead of Soran. Vivienna was clearly more powerful, while Soran was just a toy. Sending him traumatized back to Southwild would demoralize their enemy entirely. Cameliyon wasn’t sure what was more exciting… the fact that they no longer had Vivienna’s power to be afraid of, or that Southwild would be too crippled in fear to stand up to Wyntier’s forces.

      They’d just killed the most powerful witch alive. They were unstoppable.

      Cameliyon had expected Nineva to kill all the others, but they’d managed to escape before she could take action. Cameliyon feared the king’s reaction, but Wyntier didn’t seem angry that his enemies had escaped. After they had fled he only appeared eager, as if there was some nasty surprise he couldn’t wait to reveal.

      Cameliyon dropped her skirts. Her Changers struggled out from underneath them as they scurried to the side. She hadn’t been sure of Martin and Pumpkin’s switch to Wyntier’s side before the Trials, but since they hadn’t made a move to help Soran or Zorna out back at the Coliseum, she was utterly convinced they were devoted to her new cause. Her Changers hardly left her side these days, even when she was with Wyntier.

      She pushed a large door open. She smiled when she saw Wyntier lounging on an elaborate armrest, but her cheeks paled when she noticed Nineva was standing on the other side of the room, her arms crossed, looking mutinous.

      Cameliyon nearly choked. Had Nineva discovered their secret? But it wasn’t so. This was about something else. Daren was here, too. He was sullenly leaning against an elaborate mahogany desk, obviously pouting.

      The only one who’d been in a worse mood since they’d returned than Nineva was Daren. He was bitter that he’d lost so terribly to Vivienna, and Nineva had chastised him mercilessly for it.

      “What’s going on?” Cameliyon asked, shutting the door behind her quietly.

      “We’re here to develop a strategy, my dear,” Wyntier said coolly, curling his fingers. “Just in case the current plan ceases to take full effect.”

      “Plan?” Cameliyon asked. “What plan?”

      Wyntier smiled. “Southwild’s forces are weakened,” he said. “The majority of their soldiers are still recovering from the last battle, and those who have recently joined them are nothing but an array of sickened prisoners. Now is the time to strike.”

      “Great. So when do we leave?” Daren said, obviously dying to prove himself. Cameliyon tried not to gag.

      “We don’t,” Wyntier said. “You’re going to do all the work for us.”

      Daren’s face was confused. Wyntier shrugged. “This is your last chance, Daren. Either you show us the strength of your powers, or we will kill you. We will not house a warlock who has no skill useful to us.”

      Daren’s eyes hid an illusion of horror. Cameliyon hoped he failed. It would be such a relief to have his mopey, whiney form gone from her sight permanently.

      “What do you need me to do?” he asked.

      “It is simple, really.” Wyntier glanced at Nineva. The secret glance they shared was enough to make Cameliyon burn inside. She wanted Wyntier to look at her like that. She wanted to be queen. “You see, the Trials were all part of an elaborate plan. We wanted our enemies to escape.”

      “What? Why,” Daren snarled.

      “We know them well. The ones who fight against us are too softhearted to leave behind those in need of their help.” Wyntier chuckled lightly. “Before they arrived, we ensured that each of the prisoners in the cells below were unknowingly infected with the Black Death. When the white griffin set them loose, she led them directly to her homeland. The diseased prisoners are infecting Southwild’s ranks as we speak.”

      Pumpkin and Martin squeaked against the floor. Cameliyon kicked them to the side and said, “That was very clever, sire.”

      “Yes. But we need magic to summon the Night Mares,” Wyntier said. “Nineva could easily do it from here, but it is time Daren earned his keep.”

      “Hold on…” Daren said slowly. “If Malaki Shaman was the one who summoned the Night Mares in the Verinian Forest eleven years ago, and you need magic to bring them to life...”

      “I thought Malaki chased Nineva out of the Verinian when he discovered she had power,” Cameliyon said, casting a quick glance at the witch.

      Nineva was cold. “Malaki Shaman was a liar. He had his own magic all along, but it was weak, and he feared my own. He wasn’t afraid of the magic I held. Only terrified of the witch that I’d become.”

      “I convinced Malaki to release the Black Death so I could get my hands on a certain item of his without leaving any traces behind,” Wyntier said. “I knew the fairy wasn’t able to control the plague, and it would eventually kill him.”

      Cameliyon tilted her head and asked, “Your plan to kill Southwild with the Black Death is foolproof. Why do we need a backup?”

      “Our enemies are incredibly meddlesome. I’m sure they will find a way to wriggle out of this before they’re all dead, one way or another,” Wyntier stated. “That’s where your powers come in, Cameliyon. And his.”

      Wyntier snapped his fingers. Cameliyon wrinkled her nose with distaste when Moorock emerged from a darkened corner of the room. His hair was long and stringy. It hung in front of his face as the professor raised his head meekly. “Yes, Master?”

      “Pay attention. I won’t have you mucking this one up, as you’ve managed to do with everything else,” Wyntier said sharply.

      “Get them out of here,” Nineva said abruptly, pointing at Pumpkin and Martin. “Only those directly involved should be in this room.”

      “They are my Changers. I see no reason why they should go,” Cameliyon said snottily.

      “This isn’t something Changers should hear,” Nineva snapped. “They are our servants and slaves. There’s no need to have them in a war meeting.”

      Cameliyon hated doing anything Nineva said. Yet Wyntier was giving her a calm, chilling look, telling her to agree. Stubbornly, Cameliyon jutted out her chin and gave the slowest, most insulting curtesy possible, looking Nineva in the eye while doing it. “Very well, my queen.”

      Cameliyon stomped to the door. She wrenched it open, making a jerking motion with her head. “Go. I expect you to wait for me in my room until I’m back.”

      “But…” Pumpkin peeped.

      “NOW!” Cameliyon pointed to the door, and the two Changers scampered out quickly. When they had gone she slammed the door, tossing her hair over her shoulder.

      “Okay,” she said, glaring at Nineva. “This better be worth my time.”

      “Watch what you say to me, girl. Your little water trick is nothing compared to what I can do,” Nineva hissed.

      “My dear—” Wyntier started.

      “Don’t.” That one syllable, the single word, was more wounding than anything Cameliyon had ever heard. Nineva wouldn’t look at him.

      “She was more powerful than any of us, Nineva. We had no choice,” Wyntier said softly. He reached out to caress Nineva’s fingers with his own, but his wife pulled sharply away.

      Behind her hand, Cameliyon suppressed a satisfied smirk.

      

      Angel felt like a ghost as she prowled through the palace’s corridors. The moonlight bounced off the griffin’s pearly feathers and reflected onto the stone, creating an otherworldly halo around her form that glowed brightly, even in the dark. People always said she looked like an angel, sent from heaven above.

      Angel had never felt like that. She’d spent her whole life wanting to be just like everyone else. She never wanted to be different.

      She heard coughing coming from one of the rooms. Angel stopped to listen for a moment, then moved on. She’d been patrolling the hallways ever since they’d returned from Nesting’s Haven. She didn’t know why, but Angel felt a certain… obligation to protect these creatures that had been freed from Azazael and the Coliseum. Since they’d walked through the palace doors, she’d taken them into her heart as her own personal responsibility.

      Angel knew she owed nothing to these Changers and Accompanies. However, after spending a lifetime alone, Angel knew what it felt like to be downtrodden and defeated. Her friends had saved her from a meaningless, miserable existence. It was her duty to do the same for others.

      The coughing was there again. Yet it wasn’t coming from the same door. It was emerging from several rooms from multiple creatures. Unable to satisfy her curiosity, Angel poked her head into one room.

      She gasped when she saw the tapir she’d saved days ago lying upon the bed, foaming at the mouth and gasping for air. Her Accompany kneeled at her side, asking her feverish questions. The animal couldn’t respond, only cough excessively in reply.

      Angel fled, peering into the next doorway, and the next. In toom after room each of the Changers inside was desperately sick, all with the same symptoms the tapir had. Angel whirled around and galloped down the hallway at full-speed, trying to find her way in the dark. She didn’t know where to find Ignus. Kia and Keota would have to do.

      She skidded to a halt outside their door. It was locked. She used her beak to pound upon it, shaking the wood with the strength of her raps. She scratched at the door, creating gashes with her talons, but no one answered. Angel knew it was past midnight, but this was important!

      Finally, the door clicked open. “Hm?” Keota asked, rubbing his eyes. “What is it?”

      Angel danced upon the spot, jumping up and down on her back legs and spinning in place. She cursed herself for being unable to speak. Keota stared at her blankly, obviously not getting the message.

      “Angel, what are you doing? We don’t really want to be bothered right now,” Keota said listlessly.

      Angel shook her head furiously, stomping her feet. When would he understand? She needed him to follow!

      “What’s wrong, Angel?” Kia, sleepy-eyed, peered around her husband’s arm. She put a hand on her growing stomach and raised her eyebrow at the griffin.

      “It’s nothing, Kia,” Keota told her tiredly. “Go back to bed.”

      Angel opened her wings and batted them several times, begging them to listen. Kia pushed her husband out of the way.

      “Angel’s acting like something’s not right,” Kia said. “We should figure out what’s wrong.”

      Keota groaned, but he obliged as Kia shuffled out into the hallway with Angel in the lead. It took a painstakingly long time for them to follow. Angel knew Kia was pregnant, but she wished they’d hurry up.

      When they’d finally reached the room with the tapir, Kia only had to look once. The fairy gasped, raising a fist to her mouth as tears filled her eyes. Angel realized Kia knew what this strange disease was.

      “Keota,” Kia said. “Do you remember?”

      “Of course I remember.” Keota grabbed his wife and pulled her away from the room. “How could this have happened again? How could the Black Death come here?”

      “It doesn’t matter. We have to hurry.” Kia looked at Angel. “Angel, I need you to gather your friends and let them know about what’s going on. Keota and I will find Ignus.”

      Angel wanted to scream in frustration when the adults hurried off the other way. How could she tell her friends what was going on if she didn’t have a voice?

      She spun around. It didn’t matter. She had to do something about this. Now.

      Soran was the first one she found in the hallways. He never slept these days. “Hey, Angel. What’s up?” 

      Angel shook her head furiously and grabbed the front of Soran’s shirt, dragging him along with her. Baffled, Soran allowed her to pull him down the hallway until she stopped, shoving him in front of a door.

      When Soran saw what horrors lay inside, he ran to the bridge spanning the waterfall and called for Zorna.

      The phoenix was at his side in seconds, appearing frightened. “What is it, Soran?”

      “The Black Death is spreading throughout the palace,” Soran said quickly.

      “The Black Death!” Zorna gasped. “We have to let everyone know, before they come in contact with anyone who’s been infected.” 

      The three of them began knocking on every door of the palace to notify those residing inside that the Black Death had arrived. Word spread that the disease was infecting Southwild more quickly than a plan could be made to contain it. The three friends found themselves in the middle of a riot. The hallways were swarming with Changers and Accompanies who were attempting to flee the palace. Those present were pushing themselves out of the way to get to the doors, carrying supplies and clothes halfhazardly.

      We can’t lose these people. We need them to fight Wyntier! Angel thought.

      She flew to one of the large doors and blocked it with her wings, rearing up on her hind legs and batting at the air. Some of those near the front tried to attack so she would move, but she lashed out with her beak, letting no one through. Desperate, Angel looked to Soran for help. A light came into the Accompany’s eyes as he realized what she wanted.

      “She wants to make a quarantine!” Soran shouted. He moved forward, shouting over the crowd in order to be Angel’s voice. “Everybody who isn’t sick, take your stuff and move to the entrance hall on the other side of the palace! Everyone who has already been infected must go to the infirmary immediately!”

      Shouts and protests rose amongst the crowd. Zorna let out a great breath of flame and it sailed over the heads of those gathered around the door. The mob ducked to avoid the fire.

      “Do you think it’s going to be safer out there, where Wyntier’s soldiers are hiding? This is what he wants!” Soran shouted. “If we panic, we lose everything! Please, stay together and stick to the plan!” 

      The crowd changed. Some of them snuck around Angel and still managed to leave, but most of them obeyed Soran’s orders. They picked up their things and moved the other way, to the entrance hall on the first floor. The friends dispersed and began distributing these instructions to the other subjects in Southwild. Some didn’t listen, but most, to their relief, did. With the help of her friends, Angel was able to guide those who were healthy to the other side of the palace, and relocate those already infected to the infirmary.

      Ignus finally showed up a few hours later, wearing a dragon-sized nightcap and appearing very confused. He arrived in the entrance hall to find that most of the work had already been done for him. He raised his head proudly as Soran explained what they’d done.

      “Excellent work, Angel,” Ignus said, praising the griffin. “You’ll be quite the leader yourself someday.”

      Angel said nothing, but her blue eyes sparkled. Ignus swept his tail around them and said, “Come. There are things we must discuss.”

      Ignus led them to an adjacent room off the entrance hall where Kia, Keota and Ionan were already waiting.

      Xiuhcoatl was there as well. His claws raked the marble floor as Soran shut the large doors behind them.

      “Midnightstar overheard Wyntier’s plans through a Changer within the palace. He planted the Black Death on those we took in from the Trials. It was all a trap.” Small jets of flame spurted out of Xiuh’s nose. “But by the time we discovered his plan, it was already here.”

      Soran, Angel and Zorna shared a glance. They knew this must be Pumpkin and Martin’s work. If only they had gotten the news sooner.

      “We have time, don’t we?” Soran asked. “It took three months for the plague to spread through the Verinian.”

      “Things were different back then. Malaki was waiting for the entire forest to be infected so he had a better chance of defeating me,” Kia said. “Wyntier won’t wait that long. Changers are already dying. Once there’s enough of them to pose a threat, he’ll summon the Night Mares. I know he will.”

      “Can’t we do something? Burn the corpses?” Zorna asked.

      Ionan shook his head. “The Night Mares and Night Terrors come from the bodies of the dead sick, but they are summoned from their spirits. Even if we were to dispose of them, Wyntier would still be able to make them rise once more.”

      “Unicorn horns?” Soran asked.

      “Won’t work. My forest was cured because the animals were magically attached to the land the unicorn horn was planted on, attached to me. Wyntier infected each of these creatures individually,” Kia said firmly. “We could cure each individual case with a unicorn horn, but they’re rare, and we’d need a lot of them. You can’t take a unicorn’s horn without killing it.”

      “Puts us in a really compromising situation,” Keota grumbled.

      “So what do we do? What can we do?” Soran asked.

      “Only what we’ve already done. Section off those who are sick and hope that no one else falls ill,” Ignus said. “We must prepare ourselves for battle once more. If only a few are infected, Southwild will be able to take these Night Mares down without sustaining heavy losses.”

      Soran dropped his head. Kia put a hand on his shoulder.

      “You three need to get some rest,” Kia said quietly. “It’s going to be a long couple of days.”

      He nodded. Kia leaned over and kissed Angel’s cheek, saying, “Thank you, Angel. You’ve bought us some time to get ready. I’m sure many more would’ve gotten sick, if not for your help.”

      Angel gave a happy coo. The three of them proceeded into the entrance hall, where they stood in a line to receive pillows and blankets from an Accompany who was passing them out. Soran stood at the foot of the staircase and looked up.

      “Should we go wake the others? They should be down here with everyone else,” Zorna added.

      “That’s just what I was thinking,” Soran said. They piled their blankets in a corner they’d claimed and Zorna changed into a griffin, so Soran could ride on his back. The three of them flew up to the main hallway, where all of their bedrooms were.

      “What’s the big idea?” Reagan complained, rubbing her eyes when they’d pounded on her door for five straight minutes. “I need my beauty sleep, you know.”

      “There’s a plague in the palace. We have to relocate everyone downstairs,” Soran said.

      “Can’t you people go just one day without having some sort of catastrophe?” Reagan grumbled, grabbing her pillow and blanket. She shoved past them on her way to the stairs, complaining all the way about obnoxious, overdramatic fairy tales that didn’t make any sense.

      Soran paused at Vivienna’s old room, unsure of whether to knock. Zorna did it for him, to inform Melodi and Federin what was going on. Once notified, Melodi and Federin walked past their friends without looking at them. Soran swallowed and tried to keep his composure.

      Before Soran could knock on Kennu’s door, Allie’s high-pitched scream echoed through the chambers.

      Zorna didn’t wait. He used his massive weight to body-slam through the entrance, breaking the door open. They rushed to Allie’s side to see that Kennu had collapsed at the foot of his bed, unable to get back up. 
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      So this is what it felt like to be pleading for the end, yet your body stubbornly hung on anyway.

      Kennu stared out the balcony as he laid upon his bed, watching the orange sun sink behind the leafy jungle. His room was encompassed with a tender heat, yet he struggled to stay warm, even underneath the blanket. It felt like winter itself had settled into his bones. He wondered if this would be the last time he ever saw the sun. He watched it fervently, soaking up each of the rays that caressed the golden earth. 

      He couldn’t move. He was too weak. Kennu knew he wasn’t going to rise from his bed. Not this time. Not ever again.

      It’d been too much work to move him down to the entrance hall, and he wouldn’t be comfortable there. Ignus had stationed guards outside of Kennu’s bedroom, so if any Night Mares came nearby he’d be protected.

      Kennu thought it was a waste of resources. He figured if he only had days left anyway they might as well leave the door open, so the monsters could finish him off quicker.

      They could use him as bait to trap the Night Mares. He didn’t know. He wanted to do something besides lie around and wait for the stillness of death.

      Allie was always right beside him. She waited at the end of his bed as a lynx, lying over his feet so she could keep them warm. They didn’t speak, but she was doing something… she was listening to the sound of his irregular heartbeat. Sometimes it would go too fast, and sometimes too slow. Here and there it would miss a beat, and when it did, both would wince. Kennu could feel it inside his chest, beating weakly. Sometimes Kennu wondered what it would be like when it stopped pumping at all. At those moments, Allie had to remind him to breathe.

      Never before had Kennu wished so that he could become one with his Changer. He wished to mold himself into Allie, spreading throughout her body until they became one and the same and never had to be parted. He desired for them to be forged together in a powerful, ever-free being of muscle and sinew and bone. His thoughts would be her thoughts, and her thoughts would be his until they didn’t realize who ended and who began.

      But that wasn’t possible. He was stuck in a body that had betrayed him, a prison he felt didn’t belong to him. He was trapped.

      He and Allie had just found each other again. It wasn’t fair they had to be separated. He thought about how lost, how absent he felt when he thought Allie was gone forever. The reality that she would have to endure the same in a reality that wouldn’t change was the most painful part of his experience.

      Angel popped in and out throughout the day. She wanted to be at his side, but Kennu had asked her to help with the calamity in the castle. He knew she was needed in the entrance hall. She’d become a beacon of hope in the days after the Black Death was discovered, and with Soran speaking for her, she was transformed into a voice of reason.

      His parents rarely left his room. His mother slept in the bed next to him and his father on the armchair. They were unable to be away from their only son even in small, precious minutes that were currently more valuable than gold. They were gone at the moment, because they needed to make a plan with Ignus to defeat the Night Mares. Kia would be safe inside the entrance hall when the monsters came, but his father would be leading the fight against them.

      Kennu worried about them.

      The door creaked open. Little Lyrica peered around the edge of it, Mirabelle perched on her shoulder as a canary.

      “Hey,” Kennu said, forcing a smile. “You should be downstairs.”

      “I don’t want to be downstairs. I want to be with you.” Her two braids bounced up and down on her back as she scurried to Kennu’s bed, plopping herself next to him. “Everyone’s so scared.”

      “Aw, there’s nothing to worry about,” he said. “Our parents have handled the Night Mares before. It’s not a problem for them to do it again.”

      She nestled against him. Mirabelle flew off her shoulder, to perch on Allie’s head. “I love you, Kennu.”

      “I love you too.”

      “It’s not fair,” Lyrica protested. Two tears peaked at the corners of her eyes. She turned so her head was lying on his shoulder.

      “I know.”

      Lyrica started crying. Not knowing what else to do to comfort her, quietly, Kennu started singing,

      
        
        “When the wind whispers through the plains

        and the sky is dark and gray

        don’t be afraid just remember

        I’ll be with you always…”

      

      

      Mirabelle joined in. Allie did too, their voices humming behind Kennu’s in low tones. As the song continued Lyrica joined in, her hiccups subsiding as she sang.

      
        
        “I have never vanished,

        I’ll always be there.

        You’ll feel my hand upon your face,

        And my kisses in your hair.

         

        You may feel you’re all alone,

        That I cannot be found,

        These thoughts are little more than lies,

        I promise I’m around.

         

        You may weep at all the things

        That I have left behind,

        But although you cannot see me,

        I will never leave your side.”

      

      

      Lyrica finished the song and wept openly into Kennu’s shirt. Kennu closed his eyes and kissed Lyrica’s hair, shuddering. Allie and Mirabelle dropped their heads.

      After a little while, Kennu nudged Lyrica. “Your dad is probably looking for you,” he said softly. “It’s not right to make him worry. You need to be down in the entrance hall where it’s safe.”

      Lyrica raised her head. “I don’t want to go!”

      “I’ll be right here,” Kennu said. “I promise.”

      Mirabelle hopped off of Allie’s head. She chaned into a dragon and grabbed the back of Lyrica’s dress with her teeth. The dragon pulled Lyrica away as her arms were still outstretched for Kennu. Allie sighed as the sounds of Lyrica’s sobs dissolved into the highway.

      “Allie?” Kennu said.

      His Changer looked at him. “Yes, Kennu?”

      “I don’t want my funeral to be sad. It sounds weird, but I want it to be… happy. As happy as you can make it.”

      “I’ll get Ignus to help. He sure knows how to throw a party.”

      They smiled at each other.

      “Allie? Please… make sure my little sister or brother knows about me. Tell them about us, and everything we did together.”

      “I promise, Kennu. Forever I’ll tell them, so they’ll never forget.”

      “One last thing.” He paused. “Though I know you will, I’m going to ask you anyway. Please don’t cry for me.”

      “I will, Kennu. So very much.”

      “But not today.” He reached out a hand to stroke her fur. “When it’s over, at least you’ll know Wyntier didn’t win.”

      “Oh Kennu…”

      “Listen to me.” He placed his hands gently on either side of her face. “Once I go down, I don’t want you trying to save me. We both know it’s no use. I’m ready to go. This is the one and only order that I will ever give you. I’m begging you to obey. Understand?”

      She nodded. Keanu closed his eyes and said, “I love you, Allie.”

      “And forever and always will I love you.”

      They hadn’t noticed that Reagan had come in unannounced. She clasped her hands together and sat in a chair next to Kennu’s bedside. Her lip was wobbled as she struggled to keep it together.

      Out of everyone, she was the last person unwilling to give up.

      “Listen, Kennu,” she started. “I’ve been up all night researching in the library, and I think there’s a way to stop this. You must have something diagnosable. If you can just hold on…”

      “Reagan, we’ve been through this before,” Kennu said in a calm voice. “Whatever this is, it’s unique to me. It’s not something that humans, or fairies, or Accompanies get. If Vixen couldn’t tell me what it was, nobody can. There’s no cure for this if we don’t even know the name. It’s time to let me go.”

      Reagan shook her head. “No. I don’t want to let you go. I treated you so terribly in the little time we had together. I didn’t mean to do those horrible things. I wasted so much precious time that—”

      “It’s okay. I’ve forgiven you.” Kennu struggled to look at her. “I promise.”

      Reagan finally broke down. “I’ve lost so many people in my life…” she whispered, her hair creating a curtain over her face as the tears dripped off her chin.

      “If I had a choice I would never leave you,” Kennu said. Allie put her wing around the human girl, and drew her close. “You know that.”

      Reagan nodded. Kennu moved his hand to the edge of the bed, extending it. “Please just hold my hand.”

      Reagan grasped it. She held onto him tightly as the irreplaceable minutes ticked by. Eventually, Kennu forced her to leave, to join the others in the safety of the entrance hall.

      Kennu didn’t want her to abandon his side. But he cared for her life far more than his own, and so, he let her go.

      

      “Are you nervous?”

      Keota fastened a long plate of armor onto Soran’s right arm, tightening the leather straps. They were gathered in the hallway that led to the dungeons with hundreds of other fighters, all wearing thick armor. They’d taken the bodies of those who had died from the Black Death and placed them in the dungeons below the palace, locking them inside the cells and crowding the staircase with furniture, boarding up the only exit.

      But it wouldn’t be enough to hold the monsters. Sooner or later, they’d get out. Southwild’s job was to stop the Night Mares before they reached the residents barricaded inside the entrance hall. Ignus, Ionan and Sunset stood by the door, the first line of defense should the boards not hold.

      “No,” Soran said truthfully. “I want them to come.”

      Usually before a battle he let his anger carry him away, but Soran couldn’t muster any fury this time. All he felt was a cool, calm sense of revenge. He wanted to take his grief out on something that desired to hurt what little he had left.

      Casiff was holding a spear, staring at the door to the dungeons like he couldn’t wait for the Night Mares to come charging out of it. Soran hadn’t seen him since Vixen had died. He thought the fairy looked like someone who had lost all sense of who he was. Without Vixen, Casiff was simply orbiting. He appeared as if he hoped he would die in this battle.

      Soran knew how he felt.

      “Just take as many down as you can,” Keota said, pressing a long knife into the boy’s hand. “There’s only forty of them. We have the numbers.”

      Soran knew that, but he also knew the Night Mares were far more powerful than most of the people gathered in this hallway. That wasn’t even counting the Night Terrors, who had enough strength to take down dragons. Soran felt they were doomed.

      Zorna, fitted with his own armor, swooped above Soran’s head as a phoenix. “We’ll burn them all,” Zorna promised.

      Soran nodded. He was ready. It was time for someone else to feel the desperate, gnawing pain that clawed inside his chest.

      The morning lengthened, stretching into the afternoon. Soran knew that Wyntier would most likely summon the monsters today, as there were few who still had the Black Death. The disease hadn’t spread due to the quarantine, so there weren’t many left to die. The boy wondered what his merciless father was waiting for.

      Then, somewhat suddenly, something changed. From below emerged a wretched, screeching sound, the song of those being resurrected from the grave.

      “It’s happened,” Ionan said breathlessly. “Wyntier’s summoned them.”

      “Finally,” Soran muttered, taking a crouched stance and preparing himself. There was no Great One to save them this time. If they lost, Southwild would fall. He’d join his sister before he let that happen.

      The great doors to the dungeon shuttered, then lurched back and forth as the Night Mares slammed themselves into them. Dust from the ceiling crumbled to the floor, but the dragons near the exit held their ground.

      There was a loud, slamming noise as the doors burst off their hinges and crashed to the floor. The three dragons lunged, mouths wide open to grasp whatever was below them. Many shadows skittered out of the way of their jaws. Soran let out a gasp as he stared at those who haunted his darkest dreams.

      They appeared the stories his aunt and uncle had told. The Night Mares were various animals of all sorts who appeared to be made of thick, swirling black smoke. Yet Soran knew they were solid, so he gripped the hilt of his knife and focused his attention on a smoky stallion.

      Yelling in a deranged manner, he raised the knife high and charged toward the beast. The horse rose up and struck Soran on the shoulder, slamming him down to the floor. The knife skidded out of his hand. Soran clenched his throbbing shoulder as he rolled out of the way of the stallion, who was trying to stomp him to death.

      There was a screech from above. The stallion screamed as a ball of flame crashed into its side. Zorna circled overhead, blasting fire at any Night Mare who dared to get too close to his Accompany. Soran scrambled for his knife and got to his feet, lashing the blade into the side of a Night cheetah that lurked nearby. Soran spun out of the way as the beast lunged at his leg. Soran had to stab it several times before the Night Mare finally succumbed.

      They were unlike anything he’d ever fought before. Soran struggled to keep his energy as he fought against a Night bear, antelope and orangutan, and only killed one.

      A loud roar echoed through the hall. Soran looked over his right shoulder and found Ionan dueling with a hideous black bird, large as a dragon and even more fearsome. A Night Terror. The great bird grabbed onto Ionan’s neck and tossed him into the wall, causing several stones to break. Ignus and Sunset lunged at him simultaneously, but the Night Terror successfully parlayed away both of their blows.

      Soran realized that most of his companions were down. The few dozen Night Mares that had escaped had managed to kill nearly all the soldiers trying to stop them.

      “Fall back to the entrance hall!” Keota cried over the massacre. Soran abandoned the fight, turning his back and running in the opposite direction. The rest of the fighters followed him. Keota barely made it inside the entrance hall before Ionan and Sunset shut the massive doors.

      The dragons pushed themselves up against it, but the strength of the Night Terrors and the Night Mares banging on the other side made it difficult for them to hold the door. Knowing it wouldn’t do any good, but with nothing left to do, Soran pushed himself up against the door to lend a hand.

      The residents of Southwild screamed, backing up against the farthest wall with nowhere to go. It wouldn’t be long before the Night Terrors broke through the barricades and killed everyone inside.

      They were trapped. 
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      Though the entrance hall was several flights below, Kennu could hear the screams. His father and the Southwild fighters obviously hadn’t been able to keep the Night Mares back. He shifted on his bed uneasily, worried for his family and friends.

      There was the sound of a scuffle outside and then a few, isolated shouts. Allie’s ears perked up at the sound.

      “What was that?” Kennu asked.

      Allie jumped off the bed and transformed into a griffin. “I’m gonna see what’s going on.”

      “Be careful.”

      Allie slunk out into the hallway. When she returned, there was blood on her feet. “Feather biters. The guards are dead,” Allie said. “We have to leave. Now.”

      “I don’t think I can ride, Allie.”

      “I’m not leaving you here.”

      Allie wouldn’t abandon him now, but he was certain that if she stayed the Night Mares would kill her. He reached out his arms for her. She used her neck to sling him onto her back. His whole form sagged against her, legs burning with pain. She maneuvered out of the room and proceeded quickly down the hall and to the staircase.

      “We have to get to the entrance hall. There’s strength in numbers,” Allie said quickly. Kennu moaned. Allie slowed her pace to a crawl, a concerned glint in her eye.

      When they’d reached the third floor they were no longer alone. The residents of Southwild were scattered throughout the palace, running in circles. Kennu gasped as he saw the freakish Night Mares chase them, intent full of malice and bloodlust. Allie clawed at one who came near, critically wounding it in a single strike. She looked from side to side, no longer knowing what to do or where to go.

      “Allie. There,” Kennu said weakly, pointing to a window that had been left open. Changers were flying out of it in order to get away from the Night Mares.

      “I can’t fly. You’ll fall off,” Allie protested.

      “Allie, do what I say and save yourself! Please!” Kennu begged.

      Allie made an aggravated, miserable noise, kicking a Night Mare in the sides with her back legs. She then flung herself toward the window and sailed out of it, sailing toward the gardens as fast as possible. Kennu closed his eyes and held on as tightly as his body would allow, fighting off a bout of nausea and the threat of another seizure.

      When she landed, Kennu wavered. He’d stayed on as a matter of sheer balance and luck.

      The Night Mares were out here, too, and so were the Night Terrors. They’d slain animals and warriors alike, and there was no stop to the carnage. Southwild was being slaughtered.

      A shrill scream caught Kennu’s attention. Allie turned on the spot, and Kennu’s breath hitched at what he saw.

      Mirabelle was wrapped protectively around Lyrica, her fangs displayed as she glared at a gargantuan Night Terror towering over them. Lyrica was crouched on the ground, her hands over her head as she screamed as loudly as she could. The beast bore inward to devour her.

      “LYRICA!” Kennu cried. As he raised his hand, the gardens were enveloped in a great burst of beaming, golden light. 

      The Night Terror screeched, turning away from Lyrica and covering his face with a large black wing, cowering away. The Night Mares were also suspended in time. They squealed as the great light encompassed the gardens, closing their milky-white eyes and backing away from the blinding beacon.

      The light changed, transforming into animals of all kinds that were made of the same golden rays. Griffins, dragons, unicorns, and other creatures made of sunlight stampeded toward the Night Mares and Night Terrors. As the light beings touched the monsters they dissolved completely, disappearing instantaneously at the brush of the golden sun against their smoky forms. The creatures charged throughout the gardens, eliminating all the Night Mares outside before they turned and ran into the castle to handle the others.

      All the patrons of Southwild stopped panicking and looked around. Kia and Keota were there, clutching to each other and appearing stunned, while Reagan, Angel, Soran and Zorna gazed around in surprise, unsure as to what had happened. Ionan, Ignus and Sunset were gathered at the edge of the gardens, bowing to something that had risen in the sky.

      Allie looked behind her to make sure Kennu was still there. She found him missing from her back. She began to panic, spinning around in circles quickly to see where he had gone. “Kennu! Kennu! Where is my Kennu?”

      “Allie, look!” Soran pointed, and Allie’s beak dropped open as she gazed upward.

      She saw a boy with golden eyes hovering in the clouds, suspended upon wings made of starlight, surrounded by the sun. The boy waited there for a moment before he slowly trailed to the ground, an ecstatic grin upon his face. He had two golden griffin ears poking out of his messy green hair, and a long lion’s tail that flicked behind him. His face was no longer sunken and sallow, but round and full, and he did not appear bony or sickly. His arms and chest showed muscle, pale skin blotted away by a healthy complexion.

      When the young man landed on the ground, he laughed. The booming sound echoed just like a Changer’s voice.

      “The Great One has come again,” Ionan said, his head still lowered. The residents of Southwild copied his movements, bowing lowly to the ground and averting their eyes.

      The Great One looked back and forth.  Angel lost her senses and barreled toward him, silver eyes shining in glee. She collided against him in a loving embrace, and the boy stroked her feathered head.

      “Hello, Angel.” The light faded away completely, but the young man’s griffin ears and lion’s tail stayed. Angel pushed her head up against him, and the fairy cradled it in his grasp.

      Keota and Kia were on the ground. They had collapsed, and were sobbing in a delirious exhibit of relief. Soran grinned immensely while Zorna the griffin danced back and forth, cheering, “He’s alive! The Great One is alive!”

      “I told you!” Reagan was the only one who didn’t seem shocked at what had just happened, only excited. She hopped up and down from foot to foot, pointing at the boy. “I told you we could save him!”

      Lyrica had gotten up off the ground. She ran at the Great One full speed and jumped on him, embracing him tightly. He spun her around, and Lyrica said, “You saved me, Kennu.”

      “I would never let anything happen to you, Lyrica,” he said. “You will always be safe with me.”

      The dragons rose to their full height and everyone began cheering. The residents of Southwild swarmed around the new Great One, roaring with applause and whooping in celebration. They fell upon the young prince in a giant hug, encompassing him on all sides.

      Ionan scooped the Great One up onto his head, raising him high above the congregation.

      “Three cheers for the Great One!” he cried, and those who had been saved by the fairy above gave a holler of appreciation. The Great One’s smile got even wider.

      There was one, however, who didn’t join in the celebration. Allie’s ears were flat against her head as she stood a ways off from the group, observing it with a nervous eye. Her tail was tucked beneath her legs, wings glued to her body in a defensive position. No one had ever seen her so scared, or so submissive.

      The Great One noticed, and he cocked his head. He swung his leg over Ionan’s head and slid down the dragon’s neck, jumping off and strolling over to the golden griffin with a casual amble. He didn’t stumble, or struggle to move, or wince in pain. Each of his movements was with ease.

      He was completely well.

      Allie backed quickly away when he came too close. The Great One paused. Then, he extended his hand. She looked at it curiously before taking a few steps forward.

      “Is that you? Are you still my Kennu?” she asked.

      The Great One smiled. “Yes, Allie. It’s me.”

      The griffin gave a joyus cry and jumped on Kennu, tackling him to the ground. Kennu circled his arms around her neck and squeezed, saying, “Now nothing is going to separate us.”

      “No. Not ever again.” Large tears were pouring out of Allie’s eyes for everyone to see. “Kennu, are you better? Completely?”

      “Yes. I’m absolutely sure,” Kennu said, nodding furiously as emotion began to overtake him. “I’m not in any pain whatsoever. My heart is beating normally, I can feel it. I… I’ll never have another seizure again. I’m finally free of them.”

      “Free of those damn things forever!” Allie cried in relief. “This is the happiest day of my life!”

      Kennu got to his feet, observing his new body with a bewildered look of astonishment. “Allie I… I can run again!” Tears muddled the young prince’s wavering, grateful smile. “I don’t need help anymore! I can do everything by myself. Whatever I want!”

      Just to experiment, Kennu took off at a sprint. Allie followed him and the two of them raced throughout the gardens, entering into the jungle. Kennu leapt over fallen trees and flora that was in his way, laughing exuberantly as he did so. Allie watched him carefully, but Kennu never stumbled or had to stop to rest. He moved throughout the jungle as if his body had always been athletic and strong.

      It was a new feeling to him. His entire life he’d always had to be careful, could never do what everyone else could. He never had the ability to be as active and unrestrained as his friends.

      Now, those precious things so many took for granted were his. Kennu threw back his shoulders and held his head high. The feeling of heavy chains slinking off his shoulders got lighter with each step until he was unbound completely.

      He bolted up a hill with a carefree feeling, coming to the top of a cliff that overlooked the entirety of Southwild and the palace below. Kennu gave another laugh of exaltation, running a hand through his hair in astonishment, unable to believe it. No trace of illness remained within him. He was cured. He was normal.

      He was free.

      “We’re going to be okay, Kennu,” Allie said breathlessly. Even she couldn’t keep up with him… she’d come along a few seconds later after he’d reached the top of the hill. “No matter what happens now, everything is going to be all right.”

      “Hey,” Soran said, gasping for breath as he emerged from the trees with Angel and Zorna beside him. “We know you’re better now and everything, but could you wait for us?”

      “No. Not a chance,” Kennu said, chuckling. “I have no restrictions now. I can literally do whatever I want. You’re going to have to learn to keep up.”

      “Great,” Soran said, rolling his eyes and giving a lopsided grin. “This is going to be fun.”

      “Guys, do you realize what this means?” Zorna said quickly. “We have a Great One now! We can beat Wyntier!”

      Angel cooed happily, fluffing up her feathers. Kennu jerked his head toward the palace below and said, “Come on, everybody. It’s time to celebrate. We won today.”

      They flew back down to the palace. Ignus had somehow managed to arrange a party in the fifteen minutes they’d been gone, and they walked right into it, the palace erupting when Kennu appeared.

      There were causalities from the fight with the Night Mares, but the monsters had caused so little damage the repairs were cleaned up within the hour.

      No one wished to grieve, or mourn at the moment. They longed to celebrate something in a war where so few victories had been claimed.

      Throughout the party Kennu kept reminding himself that he had to conserve his energy, because he only had so much of it. He kept thinking he needed to sit down for a while, that soon the time would come when he had to go to bed, simply because it was something he’d been forced to do all his life.

      Finally he realized that whatever he did, his body wouldn’t fail beyond the normal constraints of being a fairy. It was an alien, incomprehensible concept. He kept wondering when the dream was going to end and when he was going to wake up. It never happened.

      The party finally ended at dawn the next day. Kennu marveled that he’d stayed up all night, something he’d never done. Yet he didn’t feel tired. While everyone else slunk to various parts of the palace to rest he ran up the stairs, taking them two at a time. He grabbed his drawing utensils and sketchbook. He slung his art bag over his shoulder, getting a sudden stroke of adventurousness.

      He crawled off the balcony. He scaled the roof of Ionia’s palace, climbing down the sides of the structure until he reached the gardens. He expected his body to give out, to have a seizure as he scaled the rooftops. It was unimaginable to him that he would never have another one. They’d become such a fact of his life he’d never believed in a cure.

      One of her own family, wings shining and are rare, Kennu thought, smiling to himself. We thought it was Lyrica, but it was me all along. I can’t believe it, Vixen.

      Kennu wondered if Vixen had known what he’d become. The fairy prince sat on a stone bench and brought out his sketchbook, tapping a piece of lead against the paper. In the past few weeks he’d been so sick that he couldn’t even hold up a piece of lead. The loss of his ability to create art had crushed him. Once he’d been unable to draw, he’d truly begun dying. His art had been one of the few things he’d continued to live for, and when it was ripped away from him, the loss of it hurt almost much as losing Allie did.

      Now he could draw for hours without restrictions. He could sketch without getting tired and without developing cramped, hurting hands.

      Kennu started to doodle. As he did so the griffin ears, his wings and his tail finally faded away, until he looked like himself again.

      He sketched on into mid-morning. He finally finished the piece and held it up against the sun, observing his work.

      It was certainly the best drawing he’d ever done. The drawing seemed alive, blooming with color and portraying characters that seemed to leap off the page and into reality. It didn’t look like a drawing but rather a fragile, square section of time.

      What have you got there, Kennu? Angel came up behind him, along with all of his friends. She tilted her head as she looked at his new creation.

      “It’s all of us,” Kennu said, holding it up for everyone to see. “I figure now that we’re all together what can stop us, right?”

      “Exactly,” Soran said triumphantly. “Wyntier doesn’t stand a chance.”

      “No chance in hell,” Allie added.

      “He might as well give up now!” Zorna cheered, appearing as if wanted to storm Wyntier’s castle this very minute.

      Reagan laughed. “Whatever you say, Romeo. You know me. I’m just along for the ride.”

      Reagan smiled at him, and he gave her a warm grin in return. For the first time since she’d arrived at Southwild, Kennu held her gaze and didn’t look away. 

      

      Cameliyon gazed at herself in the mirror of her vanity, her long dress trailing off the back of the bench where she sat. Her pink, curly locks morphed into the long red tendrils she was used to wearing with Wyntier before changing into a short blonde cut, and then a multi-colored braid.

      She scowled, lengthening her nose and then shortening it, plumping her lips and raising her cheekbones. When she couldn’t get a good result, she sneered at the mirror. Whatever she did, it just wasn’t enough. She hated how she looked.

      Wyntier had grown tired of her old transformations, she was sure of it. She needed to change into something even more beautiful to keep his attention.

      She kept changing her features, trying to bloom into something different. She’d never felt ugly before, because she could always modify her features to look like someone else. Whatever sort of fashion was in, Cameliyon could become.

      But now, it just wasn’t good enough. Nothing was. She wanted more. She desired to be absolutely perfect, like a goddess descended from above.

      “Cameliyon, you’ve been at it for hours,” Martin protested from his spot on the floor. “Give it a rest.”

      “I must be perfect for the king,” she responded, as if it were an obligation of hers to be the most attractive Accompany Wyntier had ever seen.

      “Soran never cared how you looked,” Martin said. “He always liked you as you were.”

      “I told you to never to mention his name again!” Cameliyon hissed, throwing a hairbrush at him. The ferret scattered out of the way and the hairbrush clattered against the floor.

      “Useless thing,” she muttered, going back to messing with her face. She started changing her eye color. She changed them from pink to brown to blue and back again.

      Wyntier had been furious when the Night Mares had failed to fell Southwild, and he’d practically had a meltdown when he learned that the new Great One was the son of Kia and Keota. He’d lashed out and killed the three people nearest him once he’d been delivered the news.

      Several servants had died that night as a result of being in Wyntier’s way. The entire north wing was destroyed, and was currently being rebuilt due to Wyntier’s endless rampage. Nineva had watched the tantrum with cold eyes, no more emotion on her face than had been there before.

      Pumpkin limped away under the bed, avoiding her Accompany’s gaze. Cameliyon had been even more upset that Kennu had transformed into the Great One than Wyntier. As a result she’d grabbed Pumpkin and thrown her across the room while the ferret was trying to comfort her, and hurt Pumpkin’s leg.

      Cameliyon didn’t feel sorry for the incident. Pumpkin should know when to leave her alone.

      She didn’t attempt to conceal the rage burning inside her chest. Kennu didn’t deserve to have ultimate power. The spineless weakling would probably be too scared to use it. He’d broken her heart, left her with nothing, and he was the one fate had chosen to bestow greatness upon?

      A moan sounded from the other room. Cameliyon paused, listening, before she went back to what she was doing.

      When Daren had summoned the Night Mares, it had nearly killed him. Once the magic had escaped his fingers the boy collapsed, grasping at his chest and pouring sweat, screaming in pain. He wasn’t able to break off the spell, so all he could do was writhe on the floor and cry as if being tortured until the magic finally broke free. He’d been carried off to his bedroom then, and hadn’t been right since. She’d barely seen him exit his room. When he did, he appeared ghostly.

      She thought of going to comfort him, but the notion was so… awkward. Daren had broken her out of prison, but Cameliyon didn’t feel she owed him anything. It wasn’t such a terrible idea to go to him in his time of need, but she had bigger issues at the moment. Wyntier wanted to put the next step of their plain in motion as soon as possible, before Kennu could figure out how to use his powers as the Great One to their fullest extent. Daren would have to heal without her there, or die.

      Neither was of any concern to her.

      Cameliyon finally became satisfied with her appearance as her fair locks turned rich brunette, rippling behind her shoulders and complimenting pale blue eyes. Destiny meant nothing to Cameliyon. She despised Kennu. Hated him with everything she had. She’d had enough of his meddlings. She’d kill him herself.

      Nobody left her heartbroken and received such a hefty reward for it. By her hands, the Great One would die. 
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      “But I don’t want to leave.”

      Lyrica stared sullenly up at Kennu, holding onto a bag of clothes. It was early morning and they were out in the gardens, loading bags onto Sunset’s back. Mirabelle was hugging Ionan goodbye, getting ready to say farewell.

      “You have to,” Kennu said, grasping the small fairy’s shoulder and giving it an encouraging shake. “It’s not safe here in Southwild anymore. You’re safer back in the Lands, where the wolves can protect you. At least until the war is over.”

      “It could take forever for the war to end,” Lyrica complained.

      “I promise I’ll get it over with as soon as possible,” Kennu said, giving her a smile. “Great One powers, right?”

      “Right,” Lyrica said, staring glumly at the grass.

      Kennu leaned down, his voice a whisper. “You’ve got to take care of your dad, all right? He needs you right now.”

      They glanced toward Casiff. He was loading a pack onto the back of Snow Drop, and appeared rather morose.

      “Okay,” Lyrica admitted reluctantly. “I guess I’ll go.”

      Melodi waited calmly as a Pegasus to take off, Federin sitting upon her back. She hadn’t helped with the fight against the Night Mares, as Ignus had deemed she was likely to be a danger to herself more than anyone else. It was agreed the best place for her to heal from Vivienna’s loss was the Lands. Federin had volunteered to go with her, to keep an eye on her.

      “Take care, my darling, and watch over our eggs,” Ionan said, brushing Sunset’s neck. “You will have to lay them soon. I shall return in a few months to visit you, even if this war has not ended.”

      “A few months is a blink of an eye in the life of a dragon,” Sunset said. “It will be no time at all.”

      Ionan nodded. Even so, the Changer seemed unhappy. Mirabelle sniffed, but Ionan lifted her chin with the tip of his tail. “Take heart, little one. You will have much fun in the Lands. You will have many friends to play with.”

      “I will miss you, Papa,” she said. Ionan hummed lowly in his throat.

      Kennu couldn’t help but feel a little sad as he waved goodbye to his friends, dropping his hand when they’d disappeared into the sky. Ionan stood in place, still watching the clouds even though his family had long faded from view. Kennu decided to leave him alone and ventured around a corner.

      Kennu! he heard Angel say. He looked over his shoulder as the griffin flounced by him. Xiuh and Midnightstar have more information. You must come right away.

      Kennu found his friends gathered around a water fountain at the edges of the gardens. Xiuh was lying along the edge, his eyes glowing and appearing statue-like. When his mouth moved, the voice of a she-wolf emerged.

      “Pumpkin and Martin have told me that Wyntier has created another plot, using Cameliyon and Daren as tools,” Midnightstar said. “Nineva had the twins thrown out of the room, however, so they didn’t catch what it was.”

      “Dammit,” Soran said. He was sitting on the ground, and he pounded his fist against his knee as he said it. “How do we know what to look for?”

      “We don’t need to look for anything. We just wait until it happens and then POOF! Kennu comes out with his Great One powers, and we send Wyntier reeling back into the hole he came crawling out of!” Zorna said, swooping above his Accompany’s head.

      “It doesn’t quite work like that,” Kennu said slowly. The phoenix clattered to the ground, landing in Soran’s lap.

      “I have to go,” Midnightstar said, and Xiuh’s head was jerked to the side. “My brothers and sisters are calling me. I will contact you immediately if there’s news.”

      The glowing ceased in Xiuh’s eyes. The young dragon shook his head, once again appearing ill.

      “Um, what do you mean it won’t work?” Reagan asked Kennu in a salty tone, crossing her arms. “You had a pretty good hang of it when you got rid of those zombies the other day.”

      “I didn’t know what I was doing. It just happened because I was trying to protect Lyrica,” Kennu explained. “There can only be one Great One at a time, so I don’t think any of them had someone teach them how to do it. So far, I haven’t been able to replicate what I did. I’ve got to figure out how to use my powers before we can defeat Wyntier.”

      “It can never be easy, can it?” Reagan said, sighing dramatically. “But I suppose it would be really anticlimactic if you had the ability to just dominate whatever’s in your path.”

      “But you do have the ability to save Allie, right?” Zorna questioned. “You can give her back a heart.”

      Kennu glanced at Allie. The griffin was relaxing on the ground, spread in a patch of clover. She was so alive, it was hard to remember she didn’t have a heart beating inside her chest.

      “I don’t think so,” he said. “We’ve already tried, and so far, it hasn’t worked.

      “Why? Vixen healed you after Malaki Shaman stabbed your mom when she was pregnant,” Zorna said stubbornly.

      “Yeah, but I was in my mom’s stomach and nothing was missing. I can’t fix something that isn’t there in the first place. There’s gotta be a heart in there for me to do something about it,” Kennu argued.

      “What about the three items? Can’t you get rid of those, and break the curse on the Changers?” Soran asked.

      “Maybe,” Kennu said. “But I can’t right now, because if I do, I’ll kill Allie.”

      “Just get it over with, Kennu. I’m more than willing to sacrifice myself to bring Wyntier down. I told you that already,” Allie said irritably.

      “Right, because having you dead worked so well the first time,” Reagan said sarcastically. “I’m not going through that nightmare again. I still haven’t recovered from what you did to me months ago.”

      Allie whapped her across the face with her tail.

      “No one else is dying, all right?” Kennu said, slashing the air with his hand. “We can figure out another way. Let’s take it slow. Things have gotten way easier since I became Great One. We don’t have to kill Wyntier tomorrow.”

      “I’d love the opportunity,” Zorna mumbled, his good mood obviously ruined. 

      “Guys, did you ever think that Wyntier’s big, scary plan has something to do with my dad?” Reagan asked. “Pumpkin and Martin told us before that he’s involved somehow.”

      “I’m unsure if Adam has any part in this,” Xiuh said, beginning to come round. “But Midnightstar told me someone named Moorock does.”

      “Moorock?” Soran questioned. “No way. It can’t be. He was my old professor at Dinkleberry. He hated Wyntier. There’s no way he’d help him.”

      “From what Midnightstar said, he’s working for him,” Xiuh said firmly. “People aren’t always who we believe they are, Soran.”

      “I can’t believe this! He was my favorite teacher!” Soran raged.

      “Soran, calm down. He’s probably got his reasons for joining Wyntier, but if he has, it doesn’t matter because we can’t trust him,” Kennu said. “We can’t trust anybody, really, outside of our little circle.”

      “I met Moorock when Allie and I were living with the elves,” Reagan said slowly. “He was dating my mom.”

      “Excuse me, what?” Kennu asked sharply.

      “It’s true. Her mother, Miriam, was with him when we left the elves. They told us they were trying to hide from Wyntier, but I suppose if Moorock’s working for him now it didn’t pan out,” Allie said.

      “Wait. Ms. Miriam, the librarian at Dinkleberry?” Soran’s eyes popped out of his head. “This is getting weirder and weirder.”

      “My mom left when I was really young. Dad told me he didn’t know where she ran off to,” Reagan said.

      “Pumpkin and Martin told Midnightstar that Wyntier had traveled around the human world after his time in the army,” Xiuh said. “If Wyntier brought Moorock along on one of those trips, and met Adam, it would only be plausible to assume Moorock met Miriam around the same time, and they fell in love.”

      “Then Moorock brought Miriam back to Dinkleberry University, and she stayed there with him, pretending to be an Accompany,” Soran mumbled. “I always thought Professor Moorock had a weird thing for her.”

      “They couldn’t have left right away. The affair had to go on for years before she finally chose to leave,” Reagan said quietly. She looked down. “Mom told me that I’m not my dad’s kid. I’m Moorock’s.”

      The group gasped, save for Allie, who appeared unfazed by the admission.

      “Do you honestly believe her? She abandoned you,” Allie said in a critical voice.

      “I don’t know. She has no reason to lie,” Reagan said.

      “If Moorock is your dad, that means you’re part Accompany,” Kennu said. “You should be able to have a Changer.”

      “Yeah, but I don’t, and I really don’t want one,” Reagan said, holding her hands out. “After being around you guys, I think it’s obviously more trouble than it’s worth. I’m perfectly happy being human. And I love my human dad.”

      “We aren’t saying you don’t,” Kennu said.

      “I just want to know for sure,” Reagan mumbled.

      “It doesn’t matter if Moorock is your biological father. I know more than anybody your real parents aren’t the ones who made you, but who raised you,” Soran said. “Whatever’s in your blood, Adam’s your real dad. And I agree with you. We thought Adam was safe before, but since we don’t know what Wyntier’s new plan is we should probably work on getting him out.”

      Kennu went to say something. As he opened his mouth, a loud wailing echoed from the jungle behind them. They turned their heads to see a woman running toward them, tears streaming down her face. Her dress was torn and coated with mud. Several branches and leaves stuck out of her hair. She wore no shoes, her feet leaving a bloody trail as she stumbled into the gardens.

      “Mom!” Reagan cried. The human girl got up and ran at the woman full-speed, latching onto her. Miriam fell upon Reagan in a tragic heap, clinging to her daughter and sobbing.

      Reagan stroked her hair, trying to calm her mother and looking entirely confused as her friends gathered around her, “Mom, what’s going on? Are you hurt? Did someone attack you?”

      “It’s just terrible! I ran all the way from Nesting's Haven to find you! I've been alone in the wild for weeks!” Miriam bawled, her long, manicured nails digging into the arms of Reagan’s dress. “I just had to get away!”

      Hysterically, the woman sobbed into Reagan’s chest. Reagan did her best to support her mother, helping her shuffle toward the palace. “Come on, Mom. We’ll get you a bath and out of those gross clothes, and you can tell me what happened.” 

      

      Miriam quivered as she sat in an armchair by a small fireplace, sipping at a cup of tea with a shaking hand that spilled liquid over the sides as she drank. She’d been bathed and given a new dress, and her feet had been wrapped in white cloth. Reagan sat near her mother’s legs and watched her in concern.

      Miriam put her tea to the side and looked at her daughter. Reagan’s friends were waiting outside her door, as they all agreed it would be best to give the two of them some space for now, but didn’t trust Miriam enough to leave Reagan completely alone with her.

      “Mom, tell me what’s going on,” Reagan pleaded. She leaned against her mother’s legs and looked up. “You’re acting like a crazy person.”

      “I just got upset, Reagan. There’s no need to be so rude,” Miriam said sharply, folding her hands in her lap.

      “Mom, I don’t want to make you mad, but you really freaked me out back there!” Reagan protested. “I’ve never seen you like that!”

      Miriam nodded. “I suppose it is understandable. I would be worried, too, if I saw my mother acting that way.”

      “Grandma would’ve never allowed that. She would’ve told you to quit your wailing.” Reagan laughed.

      Miriam smiled slightly. “Yes. I suppose she would’ve.”

      Miriam sighed. “I’ve been trying to get to you for days. I knew wherever you were, it would be safe. I’ve been living at Wyntier’s castle the past few months with Moorock.”

      “I thought you two were trying to get away from Wyntier.”

      “We were. But he found us, and Moorock decided to join him. I thought Wyntier couldn’t possibly be as terrible as everyone claimed, but I was wrong.” Miriam closed her eyes. “The first few weeks at the castle were fine, but after a while, Moorock changed into a person I didn’t know. He became violent. Irresponsible. A pure monster. I had to get away.”

      “Didn’t you see the signs after he told you he raped Luciana?” Reagan asked incredulously. “Mom, you had to know he’s no good.”

      “I believed it wasn’t him doing those awful things,” Miriam said. “He never hurt me, until the other night. He pushed me into a dresser. That’s when I knew I had to leave.”

      “Did you see Dad when you were inside Wyntier’s castle?” Reagan pressed, venturing closer.

      Miriam nodded. “Yes. He’s working on an experiment for Wyntier. I tried to bring him with me when I escaped, but there were too many guards. I knew I had to come back to get help.”

      “Do you know what Dad’s making?”

      Miriam shook her head. “I don’t know. Wyntier kept it a secret. But whatever it is, he’s going to use it soon. You know how Adam’s experiments went before, Reagan. Even the U.S. army was too terrified to use them. But I know Wyntier’s not.”

      “Mom, you’re scaring me.”

      “This isn’t something we can avoid, Reagan!” Miriam grasped her daughter’s wrist, holding it tightly. “We must rescue your father! If we don’t I’m sure that hundreds, no, thousands will die.”

      “But what can we do? Wyntier’s got him locked up,” Reagan said.

      “I know the castle very well. If you take me there, I can lead you throughout the corridors so we don’t get caught,” she suggested.

      “That’s very brave, Mom,” Reagan said in astonishment. She gazed up in adoration at her mother.

      “I’ve realized I’ve made mistakes,” Miriam said. “I feel I owe it to Adam after all I’ve done to him.”

      “That doesn’t matter now.” Reagan bit her lip. “This is still really risky. I wish there was a way to make sure we could all be safe.”

      “Bring that… what is he called… Great One along with you,” Miriam said. “I’m sure he can protect us against whatever Wyntier has in store.”

      Reagan nodded. “Good idea, Mom. I know Kennu will help us.” 

      

      Kennu was more than willing to leave immediately to rescue Adam, but Soran held him back. When Reagan had explained what her mother had said to the group, Soran pulled his cousin to another room to talk some sense into him.

      “Kennu, I know what you’re thinking. Let’s think this through,” Soran said, watching his little cousin pace around the room.

      “What’s there to think?” Kennu threw his arms at his sides. “We can’t wait any longer. We have to get Reagan’s dad out of there before he finishes whatever he’s working on.”

      “Kennu, if we bring Adam here, Wyntier is going to look for him. Southwild will become an even bigger target once they find out he’s here,” Soran said. “I know we have to rescue him, but we should formulate a plan first.”

      “If we can get Adam to Southwild, I can protect him. I know I can,” Kennu said. 

      “What about Pumpkin and Martin? They’re already at the palace. Why don’t they work out something?” Soran asked.

      “Pumpkin and Martin can’t even get close to Adam. They’ve tried multiple times,” Kennu argued. “This isn’t an option, Soran. We have to rescue Adam and stop Wyntier from getting his hands on that weapon.”

      “It doesn’t matter what kind of weapon we think Adam’s developing. The adults aren’t going to let us travel to Nesting’s Haven on a hunch,” Soran argued.

      Reagan had told Ignus and the other adults that her mother had simply decided to leave Moorock. She left out the rest, not knowing if her friends wanted to keep the part about Adam developing a weapon for Wyntier secret.

      At the moment, they were grateful she had. Now the only question was if they should reveal Wyntier’s plans to their parents, or keep the information to themselves and handle it accordingly.

      “We aren’t going to tell anyone. Not Mom and Dad, not Ionan, and not Ignus. We’ll go in, get out, and explain everything to them later,” Kennu said.

      “Kennu, I know we agreed to keep the adults out of this, but this isn’t right! These are their kids’ lives that are at stake! They deserve to know what’s going on!” Soran argued.

      “Soran,” Kennu said kindly, laying a hand on his cousin’s shoulder. “I know you don’t want to go without permission to Nesting’s Haven because of what happened last time. But you’re right, our family won’t let us go. We don’t have any other choice but to sneak out again.”

      “Is it worth the risk, though? What if somebody gets hurt?” Soran questioned.

      “Somebody could get hurt. But if we don’t leave right now and try to stop this, whatever it is, it’s a sure thing that a lot of people are going to get hurt. We can’t forgive ourselves for that later, not when we can take action now,” Kennu insisted.

      Soran sighed, rolling his eyes. “Kennu, I know you like Reagan and all…”

      “This isn’t about me having a crush on Reagan!” Kennu said, blushing.

      “Ah, so you do like her. I knew it,” Soran said with a mischievous grin.

      “Look,” Kennu said, cheeks burning. “I’m not trying to impress a girl here. This is about saving a life. Possibly thousands of lives.”

      “Can we really trust her mother?” Soran asked. “What if Miriam’s lying? What if this is another one of Wyntier’s tricks?”

      “Soran. I’m sorry. We have to take her word for it. There’s nothing else to do.”

      Soran opened his mouth to say something, then closed it. “Fine,” he said, bunching up his fists. “Just… let me know when you’re ready to go.”

      Soran walked out, venturing to his bedroom. He wasn’t really mad… just worried. He wanted to save Adam just like everyone else, but he knew it wasn’t safe to go. Wyntier’s castle was more heavily guarded than Azazael and the Coliseum. It would be far more dangerous to break someone out of it.

      Soran closed the door behind him. He saw Zorna’s glittering eyes in the darkness as he rested on the bed as a coyote, appearing curious.

      “Don’t look at me like that,” Soran said, sitting next to the Changer. “I know what you’re thinking.”

      “There’s no one in the world who has more love in them than you, Soran,” Zorna said, placing his head on the boy’s lap. “You made a mistake when we went to Nesting’s Haven, but if we have a better plan this time instead of just taking off, things will be just fine.”

      “If you say so.”

      Zorna shifted. “Do you think Miriam is telling the truth?”

      Soran cracked his knuckles. “No. Reagan has to believe her mom. But I don’t.”

      Soran thought. He’d always done his best to trust people, and to forgive them, no matter what they’d done. He’d worked so hard to avoid becoming his father that he didn’t have any inkling of who he was. Most of the time, Soran felt lost. Who he wanted to be centered around the desperate fact that he didn’t want to turn into Wyntier.

      That one guiding moral of his had gotten his sister killed. He’d wanted to give Nineva a chance. He wanted to believe that his mother could be good. His heart had been open to the idea that she would come back to them. He wasn’t someone to hold grudges or remain bitter at someone for ages. He had hope. He thought she could change.

      Wyntier would’ve never made such a foolish mistake. If he was in Soran’s position he would’ve killed Nineva without a smidge of regret. Soran knew now that he could kill his mother if he had to, for what she’d done to Vivienna.

      But before that happened… Soran doubted he could’ve raised a hand against her. He’d believed every word that had come out of his mother’s mouth, and it’d led to someone he cherished getting killed. He didn’t want Reagan to make the same mistake.

      Something else weighed on his mind. Even now, he couldn’t conjure up a feeling of resentment at Cameliyon. He really wished he could. She’d ripped him apart from the inside out, first when she’d started dating Kennu and then when she left to join his father. Soran thought if he could hate her, he could get over her so much quicker.

      Yet for as angry of a person as he was, he just couldn’t hate. It wasn’t possible for him. The only person Soran truly despised was Wyntier.

      Everyone else was just a player in the king’s miserable game.

      

      A few days later the kids had come up with a plan to rescue Adam. The only issue would be executing it without the adults finding out.

      “Mom will lead us in,” Reagan said, pointing at a leaf in the grass. They had set up a crude representation of Wyntier’s castle in the gardens using small rocks, twigs, and other objects, and were crouched around it carefully. “We’ll follow her through this secret hallway, which will lead us right to my dad.”

      “Are you sure this hallway is safe?” Soran asked.

      “She says nobody knows about it but the servants,” Reagan said. “It’s completely safe. Once we grab my dad we’ll be able to leave just as quickly as we came. In and out.”

      “Why do I feel like it’s never that simple?” Allie asked, her current form a large doe.

      “Shut up. There is no possible way that even we can mess this up,” Reagan said.

      Unexpectedly, Zorna let out a horrified scream. The group jumped back in surprise, watching as he bucked around the garden as a large black stag, twisting and turning erratically.

      Zorna screamed, “Get it off me, get it off me!”

      “Oh, by the Creator, calm down. It’s just a ladybug,” Allie said, walking over to him. She maneuvered around him, trying to reach the small red bug that was on his back. “Would you hold still? I can’t get it off!”

      Allie finally flicked the bug off with her nose. Sighing in relief, Zorna came to a stop.

      “I hate bugs.” Zorna shivered. “They’re creepy.”

      “Yes, well, you’re just going to have to get over it,” Allie said, irritated.

      “We should only take a few of us,” Kennu said, glancing at Angel and ignoring Zorna’s outburst. “It should be Reagan, me, and Allie, and then Soran and Zorna can come along for backup if something goes wrong.”

      I wish to go with you, Kennu, Angel argued, butting in. I want to protect you and my sister.

      “I don’t want to leave you behind, Angel,” Kennu said, stroking her head. “But if Mom and Dad notice both of my Changers are gone, they’ll know something’s up. They wouldn’t think I’d leave with just you or Allie. It’s important you stay in Southwild.”

      Angel’s feathers drooped. Very well.

      “How are we going to carry all of us back?” Soran asked. “Zorna and Allie are only big enough to carry two at a time, and once we rescue Adam, we’ll have nowhere to put him.”

      Kennu frowned. “I don’t know. Xiuh’s not big enough to carry anyone, and Angel can’t go.”

      There was a crackle behind them. They jumped, expecting Ionan or someone else who would put a stop to their plan, but it was only Xiuh.

      “Midnightstar said that Mirabelle and the others have arrived safely at Sanctus Cruor,” Xiuh said, nestling his way between Allie and Angel. “Their journey was a quick one. They flew day and night without rest to ensure they were not followed.”

      Kennu frowned. Although he was glad his cousin was safe back home, Kennu felt bad for how exhausted Lyrica certainly must be. When Kennu had fled the Lands, it had taken them weeks to arrive in Nesting’s Haven. To reach home in less than seven days most certainly meant that Sunset, Melodi and Snow Drop traveled nonstop. Such a trip would be draining for anyone.

      An idea sparked in Kennu’s head. “Hey, Xiuh, do you think you and Angel could distract our parents after we leave for Nesting’s Haven?”

      “What, trick the adults into believing you’re still here?” Xiuh said doubtfully.

      We could, but it would be very difficult, Angel said. We would have to invent all sorts of lies about where everyone is and why.

      “Ionia’s Palace is huge. It’s not impossible to believe that you wouldn’t see someone for days if you were always in different places,” Kennu argued.

      “Yes, but all five of you, plus Miriam?” Xiuh asked. “They’ll notice she’s gone as well, and figure it out.”

      “You’ll just have to invent excuses,” Kennu said. “It’s plausible enough to think that if they see the two of you around they’ll believe the rest of us are, too. They’re so busy with the war I’m sure they won’t even notice we’re gone.”

      “Not noticing the new Great One has vanished?” Xiuh let a puff of smoke out of his nostrils. “Unlikely.”

      “Xiuh, come on. We don’t have any other choice. It wouldn’t be but for a few days,” Kennu begged.

      “If you’re going to leave, you might as well do it tonight once everyone’s gone to bed,” Xiuh said. “That’ll give Angel and I all night to come up with various explanations as to where you are.”

      Kennu nodded. “Fine. Tonight it is.”
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      Kennu tied a gray cloak around his shoulders, fingers fumbling around the ties as night fell upon Southwild. They’d chosen to wear plain clothes. The idea was to be as inconspicuous as possible, but it was difficult to be unseen when your hair automatically marked you a fairy. He was sure Wyntier had told the guards what to look for around the castle. He grabbed a chunk of his green locks with his fist and scowled.

      “Your hair makes you a moving target,” Allie stated. “You’d better keep your hood up the entire time we’re there, like you did last time.”

      He sighed, dropping his hand. “I guess it doesn’t help that we’re traveling around Nesting’s Haven with a copy of Wyntier, either.”

      “No. It doesn’t.”

      Soran couldn’t help how he looked. They’d just have to keep their heads down and pray that no one recognized them.

      “I hope word hasn’t spread too far about what the new Great One looks like,” Allie said.

      “Vixen kept her identity secret for years. Nobody even knew the old Great One was a girl,” Kennu responded.

      “Vixen was old. Very old. I’m sure many people knew about her once she changed. She just waited for all of them to die off before going into hiding,” Allie said.

      That was probably true. Kennu grabbed his bag and walked out. “Go gather the others, please. I’ll meet you in the gardens, by the water fountain.”

      Kennu strode down the hallway. He took the stairs quickly, his cloak billowing behind him. Even after being the Great One for a few weeks, he still marveled at the fact that he could go up and down the stairs without having a seizure or getting tired.

      He ventured into the smithy where, as promised, Ionan had left his grandfather’s knife, lying on the edge of a stone forge. He’d given the knife to Ionan to sharpen, as it was getting dull, with the excuse that he wanted to have something on him in case Southwild got attacked again. He didn’t really need it, being the Great One and all, but he wanted to have a backup just in case his powers didn’t work, as he still wasn’t sure how to use them.

      Kennu picked up the jeweled dagger, surveying the sharp edge. He was impressed. The tip would pierce a dranern’s hide. Ionan was a skilled craftsman.

      Kennu slid the knife into a sheathe on his belt, shaking his head. Kennu had always wondered why Ionan had stuck around with his dad. He was a lord, with status and power, and was vastly talented in more than one area. His intelligence alone would’ve been enough to gain him one of the most prestigious positions in Nesting’s Haven. He could’ve been headmaster of Dinkleberry if he’d wanted to, Kennu was sure of it.

      Yet Ionan had forsaken all of these things simply to remain with Keota. Kennu could understand the bond between Changer and Accompany better than anyone, but Keota wasn’t always the best partner to Ionan. He took the Changer for granted, and used Ionan’s inability to disobey orders against him constantly, making him do things the dragon rarely wanted to and hardly asking his opinion on anything.

      Kennu considered that vastly wrong. Why would Ionan stay?

      …But Allie had traveled all the way across the Lands to find him again, even when she couldn’t remember him and after he’d broken her heart by telling her he didn’t want her anymore. It appeared that Changers truly would do anything for those they loved.

      Kennu went to join up with his friends, but he paused, breath catching in his throat as he saw someone emerge from the depths of the palace. He started to panic when he saw it was his father.

      “Hey, Kennu.” Keota smiled, starting towards his son casually. “You’re out late.”

      “Hey.” Kennu’s heart thudded against his chest. “I was grabbing my knife. I figured I probably shouldn’t leave it lying around.”

      “Probably not a good idea.” Keota nodded. He surveyed the boy up and down. “You look like you’re going somewhere.”

      “I’m just… going for a walk.” Kennu shrugged. “I spent so much time in bed that I really don’t want to sleep, you know? I just want to… do everything. I can’t handle lying around. I always want to be up.”

      “That makes sense.” Keota’s grin turned into a muddled, emotional smile. “I’m… I’m so happy that you’re better, Kennu. Your mother and I, we don’t know what we would’ve done if…”

      Keota looked off. Kennu scrambled to recover the situation and said, “Dad, it’s okay. I’m still here.”

      “What happened was nothing short of a miracle. It was the cure Kia and I always hoped for, but never thought we’d get,” Keota said with a small gasp. He reached forward and embraced Kennu, drawing the boy to his chest and putting a hand on the back of his head. “It just makes me feel so much better to know you’re no longer in pain.”

      Kennu hugged him back, not knowing what to say. “Yep. Free to grow up and get married and have kids or whatever.”

      “You’re such a good boy,” Keota whispered. “You’ve never gotten into trouble, and you’ve always done the right thing. I don’t know what I’ve done to deserve such a great son. All I can hope is that your brother or sister turns out just like you.”

      Kennu really couldn’t handle his dad getting emotional right now. “Yeah, well, you know me. I’ll always do what you tell me,” he mumbled guiltily.

      “Yeah.” Keota kissed his head. “I love you, Kennu.”

      “Love you too, Dad.” Kennu swallowed and pulled away. “I should probably get back. Allie’s still pretty paranoid about me being gone for too long.”

      Keota ruffled his hair. “Have a good night’s sleep, son.”

      “Thanks Dad.” Kennu couldn’t meet his father’s eyes as he strode back inside. He waited for ten minutes after Keota had left before he ventured into the gardens.

      “What took you so long?” Allie snapped as Kennu finally appeared. “We’ve been waiting forever.”

      “I ran into my Dad. He just gave me a speech about what an amazing, obedient son I am,” Kennu mumbled. “Right before I willingly put myself in danger behind his back. Again.”

      “Ouch,” Allie said, wincing. “Well, I suppose the best we can do is make sure you come back in one piece, right?”

      “Right.” Kennu glanced at Soran. He was riding Zorna as a griffin, with Miriam sitting behind him. “Ready to go?”

      “I’ve been ready,” Soran responded. “Hurry up.”

      Kennu nodded. He went to climb on Allie, but noticed that Reagan was already on her. They’d have to ride double to Nesting’s Haven. His stomach wiggled nervously.

      “Well, let’s go,” Reagan said anxiously. “We don’t have all night.”

      Kennu pushed his feelings aside and slung a leg over Allie, pulling himself upwards. Reagan immediately moved back so there were a few inches between them.

      “You two are going to have to hang onto each other, you know,” Allie said coyly. “Otherwise one of you will go flying off.”

      Soran was wearing a smug grin, and Zorna was snickering under his breath. Kennu took a deep breath and tried not to yell at them. Why did his friends have to play matchmaker right now? He’d bet anything that Soran, Zorna and Allie had gotten together beforehand and conspired on how best to make him and Reagan cuddle on this trip.

      “I don’t see how I could fall off of you, seeing as how you have such a huge butt,” Reagan teased.

      “I’ve told you before, my butt is NOT big,” Allie growled.

      “Hey, back where I come from, that’s a compliment.”

      “Shut up, Reagan.” Allie took off abruptly, and Kennu had to latch onto her neck feathers to hold on. Reagan jolted. She immediately wrapped her arms around Kennu’s middle and squeezed tightly, pressing the front of her body to his back. They both stiffened before Reagan relaxed, allowing herself to lay her head on his shoulder. Kennu slowly eased, keeping his gaze straight ahead and hoping that Reagan couldn’t hear the racing of his heart through his chest. Under her breath, Allie was laughing.

      “Which way do you want to go?” Soran called, glancing back at Miriam. She had her arms circled around his waist, and seemed far too comfortable with embracing a young man more than half her age.

      “We’ll fly in on the west side of the city, then move with the crowd toward the castle,” Kennu called. “If we’re careful, we’ll blend right in.”

      They didn’t talk much for the rest of the flight. Reagan soon fell asleep on Kennu’s shoulder. Her soft snores filled Kennu’s ear as they moved towards Nesting’s Haven.

      Kennu didn’t feel tired in the slightest. His body was filled with sharp, jolting sparks each time Reagan’s chest rose and fell against his back.

      Unlike Kennu’s previous trip, it only took until dawn for them to arrive in Nesting’s Haven. Allie and Zorna had changed into Pegasi mid-flight long before they’d reached the city, to remain incognito. They touched down on the street behind the empty Council building just as the city was beginning to stir.

      “Reagan, wake up,” Kennu said, shaking her off his shoulder. She yawned as he got off of Allie, rubbing her eyes.

      “Ugh. I hate mornings. My hair is a disaster, I know it,” Reagan grumbled, blinking blearily.

      “Here.” Kennu slid an arm underneath Reagan’s knees and behind her back, lifting her off of Allie. It was miraculous to him that he could do this, when he couldn’t even lift a bucket of water before. He cradled her against his chest like he’d seen his father do with Kia, just for a minute, before setting her on her feet.

      Kennu could feel Allie watching him.

      “We should go to the castle immediately,” Miriam said. Unlike her daughter, she appeared perfect as she dismounted Zorna, like she’d just done her makeup.

      “Lead the way,” Soran said, hopping off his Changer. They followed Miriam through the winding streets of Nesting’s Haven.

      People were starting to venture out of their homes. Kennu noticed that the ones who lived around the castle were not the same as the wealthy Accompanies who made their homes near the marketplace or the Coliseum. They were common, dressed in plainclothes and going about their daily lives with blank expressions, nothing in their eyes but a deadened vacancy, mouths flat and thin. Their Changers... if they had any, for there were so few... walked around equally glassy-eyed, appearing little more than ghostly shadows under the looming buildings.

      There was no talking, or laughing. The citizens of Nesting’s Haven went about their business with no sort of emotion whatsoever.

      “This is weird,” Soran muttered under his breath.

      Zorna bobbed his head in agreement, mane tossing on his neck. “It’s like we’re the only people here with any personality.”

       “Someday I’d like to see the city as it was, before Wyntier,” Allie commented softly.

      “I don’t think that’s going to happen, Al,” Kennu remarked. Even if they managed to defeat Wyntier, it would take a long time for Nesting’s Haven to recover from the aftermath of his rule. Even then, it would never be the same.

      As they passed the giant stone staircase leading up to the temple, Soran gasped in horror. Kennu looked up and saw that the Council had kept their promise to destroy it. Not a stone was left where the massive chamber once stood. All that remained was a pile of rubble and some debris. The building, once a thousand-year old symbol of Nesting’s Haven’s history and faith, was now gone.

       “Excuse me.” Soran reached out to grab a nearby Accompany by the arm. Kennu hissed to stop him, but it was too late. The Accompany turned to Soran, and the boy pointed up at the remains of the temple, saying, “What happened here?

      She blinked at him. “Wyntier ruled that the temple be destroyed, and a new one be put in its place, meant for worshiping him.”

      “But that’s sacrilege. He’ll anger the Creator,” Zorna protested.

      “There is no god but Wyntier,” the Accompany responded in a mystical chant, mind clearly muddled. She staggered back and forth as she walked away, head in the clouds.

      “Something is very wrong here,” Soran said slowly.

      “Listen, I get that you’re upset about your church being torn down or whatever, but we can rebuild it later,” Reagan said quickly, yanking on Soran’s arm.

      “Yeah, okay.” Soran ripped his eyes away from the temple. He kept his gaze down as they clomped through the city streets, appearing rather downtrodden.

      The spires of the castle could be seen in the distance. Kennu was so absorbed with looking at them, he didn’t pay attention where he was going. He ended up walking into someone on the street, who was being followed by her panther Changer.

      Kennu slammed into her full-speed. The hood fell off the Accompany’s face, revealing her bright white hair and pink eyes.

      “Oh! I’m sorry, I didn’t see you there,” Kennu said quickly, hoping the Accompany didn’t recognize them. His worst fears were confirmed when the Accompany’s face darkened in fear, then rage. She latched onto his arm, digging her nails into the skin.

      “What are you doing here?” the Accompany hissed, tightening her grip. “You need to leave!”

      “Let him go!” Allie warned, and the panther hissed loudly.

      The white-haired Accompany paid no attention to Allie’s threats. “Come!”

      The Accompany dragged Kennu into a deserted alleyway and the panther trailed behind, glancing behind him nervously. The rest of them followed, unsure of what to do.

      “You shouldn’t be here, Great One,” the Accompany started, glancing around the corner. “Wyntier’s instructions are to have you killed on sight.”

      “Thanks for the warning, but we’re on a mission,” Kennu said, tilting his head. “We have to rescue someone trapped inside Wyntier’s castle.”

      “Whoever you’re trying to save in there, they’re as good as dead. Turn back now, while you still can,” she insisted.

      “Listen, lady, my dad’s in there!” Reagan said, pointing towards the castle. “I’m getting him out, and there’s nothing you can do about it!”

      The white haired Accompany glanced at Miriam. The woman’s eyes were wide. Her mouth was pressed very thin, lips tightly woven together.

      The Accompany seemed disgusted at the sight of her. “I see. Rex, shush.” She glared at her Changer, and the panther’s growls became silent.

      The Accompany turned. “Come with me. I live in Wyntier’s domain. No one will question yo  if you’re by my side.”

      “And why should we trust you?” Allie said suspiciously.

      The Accompany’s eyes were cold. “Do or don’t. It makes no difference to me. If you insist on going to that castle, you’re dead anyway. But you will last longer with me.”

      The group glanced at each other. The Accompany began walking away. “My name is Luciana, by the way.”

      Miriam was shaking her head. “We shouldn’t follow her. This is too big of a risk.”

      “No. It’s obvious she wants to help us,” Kennu said. “The closer we get to the castle without being suspected, the better. Let’s just follow her for now.”

      Miriam gave a gasp of protest, but quickly shut her mouth. They followed at a distance as Luciana loomed closer and closer to Wyntier’s gates.

      “Something about you seems familiar,” Soran said to Luciana as they were walking. “I feel like… like I’ve already met you.”

      “I’m with him,” Reagan said, thumbing at Soran. “You seem really fishy, lady. I swear I’ve talked to you at least once.”

      “I can assure you, you have not met me,” Luciana said blandly. “You must be confusing me for another.”

      Soran shut his mouth, but his visage still appeared puzzled. Reagan also had a confused face. The two put their heads together, whispering frantically as they tried to figure out where they’d seen this Accompany before.

      Kennu was the only one brave enough to venture up and walk by Luciana’s side. Allie followed his lead, putting herself between him and the panther.

      “I don’t understand,” Kennu whispered under his breath. “Why are these people so…”

      “Brainless?” Luciana held her head high as they walked through the city streets. “I made them that way.”

      “What?” Kennu gasped, and Allie momentarily paused. “You have magic?”

      “Of a kind, though I am not a witch. I have erased or rearranged most of the minds within this city.”

      “How could you do that?” Kennu said, aghast.

      “It is what they wished for.”

      “How could anyone want their memory taken away?” Kennu asked, disgusted and horrified.

      “There are many who wish to forget the past.” Luciana sighed, closing her eyes. “Myself included.”

      “So, what? You make them… forget?”

      “I work for Wyntier. Reluctantly, as most of us do.” Luciana did not seem ashamed or hurt by this admission, only accepting of the situation as it was, like serving Wyntier was an inevitable part of life. “I was hired to erase the memories and minds of those who he couldn’t get rid of by killing or sending away.”

      “That’s awful,” Kennu said quietly.

      “It is. But lately, I have taken to brainwashing more than just Wyntier’s enemies.” Luciana swept a lock of hair behind her ear. “I erase the memories of the common people as well.”

      “Are you serious?” Kennu asked. “Why would you even think of…”

      “What would you do, if people came to you on their knees after they’d had their families taken away or lost their Changers, begging you to make them forget?” Luciana’s gaze upon him was sharp, cruel and condemning. “I’ve had many come seeking my help, looking for some sort of escape from what fate has handed to them. I give them what they ask for.”

      Luciana’s face was cold and judgemental. “We all have things we wish we could forget, Great One. I only provide a way for people to feel some sort of relief, instead of allowing them to suffer in endless agony.”

      Kennu couldn’t say anything. He knew if he had the choice he would’ve forgotten Allie when he’d lost her, simply to rob himself of the desperate pain he felt. He couldn’t imagine how some people who’d lost their entire families must feel. It was a logical, and perhaps a more humane decision, to have your mind erased if such terrible things happened to you.

      “If you have this power, why not just use it on Wyntier?” Kennu asked.

      “His wife is far more powerful than I, and my magic doesn’t work on her. She could easily restore his memory even if I had the chance to erase it. It is a futile effort.”

      Rex and Allie were giving each other equally intimidating looks. Kennu petted his Changer for comfort, and Luciana led them to a small house. They ventured inside. Allie changed into a lynx, and Zorna a coyote, so they could fit. There was little more than a table and a chair inside, sitting by a smoldering fireplace. The panther loped to the fireplace and laid beside it, saying nothing more.

      Luciana went to a wooden door on the opposite wall and brought forth a key from within her dress, fiddling with the lock. “This leads to the secret catacombs underneath the castle. If you use this, you have a better chance.”

      “We’re supposed to enter through the western door,” Miriam said coldly. “This isn’t part of the plan.”

      “Your plan needs to change,” Luciana hissed, pronouncing her words with emphasis. “I shouldn’t be helping you at all. This could be a trap.”

      “Like my daughter said, there’s nothing you can do. Stay out of it.” The way Miriam looked at Luciana was silencing. The Accompany said nothing, merely pointed at the door, glaring at Miriam.

      Kennu was the first to go forward. As he stepped into the hallway, Luciana grabbed his shoulder.

      “Great One, please,” Luciana hushed, eyes pleading. “Don’t go in there.”

      “I’m sorry. I have to,” he said.

      “I owe Keota so much,” Luciana said. For the first time her eyes held emotion instead of absence, blurring with tears. “The least I can do is try to keep his son alive.”

      “You know my father?” Kennu asked, astounded.

      “Yes. And I assure you, if you venture into that castle you will never see him again.”

      “Kennu. Maybe we should listen,” Allie said, raising a paw warily.

      “Do you want to save Adam or not?” Miriam barked harshly. “You promised my daughter you would rescue her father! Are you going to be a coward and back out now?”

      Kennu glanced at Reagan. She seemed torn, unsure of what to do.

      “I can’t break a promise to you, Rea,” Kennu said. “I told you we’re going to get him out, so we are.”

      Luciana drooped. “Fine. Go to your deaths.”

      “Thank you,” Kennu added. Luciana said nothing more as they filed through, simply shut the door behind them. There was a click of the lock, then they were encased in darkness.
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      “Zorna. Light,” Soran said. The coyote transformed into a phoenix, hovering in the hallway with flames rippling around his form. The hall was completely made of stone, with no torches to show the way. Zorna flew ahead to show the way. They began walking through the labyrinth, looking to Miriam for direction.

      “It’s this way,” Miriam said. She started jogging, ahead of the group. “We need to hurry.”

      Reagan bolted, to catch up with her mother. The two women ran together past Zorna, and became mere shadows in the distance. The boys picked up the pace, but the hallway began to change. It started twisting this way and that, winding in curves so sharp that they began to get dizzy. It spun downwards an endless loop, a rabbit hole that twisted round and round. The hallway split into different directions, some parts with as many as ten different paths to take.

      “We can’t keep up with you! Wait up!” Kennu cried as the hallway turned sharply once again.

      “Follow me!” Miriam’s voice echoed through the labyrinth. The sound took on an eerie tone, closing them in from all sides as they watched her sprint ahead. Zorna beat his wings faster in order to keep up. He ended up becoming a small beacon in the distance, leaving the three of them behind.

      “Where are you taking us?” Soran shouted as they sprinted around another corner.

      “You’ll see!” Miriam’s voice was even farther away this time.

      “I’m starting to get really confused,” Soran said. He kept his eyes focused on Zorna, because his Changer was the only thing he could see.

      “Kennu, I can’t hear Miriam anymore. Can you?” Soran asked.

      His cousin didn’t respond, and Soran skidded to a halt. “Allie? Kennu?”

      Soran swore as he turned in a circle around him, reaching out his hands to feel if anyone was still nearby. They were not. Kennu and Allie must’ve gone down another hallway by accident. Feeling like he was about to panic, Soran looked toward the dot of light.

      “Zorna!” He called his Changer to him, holding out his arm. The phoenix turned around, flying back to his Accompany and landing on his forearm.

      Soran glanced around him suspiciously. “I think we lost everyone.”

      “Great,” Zorna said, huffing and puffing from trying to catch up with Miriam. “Now what do we do?”

      “We have to get out of here,” Soran said. “Luciana was right. We never should’ve come here.”

      “What about the others?”

      “There’s no chance we’ll find them in here. All we can do is hope and pray they get out.”

      Soran turned around. “Let’s start backtracking.”

      He began walking back the way they came, but found that he couldn’t recognize anything, and neither could Zorna. The hallway looked the same everywhere. There were so many different avenues to take he wasn’t sure which one they’d come down. They traveled for quite some time, but there seemed to be no end to the darkness. They were literally trapped like rats in a maze.

      The longer Soran spent down in the labyrinth, the crazier he felt. He wondered if he was going mad, or if he would go mad, eventually succumbing to hunger and shadow within the insane depths of the castle’s underbelly. Through it all, he couldn’t shake the feeling that he was being watched… a monster was breathing down his neck, waiting for a particular moment to strike.

      Suddenly, there was a noise, the first of which they’d heard since they’d been alone.

      “Soran,” Zorna said fearfully. “Those are footsteps.” 

      Soran’s heart pounded against his ribcage.

      Someone was following them.

      “Soran? Soran, I’m frightened,” Zorna said, shrinking down on his Accompany’s arm.

      “It’s okay, Zo,” Soran said cautiously, crouching down and glancing behind him. “Nobody’s here but…”

      His words gave way to screams as someone smacked him hard on the back, pushing him down. Zorna fell forward and banged his head against the wall. The Changer curled up on the floor, temporarily stunned. Zorna’s flames fanned in and out like a candle in the wind as he struggled to retain consciousness. In the dim light, Soran attempted to identify the face of his attacker.

      He recognized the face, but not the expression it bore. Moorock’s grin shined down on him from the darkness, his hazel eyes mad with a feverish delirium. He licked his lips as he drew closer, his steps a steady, constant clap. There was a sharp butcher’s knife in his left hand. Whoever this hideous killer was, it wasn’t the professor they had known long ago.

      Moorock was full Accompany, which meant he was stronger than Soran. The boy’s fairy blood gave him a significant disadvantage against Moorock. He needed to run.

      Soran turned onto his stomach and tried to get up, but Moorock put a foot on his back, slamming him down. Soran’s fingernails clawed and bit into the stone as Moorock pulled him backwards by the leg of his pants, raising the butcher knife.

      Moorock cackled, diving the knife downward. Soran rolled out of the way at the last second and the tip broke upon the stone inches from his left side. Moorock raised the knife again, using his other hand to pin Soran down.

      Zorna’s light rippled across Moorock’s face. Soran did the only thing he could think of and used his foot to kick Moorock in the gut as hard as he could. The Accompany acted like Soran had never hit him, oblivious to the pain, but the sheer force of Soran’s blow gave the boy enough time to attempt to scramble away.

      Soran got clumsily to his feet, but Moorock slammed him against the wall and raised the knife once more, plunging it towards Soran’s head. Soran ducked, and the blade cut off a lock of his hair. Soran put a hand against Moorock’s neck, choking him, using his fist to punch the old teacher on the side of the head repeatedly. Moorock took Soran’s blows like they were nothing and slashed the blade upward, cutting into Soran’s side deeply.

      Soran gave a great cry of agony, and that’s when Zorna came round. Zorna changed, and as he did so, the entire hallway went dark. Soran clung his bleeding middle. He heard the enraged cries of his Changer as Zorna attacked Moorock, and the scrambled sounds of a scuffle in the dark.

      It was silent for a moment. Soran heard the scuttling of footsteps.

      “Zorna!” Soran screamed. “ZORNA, ANSWER ME!”

      “I’m right here.” Soran sighed with relief as he felt Zorna’s soft griffin feathers slide under his hand. “Are you all right?”

      “He cut me.” Soran grimaced in pain. “Though it could’ve been worse.”

      “Is it bad?”

      “I don’t know. I can’t see it. Do you think he’s coming back?”

      “He knows better than to try to fight off a griffin with a knife,” Zorna said. “As long as I stay in this form, he won’t return.”

      “Yeah, but we can’t see.”

      “We’ll manage.” Soran felt Zorna’s beak slide along his middle. “You’re losing a lot of blood. I can smell it.”

      Soran trembled. With difficulty, he managed to remove his shirt. He ripped it into strips, wrapping the wound with the makeshift bandages. He pressed on the injury with his hand in a desperate attempt to keep the blood in.

      “I don’t think I can walk,” Soran said weakly.

      “Climb on my back. I’ll carry you out of here,” Zorna said.

      Soran struggled to pull himself on top of Zorna with one arm. Once he was upon Zorna’s back, the griffin moved frantically through the tunnels, relying on scent and instinct to guide him instead of sight.

      There seemed to be no way out. Soran could feel the sticky warmness of his blood seeping through his fingers. His head spun.

      “Soran, I’ve found something.” He heard Zorna’s talons scratch against wood. “It’s a door. Maybe it leads somewhere.”

      “Anything,” Soran rasped.

      Zorna opened the door. As they entered four torches on the wall seemed to light of their own accord, revealing the interior. It was a large, square chamber. The chamber had a dozen holes on each of the four stone walls lining the ceiling. A circular stone platform that rose several feet into the air sat directly in the middle

      “I don’t like this. I don’t like this at all,” Zorna said, backing away. He went to head back into the hallway, but found that the door they had come through had vanished, leaving nothing but brick behind. Zorna panicked, spinning around in circles and tapping on the wall to figure out where the door had gone.

      “Zorna, look,” Soran said.

      The door had reappeared on the other side of the room. It was open. Light streamed around a figure who was standing in front of it. Soran’s stomach twisted. He could feel Zorna’s frantic heartbeat pounding against his sides.

      “Hello, boys,” Cameliyon said, grinning. “I was hoping you’d be dumb enough to come along on this stupid quest.”

      “Cameliyon,” Soran said, his voice pleading. “Let us go.”

      Cameliyon threw back her head and laughed. “Begging won’t do you any good. After all, I begged you to help me out of prison, and you didn’t care. You would’ve let me sit there and rot.”

      “If you’re going to kill us, just do it already!” Zorna cried. “Stop standing around taunting us!”

      Cameliyon snickered. “I’m not going to kill you, Zorna. Not yet.”

      “If you aren’t going to kill us, then what do you want?” Soran asked chokingly.

      Cameliyon’s head tilted. “I’m going to give you what you deserve. You’re finally going to realize what it feels like to be completely helpless, Soran, because that’s how you made me feel.”

      Cameliyon snapped her fingers. From the holes in the ceiling came a crawling, creepy sound, thousands and thousands of little feet swarming upon stone. Emerging from the holes came bugs, as large as Soran’s hand. There were spiders, beetles, tarantulas, scorpions, centipedes, cockroaches, and hundreds of other crawly creatures, cracking their pinchers and reaching out with stingers. They crawled down the walls and scurried towards Zorna, closing in from all sides.

      Zorna immediately began screaming in terror. He started stepping on the bugs, squishing them beneath his paws and talons.

      But there were too many. They started crawling over each other, up Zorna’s legs. Zorna began bucking, and Soran struggled to hold onto his Changer and hold his wound closed at the same time. Zorna twisted about, trying to get the insects off of him.

      The bugs didn’t stop. They kept crawling through the holes near the ceiling, filling the large room until they were nearly up to Zorna’s waist. The Changer looked for a release and saw the stone platform, the only place that was safe. Zorna moved through the sea of insects, shuddering and crying as they slithered over his feathers and fur. Cameliyon watched with glee, clearly delighted at this pain, while the insects kept coming and coming.

      When Zorna reached the platform, the bugs were nearly up to his neck. There were so many bugs in the room, they were pushing the boys upward so the top of it wasn’t far away. Soran glanced at the platform in dismay, realizing there wasn’t enough room for the both of them.

      It took Zorna less than two seconds to make a decision. The griffin reared on his back legs and grabbed Soran’s shoulder with his beak, cutting into the skin. He tossed Soran onto the platform as the bugs crept over his back.

      Zorna lost his balance. The Changer tumbled backwards and fell directly into the ocean of insects.

      The chamber turned into hell. Zorna’s alarmed, tortured cries grew louder and louder as he kicked and fought against the giant bugs that were starting to overcome him. With tears in his eyes, Soran looked at Cameliyon.

      “WHY ARE YOU DOING THIS? YOU KNOW HE’S AFRAID OF THEM!” Soran screamed.

      Cameliyon’s smile only got broader as she listened to Zorna’s petrified, tortured wails bounce off the walls of the chamber. Soran watched his Changer’s eyes vanish as Zorna disappeared completely under the swarm of insects, not a single feather visible underneath the thousands of crawlies.

      “Do you hear him, Soran? Do you hear his pleas for his pain to end, and realize that you can do nothing?” Cameliyon bellowed. “This is what it felt like when Kennu left me! When you abandoned me!”

      Soran could still hear Zorna’s manic screams as the Changer was buried alive beneath a writhing grave.
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      Kennu only became aware they were alone when he could no longer could see Zorna flying in the distance. He came to a stop, putting a hand on the wall. He was relieved when Allie stepped on his feet as she halted beside him. The only noise that could be heard was the sound of their ragged, quick breathing.

      “Allie,” Kennu whispered. “I can’t see anything.”

      “Neither can I.”

      They paused, to see if there was any indication their friends were nearby.

      Absolutely nothing.

      “Let me carry you. So I don’t lose you.”

      “Okay.”

      Kennu bent down, fumbling around in the utter blackness, and managed to find Allie’s torso. He lifted her onto his chest and they continued down the hallway.

      “By the Creator. I hope the others are okay,” Kennu said softly. He didn’t know why, but he felt it was of desperate need to be quiet at the moment, though it appeared they were alone down here.

      “I think Miriam meant to confuse us,” Allie said lowly.

      “I think she did, too.” Kennu held Allie closer to him. “I don’t even know if Adam’s really here.”

      “That bitch.” Allie leaned forward, trying to listen.

      Kennu kept moving forward. The hallway could drop off into a cavernous pit and he wouldn’t know, because he couldn’t see a single thing in front of him. Only the steady beat of Allie’s brave heart against his own kept his courage up.

      Finally, Kennu found he’d hit a wall. He put Allie down. As he felt all around him, he realized it was a dead end. “We need to go back,” he said.

      A flash of blue magic rippled by his shoulder, nearly striking him. Kennu ducked. The magic, the singular source of light in the tunnel, smashed against the wall, leaving a splattered blue glow behind.

      More blue flashes tumbled down the tunnel. Kennu had to lunge out of the way of each one, nearly getting hit by several spells.

      The one casting the spells grew closer and closer. Kennu panicked, thinking it was Nineva. He tripped and went sprawling to the floor, looking up on his hands and knees as his attacker came to a halt in front of him.

      Only the boy’s face was visible. It was alight with the eerie blue glow of his power. The warlock grinned toothily at Kennu, his face contorted into a sickened visage of glee.

      “Daren?” Kennu gaped. He scrambled to get up, holding out his hands. “Daren, stop. You don’t want to do this.”

      Daren cackled. “Oh, yes I do. You were one of two people who ruined my chances with Cameliyon, so I’d really like to see you suffer.”

      “Kennu, you have your powers! Use them!” Allie cried hastily.

      Daren sneered, casting a sideways spell at Allie. She danced out of the way, and he said, “I’ll take care of you like we took care of Vivi.”

      At the mention of Vivienna, Kennu’s face twisted into a snarl. From his raised hands emitted a bright, golden light. It burst forth from his palms, shining like the sun and causing the tunnel to light up spectacularly.

      Daren screamed as the light hit his face, covering his eyes with his hands. The golden light began burning away at his skin, melting the surface of it and causing it to bubble backwards. The skin rolled inward on itself. Exposed muscle blackened and bled as the light continued to singe it away. Daren yelled in agony, fingers curling as he tried to hold the matted pieces of flesh together.

      When the bones of Daren’s face began to show, Kennu dropped his hands in shock. The golden light was still glowing from his hands, giving them light. Kennu jumped over Daren and sprinted down the hallway. Allie followed, giving a harsh kick to Daren as she scampered by.

      The boy’s tortured cries echoed hauntingly after Kennu as he ran through the labyrinth. Daren was still alive. But if Kennu had continued, he wouldn’t be.

      “Kennu, let’s go back. Finish him off,” Allie offered.

      Kennu shook his head and swallowed. “No. We get the others and go home.”

      “Whatever you say.” Allie was obviously disappointed, but she didn’t object.

      Kennu tried to stomach his horror at his actions. He felt like he was running from himself more than his enemies down in this tunnel. What he’d done to Daren was the same thing Vixen had done to Malaki Shaman years ago.

      He was the Great One. He had ultimate power, and was ordained to be the ruler of all Changers and Accompanies. But even with such power, Kennu felt that didn’t give him the right to determine who lived and who died.

      A raspy breathing infected the darkness. Kennu used his light to shine down the hall, to observe what was following them. A malformed, misshapen creature stepped around the corner, bowing her head low.

      “Do not hurt me, Great One. I wish you no harm,” it said, its voice rattling like bones against a cave floor.

      “What are you? Are you some kind of monster?” Kennu said.

      “I am Nagli. And Nagli is being tired of locked up in a castle with a crazy lunatic,” the creature said. “Nagli wants out.”

      “Nagli!” Allie shouted, starting forward. “You are a friend of our parents!” 

      Kennu looked closer. The creature did indeed resemble the kindly monster in his parents’ stories. “Nagli, what are you doing here? You should be in the Blue Sky Peaks.”

      “I left the Blue Sky Peaks to be with Moorock. A very bad mistake for Nagli to make. He is not my friend. Wyntier uses me to scare his guests, like I’m his own personal entertainment.” Nagli huffed. “Nagli is not a jester. Nagli is not a clown. She is not to be laughed at and mocked.”

      “Why would you want to be with Moorock, Nagli?” Allie asked, flicking her tail.

      Nagli blinked. “Nagli did not know before. But Nagli knows now. Moorock left Nagli at the Blue Sky Peaks many years ago, to keep the secret of the boom-boom, to protect the crown and to hide me away.” She peered up at him. “Mostly to hide.”

      “Why did Moorock want to hide you?”

      “Moorock was ashamed of me. He did not want to have an ugly Changer.”

      Kennu and Allie both gasped. “Nagli, are you...” Kennu asked.

      “Yes.” Nagli drooped her head. “Wyntier was mad at Moorock, long ago. Called him useless, didn’t want him anymore. I became... furious. Jumped at Wyntier in mid-change. He shot me with a device he found in the human world, the one he calls a gun, and I got stuck. I will never change again.”

      “Oh, Nagli,” Allie said, putting her paw upon the monster’s. “I’m very sorry.”

      Nagli sighed. “Nagli broke the gun, so Wyntier had to find a new one, but the damage was done. Moorock dumped me at the Blue Sky Peaks, and told everyone back home I was dead. I was sad. Lonely. I became so sad, I forgot everything. I am unsure if I made myself forget, so I would not be sad anymore, or if it just... happened.”

      Nagli stared at the floor. Kneeling at her side, Kennu asked, “Nagli, do you know the way out of here?”

      “Yes. But we have to find your friends first.”

      “Do you know where they are?” Allie asked.

      “The plan was for Miriam to lead you in and split you up, and for Daren, Cameliyon and Moorock to bring you to Nineva, so she could finish you off,” Nagli said. “The witch is waiting at a vantage point already determined near the center of the catacombs. As long as we avoid her, our paths won’t cross.”

      “What if Cameliyon or Moorock has already found someone and brought them to Nineva?” Kennu shivered.

      “I doubt very much Cameliyon will follow her orders. The girl had a special plan for each of you, depending on who entered her chamber first. If one of your friends has found Cameliyon, let’s hope she does torture them. It will buy us more time to find them before she turns them over to Nineva.” Nagli paused. “It is foolish of them to trust Moorock. He is unpredictable and unreliable, in his maddened state. He will try to kill whoever he finds as well. It is simply a matter of fending him off.”

      Nagli turned around. “This way, and stay close,” she said. “There are many things hidden, here in the dark.”

      

      Reagan thought her mother was right beside her the whole time. She didn’t realize Zorna was gone until his light faded completely as he flew in the other direction. Reagan’s pounding steps drew to a stop. She leaned over, hands on her knees and out of breath.

      “Whew. I really need to start going to the gym,” she gasped.

      Reagan brushed her hair back, stepping to the center of the hallway. “Mom, we lost Zorna. We need to wait for the others. We can’t see anything.”

      There was no response. “Mom?” Reagan asked, feeling behind her and backing against the wall. “Mom?”

      Silence. She was alone.

      Reagan tried one more time. “Mom?” she asked timidly, tears starting to quiver down her face. “Mama?”

      No answer.

      Reagan wasn’t stupid enough to believe Miriam had simply gotten lost. Her mother had abandoned her. Again. And it was worse this time because Miriam had purposely led them into a trap, probably so Wyntier could get his hands on Kennu.

      Miriam knew she would be hurting… possibly even killing her daughter by bringing them here, and she didn’t care. She was willing to betray her child. All for the love of a man.

      Reagan wiped her face furiously. “Whatever. I don’t care,” she said nastily. “I’m going to find Kennu and get the hell out of here.”

      Stubbornly, Reagan put one foot in front of the other, holding her head high and not really paying attention to where she was going, figuring that she’d run into the others sooner or later.

      Eventually, she slammed against something hard and wooden. She hit it so hard it shook under her weight, creaking on old, rusty hinges.

      “Ouch!” Reagan snapped, rubbing her head. “Who put this damn door here?”

      Reagan brightened. “A door!” She fumbled for the handle, and found it unlocked. The door gave way and Reagan stepped into a room, narrowing her eyes at the dim light that emitted from within.

      Broken glass vials and laboratory bottles littered the room, overturned on a long, black counter that was soaked with various multicolored liquids, draining into a silver sink. After seeing nothing but medieval decor for months Reagan felt the laboratory, with all its modern technology, looked foreign and completely out of place.

      Her head turned. Her father sat in a wooden chair next to a singular candle, his head in his hands, wearing a tattered white coat and appearing to play the part of a mad scientist whose experiment had gone awry. Adam was thin, and bruises littered his face and hands.

      “Dad!” Reagan gasped. She ran toward him. He looked up, his mouth falling open in shock.

      “Reagan!” Adam said, surprised. “How did you get here?”

      “I had to save you,” Reagan said. “So I made some friends.”

      “You shouldn’t be here. It’s too dangerous.” Adam hugged her tightly. “I’ve been so worried about you. I had no idea what happened to you after Wyntier took me.”

      “This place is nothing compared to Detroit,” Reagan said, pulling away. She grasped her father’s arm and began pulling on it. “Come on Dad, let’s go!”

      Adam shook his head. “It’s useless, Reagan. I’m not going anywhere.”

      “Dad, if we go now we can stop this! Wyntier won’t use you to make a weapon!” Reagan insisted.

      “You can’t stop what’s coming,” Adam said hollowly. “It’s already too late.”

      “Dad, I seriously risked my life and my friends’ lives trying to get you out of here. There is no way I’m going to let you sit here and pout,” Reagan said, hands on her hips. “Quit moping around and let’s go!”

      Adam stared at her. “You’ll have to forgive me for my actions, Reagan,” he said. “I let my ambitions get the best of me.”

      “What are you talking about?” Reagan asked, rolling her eyes. “Dad, can’t it wait?”

      “I’m not sure you’ll want to take me with you, after you hear what I have to say.”

      Reagan huffed. “Fine. But make it quick, because we don’t have a lot of time. Obviously, you aren’t going anywhere until you get all this drama off your chest.”

      Adam looked down. He appeared truly discouraged, tense at what he was about to admit. “You know I developed weapons for the U.S. army,” he started. “And that I was dishonorably discharged for using their funding to create weapons I was specifically asked not to fashion.”

      “What does that have to do with anything?” Reagan asked, crossing her arms.

      Adam licked his lips. “I’ve developed a… a chemical. A toxic gas, if you will. It has the power to kill anything within a hundred miles after its been released.”

      “Dad.” Reagan’s arms dropped to her sides.

      “It’s taken a very long time to get just right,” he said. “But I’ve finally done it.”

      “So all those animals you were testing…” Reagan shook her head, backing away.

      “You have to understand why I was doing this. I was trying to prevent casualties,” Adam said firmly. “I believed that if I created something troops could use to clear out a large area quickly and efficiently, without the loss of resources such as an atom bomb or another explosion would create, it could bring an end to the loss of soldiers. Stop war.” 

      “You didn’t stop war, Dad. You created it.” Reagan’s shoulders drooped. “Well, at least you didn’t actually make it for Wyntier, right?”

      “What do you mean?” Adam gazed up at her. “I did. I put the chemical in sealable containers. They’re being shipped to the Lands as we speak. Wyntier’s releasing them once they arrive.”

      “What?” Reagan backed up against a metal cart. The vials on top of it tumbled off, shattering to the floor. “Dad, how could you?”

      “I had no choice. He swore if I didn’t finish my research, he would kill me, Reagan.” Adam’s eyes watered. “You would’ve done the same.”

      “Um, hell no! I would’ve let Wyntier kill me before I created something for him that had the capability to kill thousands of people!” Reagan shouted. “I’m disgusted with you!”

      Her mind was whirling. This whole mission had been a terrible mistake. Wyntier didn’t just want to trap Kennu. He also wanted to distract him, prevent the Great One from taking action should he discover that the toxin was already on its way to the Lands.

      “Why is he doing this?” Reagan barked at her father. “Why?”

      “Wyntier has reasons for destroying the Lands that run deeper than what I know,” Adam said. “He has sent all the containers I made to there, but he will ask me to make more to use on Southwild. Once all his enemies are done, there will be none left to oppose him. He will own everything.”

      “Yeah, well, not if I can help it,” Reagan vowed.

      She grabbed her dad’s hand and forcefully wrenched him out of the chair. “I’m not going to let you sit here and make more of that crap for him.”

      “What are we going to do?” Adam asked. “There’s nowhere to…”

      The door shattered into pieces and several bricks tumbled onto the floor as Kennu and Allie stepped into the room, followed by a monstrous creature. Reagan took a double glance at the twisted animal, but thought that since the thing wasn’t directly attacking them, it was best to just roll with it.

      “Look! They made somewhere to go!” Reagan said, gesturing sarcastically to the giant hole in the wall.

      “Great, you found him,” Allie said, jumping up and putting her paws on Adam’s leg. “Now let’s find Soran and Zorna.”

      “Nagli, you shouldn’t be helping them,” Adam scolded, glaring at the creature.

      “Nagli does as she pleases, human,” Nagli clipped. She shook her head. “I should’ve stayed in my cave. The mustiness down here isn’t doing anything for my complexion.”

      “Nagli, nothing is going to make you look worse or better than you already do. We’ve confirmed this,” Adam said tiredly.

      “Never trust what a male says about looks.” Nagli glanced around and spotted Reagan. “You! You’re pretty! Tell me, do you think I’m beautiful?”

      Nagli smiled toothily at Reagan. The girl winced. “Nothing a little makeup can’t fix,” she offered weakly.

      “See! Here’s someone who knows!” Nagli barked at Adam. “Moorock told me as long as I went with him, I could be anything I wanted, and I certainly didn’t want to be ridiculed and made fun of in front of a crowd that’s more befuddled than I am. I want to be fabulous!”

      “Yeah, I’m with her. Get me out of here and to the nearest spa!” Reagan laughed nervously.

      “Guys, quit messing around,” Kennu said. “We gotta get out of here.”

      “I don’t know what you’re waiting for. You’ve got the light, so lead the way,” Reagan said bossily, pointing out of the room. Kennu sighed and did as he was told. Adam hesitated, but Allie growled, and he headed after his daughter without another word.

      The catacombs didn’t seem as dark and as frightening with Nagli guiding them. “Almost there,” she said. “Just a little…”

      A distressed wailing cut her off. The group immediately froze, to locate the sound of the noise.

      “That’s Zorna,” Allie said, breathless. “He’s screaming.”

      “Cameliyon’s got him, I’m sure,” Nagli added.

      “I’ll kill whoever is hurting him,” Allie snarled. She took off down the corridor, changing into a griffin. As the group broke into a run they noticed it was Cameliyon, standing in a doorway and laughing manically.

      Allie launched herself at Cameliyon, but Reagan got there first. She wrenched Cameliyon’s arm behind her back and pulled a knife, holding it to her exposed neck.

      “Release me, you pathetic human!” Cameliyon said, attempting to yank away. “You don’t have the stomach to use that thing!”

      “Bitch, you’re my boyfriend’s ex. I have no problem slicing this thing across your throat if you ask for it,” Reagan snarled.

      “I’ll kill you before you even try,” Cameliyon hissed back. Black, thick water began dripping from her fingertips and onto the floor.

      “I don’t think so.” Kennu had arrived. He raised his glowing hands, displaying them to Cameliyon. “You might want to rethink your options.”

      Cameliyon sneered at him. Allie noticed Zorna drowning in the pit of insects and let out an alarmed squawk. She immediately jumped into the pit of bugs with no regards to herself, swimming through the disgusting fray and dragging Zorna out of the room before going back to get Soran, lying them both on the floor next to Kennu’s feet. With a harsh kick, she slammed the door shut.

      Soran crawled to Zorna’s side. He’d transformed back into a phoenix, and was shaking all over.

      Soran picked him up, cradling the bird in his arms. “Zorna. Say something,” Soran whispered.

      “Bu… bu… bu… bu… bugs…” Zorna stuttered. “Bu… bu… bu…”

      “He can’t even talk,” Allie growled, rounding on Cameliyon. “Slice her neck, Reagan, or I’ll rip her limb from limb.”

      “How about I slice, and you pull? Sounds like it’ll be fun,” Reagan said nastily, already pressing the knife into Cameliyon’s neck. She started to bleed.

      “Stop!” Kennu put himself between Allie and Reagan. “We’re not killing her.”

      “Kennu, we can’t just leave her here! She has to be taken care of!” Allie shouted.

      Yowling emitted from a darkened corner of the hallway. Reagan was pulled off of Cameliyon by a large brown puma, who put himself between her and Cameliyon. An identical large cat, one who was orange, slunk by her brother. Pumpkin and Martin’s eyes were apologetic as they stepped in front of Cameliyon. Everyone caught their breath.

      “You’ll never be able to fight me with my Changers here. I’ve got the power to kill all of you,” Cameliyon snapped.

      “Cameliyon, you know that’s not true. I’m the Great One. I’m just as powerful as you. We’ll slaughter each other down here if we go about it this way, and you know it,” Kennu warned.

      He paused. “Nineva doesn’t like waiting. She’ll come looking for you, and kill us while we’re trying to fight you. Then you’ll never get your chance at revenge. She’ll always one-up you, Cameliyon, and you know it.”

      “What are you suggesting?” Cameliyon’s eyes narrowed.

      “Listen, Cameliyon. You go one way, and we’ll go another,” Kennu said. “We’ll fight this some other day. On our own terms, not Nineva’s.”

      Cameliyon’s eyes flashed at mention of the witch. “Agreed.”

      She backed away into the darkness of the labyrinth, and her Changers followed. “But I’m only letting you go once, Kennu. Just this once.”

      Cameliyon faded slowly away. They made sure she and her Changeres were gone before Kennu asked, “How much farther, Nagli?”

      “This way,” Nagli said. “We’re almost out.” 

      Soran gasped. Kennu’s eyes widened when he noticed his cousin’s hand pressed to his side as the other cradled Zorna. “Soran, you’re bleeding.”

      “I’m fine,” Soran said, closing his eyes and grimacing.

      “Here.” Kennu stepped forward, and Soran slowly removed his hand. Kennu put his palm over the wound. The glowing light that shined from his touch stitched it together, healing it completely. Kennu pulled his hand back and stared at it, amazed at what he’d done.

      “Thanks, little cousin,” Soran said, giving Kennu a small smile. “Now let’s get out of here.”

      It only took a few minutes to reach the exit. When the sunlight beamed onto the faces of Kennu and his companions, each of them sighed in relief. They didn’t stop traveling until they’d escaped the city, taking refuge by the surrounding jungle underneath the shade of a few palm trees.

      The horror story of the black labyrinth underneath Wyntier’s castle was over. They’d survived.

      But it was not without consequences.

      “Bu… bu… bu… bu… bugs,” Zorna stuttered, still in Soran’s arms. He hadn’t noticed the confrontation between Cameliyon and the others, nor did he seem to realize he was out of the labyrinth yet. “Bu… bu… bu…”

      “He can’t fly like this,” Soran said, turning to Kennu. “We don’t have enough Changers to carry us all back.”

      “Yes, you do,” a familiar voice rumbled. Kennu’s stomach churned as he watched Ionan descend from the sky, Keota upon his back.

      Keota slid off of Ionan before the dragon had even touched the ground. He stomped over to Kennu, red-faced and furious.

      “Uh-oh,” Kennu said, shrinking down. “This isn’t good.”

      Keota exploded. “What do you kids think you’re doing?” he asked, bellowing at his son. “I just talked to you last night, and the next morning when I wake up, everyone’s gone!”

      “I’m sorry, Dad,” Kennu said meekly.

      “Sorry doesn’t cut it! I can’t believe you went behind our backs like this!” Keota shouted. He glanced at Soran, still wearing bloody, makeshift bandages around his bare torso, and Zorna, who was shaking in his arms. “What happened to them?”

      “We’ll be okay,” Soran said. “It doesn’t matter. We got Reagan’s dad out, that’s what matters.”

      “Angel and Xiuh tried to give us lame excuses as to where you went,” Keota said harshly. “Next time you want to sneak off, try finding someone to cover for you who isn’t so honest. They’re both terrible liars.”

      “We had to get Reagan’s dad out. He was making weapons for Wyntier,” Kennu argued. “We had no choice.”

      “How do you know he was making weapons?” Keota asked suspiciously. “None of us heard about this.”

      Kennu didn’t say anything, so Allie broke the news for him. “Midnightstar has been communicating with Pumpkin and Martin,” she said quietly. “They’ve been spying for us.”

      The shocked and disappointed look his father gave him made Kennu’s insides sink. “Were all of you in on this?” Keota asked, looking at each of them in turn. “How long has this been going on?”

      Kennu stared guiltily at the ground. Ionan came forward. “Children, if you take this war upon yourselves and don’t tell us information that is vital, how can we trust you?” he asked.

      Allie looked like she wanted to melt into the ground. To defend her, Kennu said, “I’m the Great One. This war is my responsibility, more than anyone else’s.”

      “That doesn’t make what you did right,” Keota snapped. “I trusted you, Kennu, and you let me down. You can’t go hosting rescue missions on a whim without telling your parents. You’re not even an adult yet. This isn’t your decision to make.”

      Kennu stared back at him. “I did what I had to so Wyntier wouldn’t get his hands on the weapon. And now that we have Adam, he won’t.”

      Reagan interrupted. “No. Wyntier already has it.”

      “What do you mean?” Kennu asked quickly.

      Reagan looked at her father. Adam cleared his throat, and said, “Hello. Adam Royals. I’m Reagan’s father.”

      He extended a hand for Keota to shake, but Keota didn’t take it. Adam let his hand drop awkwardly and said, “This weapon you speak of is already on its way to the Lands. They’re canisters, filled with a toxin that is able to kill anything within a hundred miles of being released without damaging the landscape or any natural resources. Once Wyntier releases it, no animal or creature will survive.”

      “What?” Multiple people asked at the same time.

      Keota shook his head and said, “No. That can’t be possible.”

      “How could you create something so ghastly?” Ionan asked, staring at Adam in disgust. The human said nothing.

      “We have to get back to Xiuh. He’s the only one who can reach Midnightstar, so she can alert everyone in time,” Kennu said quickly.

      “Yes, but what good will that do?” Allie asked in despair. “It doesn’t matter if they know it’s coming, because there’s nowhere to go!”

      “I do believe there’s somewhere.” Nagli, who’d hidden once Ionan had landed nearby, emerged from her spot within a patch of shady ferns.

      “Nagli!” Ionan’s expression brightened when he saw her, clearly pleased. The dragon did a little dance before saying, “I haven’t seen you in ages!”

      “She helped us out of the castle,” Kennu said. “Moorock brought her to Nesting’s Haven, but she wants to come with us.”

      “There is a place for everyone to hide, and possibly escape this chemical. A cave, dug deep and dark. Do you know of it, Ionan?” Nagli asked.

      “Yes…” Ionan muttered. “Keota, do you remember that metal shelter we came across years and years ago? The one that was buried far in the ground?”

      Keota looked at him blankly. “I don’t follow.”

      Ionan slapped himself in the head with his own tail. “The one Lilja explored! We found it on the way back to the Verinian after we found the cure for the Black Death! We thought the humans built it!”

      “Oh,” Keota said, nodding. “That one. Yes, I remember. Didn’t Lilja say it was large, far underground with many rooms?”

      “A bomb shelter?” Reagan interrupted, looking skeptical. “I’m sorry, but why would there be a bomb shelter in the middle of the Lands? That makes no sense.”

      “Even if it is nonsensical, this... bomb shelter, as you call it, may be the only way we can save the Lands,” Ionan mumbled, eyes shifting. “If enough creatures get far underground, the chemical won’t touch them. Many will die. But perhaps some can be saved, if we can reach them fast enough.”

      “But how? The wolves can only travel so far,” Kennu argued. “We’d need more than just them to alert everyone.”

      “The deer!” Allie burst. “A herd of deer took care of me after I lost my memory. I made friends! Stream, Star, Orphiyus and Cozue. If Midnightstar finds them, they’ll be able to spread the word far and wide about the shelter quickly. They’re the fastest creatures I know.”

      “Bloodbath too!” Keota shouted. “I’m sure he’ll help!”

      “This bomb shelter might not solve your problems,” Adam warned, coming forward. “It will need an air handling system to prevent the chemicals from getting inside.”

      “Dad, they don’t understand what you’re talking about,” Reagan said, tugging on his arm. “If this bomb shelter is as big as they say it is, the people who built it probably thought about that. They don’t have any other choice.”

      Adam settled, but his eyes were disturbed. Ionan laid on the ground. “I’m large enough to carry Adam, Nagli, Soran and Zorna on my back, along with Keota,” he said. “But there will be very little room, and it will be slow going.”

      “It has been a very long time since I have flown on a dragon’s back,” Nagli said, prancing forward. She hopped onto Ionan joyfully with a little song.

      Kennu climbed abroad Allie. Reagan got behind him, circling her arms around his waist. They took off, and Ionan grunted, struggling to pump his wings under the weight of all his extra riders.

      Kennu spared a quick glance at Keota. He could tell his father was still mad, but at the moment there were other pressing matters to deal with.  

      A thought crossed his mind, and he grinned.

      “Boyfriend, huh?” Kennu said mischievously to Reagan, giving her a playful eye.

      “Okay, so I got a little carried away back there,” Reagan said, flicking her hair over her shoulder. “Big deal.”

      Kennu shook his head and laughed. 
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      It took forever to find Xiuh once they’d gotten back to Southwild. The dragon was prone to hiding, and was difficult to find. After the whole palace had been hunting for him for over an hour, they’d finally located him intertwined around a white statue in the palace, which Kennu swore he walked past three times.

      When told the news, Xiuh immediately contacted Midnightstar. She began making preparations to move large populations into the bomb shelter on the edge of the Verinian Forest.

      “We’ve located the shelter. I’ll do what I can to make sure everyone knows,” Midnightstar said through Xiuh later that night. “We’ve found a second door, large enough to bring dragons and other large creatures inside.”

      “How big is this thing?” Reagan marveled.

      “I sent wolves down there to check, and it’s huge,” Midnightstar informed her. “We can fit as many creatures as we want down there.”

      “Where are Lyrica and Mirabelle?” Kennu asked worringly.

      “They’re inside the shelter, helping to organize those who arrive along with Snow Drop and Sunset,” Midnightstar said. “Casiff figured out how to use the human lighting, so it isn’t dark down there. It is truly marvelous what these humans were able to create. And terrible, at the same time.”

      “Do you think enough people know?” Allie asked.

      “I’ve sent the deer to spread the word, as you suggested, as well as Bloodbath,” Midnightstar said. “But some fairies and animals will be too far to reach. We’re doing all we can.”

      Kia wasn’t happy that Kennu had snuck out and been lying to them. Kennu knew his mom was a yeller, but he’d never heard her shout so loudly at him before. In the end she’d dissolved into a puddle of tears, hugging her son tightly to her while he struggled to get around her heavily-pregnant belly.

      Ionan immediately needed to rest once they’d returned. He was exhausted from having to carry so many people at once for such a long distance. He rested as a hawk by a fireplace in an enclosed study, Nagli lying on the rug beneath him. With the Lands alerted to Wyntier’s threat and the situation out of their hands, the kids sat on the floor in a circle around the malformed creature, anxiously awaiting the news that the canisters had been released.

      “I feel so useless,” Kennu said. “We’re so far away. There’s nothing we can do to help.”

      “We did the most important thing, which was give them time,” Allie said. “All we can do now is hope, and trust Midnightstar to keep things under control.”

      Angel stared at Soran. Zorna was a bat, lying on Soran’s knee. He had calmed down upon their return to Southwild, but he still hadn’t said a word.

      Somebody has to stop Wyntier, Angel said to Kennu. We can’t go on like this.

      Kennu knew that much was true. He and his friends were being crushed underneath Wyntier’s power. It had to end soon.

      Either they or the king had to die.

      “What I can’t understand is why Wyntier hates the Lands so much,” Soran said, wondering aloud. “It would make more sense to use the chemical on Southwild. It’s closer, and we’re a bigger threat.”

      “He can’t now, because we have Adam,” Kennu said. “He’s going to use all the containers he has on the Lands, then he’ll have nothing to use on us.”

      “Say, we have Adam now,” Allie said cleverly. “Why don’t we—”

      “Allie, no. Don’t even suggest it,” Kennu said sharply. “We won’t unleash that on Nesting’s Haven. There are too many innocent people.”

      Allie closed her beak. Angel shifted closer. How do you know all of this, Nagli? You seem to be very knowledgeable about humans in general.

      When Kennu asked the question aloud, Nagli tilted her head. “The majority of what I know is due to the secret of the boom-boom.”

      “You’ve talked about the boom-boom about a hundred times,” Reagan complained. “Will you just tell us what it is already?” 

      Nagli stared at her before sighing. “Very well. But it is a very long story.”

      “We’ve got time,” Kennu said, glancing at Soran. “Tell us.”

      Nagli flopped her tail against the rug. “Many years ago, long before Nagli was born, humans came to the Lands seeking refuge against a great war. It was a terrible war, the worst humankind had ever seen. It hadn’t reached the Lands, but when the humans were searching for a place to escape, they found us.

      “The humans were peaceful, at first. They said they only wanted to escape from the horrors of this great and terrible war, and so, the fairies allowed them to stay. But as time passed, the humans began using the land to test their weapons and devices. They brought devices that flew through the sky called airplanes, and rolled through our forests riding square metal boxes on wheels they referred to as tanks. Strange names.” Nagli shook her head.

      “Bombs,” Reagan realized. “There are bombs underneath the Blue Sky Peaks, aren’t there, Nagli? That’s what the boom-boom is.”

      “Yes. I believe that’s what they’re called.”

      “What’s a bomb?” Soran asked, confused.

      “Basically, if you drop it, it explodes everything nearby into little tiny pieces,” Reagan explained. “You can have big bombs, and little bombs. The biggest can kill hundreds of thousands of people in an instant.”

      “You humans are sick,” Soran said, shaking his head.

      “Hey, I didn’t make them!” Reagan said defensively.

      Nagli hissed, to get them to be quiet. The group settled and Nagli took a deep breath, to continue her story.

      “The boom-boom was well hidden, but on his travels throughout the Lands Wyntier found them. He’d wanted to use the boom-boom against his enemies, but he wasn’t sure how. By the time he found Adam he realized they were too old to use effectively. Yet Moorock still made me keep it a secret, and guard the boom-boom, so no others would know of it.”

      Nagli continued. “These humans began destroying the Lands. They were obsessed with winning this foreign war. Their experiments became more and more disastrous to the earth around them. They were convinced if they developed a good enough boom-boom, this war could end.”

      “But they were afraid, weren’t they, Nagli? They thought their enemies would find them, that’s why they built the bomb shelter,” Reagan said.

      “Correct.” Nagli nodded. “They became paranoid, so the humans enslaved dragons, attempting to ride them into battle against their foes.”

      “Bloodbath,” Kennu whispered. “So that’s what happened to him.”

      “When the humans were deemed out of control, the fairies got together and decided that something needed to be done. They came up with the Black Death.”

      “I thought humans brought the Black Death with them when they came to the Lands.” Zorna spoke for the first time, raising his head off Soran’s knee.

      “Many fairies believe that, but it is not true,” Nagli said. “The Black Death is the creation of a fairy, and not a human. It was used to chase the humans out of the Lands. Once the fairies unleashed it, we never heard from the humans again. Not until now.”

      Reagan nodded. She seemed to understand Nagli’s story completely, but the others still struggled to comprehend her tale. The history of humans made little sense to them.

      “It still doesn’t explain why Wyntier chose to use the toxin on the Lands instead of Southwild,” Soran argued.

      “This, I know not.” Nagli stared solemnly at him. “You will have to look other places for your answers.”

      The door was thrown open. It was Keota.

      “It’s happened,” he said breathlessly. “They’ve released the canisters.” 

      Ionan opened his eyes. He flew off his perch, to Keota’s shoulder. The kids scrambled to get up and followed him outside so he could lead them to Xiuh.

      Nagli was the only one who remained behind, staring at the fire with a remorseful, saddened gaze.

      Dozens of creatures were gathered around Xiuh in the entrance hall. The dragon’s eyes were glowing again, and appeared to be concentrating intently on something none of them could see.

      The kids forced their way to the front and made a circle around the him. Ignus and Adam were in front of Xiuh, and were giving him instructions.

      “They’ve sealed the blast doors. Fairies and creatures are clawing at the outside to get in,” Xiuh. He danced nervously back and forth on his front feet.

      “Tell them they can’t open the doors, or they’ll let the toxins in,” Adam said.

      The glow in Xiuh’s eyes darkened. “The scratching stopped.”

      It was completely silent in the entrance hall. Xiuh sat backwards and said, “So far, nothing has happened. They don’t believe the chemical has gotten inside.”

      “It’s tasteless and odorless. They won’t know until people start dying,” Adam said.

      “Geez, Dad, did you really have to go that far with it?” Reagan mumbled. Adam made no response.

      Nobody slept or rested that night. Xiuh didn’t say much, only gave periodic updates every few hours. The kids piled themselves up against one of the walls in a giant heap, staring at the floor. Many of them wished to talk, to break the silence, but there wasn’t much to say. Each one was caught up in the horrors of their own thoughts, wondering what was going on back home… who was safe, who was still alive, and how horrible the end was for those who hadn’t made it to the shelter in time.

      As the dawn rose over the edge of the world, Kennu peered out the window. Nagli was outside. She was playing with two butterflies, rising up on her hind legs to paw at them, a broad smile stretched across her crooked face. She appeared to have no knowledge of what was going on in the Lands, that people were dying and the very world was collapsing inward on itself. All she knew of were those two butterflies. The light gleamed across her face, and her eyes shone like a child’s, magical and full of delight. Nagli danced around the butterflies as best she could in her deformed state, hobbling round them in a circle and letting out elated cries of joy.

      “She’s a beautiful creature.” Kennu felt a hand on his shoulder. He looked up to see his mother watching Nagli. “She isn’t appreciated, or even accepted by most of us, but she hasn’t let it defeat her.”

      “I don’t understand how she can be so carefree and happy. Not with all of this,” Kennu whispered.

      “Even in the worst places there’s always something that shows you life is worth living,” Kia said softly. “No matter how insignificant or impermanent they may seem, these small things are what we fight for. They give our lives meaning.”

      One of the butterflies landed on Nagli’s nose. She giggled. Despite the heaviness in his chest, Kennu smiled.

      Finally, the glow in Xiuh’s eyes died. He staggered forward, his mouth struggling to form words. “They’ve survived. Everyone in the shelter is safe,” he said.

      “Have they ventured out of the shelter?” Ignus asked.

      “Yes. There are mass causalities,” Xiuh said. “The environment itself hasn’t been touched, but anything living besides the plants has been killed. Midnightstar is organizing search parties now, to look for survivors and to bury the bodies.”

      “There will be no survivors,” Adam said solemnly. “I assure you everyone outside that shelter is gone.”

      Reagan and Kennu looked at each other. The human girl appeared sickened.

      “Kennu, I’m so sorry,” Reagan stated. “If I’d known that…”

      “It’s not your fault, Reagan,” Kennu said quietly. “You couldn’t have known your parents would do this.”

      “It happens, Reagan,” Soran said, attempting to comfort her. “I don’t know how you feel, but I can imagine.”

      “I guess you do, since my mom and your mom are tied for Worst Mother of the Year award, and my dad’s runner up in the following category,” Reagan said as sarcastically as possible.

      “Just be glad he’s runner up,” Soran added glumly.

      Hey guys, let’s stop getting down on ourselves, Angel said. It’s been a long night. Let’s get some rest.

      Kennu voiced her idea aloud, and the rest of them agreed. They trudged upstairs to their separate bedrooms, not saying anything more.

      Kennu flopped onto his bed and stared at the ceiling, feeling rather empty. Lyrica and the others were okay, but his home would never be the same again. Not after today.

      Allie and Angel changed, Angel into a white fox and Allie into a lynx, crawling up beside him.

      Angel nudged his chin gently with her nose. Don’t be sad, Kennu. It’s our job now to make sure nothing like this ever happens again.

      “Humans destroy whatever they touch, Kennu,” Allie noted. “They only needed a push from Wyntier to do it again.”

      The fairy nodded in agreement. Kennu closed his eyes, and two tears leaked out of them. As Great One, he wanted to make sure such horrific events never took place in the future. But after everything he’d been through, and everything he’d learned from war, he doubted it was possible.
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      A pounding on his door awoke him the next morning. Kennu squinted, shaking his bangs out of his eyes as he sat up. “What’s going on?” he asked blearily, looking around.

      “I don’t know, but I’m about to kill whoever has come to call this early,” Allie complained, narrowing her tired gaze at the door. Whoever was there was knocking so hard, the door nearly shook off the hinges.

      Angel was up. She was zooming in circles as a white fox next to the crack in the door. Kennu stumbled out of bed and wrenched the door open, scowling as he saw Soran and Zorna waiting impatiently outside.

      “What do you guys want?” he asked, rubbing his eyes.

      “It’s happened! It’s happened!” Zorna said excitedly, spinning around Allie as a coyote and yipping pleasantly.

      “What’s happened?” Kennu yawned, wondering what could possibly be so important.

      “Your mom’s had her baby!” Soran shouted. “Come and see!”

      The tiredness fell off of him. Kennu straightened up, fully alert. “What!? Let’s go!”

      He clumsily careened across the room as he threw his clothes on, tripping over his own boots. He got an arm tangled so badly in his tunic Allie had to help him adjust it. They sprinted to the hospital corridor, where all was peacefully quiet. Although there was no sound, the moment seemed musical.

      Kennu had never seen such a morning. Everything was golden as light streamed in through the stained-glass windows of the hospital, flashing rainbow colors onto the floor. Kia was in a bed at the far corner of the room, and Keota was at her side, Ionan on his shoulder as a hawk. His father was looking down at a tiny bundle in Kia’s arms, one that Kennu couldn’t see.

      Kennu skidded to a halt just beside his mother, gasping for breath. Kia smiled up at him and said, “There he is. It’s time for you to meet your little sister.”

      Kia placed the babe in his arms. The baby had thin, wispy strands of black hair on her head, and her eyes sparkled bright pink, just like Kia’s. Her tiny butterfly wings matched the color of her eyes, and were decorated with small sparkles of white that gleamed like an array of fantastic diamonds.

      Kennu noticed she had his nose. Many of their facial features were identical.

      An unexplainable bond formed between them instantly.  Kennu felt an irrepressible need to protect and nurture this small child, as if she was his personal responsibly and no one else’s.

      “What… what’s her name?” Kennu asked. Allie and Angel, who’d changed into small birds, peered down upon the child from his shoulders, cooing in approval.

      “Krystyl,” Kia said, slight tears beading her eyes. She wiped them away with one finger before she added, “Krysta for short.”

      Kennu smiled. “Krysta. I love it.”

      The baby reached up with one small hand and felt his cheek with her tiny fingers. Kennu laughed very quietly, unable to believe that she was really here… that his little sister was right in his arms.

      “Can you tell if she’s… you know,” Zorna said cautiously. “Normal?”

      The room held its breath in anticipation. Kennu felt a wave of fear well up within him. Imagining Krysta being sick, suffering from seizures and struggling to survive, was a worse thing to comprehend than his own illness had been. There was nothing more terrible to Kennu than to think his baby sister would be diagnosed with the same disease that had plagued him for years. He’d rather go through it all over again than put Krysta through it.

      But he didn’t have that kind of power. Would she be okay? Or would he have to watch someone he dearly loved upon first sight cope with everything he had over the years, and be powerless to stop it?

      Kennu closed his eyes. He held Krysta closer. Although he wasn’t quite sure what to do, his powers did. The baby in his arms glowed with a precious, tender light, and Kennu found himself searching her bloodstream, her muscles, trying to find anything similar to what he’d felt long ago.

      The magic was clear. She was safe.

      “There’s nothing wrong with Krysta,” Kennu said, wrestling with the effort not to break down and cry. “She’s completely healthy.”

      Those around him cheered with joy. Kennu handed Krysta back to his mother. She beamed up at Keota, appearing more elated than she had been in months. “Completely healthy. What a relief.”

      “A huge relief!” Keota burst, grinning.

      Kennu couldn’t stop staring at the baby. Krysta was beautiful, perfect, a little thing that he could call his own. Even through yesterday’s madness and substantial loss, Krysta was proof that life went on and persisted through the worst of things.

      “Now we’ve got something to hope for,” Kennu whispered, glancing at Angel. She waddled to him, snuggling against his cheek.

      “I hate to interrupt.” Ignus was at the door. He was watching the little family from afar, yet seemed melancholy instead of his usual cheerful self. “I would throw a celebration in honor of the new princess, but it seems that will have to wait.”

      The large dragon practically wilted at the admission that he’d have to put off yet another party.

      “What is it, Father?” Ionan asked.

      The old dragon turned. “Come with me. It seems Wyntier is demanding we make our final stand.”

      

      Kia was the only one left behind in the hospital ward with Krysta. Kennu, his father and his friends followed Ignus to the palace courtroom. To Kennu’s surprise, he saw the rest of his companions were already there. Reagan and Xiuh were standing in front of the judge’s seat, and several of Ignus’ advisors were pressed against the walls of the room. By the looks on their faces, they already knew what was going on.

      “There is no point in hiding things” Ignus said, his long tail dragging across the room as he turned to them. “Wyntier delivered one of our sentries to us this morning. He was tied to the back of his Changer, who was deranged with loss. The sentry had his head forcibly removed, it appears, and had a note tethered onto his boot. The message inside was clear. Wyntier is demanding we meet him outside of Nesting’s Haven in three days for a final battle. Otherwise, he will come to us.”

      “He can’t believe we’re going to march our tired forces all the way to Nesting’s Haven,” Zorna said adamantly. “We’ll be exhausted by the time we get there. That isn’t a fair fight.”

      “Yes, but he knows we’re desperate enough to take that risk,” Ignus replied solemnly. “I won’t bring war to Southwild again, and if Wyntier stays in Nesting’s Haven to direct his army, that means there’s a chance we can get close enough to kill him. We can’t miss that opportunity.”

      “Why would he want to bring war to Nesting’s Haven, where all his people and supplies are? Wouldn’t it make more sense to keep it away from the city?” Kennu questioned.

      “For the sake of comfort,” Ignus rumbled. “He doesn’t believe the fight will last long, and it would be more convenient for his army to stay put rather than tramp across the jungles again. He fears we’ll use the same trick that we did last time and drown them with the floodgates. He won’t make the same mistake twice.”

      Keota looked at Ionan, who was sitting on his shoulder. He stroked the hawk’s breast with one finger and said, “Looks like it’s time to fight again, old friend,”

      “As always, you will find me at your side,” Ionan replied solemnly.

      Neither his father or Ionan appeared confident. Rather, they were grim, as if accepting a dark fate that had already been decided. With a shiver of fear, Kennu realized that Ionan and Keota didn’t think they’d claim victory. The two of them believed Southwild would lose.

      “Ignus, there must be another way,” Zorna argued. “We can hold out a little longer. We don’t have to give into Wyntier’s demands.”

      “This is Southwild’s last chance,” Ignus said grimly. “We do not have the numbers or the resources to continue fighting this war any longer. We must defeat Wyntier this time, for good. Otherwise Southwild will fall, and all of Nesting’s Haven will be Wyntier’s to claim, forever.”

      The morose silence in the room sounded like a death march, playing ominously.

      “We can’t win this,” Soran said, shaking his head. “Maybe if Wyntier didn’t have all the Changers, but he does.”

      “They don’t want to fight for him,” Zorna said.

      “They don’t have a choice, Zorna. They’re being ordered to,” Soran said harshly.

      “What about this?” Reagan asked. Kennu noticed Reagan was carrying a bag. She reached inside it and pulled out the magical crown that changed depending on who wore it. In her hands, it appeared the spiky black tiara that he’d seen her wear once before. “Didn’t you guys say if we destroyed this and the necklaces, the Changers could do whatever they wanted?”

      “Yes, but we have to destroy them, and we still haven’t figured out how,” Allie said in frustration.

      “You children have been trying to destroy the crown?” Ionan questioned.

      “Yes,” Kennu said. “We heard of a book called the Objigda. It’s supposed to tell us how to do it, but we sent Midnightstar to look for it, and so far—”

      Xiuhcoatl gave a rapturous gasp of pain, closing his eyes and baring his fangs as his talons clenched the floor. Angel flew off Kennu’s shoulder, changing into a griffin and scampering to his side.

      Allie asked, “Xiuh! Are you all right?”

      The dragon hissed. He flickered out his tongue twice before finally opening his eyes, and once he did, they glowed.

      “Hello everyone.” Midnightstar’s voice emerged from his mouth, dull and deadened. “I’m here for a report.”

      “Tell us what you know, Mids,” Allie said, fluttering off of Kennu’s shoulder. She changed into a griffin as well, flicking her long tail.

      “As Adam said it would be, the plant life hasn’t been touched. But everyone who was outside the shelter is certainly dead. The land is silent and unmoving for miles. It is clear only those inside the shelter survived.”

      Midnightstar paused, seemingly catching her bearings. “We’ll have to find the bodies and burn them quickly, to prevent the spread of disease. Most of the survivors have flocked to Sanctus Cruor, to take shelter there and reorganize themselves before returning to their realms. Many fairies inside the sanctuary died anyway after the majority of their animals did, though most of those inside the Verinian made it to the shelter, so Kia is safe.”

      “Thank you,” Kennu sighed. “I was worried about that.”

      Xiuh tilted his head, much like Midnightstar would. “Kennu, I meant to tell you, we found the old cave where Vera kept us as children long ago. I had no time to say something after your warning about the toxin came in. We suspect the Objigda is inside, but there’s no way to get in. It’s completely blocked.”

      “Can you tell us where it is?” Kennu asked.

      “Even better.”

      Xiuh turned his gaze on Allie, and the griffin’s body stiffened. Her brown eyes grew wide, beak falling open, until Xiuh ripped his eyes away and Allie jumped three feet in the air, saying, “She showed it to me! I know where it is!”

      “I have to go,” Midnightstar said. “There is much to do here, and as skygazer, all the responsibility is now on my shoulders.”

      As the glow in Xiuh’s eyes drained, the dragon started gagging. Angel put her wing around him as he struggled not to vomit, and Keota turned a disapproving eye on his son. “You’re not thinking of going there, are you?”

      “Of course we are. Me and Allie will go. We find the Objigda, make it tell us how to give Allie a heart, and then ask it how to destroy the items,” Kennu said. “It’s that simple.”

      “Things are never that simple,” Ionan argued. “Climbing through the Ice Borns is too dangerous of a task for two teenagers to undertake.”

      “We did it as small children,” Allie said determinedly. “We can do it again.”

      “Listen, nobody can go with us, because we need everyone we can to fight at Nesting’s Haven,” Kennu insisted. “If Allie and I can destroy the items, and break the magical bond that forces Changers to obey orders, at least half of Wyntier’s forces will refuse to fight.”

      Keota glared at him. Then he sighed, shoulders sagging. “I guess you’re right.”

      “Dad, I’m doing this to protect you, Mom and Krysta,” Kennu said. “That bastard has made my life a living hell since I was five. Let me give him a little hell back.”

      Keota nodded. Xiuh ran out of the room, his tail over his mouth. Angel watched him go, drooping her feathers. Reagan waved the crown in the air and said, “I suppose you need this, huh?”

      “Yeah,” Kennu said. “Give it to me.”

      Reagan started over to him. But she tripped. The crown flew out of her hands, bouncing once or twice against the stone and scraping along the floor. Reagan blushed as Kennu helped her up. The crown slid to a stop in front of Angel, who blinked at it.

      “Wait a minute…” Allie said, staring at the crown. “Angel, put that on!”

      Without an objection, Angel did as she was told. When the crown touched the feathers on top of her head, it changed. As it did so it emitted a soft, white light that shimmered, emitting tiny miniature white orbs that floated to the palace floor like snow. The crown transformed into a silver diadem, blue, labradorite gemstones circling the band.

      Wings flared off of the sides of the crown, pointing toward the heavens.  When Angel wore the crown, she appeared as a goddess reigning from above. The light streamed in from the windows behind her, and Kennu’s breath caught in his throat as it reflected off the diadem, skimming past Angel’s white feathers.

      “Hold on a minute!” Reagan shouted. She sprinted to Angel and ripped the crown off her head.

      When Reagan put it on, however, it didn’t transform back into the spiky black tiara it once was. Reagan began passing the crown around the room. They all tried it on, expecting it to change shape like it always had. But no matter whose head the crown sat on, it didn’t take a different form. The crown retained its hard metal exterior, unbendable and firm.

      “I do believe that is what the crown looked like when it was first forged,” Ionan said, breathless with wonder.

      “You’re meant to wear that crown,” Ignus said firmly, nodding to Angel. “Now all has become clear. The prophecy has finally come true.”

      “The empress!” Soran gasped. He got down on one knee and Zorna copied him, bowing lowly to the floor. Ignus and Keota knelt as well, Ionan dipping his head lowly. Reagan glanced once or twice to the side before succumbing to the moment, giving a tiny curtsy.

      Kennu and Allie stared at Angel with surprised expressions. She stared back, looking just as astonished as they were.

      Me? Angel asked. I’m the empress?

      “Yes. The prophecy came true. It all makes sense now,” Allie whispered. “The Great One, the prophetess, and the Empress.” She laughed loudly. “If he’s still alive, King Oliver is in for a rude surprise!”

      I don’t understand. How am I supposed to give orders when I can’t speak? Angel asked.

      “You don’t need a voice to speak, Angel. You’ve always have been able to,” Kennu said. “You don’t need me to tell people what you mean. You’ve always been different, but it doesn’t matter! You show everyone what you want, and they do it. Look at the people you rescued from the Coliseum! They followed you out of prison, even without a voice, and they listened to you when the Black Death came! You’re a born leader. It’s in your blood.”

      Angel looked down. She lifted a foot off the floor, her shy voice riddled with bewilderment. Yes, I… I suppose it is.

      “We must spread the word. There hasn’t been a monarchy in Nesting’s Haven for over a thousand years, after it was replaced by the Council. With Angel leading us, many Accompanies and Changers will travel to Southwild to rally to our side,” Ignus said. “You, Angel, are ordained to lead Nesting’s Haven. Wyntier has taken your rightful place on the throne. We cannot allow him to rule in your stead.”

      The griffin nodded. Yes. I want to make a direct challenge to Wyntier, Angel said firmly to Kennu, stomping her foot down. I want him to know he doesn’t stand a chance. We’ll come to Nesting’s Haven, and we’ll tear every building down in order to find the coward and bring him to the light of justice.

      “Yes!!!” Allie shouted. “Finally!”

      “Not us, Allie,” Kennu reminded her. “We have to go to the Ice Borns.”

      “I don’t know if you’re going to get back in time,” Soran said. “You have to cross the ocean. Flying to the Lands takes longer than flying to Nesting’s Haven, and hiking through the Ice Borns will take forever if you lose your way.”

      “What other choice do we have?” Kennu asked. “Out of all our options, this is the best way of bringing Wyntier down.”

      Soran grimaced. “I guess.”

      “Soran and I will stay with Angel before the battle, so we can communicate her orders,” Zorna said. “We’ve always been pretty good at figuring out what she means.”

      Angel’s eyes sparkled as she looked at her friend. Ionan waved his wing and said, “If you two are going to the Ice Borns, you best be on it. Perhaps you can get a head start before all of us leave for Nesting’s Haven.”

      “Good idea.” Kennu hugged his father, and said, “I’ll be back, Dad. I promise.”

      Keota couldn’t give anything but a small smile back at his son. Kennu clasped Soran’s forearm. “I’ll get to you guys as soon as I can,” Kennu said.

      “You better, little cousin,” Soran said affectionately, clapping him on the shoulder. “It’s gonna suck having the Great One gone when we get there.”

      Angel angled her head, cooing.

      “Angel,” Kennu started. “Are you going to be all right with me leaving? I’d stay with you, if I could.”

      We are all needed in different places right now, Angel hummed. I’ll do what I can to stop Wyntier, and you do what you can. We’ll all be together once this is over.

      Kennu flung his arms around her neck, clutching her tightly. “I have the best Changers ever.”

      “I’m glad you finally realized that,” Allie said. “It only took the end of the world.”

      “All right Allie,” Kennu said. “Let’s go.”

      Kennu sprinted out of the courtroom before a particular someone could say something else. There wasn’t a lot of time, and he wanted to say goodbye to his mother and Krysta before he left. Just in case he didn’t get the chance to see them again.

      “I’m going to say a private goodbye to Zorna,” Allie said, pausing outside the courtroom door. “Meet you by the fountain in an hour?”

      “Sure. That’s all the time I need to get ready.”

      They parted ways, and Kennu scrambled up to his room. He grabbed his satchel and removed his drawing supplies, filling it instead with food and his great-grandfather’s knife. He tossed a jumble of clothes carelessly into the bag before he heard the door creak. His stomach plummeted to the bottom of his feet.

      Reagan had followed him up. Part of the reason he hadn’t said goodbye to her was because it would be too painful. He felt if he had to tell Reagan farewell, he’d lose his courage and wouldn’t leave. He didn’t want… couldn’t stand, really… to leave her unprotected. She wasn’t like the others, who could fight well and could defend themselves. She was just a human girl who’d barely survived one battle and was probably going to face another. He wanted to stay behind so he could make sure she wouldn’t get hurt.

      But everybody in Nesting’s Haven was depending on him to find the Objigda. Though he hated to admit it, there was more to the world than just him and Reagan. He had to think of other people.

      “Take me with you,” Reagan said desperately, rushing to his side.

      “No. The Ice Borns are cold, and they’re dangerous.”

      “We’ve got Allie.”

      “Allie can’t protect both of us all the time. She tries, but we both know she can’t. It’ll be faster if it’s just us two.”

      Kennu flipped the lid of the satchel over the opening and buttoned it. Reagan’s hands were balled up in front of her, and she was chewing on her lip nervously.

      “Please don’t,” she whispered. “Stay here.”

      “Reagan, I have to leave.”

      “Kennu. I don’t want you to go.”

      He left the bag behind and stepped in front of her, placing his hands on her shoulders. “I don’t want to go either,” he said softly. “You’ve got to be strong for me, Reagan. I can’t leave you behind without your help.”

      “That sounds so messed up,” she said, shaking her head.

      “It’s true.” He put a finger under her chin and turned it toward him. “Hey. I’m not gone for good. Once this whole stupid thing is over I promise I’ll come back.”

      “That’s something a lot of people have promised me, and a lot of them never returned.” Her eyes started to water.

      “I wouldn’t break a promise to you. Not ever.”

      Kennu brought her close. Reagan put her head on his shoulder and closed her eyes, taking a deep breath. She was shaking.

      “Hey. Hey. Don’t do that,” Kennu said. He jerked his head toward the bed. “Come on. Take it easy.”

      Reagan climbed in the bed after him, still quivering. She laid on top of him, her head against his chest. He put his arms around her, doing his best to comfort her but feeling like he was doing a horrible job.

      “I don’t know what I would do without you. My mom’s an asshole and my dad killed a bunch of people,” she started. “I don’t fit into this fantasy world. You’re the only part of this that fits with me.”

      “You’ve got friends here, Reagan. So many of us care about you.”

      “You’re the one that cares the most.”

      Kennu stared at her. “You want to know the craziest thing, after all this time?”

      “What?” She lifted her head off his chest, and looked him in the eyes.

      “After everything that’s happened, I’m still in love with you.”

      Kennu kissed her first. Reagan didn’t pull away, nor did she seem surprised. She pressed into his kiss enthusiastically, grabbing the front of his shirt and pulling him closer. Kennu kissed her again, deepening his affection, shifting so he could tangle one hand in the back of her hair. Reagan gasped, biting his lip as he put a hand on the small of her back and pressing her hips into his. Kennu flipped her onto her back and crawled over her, kissing down her neck and skimming his lips over the top of her shoulders.

      “Why do we still have clothes on?” Reagan breathed.

      “I don’t know,” Kennu responded, and he kissed her again. Reagan lunged upward from the bed, to meet the tender caresses of his mouth. “But we shouldn’t.”

      This thing between them was like sailing over the clouds. They looked down upon the world below, feeling like they weren’t attached to it, but a part of something greater. Kennu wondered why they’d waited so long. Why had he foolishly allowed himself to believe Reagan would hurt him again when it was clear how much she loved him? All of Reagan’s mistakes, and his own mistakes, were nothing but a clean piece of parchment. Their love was strokes of lead adorning the paper, the colors spreading over the page until the entire drawing covered what once had been blank, replacing it with a beautiful rainbow of life and passion. Each movement, every kiss, was another stroke of the pen. He wanted to draw the universe with Reagan. She was his muse, his true masterpiece, an artistic vision he’d never held before. Life had been plain, until she had walked into his life.

      The sheets sculpted a twisting statue around their legs as the orange sun shone against the earth. Even after all of it was done, Kennu couldn’t let her go. Leaving now would be nearly impossible.

      Reagan moved his bangs away from his eyes. “Promise you’ll come back?”

      “Yes. Guaranteed.” He kissed her cheek. “There’s no way I’m losing this.”

      “Uh-huh.” Reagan giggled, then looked out the balcony. “You’d better get going. You and Allie are already gonna have to fly in the dark.”

      “I know.” He let her go reluctantly, slipping his clothes back on and leaving her wrapped in a blanket on the bed. He flung the satchel over his shoulder and said, “I guess that’s the bad part about being the Great One. You’ve always gotta go save the world.”

      “You better go save it for good this time, Romeo, because I’m tired of all these interruptions.” Reagan tried teasing him to break the tension, to ignore the fact that he was leaving.

      “Believe me, I could do without all these interruptions.” He winked at her, putting a hand on the door handle. “I’ll see you later, Rea.”

      “Kennu?” She sat up on her knees, hovering expectantly.

      “Yeah?” He paused, turning around.

      She smiled. “I love you.”

      Kennu grinned back. “Love you, too.” 
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      “So? How was it?”

      Allie presented the question coyly, giving Kennu a sultry gaze. It was nighttime, and they were flying over the ocean. The Lands weren’t too far away, but Kennu hoped they’d see the mountains soon. They’d been traveling for hours, and he was tired of riding.

      “How was what?” he responded innocently.

      “You know what I’m talking about. She certainly had to be better than Cameliyon.” Allie gave a delighted cackle.

      “Allie…”

      “Kennu.”

      “Do you want me to ask questions about Zorna?” he said, bending down to stare at her.

      “You wouldn’t dare.”

      “Right. So keep your beak out of me and Reagan’s business.”

      “Geez. It must’ve been good.”

      “Allie.”

      They bickered back and forth all the way to the Ice Borns. Allie had to stop so Kennu could put on his coat, gloves and fur-lined pants on at the edge of the mountain range before they entered. After living for months in Southwild, with its tropical temperatures and sunny skies, the Ice Borns felt even more deathly chilling than they already were. Allie and Kennu kept their heads down and struggled to fly through a blizzard, heading toward one of the smaller mountains.

      “Are you sure we’re going the right way?” Kennu screamed against the howling wind. His skin was slowly turning blue. They’d have to get out of the blizzard in order to avoid catching frostbite.

      “I know this is it!” Allie descended, and Kennu held on tightly to his satchel so it wouldn’t go flying off.

      The crown was in the bag. Allie had gotten it from Angel before they left. “You don’t need a head ornament to boss people around,” Allie had said, and she snatched the crown off of Angel’s head and scampered away before her sister could argue otherwise. They had both of the necklaces too, but Kennu worried how they could remove the golden one from Allie’s neck without killing her. He really hoped the Objigda had some real answers, and didn’t turn out out to be a disappointment.

      Though he hadn’t been here in years, the cliff where the opening to the cave had been never faded from memory. Allie landed and Kennu got off of her, staring at the jumbled, collected mess of rocks and boulders that blocked the entrance. The rocks were covered in snow and frozen over with ice, several feet thick.

      Midnightstar hadn’t exaggerated. Vera had made the cave practically impenetrable. No wonder in eleven years Wyntier hadn’t bothered to return. Even dragon’s fire would take several hours to melt the ice, and then it would take a long time to move all the rocks. Such a task would be impossible. You’d freeze to death before you managed to get inside.

      “Well? What do we do?” Allie sat down, shaking large snowflakes off her wings.

      “I don’t know.” Kennu walked around the base, trying to figure out a way in. He put a hand under his chin, thinking. “I’m gonna try to do some Great One stuff. Stand back.”

      Kennu raised his palm, concentrating and magic burst forth from it again. His golden light was stronger than dragon’s fire, more powerful than even Nineva’s dark magic. The snow and ice instantly melted away at its touch, as if it had never been there.

      Once the light had erased all traces of snow from the mountainside, the boulders began to move of their own accord. When the light hit them, they rolled away from the entrance and tumbled down the sharp peaks of the mountainside. After mere minutes, the entryway to the cave was clear again.

      “Great One stuff!” Allie burst. “Your powers have made our lives so much easier.”

      As they entered, panic began to submerge Kennu in its grasp. Vials and syringes from Wyntier’s experiments littered the floor. The cage that Wyntier had trapped him in as a child was slightly open, threatening to encompass him once more. Groups of hats and coats from when the wolves had helped them escape were scattered everywhere, untouched.

      Even now, eleven years later, seeing the cave exactly as it once was churned his stomach. He struggled with a bout of nausea, taking deep breaths so he wouldn’t go running out the cave screaming.

      Allie pressed herself against him. “It’s okay, Kennu,” she said. “I hate it here, too.”

      Kennu tried to shake himself out of it, and failed. “Let’s look for the Objigda. We know it’s nearby.”

      “Agreed.” She and Kennu went in different directions and started shifting through random supplies, which were coated with dust. Although Wyntier had tons of books piled around his workstation, none of them appeared to be anything out of the ordinary. The longer it took, the more frustrated Kennu felt. His surroundings were already making him anxious.

      “It’s got to be in here somewhere,” Allie called from the bedroom, tossing random items from the closet out the door.

      “Keep looking!” What if they never found it, and this was all a wasted trip? Kennu overturned the lab table, getting desperate.

      “Kennu!” Allie called from the bedroom. He ran to her side. A small leather book, covered in black and red stains, sat upon the filthy, rotting bed. “Could this be what we’re looking for?”

      “Maybe.” Kennu picked the book up, turning it over and stroking the spine. He set it back down on the bed. “Might as well take a look.”

      When he turned to the first page, something miraculous happened. A swirling whirlwind erupted from the tome, flashing with gleams of color and light. Kennu and Allie stepped back. A massive tornado swept through the room, picking up small objects and tossing them about.

      Kennu shielded his eyes as the whirlwind died down and trailed back to the bed. The dirty mattress had been changed into a dramatic four-poster with a velvet bedspread. Sitting cross-legged upon it was a small fairy with black wings and dark eyes, wearing a patchy dress. Two fox ears sat on top of her head, and a bushy tail waggled behind her.

      “Vixen!” Kennu burst, an excited smile spreading onto his face. He clambered onto the bed, sitting in front of her. Allie followed his lead, morphing into a lynx and hopping beside him. “Is it really you?” 

      Vixen beamed at him. When she spoke, it sounded exactly like her. “The Objigda cannot bring back the dead. Only appear as those whom the reader remembers.”

      “You mean… you’re just the book, pretending to be her?” Allie’s ears flattened in disappointment.

      “Aye. But the prophetess should fear not,” Vixen said. “The ones we love are always lurking nearby. This Vixen knows well.”

      The Objigda even had Vixen’s mannerisms. Kennu pushed his emotions aside and said, “Vixen… Objigda… whatever you are... can you help us? We heard that you have the answers to everything.”

      “Tis’ true. The Objigda knows all,” Vixen said.

      “Okay.” Kennu took a deep breath. “Can you answer our questions?”

      “First, Kennu must say the magic words,” Vixen said wisely, nodding. “Then the Objigda will reveal its secrets.”

      “We don’t know the magic words!” Allie replied, flabbergasted. “Where are we supposed to get those?”

      “It is no mind. Vixen will tell you,” the fairy said, bouncing up and down on her seat. “Pish posh lemon tosh, Objigda!”

      “What?” Kennu asked, feeling lost. “Did you just make that up or something?”

      “Those are the magic words,” Vixen insisted. “In order to gain knowledge, you must say them. With feeling!”

      Allie and Kennu glanced at each other.

      “Um… okay.” Kennu reddened, feeling a little embarrassed. “Pish posh lemon tosh, Objigda!”

      Vixen laughed. At the sound the wind picked up again, blowing the curtains around the four-poster bed rapturously. The bed levitated a few inches off the ground. It spun in a circle until Vixen ceased her laughter. It landed back down as she wiped tears off her face.

      “What a bunch of rubbish,” Allie said grumpily. “The mystery of life, obtained by saying a couple of silly words.”

      “The silliest of situations often reveal the greatest truths,” Vixen replied. She put her head in her hand, tapping her fingers against her cheek. “What does Kennu want to know?”

      “How do we stop Wyntier?” Allie didn’t waste any time, getting right to the point. “How can we destroy the three items, and how the hell do I get my heart back?” Allie moved her paw over her chest, to display the golden necklace and the mottled scar underneath.

      Vixen giggled. “So many questions. Though the man who had the Objigda last asked many, many more.”

      “Who did the book turn into for Wyntier when he first opened it?” Kennu asked curiously. “Certainly there’s no one he trusted or loved.”

      Vixen cocked her head to the side. Then she changed, her features morphing until she was a lithe brown-haired girl, aged nineteen or so, with soulful eyes and a thin-lipped smile. “Me.”

      “Who are you?” Kennu asked. The girl’s voice was like velvet. Though she’d only uttered one syllable, he could listen to her for hours. She had the type of musical voice that could soothe you to sleep and make all your fears disappear. It sounded familiar.

      “My name is Wyntiera Ignavus,” she replied. “I can tell you all about my little Owen.”

      “Owen? Who’s that?” Kennu asked.

      Wyntiera opened her palms, turning them upwards on her crossed knees. “Take my hands.”

      Kennu cautiously put his hands upon the girl’s. She closed her eyes, and he copied her. Kennu found himself falling deep inside an old, forgotten and locked-away memory, one much like the Changers had when they rested at night.

      He heard Wyntiera’s voice next to him. “To save the future, first, you must understand the past.” 

      

      The living room was small, dank and dark. It contained nothing more than a torn, holey armchair and a pile of abused books lying beside it in a heap.

      A little brown-haired boy played on the floor, no older than five. His face was smeared with a combination of dirt and some sticky substance, his tiny, chubby hands maneuvering a little wooden dragon along the wooden floor. Only a little light filtered in through the cracked window, shielded by long, ragged curtains hanging in front of it. The little boy danced the dragon in the small patch of sun, smiling lightly.

      A shattering crash in the other room broke the silence. Loud voices shook the walls and the little boy darted behind the armchair, clutching his toy dragon.

      A brawny Accompany lunged out of the other room. He was followed by his wife. She wore a long, white gown that had bloodstains down the front. Her wolverine Changer was chasing the Accompany who was doing his best to fend off her razor-sharp teeth and claws.

      “Get away from me! I said stay away!” he cried. There was blood on his clothing as well, though it looked like his own. The wolverine had gore dripping from her teeth down the front of her chest.

      The Changer bit the Accompany’s arm ferociously, drawing blood. He managed to shake her off and dart toward the exit. The Changer tried to leap after him once more but the Accompany slipped outside, bashing the wolverine’s head in with the door. The beast reeled backwards, stunned. The little boy watched through the window as the Accompany escaped into the streets of Nesting’s Haven.

      He knew if he said a word, Marzanna would set Isilerina on him, too. The boy stayed behind his hiding place.

      The Changer said, “Maybe he’s gone for good this time.” Her voice was rattling, needles, splinters and unpleasantness wrapped up into one sound.

      “He’ll be back,” Marzanna replied. “The coward never leaves.”

      Marzanna cast a disapproving gaze down at the boy on the floor before returning to the kitchen, Isilerina plodding behind. From the other room, the boy heard the wolverine ask, “When should your brat be getting home?”

      “Any moment now, I suspect,” Marzanna responded.

      “You should’ve put her in a dorm. Then we wouldn’t have to deal with her nonsense.”

      “Dorms are expensive. She watches the child, and stays out of the way.”

      The boy fiddled eagerly with the toy dragon, watching the door expectantly. Finally, it opened. He beamed as the girl he’d been waiting for entered the room. She was thin and tall, with dark brown hair and eyes just like his.

      Her face lit up when she saw him. “How are you, Owen? Did you miss me?”

      She tossed her schoolbag to the floor, bending down and opening up her arms. Owen went running into them, throwing the toy dragon aside. She lifted him up, placing him on her hip.

      “Yes. Very much,” he said. “A whole day is a long time to be gone.”

      “It isn’t that long.” She laughed.

      “It’s long enough,” he said stubbornly. “You should stay here all day with me.”

      She nestled her nose against his. “I would love to do that, little snowflake. But I have to go to school.”

      “School is stupid.” He made a face.

      “You won’t always say that.”

      “When can I go to Dinkleberry with you?” he questioned.

      “I would take you, if the Council would let me. But I’ll graduate soon. It won’t be long now,” she said, setting him down on the floor.

      “WYNTIERA!”

      The girl winced as Marzanna came stomping in from the other room. “I’ve heard you’ve been causing trouble at school again.”

      Wyntiera’s face dampened with fear. “I haven’t been causing the trouble. It’s the boys. They won’t leave me alone.”

      “They wouldn’t bother you if you weren’t such a filthy little tramp.” Marzanna waved her hands at Wyntiera’s schoolbag. “Am I the only one who bothers doing anything around here? Clean up your mess, and take that disgusting little monster upstairs.”

      “Yes, Mother.” Wyntiera grabbed her bag and took Owen’s hand. She pulled the boy up the stairs, sighing when she closed the bedroom door behind her.

      Wyntiera put her forehead on the doorway and bit her lip, placing both hands on either sides of her head. Her hands trembled.

      “Mommy?” Owen pulled on her dress. “Are you okay?”

      Wyntiera gave a watery smile. “I’m fine, little snowflake.” She pushed away from the door and said, “It’s simply some boys at school, trying to get what they want.”

      “They wouldn’t bother you if I was there.” Owen puffed out his chest.

      Wyntiera giggled. “I’m sure they wouldn’t.”

      She reached into her bag. “Look what I have for you.” She displayed a wedge of cheese, and half a slice of thick bread. Owen squealed, snatching the food from her hands and devouring them greedily.

      When Mommy was gone, he was often hungry. Marzanna and Isilerina didn’t know his secret, and if they ever caught him eating in front of them, they would know, so he usually starved until Wyntiera could sneak him some food. Finding things to eat in Nesting’s Haven wasn’t easy, so Wyntiera naturally conjured them out of thin air.

      “Mommy, do that thing again,” Owen begged, stuffing his mouth with the last crusts of the bread.

      Wyntiera spun in a circle. “All right.”

      Wyntiera waved her fingers. Little beads of light trickled down from the ceiling, spinning downward in soft trickles. Owen ran around the room, trying to catch the sparks in his hands. Wyntiera sat on the bed, sadly smiling as she watched him play.

      “That’s enough.” Wyntiera wiggled her fingers again, and the balls of light vanished. “No more.”

      Owen groaned in disappointment. “But I want more!”

      “We can’t risk anyone seeing.” Even though the shades were drawn, Wyntiera peeked out the window anxiously.

      The little boy balled his fists in frustration and smacked them against his legs. Owen didn’t understand why Wyntiera was still so worried about her Changer getting taken away. If it happened, he thought she could just get another one.

      Owen knew the Council threatened to break Wyntiera’s bond with Poppy after they discovered she could do magic. It wasn’t Mommy’s fault… she’d done magic by accident in the middle of the street while fighting with Marzanna. The Council said she wouldn’t go to Azazael if she promised to never use magic again. 

      But Wyntiera hadn’t stopped using her powers. She simply hid them. 

      “Poppy should be home any moment,” she murmured, eyes scanning the city streets below.

      “Why doesn’t Poppy come home with you?”

      “Her classes run later than mine do.”

      “Oh.”

       Wyntiera patted the bed. “I’ll tell you a story while we wait for her.”

      Owen scrambled onto the bed to sit by her, his sticky fingers clinging to the fuzz on the blanket. Wyntiera didn’t usually rest until her Changer got home. He hoped Poppy would be gone for a long time, so he could stay up longer.

      “What story would you like me to tell you?” Wyntiera asked, fiddling with the messy cowlick on top of his long hair.

      “Tell me about my father.”

      “That one? I’ve told you the story a thousand times,” Wyntiera said, though her eyes sparkled.

      “Well, tell it again,” he said, rather bossily.

      “All right. All right. Mommy was fourteen when she met someone. He was brave, and tall, and only two years older than I. He had your name, Owen. He was from a land very far, far away. He liked to explore the world.

      Owen’s eyes shone. He leaned forward as Wyntiera continued. “Your father told me about all the places he’d been and everything he’d seen. Eventually, we fell in love. But Daddy had to leave, and Mommy couldn’t go with him.”

      “Why didn’t you tell Daddy about me?” The question was rehearsed, as if it had been asked many, many times and was always met with the same answer.

      “I tried. I looked and looked, but he was already gone.”

      There was the sound of chairs breaking and a table being turned over downstairs, followed by horrendous yelling. Wyntiera ignored it as best she could. It didn’t seem to bother Owen.

      “Where did he go?” the boy asked.

      “He went to the Lands. He said it was the only place left in the world he hadn’t yet explored.”

      Wyntiera flinched as she heard the crashes and screams, which grew in intensity from below. A harrowed and heavy expression crossed her face.

      Owen nestled against her side. “I don’t want to live here, Mommy.”

      Wyntiera stroked Owen’s long hair. “The moment I graduate I promise we’ll leave and go look for your father. If we find him, maybe he’ll take us back to the place where he lives.”

      “Really?”

      “Yes, really.” Wyntiera spun her hand. On the floor, a miniature wooden hippogriff appeared, one that looked much like Poppy. “Do you like it? I thought you’d love a new toy.” 

      Owen’s face beamed with joy. He bounced off the bed and slid to the floor, snatching up the toy greedily. “It’s even better than the first one!” Owen squealed, admiring it.

      “I’m glad you think so.” Wyntiera pulled a large book out of her bag, setting it on the bed. “Now you have two to play with.”

      Wyntiera did her homework, and Owen played until it got dark and it was time to go to bed. Owen allowed his mother to tuck him in. She blew out the candle on the bedside table, leaving a long, singular one to burn on the corner of the dresser.

      Feeling rather un-sleepy, Owen watched Wyntiera through squinted eyes so his mother wouldn’t realize he was still awake. She opened a dresser drawer and ruffled through it, pulling out a small bag of coins and a knapsack.

      Every night for the past few weeks, his mother had the same routine. She would look at the money, then the bag, then she’d glance to the door as if wondering about something.

      But then she looked at Owen, and the boy always snapped shut his eyes. He’d hear the thump of the drawer being shut, and that was it.

      Owen was still awake when Poppy came home. He heard the click of talons and the clip-clop of hooves as Poppy came into the room. Wyntiera gasped sharply.

      “Tiera. It’s better than it looks.” Poppy’s voice came out mired with distress, and tinged with discomfort. From the bed Owen could smell the sharp tang of blood.

      “By the Creator, Poppy, what did she do to you?” Owen heard quick footsteps hustling across the room.

      “She didn’t like me coming home so late. Iselerina nearly gutted me down the side.”

      “She never washes her filthy claws. That cut could be brimming with infection in a few days. Let me try and fix it.”

      “Your magic isn’t strong enough, and if we use the money we have to find a healer, we’ll spend all we’ve saved,” Poppy argued. “I’m sure it will heal well enough on its own. Just let it be.”

      “We have to get out of here,” Wyntiera whispered. Owen heard the unraveling of a bandage. “Hold still. I’m going to do the best I can.”

      The hippogriff hissed as Wyntiera began to wrap her sides. Owen listened to the muted moans of Poppy’s pain as the night grew longer.

      They didn’t bother him much. It was common for people to get hurt around here.

      The vision changed…

      The little boy was on the floor again, playing with the toy hippogriff and dragon. The house was quiet for now, though Marzanna’s husband was back. He sat in the armchair, resting, his head lolling on his shoulder. It was late afternoon. As the day became longer and sallow, Owen found himself growing tired of his toys. When would his mother be home?

      When the shadows were lengthening from the curtains, he realized he was hungry. He hadn’t eaten anything except for the bread and the cheese yesterday, and there hadn’t been much there. His mother said that if he got too hungry there would always be some fruit, hidden in a box underneath the armchair. Marzanna just couldn’t see him eat it.

      Cautiously, Owen crawled to the armchair and reached underneath it. He found the small wooden box, which was filled with a collection of large, plump grapes. Owen began shoving the grapes into his mouth, draining the box’s contents within seconds.

      Owen was on his last few mouthfuls when he heard a growl. The boy turned, the juice of the grapes drying around his lips. Isilerina had her teeth bared, claws slicing the wooden floor as she approached him. And there was Marzanna.

      The Accompany was wearing her bloody apron, a long knife in her hand. She stared at the boy as if he was an abomination, lip curled.

      Marzanna’s husband had awoken. He appeared more frightened than Owen was. Marzanna tightened her grip on the knife. Owen tried sliding the box back underneath the armchair, to hide it. It didn’t work.

      “I knew it,” Marzanna snarled. “The little whore.”

      “He’s a freak! It goes against nature,” Iselerina quipped. “We should get rid of him.”

      The force from which the door flew open was enough to crack the wood in half. Wyntiera had rushed home from school at a rapid pace, seemingly aware her offspring was in danger. Though she was small, she seemed almost as terrifying as Marzanna as she blocked the only exit.

      “You mated with a human?” Marzanna accused. “I didn’t think even you could sink so low.”

      “I was in love,” Wyntiera said defensively.

      “You wanted something between your legs!” Marzanna screamed. “It’s time to fix your dreadful mistake!”

      Owen cowered against the back of the armchair as Marzanna launched herself toward him. Her husband did nothing… Isilerina laughed.

      Wyntiera screamed and shot out a stream of magic to defend her son, but it puttered out miserably before it reached Marzanna’s side.

      With nothing else to do the girl threw herself between her mother and her child, spreading her arms wide.

      She barely uttered a syllable as Marzanna jabbed the blade into her chest.

      Owen started crying. He wanted Marzanna to stop. If they hurried there was still time for them to get Wyntiera to a healer, so he could fix her. Yet Marzanna didn’t stop with one harsh stab, or two. She sunk the blade in and out of Wyntiera’s torso as if she enjoyed it, relishing in the surprised expression on Wyntiera’s face as the girl fell backwards and crashed against the wooden floor.

      Marzanna threw the knife next to her daughter's corpse, wiping her hands in a satisfied way as if she was done dealing with something filthy. It clattered inches away from Owen’s knee.

      Wyntiera’s eyes were shards of ice, cold and lifeless, icicles of glass. They saw Owen, but didn’t give any recognition from within. Owen didn’t know what had happened to his mother. But when he shook Wyntiera and screamed, she didn’t wake up.

      It was like his insides were freezing. A coldness started in his heart and crawled though his veins, organs and muscles, chilling anything living and immobilizing his spirit. The ice choked the life out of his soul until it was blackened and withered, destroyed by the destruction of winter and its harsh grip. He stared into the bleak whites of his mother’s eyes.

      From that moment on, Owen ceased to feel anything.

      Owen felt the hilt of Marzanna’s blade pressing against his small fingertips, begging him to do something. His hands demanded payment. Wanted to kill.

      Owen knew what to do. He’d grown up watching Marzanna, and therefore, knew how to slaughter.

      First, he started with the Accompany who did nothing, who’d sat in the armchair and watched as Marzanna killed his only child. Owen’s grandfather didn’t fight back, only gave an old sigh as Owen twisted the knife into his gut, his soul fluttering away after it had begged for release.

      Iselerina was still laughing, so she didn’t notice what Owen had done until the boy had turned his attention on her. The wolverine barely had time to react before Owen slashed the blade across the Changer’s throat. The Changer staggered around as blood spewed out of its jugular. She tried to hold her lifeblood in with her paw before collapsing.

      The only expression of fear Marzanna had ever bore in her life was when that little boy with the knife advanced on her. Marzanna was far bigger than he was, so it should’ve been easy for her to fight him off. Yet Owen sunk the knife into her foot and she rolled her head backwards, bellowing her pain. Owen ran the knife along the back of her ankles, forcing collapse. He then jumped onto her body, latching his one hand on her shoulder and shoving the knife into her heart with the other.

      Marzanna had been dead for several minutes before Owen finally pulled the knife out of her for the last time. He crawled off her lap, tossed the knife to the side, then slid on his belly to his mother. He took her pale hand in his and started crying. He noticed the toys she’d made for him were nearby, abandoned and forlorn.

      He picked up the toy dragon and hippogriff and hurtled them across the room. They bounced against a wall and landed on the floor in a puddle of Wyntiera’s blood, splashing little dots everywhere.

      Poppy came by a short time later, suffering from an inescapable, agonizing pain in her chest. She found Wyntiera dead, her family slaughtered, and a little, five-year old boy with clothes soaked in blood that wasn’t his. 

      The memory wavered from that point, until finally, it became a little clearer. It was dawn now, and Poppy hadn’t moved from her spot on the floor next to Wyntiera’s body. Her feathers were matted with dried blood. Her tears, although many and unstoppable, weren’t ones of surprise or shock. They ached of bitter acceptance. Poppy had known this day would come eventually. She had only hoped to escape it before it actually arrived, and had been too late.

      Owen sat by his mother’s head. All the bodies in the house had stiffened, and long since gone ice cold. His stomach rumbled. There was no food for him to eat, and he felt sick, but he didn’t want to eat. Food was disgusting. Food made him weak. Food was what had killed his mother.

      “Poppy. I wanna go.” Owen was tired of sitting here. He wanted to leave. He didn’t want to watch over the body of his dead mother anymore.

      “There’s nowhere to go.” Poppy whispered her reaction, not looking at the little boy.

      “Poppy, if we don’t go, the Council will find us! They’ll kill us!” Owen shifted on the spot nervously, a scared little boy again instead of a killer, drenched and frightened.

      “I do not care if they kill me.”

      “What if they put me in jail?” The little boy’s eyes widened fearfully.

      “They won’t believe you did it, Owen. You’re too young. They’ll think I went mad, and killed them all.” Poppy seemed to realize the son of her Accompany was nearby. She finally woke up. Her eyes, though deadened, shifted to look at Owen instead of Wyntiera.

      “We should go to the Lands.” Owen wiped his snotty nose. “My father is there. He’ll take care of us.”

      “We don’t even know where your father is.”

      “No, but we can look. That was Mommy’s plan, right?”

      Poppy seemed doubtful Owen’s suggestion would work. But to stay in Nesting’s Haven would be a drastic mistake. It would only be so long before the Council found them.

      Owen and Poppy left before most of the people in Nesting’s Haven rose to start the day. All Owen had were the clothes he was wearing, and Poppy hadn’t thought to pack some for him. They forgot the moneybag.

      Poppy got lost, often. Without Wyntiera, she was confused. She often drifted in and out of reality, struggling to comprehend what was right in front of her. She was in no state to take care of a little boy.

      Owen found himself responsible for finding his own food. The boy resorted to theft as they traveled, taking what he could find while Poppy watched him mindlessly, flying them in whatever direction that suited her best that day.

      A few weeks later, they’d finally reached the Lands. They weren’t sure where to start looking, so the boy and the hippogriff began traveling here and there, never really getting anywhere. Owen wanted new clothes. The ones he wore stank, and had torn into tattered rags that hung off of him in tangled threads.

      Poppy collapsed while walking underneath a veil of trees. Owen peeled back the bandages that Wyntiera had wrapped around the hippogriff’s side, and found the gash that Isilerina had given her tingling with green infection and seeping with pus. The hippogriff shuttered, chills wracking her body, delirious from the onset of fever. She still hadn’t bathed, and Wyntiera’s dried, ruby blood was caked onto her feathers. Frustrated, Owen slapped the bandages back on her.

      “We need to keep going! My father is out there somewhere! Get up!” the boy demanded.

      “I’m sorry, Owen. I can’t,” Poppy said weakly.

      “Why didn’t you save her? Changers are supposed to protect their Accompanies, and you let her die!” Owen screamed.

      “I’m sorry, Owen,” Poppy said. Tears popped out of her eyes, landing on her dirty feathers.

      “I hate you,” Owen said, crossing his arms. “You’re useless.”

      Owen still had the knife Marzanna had carried. It was the only thing he’d brought with him on his way to the Lands. He could’ve made it quicker for Poppy, but he didn’t. He left Poppy where she’d fallen, as punishment for not protecting his mother. In his heart, the boy felt it was what the Changer deserved.

      It took Poppy three long days to die. She finally stilled on the fourth morning, when Owen came back to see if she was still alive.

      He was satisfied at her death. But he was also frightened. Poppy was gone now. He was all alone.

      Owen spent the next few days surviving off of a berry bush he’d discovered in the woods. He found a village of elves nearby. He took food and clothes from them whenever there was an opportune moment, living in a cave he’d found in the shelter of the mountains.

      The boy lived like this for two long years.

      When he turned seven, Owen was no longer afraid of being alone. Alone, there was no one to protect him, to comfort him or take care of him. But there wasn’t anyone around to hurt him, either.

      By this point Owen had long given up hope of meeting his father, but stumbled upon the chance by accident one day when he saw a sandy-haired young man limping through the forest, struggling to hold onto his pack with one-hand, leaning on a handmade crutch with another.

      The man wasn’t an Accompany, nor was he a fairy or an elf. Owen’s stomach wriggled in excitement. He wondered if it was safe to approach the stranger. The elves had caught Owen stealing from their wares once, and had beat him severely. It was the first contact with anyone he’d had in months, and he nearly lost his life for it.

      But there was only one man this time, not several. If the man attacked him, Owen was sure he could use the knife again.

      “Hey,” Owen said, stepping out from the cover of the trees. “Do you need some help?”

      The man stumbled forward, falling off his crutch. The man blanched. Owen couldn’t blame him for being scared at his appearance. He knew he looked like a wild boy, one who’d crawled out from the mud pits. He was a more feral creature than the animals of the realm.

      Owen held out his hand. The man took it reluctantly, sitting up. “I wish I could say I didn’t, but I do.” The man grimaced. “I probably shouldn’t be involving you in all of this, but some fairies wanted me off their land, and they broke my leg. I don’t know how they expect me to leave quickly with this thing slowing me down.”

      “That’s too bad.” The boy smiled at him. “I’m Owen.”

      “That’s… that’s my name too.” The man stared at him.

      “Yeah. Here.” The boy struggled to lift the man onto his one good foot. Owen handed the man his crutch, helping him hop along the forest floor. “By any chance, did you know Wyntiera?”

      “Wyntiera?” The man stopped and looked at Owen. “Yeah, I know her. Why? Do you? I’d love to meet up with her again.”

      “Where are you from?” Owen pressed, ignoring the man’s previous question.

      “From? I’m from Michigan,” he said. “A very long ways from here. I’ve been traveling around the world my entire life with my dad. We only found Nesting’s Haven and the Lands a little while ago. We’re explorers.”

      “Really.” Owen’s heart thudded with excitement. “And did you…”

      Owen’s next question was cut off when two fairies emerged from the woods. One was a male, with navy-colored hair. The other was a female with pointed features that were nearly elf-like. The female was holding a bow, an arrow already strung. The man came to a halt. Owen struggled to support him, catching his balance.

      “Now guys, I thought we discussed this,” the older Owen said, though his face turned stark white. “I’m on my way out.”

      “We discussed nothing. We don’t allow humans into our realms,” the fairy replied.

      “Humans destroy everything,” his companion added.

      “This one was warned.” The fairy gestured to the man. “He did not leave when he was asked. Now, he’ll pay the price.” 

      The boy wasn’t aware of what was happening, until the sharp fairy drew back her bow. She fired three shots so quickly, Owen nearly missed them. The arrows sank one by one into the man’s heart, his liver, and his lower intestines.

      The older Owen staggered backwards, letting go of the son he did not know was his, putting his weight onto his broken leg. There was a crack and the man fell onto the grass, landing upon the arrows. The force of the fall pushed them further into his body.

      Owen wrapped his hand around the shaft penetrating his father’s heart and tried to rip the arrow out. He was successful, but the foolish maneuver only quickened death. The senior Owen began fading, slumping upon the ground and gasping for breath that his lungs refused to take.

      “NO!” The boy fell on his knees by his father, grabbing him by the shoulders and shaking the man. “You can’t die! Get up! Get up, you fool!”

      The man wheezed a final, guttural response, and then he was gone.

      “AGH!” Owen tossed the body upon the ground, turning his wrath upon the fairies. “You!” he shouted. “Do you realize what you’ve done?”

      “You should watch what you say to us, boy,” the male fairy started. “We aren’t a curse to all living creatures. But you are.”

      The blue-haired fairy drew back his own knife. But the female put her hand on the fairy’s and held him back from making another move.

      “Leave the boy be,” she replied. “He’s only a child.”

      “A human child,” the fairy started. “He looks just like the other.”

      “But still a child,” she insisted. “Give him a chance to leave. He won’t last long in the woods. Let the forest do the work for us, instead of putting more blood on our hands.”

      “Fine.” The male fairy pointed at the boy. “If you’re not gone from our realm by this time tomorrow, I will have my animals hunt you down, and there won’t be a piece of you left for your family to find.”

      “I have no family,” Owen raged. “You killed what was left of it.”

      The female fairy gestured to the woods. “If you leave now, you may still escape with your life. Be grateful we didn’t choose to kill you. Go, human. While you still have the chance.”

      Owen ran. The boy sprinted to the edge of the woods, crossing over several streams and tripping over rocks and branches. He ran for hours until it was dark and he was out of breath, far away from the realm of the fairies who’d chased him out. As he glanced around the forest he was now in, a new woodland with large plants and flora of all kinds blooming amongst the spiraling trees, he realized he had no idea where he was.

      Owen collapsed, leaning against a large tree. He brought his knees up to his chest and wrapped his arms around them, beginning to sob. He hadn’t cried since Wyntiera died, but he cried now, more out of sheer frustration and rage that what he’d searched for had been taken away in minutes rather than his father’s death specifically.

      He’d spent the past two years completely miserable, crouching in a cave and wishing someone would come by to take care of him. But no animal, fairy, nor elf ever did. He’d put himself through everything to find his father. Now his father was dead. What was he going to do?

      “I hate fairies! I hate elves!” Owen picked up rocks scattered around the area. He threw them around viciously, staining his hands with clay and tearing his fingernails during the rampage. “I hate the Lands! I hate everybody!”

      Owen sniffled and wiped his nose. During his tantrum, he’d cut his hand. The small beads of blood stemming from the torn layers of skin reminded Owen of the night he’d taken fate into his own hands, and made his grandmother pay for what she’d done to Wynteira.

      Slowly, Owen realized something. The only power he’d ever felt in his life was when he’d killed Marzanna. He didn’t want to be Owen anymore. Owen was sad and starving. Owen was the name of the weak father who had chosen to die instead of live.

      He wanted a new name. A new life. One where other people were afraid of him, and not the other way around.

      He sniffed again. But how was he supposed to make people afraid of him? He didn’t have any power. He was just a kid.

      “Why are you crying?”

      The voice beside him was soothing, like silk running over bare skin. It was the voice of someone who sounded like they knew what they were doing.

      A red-headed girl peeked out from behind a fern. She was his age, and wearing a plum-colored dress. It was clean, unlike his own rags. But she certainly wasn’t scared of him. She seemed as confident as she could be in these dark woods.

      “I’m Nineva. What’s your name?” She asked the question boldly, expecting him to answer.

      “I’m O…I mean… Wyntier.” The boy sniffed, wiping his nose. “What are you doing here?

      “I always sneak out at night,” she answered honestly. “What about you?”

      “My… my parents are dead.” Wyntier answered the question as plainly as he could. “I’m all alone.”

      “Here.” Nineva extended a hand.

      Wyntier took it. She pulled him to his feet and they started walking together, hand in hand. The boy still felt scared, but he wasn’t as frightened with Nineva’s firm grip pressing into his own.

      “So why do you always sneak out?” Wyntier asked, curious.

      “Because I can do magic.” Nineva waved her hand, and tiny little sparkles whirled around her fingers. “My family doesn’t like it very much.” 

      “My mother could do magic,” Wyntier said.

      “Could she? Was she a witch?” Nineva asked eagerly.

      “I don’t know.”

      “I want to become a witch someday. A real one,” Nineva said enthusiastically. “Mother said fairies shouldn’t be witches, but I don’t care.”

      “You’re a fairy?” he asked harshly.

      “Yes. Is that a problem?” Her eyes burned into his, challenging him.

      Wyntier’s gaze flicked away. “No.”

      “Good.”

      Nineva pulled him along a path, one that eventually grew clustered with brambles, thorns, and broken branches. This part of the forest was overgrown, and obviously ill-cared for. He didn’t see any animals on their way through the tough terrain. 

      “Where are you taking me?” he asked.

      “To a different part of the forest. No one ever comes here,” Nineva said. “My father doesn’t like strangers on our land, but if I hide you, he won’t know you’re here.”

      “I didn’t know I was staying.”

      “I like you. And I want to keep you.”

      The thorny briar patch finally gave way to a miniature clearing, shadowed by a couple of large trees. Nineva waved her hand. Before their very eyes appeared a tiny hut, which filled the space.

      “It’s all I can do for now,” Nineva confessed. “But I’m sure once I get stronger, I can make you a bigger house.”

      Wyntier didn’t say anything. He was too busy marveling that he had a roof to sleep under for the first night in years.

      Nineva let go of his hand. “I’ll be back tomorrow,” she said. She leaned over and kissed his cheek before patting him on the top of the head, like he was her personal little pet. “Don’t go anywhere, okay?”

      “Okay.” Wyntier didn’t watch Nineva slip back into the briar patch. He was too busy running into the new hut. It was filled with extravagant furniture, warmly lit with candles and filled with luxurious food. Wyntier gorged himself before falling asleep in the feather bed, pleased he no longer had to lie on the unrelenting ground.

      The next day Wyntier found a chest filled with toys for him to play with, but they didn’t hold his attention. He instead practiced with Marzanna’s knife until it became dark and Nineva returned.

      “Look what I learned!” Nineva danced into the clearing, casting her arm out at a nearby bush. The plant sprung into black flames, bursting with a wicked light before it crumbled to the ground, nothing more than ash. It had taken mere seconds for the plant to disintegrate. “Isn’t that amazing?”

      “That is amazing,” Wyntier said with awe.

      “Did you like the toys I made?” Nineva said enthusiastically. “I thought you’d need something to do all day while waiting for me.”

      “Toys are okay,” he said, shrugging. “But I’d really like a sword.”

      “A sword?” She blinked. “Okay.”

      Nineva waved her hand, and upon Wyntier’s hip appeared a long, thin rapier. “There you go. Just don’t stab yourself or anything while I’m gone. Now, come on. Let’s play.”

      Things went on like that, day after day for many years. Nineva crafted him weapons to practice with, and stole books from her father’s library for him. They were books she knew were forbidden for children to read, but Nineva didn’t care if Wyntier read them. She visited him in the nighttime, and they played together until the dawn came and Nineva had to go home.

      Nineva never missed a visit, not even when she was tired or sick. Wyntier came to appreciate her endless devotion to him. Only Wyntiera had shown him so much adoration. Unlike when he was living in the cave, living near Nineva was comfortable. Wyntier found he liked the finer things in life, and Nineva could provide those things easily with her magic. It was like their own perfect, little world.

      But it wasn’t perfect enough for Wyntier. He wanted more, and the past few months had got him thinking. He didn’t just want to be safe anymore. It wasn’t enough to make people fear him in order to keep them away. He wanted everyone to fear him simply because it felt good.

      “I have to go, Nineva.”

      He was older now, nearly ten. The dawn was rising, and he didn’t want to put off his plans any longer. Nineva looked at him, and he said, “I have to go back to Nesting’s Haven.”

      “Why? You can stay here with me,” Nineva said. “We can go anywhere. Do whatever we want. It’ll be just the two of us.”

      “It’s not possible. Not now,” Wyntier said. “I need to get a Changer, and then I need to go to school.”

      “Why do you need to go to school? School is useless,” Nineva said nastily, crossing her arms. “You don’t need to go to school to have power.”

      “I know that, but if I’m in school I can make friends. Build allies. Changers are strong, and I need one so I can be strong, too.”

      “I can be strong for you. My magic is unstoppable,” she said arrogantly.

      “Nineva, don’t you see? If we’re both strong, we can be king and queen! We can rule everything! Isn’t that what you want?”

      Nineva didn’t seem sure. “We have everything we want right here.”

      “It’s not enough. When I’m done I’ll come back and find you, and then we can be together.”

       Nineva crossed her arms. In three years he’d never seen her cry, not even when she’d broken her arm while climbing an elm, or when she’d gotten bitten by a snake hiding in the grass, but she had tears in her eyes now. “You won’t come back.”

      “I will. I’ll never betray you. Never.”

      The tears melted away in Nineva’s eyes. “You’d better not.” She grabbed his hand once again, and kissed his cheek. “I’ll wait for you, Wyntier. I’ll be faithful to you always. Promise.” 

      That was where the memory ended. The forest dissolved, the images faded, and Kennu found himself swirling back into the elusive, ever-changing state of the present.
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      When Kennu opened his eyes he found himself sitting in the cross-legged, upright position he’d held before falling into the memory, Allie tucked comfortably within his legs. By the look on her face she’d seen the memory, too.

      Vixen was back. She was balancing on one of the bedposts, peering down at him foxily.

      “Vera was Wyntiera,” Kennu said instantly. “Wasn’t she?”

      Vixen nodded solemnly. “Wyntiera’s love for her child could not be broken, even in death. She was reincarnated in the Inbetween, and came back to him in another life.”

      “The Inbetween?”

      “Midnightstar,” Allie murmured. “She mentioned it, once. She knows about it.”

      “It is a place without time,” Vixen uttered. “A realm beyond this world, the land between the living and the dead. There, all things are possible.”

      “That’s why Vera was so loyal to Wyntier, why she could never leave him,” Kennu said. “Though she could never understand why.”

      “And Wyntiera’s Changer…” Allie murmured. “That was my mother, wasn’t it? Allyr.”

      Vixen’s gaze was muddled. “Yes. They were the best of friends at Dinkleberry University, when they entered into their next lives. Yet Poppy’s death resulted because of Wynteira’s passing, and Allyr’s death due to Vera’s blind devotion to Wyntier. Vera always was Allyr’s undoing. Their relationship truly unraveled her.”

      “Why didn’t Wyntier notice that Vera was his own mother?” Kennu persisted. “We noticed the similarities. He had to as well.”

      “Wyntier did not, and because of it, treated her worse than his enemies.”

      “Sickening,” Allie said, shaking her head.

      “Before Wyntier began his uprising on Nesting’s Haven, he had to keep his promise to Nineva. He returned, and helped her take revenge on the homeland that had cast her out,” Vixen noted. “He joined up with Malaki Shaman. There, he learned how to make the Black Death, and how to summon the Night Mares.”

      “I know Malaki was able to create the Black Death, but how?” Kennu asked. “Nagli told us that fairies created it, but how could an average fairy have the power to imagine something so awful?”

      “Vixen created the Black Death, child.”

      “You what?!” Allie and Kennu said at the same time.

      Vixen’s gaze was remorseful. “The humans were overwhelming the Lands. Soon they would reach Nesting’s Haven. Vixen had to chase them out, and so, Vixen did. She regrets it. The Black Death has caused much pain and suffering since its darkness left Vixen’s hands. Learn lessons from my mistakes, Kennu. True good can never be attained by the work of something that, at its nature, is wretched and terrible.”

      Allie and Kennu stayed silent, thinking. Vixen stayed just as mute, observing them with a curious stare.

      Something popped into Kennu’s mind, a question that had nagged at him since he’d transformed into the Great One. “Vixen?”

      “Hm?”

      “Did you really not know what was wrong with me?” Kennu asked quietly.

      Vixen paused. “When Vixen was young, she was sick. Very, very sick. She had seizures and was weak, much like Kennu. Yet Vixen transformed sooner, and Kennu was so much worse.”

      Vixen’s face was ashen, mottled with guilt. “Vixen would not give Kennu’s family false hope, nor would she risk alerting the world to the presence of the next Great One before Kennu was able to protect himself. Did Vixen have her suspicions? Yes. But did she believe them? No. No, she did not. She believed you were fated for death, but yet here you are, quite alive.”

      Vixen maneuvered from one bedpost to the next. “Once he graduated, Wyntier began touring the world with Vera, learning about humans, discovering all he could about them. After Malaki Shaman was defeated at the Battle of the Verinian Forest, he tried to start an uprising in Nesting’s Haven, but it failed. He learned that it would take more than time to rewrite history to his own desires. He will not fail again. The young prince knows this.”

      “So how do we stop him?” Kennu asked.

      “Allie and Kennu cannot.”

      “No. That can’t be true,” Allie protested. She hopped out of Kennu’s lap and stared up at Vixen. “After everything we’ve sacrificed, we can’t lose.”

      “The Objigda does not lie. The war will not end by Allie or Kennu’s hands. But it will end by the one who began it.”

      Kennu dropped his head, musing on this statement. Allie’s entire body slumped, as if she’d finally accepted defeat. “Isn’t there anything we can do?” Allie whispered.

      “To defeat Wyntier? No. Yet there is something Allie and Kennu can do to save their friends, if they will accept it,” Vixen said.

      “What? What is it?” Kennu asked.

      Vixen hopped off the bedpost and floated gently down to the bed. “The result of this war does not diminish the threat that humans have upon the Lands and Nesting’s Haven. They will destroy it eventually, no matter who reigns. This is inevitable.”

      “And you’re asking me to stop it? How?”

      “There is only one thing that Kennu can do,” Vixen said. “It’s a thing that no Great One has ever attempted, because it’s an impossible feat. Vixen wasn’t strong enough to do this. But Kennu is.”

      “What is it? I’ll do anything,” Kennu said.

      “Kennu must relocate the Lands and Nesting’s Haven,” Vixen said.

      “Excuse me, but what did you just say?” Allie said, jerking back to life.

      Vixen giggled, as if clarifying her complex idea was similar to explaining what simple words meant to a child. “The universe is made up of many dimensions and other worlds, all hovering around and bouncing into one another.”

      Vixen slapped her hands together several times to demonstrate. “When the last battle ends, it will change the world. Kennu must use his powers to transport the Lands and Nesting’s Haven to another place. He must create another universe.”

      “You’re literally suggesting that Kennu picks up the Lands and Nesting’s Haven and puts it somewhere else,” Allie said flatly. “Do you realize how ridiculous that sounds?”

      “Ridiculous enough to work!” Vixen barked at her.

      “Can I do this?” Kennu asked. “It seems impossible.”

      “Kennu is Kiatana’s son. Kennu’s mother was the only fairy in the Lands who stood a chance of saving her forest from sure death.” Vixen smiled. “If there ever was a Great One who could save us all, it is Kennu. He has suffered in this life and grown triumphant. He was once the sickest and weakest, and now, he has become stronger than us all. Stronger even than Vixen was.”

      Kennu frowned. “Is this the only way?”

      Vixen nodded. Kennu balled his hands into fists, setting them upon his knees. “Okay. Then that’s what I’ll do.”

      “You act as if it’s so simple!” Allie scoffed.

      “Kennu must realize that this task will require you to lose everything,” Vixen added. “Moving the very earth will take all you have. It will require you to give even your Changer. Even your life.”

      Kennu looked at Allie. “Al, I can’t ask you to do this. It’s too much.”

      “I’m not afraid of dying, Kennu. As Dragonstar stood by Vixen, I will stand by you until the bitter end. That’s always how it will be,” she stated.

      “What about Angel? She’s my Changer, too,” Kennu asked.

      “Angel is Kennu’s Changer, but she does not share the bond that Kennu and Allie have grown for years. She must stay behind, and reign as empress,” Vixen said. “She will be the hope for the new world once you complete your task.”

      “But there must always be a Great One. Right?”

      “The cycle continues every one-thousand years. If Kennu is to die, the world will be without a Great One for centuries until the next is born.”

      “Our world can’t be left without a Great One,” Allie said, looking at Kennu.

      “But your world cannot still be attached to this one and expect to survive,” Vixen insisted. “It must go someplace… else.”

      “How do I do it?”

      “It is a magic that is beyond explanation. You will understand when the time is right.”

      “I sure hope so!” Allie screeched. “Otherwise, we’re doomed, I take it!”

      Kennu reached out a hand, to comfort her. “What about the necklaces and the crown? If we’re truly starting over with a new world, Changers shouldn’t be forced to follow orders anymore. We need to destroy them. Can you do that?”

      “The Objigda merely knows all. It cannot perform tasks, only give information,” Vixen responded. “There is a way to destroy these items, but only through great sacrifice by an act of unconditional love. Only love can break the control of tyranny, which was the power used to forge them.”

      “Could you give examples of what we could do?”

      “Vixen could tell Kennu many things, but all of these have to be done with the intent of destroying the items,” Vixen said. “It would take more time than Kennu has.”

      Kennu looked at Allie. “What about getting Allie’s heart back?”

      “There isn’t much point in asking, is there, since I’m going to die while trying to move entire land masses across space and time,” Allie grumped.

      Vixen laughed. “Kennu’s Changer is right. But there is a way to save Allie’s life before the necklaces are destroyed. Kennu must find a Changer willing to give her heart to Allie.”

      “But if we do that, the Changer who gave Allie her heart will die,” Kennu protested.

      “Kennu cannot avoid it. Everywhere he will go, only death awaits.”

      Allie rose up on her back legs. She put her paws on Kennu’s chest, right against his heart. Vixen smiled at the two of them. “Do not fret, dear ones. The bond of friendship runs deep through you, and through the ones you love. Friendship will be what saves us all, in the end.”

      Vixen disappeared, and the black-bound book with the red stains popped up on the bed sheets in her place. Kennu reached forward and grabbed it, putting it into his satchel.

      “For a book that knows everything, it didn’t tell us much,” Allie said. “How do we know it was truthful?”

      “We just have to trust it. The Objigda never lies. It can’t, I don’t think.” Kennu flung the bag around his head and over his shoulder.

      “What do we do now?” Allie jumped off the bed and changed into a griffin.

      “The Objigda said we’d know what to do in every circumstance when the time came, so it doesn’t matter. Let’s just go back home and see if we can join the fight.”

      Allie cackled. “We never go into anything with a plan, do we?”

      “Nope. The Objigda already said we’re going to lose the war, so we might as well wing it.”

      Kennu followed Allie outside, and got on her back for the ride home. The blizzard had stopped. It provided a quiet atmosphere for the two of them to think.

      Kennu didn’t feel scared, though he knew he was going to die while trying to move Nesting’s Haven and the Lands. He only felt intimidated by the unfeasible task before him. Weeks ago he was nothing but a sick boy, unable to even walk on his own. How could anyone believe he could do this?

      “If Wyntier had broken his promise to Nineva and left her long ago, we wouldn’t be in this mess,” Allie complained, breaking the quiet when they’d nearly reached the ocean.

      “He’d have never left her. Not when she’s the source of his power,” Kennu said. “Even with how many allies he made, without Nineva’s magic, he never would’ve gotten his cause off the ground. He probably would’ve died if he hadn’t met her.”

      Kennu thought about Wyntier’s childhood. Wyntier’s quest for power wasn’t something that had come to him later in life. It had started when he was a young child, barely older than he and Allie been when they’d been kidnapped.

      Soran had discovered his grandfather had been a human, but Kennu had forgotten that meant Wyntier had to eat and sleep, something Accompanies didn’t have to do. The inferiority Wyntier must’ve felt while living in Nesting’s Haven must’ve only fueled his hatred, and his rage. It only encouraged the Accompany to prove himself better than everyone, and it had presented catastrophic consequences for the rest of the world.

      Kennu wondered if he felt sorry for Wyntier, pitied him for the awful life he’d had as a child. Kennu searched inside himself, and found his heart devoid of sympathy. He couldn’t feel sorry for Wyntier in the slightest. Many people had horrible childhoods, but they hadn’t turned into monsters. Tragedy and trauma affected thousands everyday, but getting hurt didn’t give anyone an excuse to go hurt other people. Kennu knew the Objigda said he couldn’t do anything to stop Wyntier. But he had to try. Even if it was just a fool’s attempt. He wouldn’t leave his friends and family to fight Wyntier alone.

      “Come on Allie,” he said, leaning down and whispering in her ear. “Let’s go give them an ending to remember.”
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      Soran took down his tent and slung it on the ground next to a wavering palm tree. He wouldn’t need it, where he was going. It wouldn’t be long now. They’d reach Nesting’s Haven within a few hours, and then it would be time to line up. Either he’d have a place to spend the night because they took down Wyntier, or he’d be dead, because there was no way he was leaving Nesting’s Haven again while his father was still in power. No point in carrying around extra supplies that would only waste his energy. He already had to walk fully armored with a sword through the brush.

      The army groaned as it wandered through the thickness of the jungle, covered in sweat and struggling to maneuver around the heavy foliage. Their forces had alternated between flying and walking, to conserve energy and to conceal their position.

      Reagan was still sleeping. Soran allowed her a few more minutes of peace before waking her up. Her eyes fluttered open quickly, as if she hadn’t been sleeping at all.

      Soran wished the human girl wasn’t here. She’d only get herself killed. Keota suggested she stay behind and help Kia with the baby, but Reagan had stubbornly insisted on coming along. Soran knew she couldn’t keep her mind off Kennu. Reagan said if she stayed in Southwild, she’d go crazy waiting for him. She had to do something to help the cause. Even if it meant heading to her doom.

      “Soran!” Zorna’s voice echoed down from the treetops. “Come look!”

      Soran grabbed a couple of low-hanging vines and scrambled up the trunk of the tree Zorna was sitting in. The phoenix pointed with his beak.

      Soran grinned when he saw a large, pink reptile hurtling toward them, a creature ten times the size of any dragon with a wingspan the size of a small village. A fan of poisonous, pink spikes stuck out from behind her head. A dranern. “Melodi!”

      Soran slid down the tree trunk. Zorna followed, landing on the jungle floor the instant Melodi did. One of her large feet crashed by where they were standing. Soldiers scrambled to get out of the way as Melodi cleared the forest brush, using her large teeth to rip up trees. She tossed them to the side like they were nothing more than twigs, peering down at the masses below.

      “Was all that really necessary?” Zorna said from Soran’s shoulder, though he laughed.

      Melodi snorted. “There’s no disguising me, so I thought I’d make an entrance. Wyntier knows you’re on the way. Best to let him know exactly what’s coming for him.”

      “Melodi, what are you doing here? I thought you were back in the Lands,” Soran said.

      Melodi growled. “The time to be sorrowful over Vivienna’s death is over, for now. I must unleash my grief in other ways. Like by taking my revenge.”

      “Yeah!” Soran cheered. “I’m happy you’re here. We really need you.”

      “I’ve come too!” Federin, Daren’s former Changer, was sitting on the top of Melodi’s head and waving at them with one paw. He appeared an ant, from this distance. The hamster slid all the way down the dranern’s back. He spun down her long tail until he bumped into Soran’s boot at the very end, head swimming in a bobble as he came to a stop. “I’ll do what I can to bring down Wyntier!”

      Melodi giggled. The sound was like a dragon bellowing. “I’m sorry, Federin, but there’s not much you can do, being so small.”

      The little hamster chuckled, rubbing his tiny paws together. “My dear, there is more to me than you realize.”

      Federin began to grow. Soran stumbled backwards, his mouth open in shock as the hamster morphed into a terrifying creature, one twice the size of Melodi. His scales were orange, with dark black splotches that matched his former hamster coat, but these spots appeared intimidating, advertising the venomous quality of the monster for miles. Black, leathery wings stood out upon his back, spikes running along the edges of both wings and all along the length of his tail, numbering in the thousands. An orange and black fringe flared outwards as Federin bared his thick fangs, green venom dripping off the tips. It appeared that if you even touched the creature, you’d die of poisoning on contact. He was truly a menacing opponent.

      “Federin!” Soran shouted. “Why didn’t you tell us you could change into a dranern?”

      “I never knew I could until I tried,” Federin said. His meek voice had taken on a deep rumble, the echo of it shaking coconuts off of trees. “I suppose all those years of resting were for something.”

      “Oh…my…” Melodi said, staring at Federin in appreciation, looking him up and down. “Federin.”

      Zorna craned his neck up to look at them. “Woah. That’s going to be loud,” Zorna said. “Like an earthquake.”

      “Zorna!” Soran said sharply. “Focus.”

      Many soldiers in the army were gasping in fear, or running around like their heads were cut off. The soldiers were mindlessly terrified at the threat of these two new monsters prowling about.

      Soran looked around and said, “Uh, guys? Can you change into something that’s not so scary? At least, for now?”

      Melodi didn’t hear him. She was staring at Federin.

      “Di. Melodi. HEY!”

      “What?” Melodi shook her head, broken out of her spell. “Oh! Oh yes, of course.”

      Melodi changed into a jaguar and Federin transformed back into a hamster, plopping back onto her head. The hole they left behind in the jungle was more than a few miles wide.

      “We’ve been looking in the jungle for ages. But after we followed the dranern, it was no trouble at all to find you,” a strange voice said.

      Soran turned. A dark-skinned Accompany and his cheetah Changer emerged from the wreckage the two dranerns had caused. The Accompany was dressed in a long, grass skirt. He had fierce tribal tattoos lacing across his chest and arms, his ears decorated with earrings made of bones. A long spear was clasped tightly in his left hand. His Changer wore red face paint around its eyes and upon its pelt, making the cheetah appear fierce and hungry for blood.

      “Pardon me, but who are you?” Soran asked.

      “I am Musama,” the Accompany said boldly. “I speak for the people of this jungle.”

      “Are you their leader?”

      Musama threw his head back proudly. “We have no leader. Each member of our tribe does as they see fit. I only am here to say what we all have agreed upon.”

      Soran glanced at Zorna before motioning to Musama with his hand. “I’ll take you to Ignus.” 

      Ignus was surrounded by his court in the middle of the army’s camp. Ionan and Keota were with him, fully armored. Angel sat patiently by the old dragon, waiting to don her own silver armor.

      Angel had remained by Ignus’ side, to help lead the army and plan the attack. Soran and Zorna had been with her whenever they weren’t resting. They were pretty good at guessing what Angel wanted, but it took time to decipher what she meant unless she wrote it down. Time was something they wouldn’t have once the battle started.

      When word had spread about Angel being declared empress, all of Southwild had went into a frenzy. The soldiers tip-toed around her as if she was some sort of god, looking upon her with reverence and awe. Before, Angel would’ve been uncomfortable with the whole thing, but in the past few days she’d changed, becoming a creature to look at and respect. She was confident now. If there were any doubts about Angel being royalty, there were none in the minds of her subjects when they gazed upon her now.

      “What is this?” Ignus asked when Musama appeared. “Who is this stranger that enters our camp armed?”

      “His name is Musama. He speaks for his people,” Soran said, spreading his arm wide. “Musama, this is Ignus, lord of Southwild, and Angel, empress of Nesting’s Haven.”

      “Empress?” Musama said, his neck craning towards the griffin. “We have not heard of this.”

      “It’s time you did,” Soran replied. “This is the empress’ rebellion.” Soran’s eyes flickered toward the white griffin. “Angel’s rebellion.”

      “She was only recently ordained,” Ignus said. “Speak. Tell us what you have come to say.”

      Musama stomped the end of his spear into the mud. “Wyntier has devastated Nesting’s Haven. We know his greed will extend into the jungle, if he is not defeated today,” Musama said. “His armies will crush us with little resistance unless we fight back. We have no other choice but to help take down this hellish beast, in order to preserve our way of life.”

      “You’re part of the rebel groups,” Keota said. Prejudice and hatred infected his voice.

      “That is what you call us, though that is not how we view ourselves,” Musama said bluntly.

      “You hate the Council. You’ve spent years trying to overthrow them,” Keota said judgementally. “How can we trust you to help us? You’re not like us, or one of us. You’ll turn on our kind before the fight begins.”

      “We are people of the jungle,” Musama replied. “Our life is this land. We shall not betray those we aid, if their cause benefits our own.”

      “That’s the point. If it benefits you, you’ll stay with us, but if Wyntier offers you a better deal you’ll join him,” Keota said.

      “Keota. Be still,” Ionan snapped. “Let him finish speaking before we pass judgement.”

      Keota opened and closed his mouth like a fish before snapping it shut, glaring at Musama.

      Soran stepped forward. “Why didn’t you join up with Wyntier to overthrow the Council if you hated them so much?”

      “One tyrant is equal to another,” Musama replied. “We do not wish for a king like the one in Nesting’s Haven, or even a lord, as you have in Southwild. We long to be free and govern ourselves.”

      Angel lifted her head. She looked at Soran pointedly, and he said, “I’m sure the empress will let you keep your land. What is more, she’ll even give you ownership of it, if you help her be victorious over Wyntier today.”

      “Why doesn’t she tell me herself?” Musama asked, staring at Angel.

      “She can’t talk,” Soran said defensively. “Her voice doesn’t work.”

      “Are you telepathic? Can you read her mind?” Musama asked.

      “Well, no.”

      “Then how am I supposed to believe that this is what she promises, when she cannot speak?” Musama demanded.

      “I believe we have a solution for you.”

      Two fairies emerged from the brush. One was a female with long, violet hair. The second was a smaller male, thin and wispy in appearance.

      “I am Feiryat, and this is my companion, Lathareil. Midnightstar sent us,” the female fairy said. “She said you had a leader who couldn’t speak. Midnightstar believed you could use our powers to communicate.”

      “You have telepathy?” Soran asked, astounded.

      “We both do. I believe we are the only ones left with the power, now.” Feiryat glanced at Lathareil. “The fairies we knew who had telepathy are all dead, after the toxin was unleashed on the Lands.”

      “My cousin has telepathy,” Soran said. “But I don’t know of any others that do.”

      “The Great One.” Feiryat nodded. “Yes, we’ve heard of him. Is he here?”

      “He’s on other business,” Keota said. “He’ll join us when he is finished.”

      “What other business could be so important that he isn’t here?” Musama demanded.

      “None of yours,” Keota shot back.

      “This argument can be solved easily.” Feiryat glanced at Angel. The two of them held eyes for a moment before the fairy declared, “What the boy says is true. If she wins today, the empress vows to give the tribe full control of the jungle, to govern it as they see fit. Her rule will not interfere with those outside Nesting’s Haven, if she defeats Wyntier.”

      Musama’s eyes flickered to Angel. “We shall see.”

      “Then do we have a deal?” Ignus broke through the conversation, head weaving from Musama to Angel. “Good. Prepare your forces, Sir Musama. If you truly wish to join us, we march immediately on the city.”

      Musama clapped his fist to his chest, heading back into the jungle. The two fairies walked to Angel’s side, each of them flanking a wing.

      “We shall stay with the empress to relay her orders,” Feiryat said, putting a hand on the knife at her side. “If necessary, we will die defending her.”

      “How can we trust you with the empress?” Keota said accusingly. “We don’t know you. You could betray us when we aren’t looking, and murder Angel.”

      Angel shook her head quickly. Xiuhcoatl, who was lurking nearby, emerged from the brush. “Midnightstar did send them,” he added. “I just spoke with her this morning.”

      Feiryat said, “This is no trick. Wyntier’s weapon killed my entire family, and murdered several loved ones of Lathareil’s. We are eager to seek payment for our grief. We will wretch it this twisted fiend, if we have to.”

      “I suppose we have no choice but to trust you,” Ionan said. “Resources are rather short at the moment.”

      “Forward, we go on!” Ignus bellowed, and the army awoke from its uneasy stupor. “Upon Nesting’s Haven, we march!”

      Soran and Zorna scuttled through the army to find Reagan, Melodi and Federin in tow. The human girl appeared more frightened with every step as they traveled through the jungle. Soran wanted to comfort her, but he didn’t know what to say, so he only pressed himself closer to her side as they marched. Soran felt like he had to protect Reagan for Kennu, but he couldn’t keep her alive if she couldn’t defend herself adequately.

      We’re just a bunch of kids, Soran thought. Are we really doing this?

      Ionan and Keota took a quick fly over the masses, to assess the size of the rebel tribespeople Musama had brought. When they landed, Keota jumped off of Ionan’s back with a sour face, looking infuriated.

      “There are many rebels. Far more than Keota and I ever saw in the army,” Ionan informed them.

      “Thousands of them,” Keota spat. “If they turn sides, we’ll be eliminated before we even meet Wyntier.”

      “Uncle Keota, I know you don’t trust the tribe, since you fought against them in the army,” Soran said. “But that was a long time ago, and we need numbers. If they want to fight, let them fight.”

      Musama was marching nearby. Soran watched the Accompany as he stalked through the ferns with his large cheetah. The Accompany gripped his spear tightly and bore his teeth as he walked. His very presence was intimidating. Whatever the rebel had done in the past, Soran was glad Musama was nearby. Very few would chance fighting such a massive, muscular warrior.

      The trees broke, and the city appeared in front of them. Wyntier’s soldiers lined the top of the wall circling Nesting’s Haven, armed with spears and bows. Other soldiers guarded the wall on the outside, waiting to defend the city on the ground.

      There was a large, flat plain they’d have to cross. Wyntier’s arrows would kill many of them before they reached the city wall, and even then, they’d have to breach it before they could enter the city.

      The Southwild army formed into a long line several miles wide at the border of the jungle. Soran gulped, trying to contain his nervousness.

      Melodi and Federin transformed into dranern. The behemoths bellowed fiercely at the opposing army, causing the very earth to crack beneath their claws, spewing venom from their long fangs. Their cry prompted a roar by the Southwild army, each Accompany and Changer screaming their rage at the king who’d taken everything but their will to fight back.

      There was nothing left to sacrifice. Either they would win, or Wyntier would continue his dominion of their world. It was a world many of them would rather die than see continue.

      They waited. And waited. Both sides stared at each other, wondering when the other was going to make a move. Soran shifted uncomfortably, gripping his sword and wishing it would just start already.

      Ignus flew over his army, raising his wings and shouting, “CHARGE!!!”

      The rapturous noise hurt Soran’s ears as they sprinted towards the gates of Nesting’s Haven. Arrows began flying, felling many of the comrades surrounding Soran, but none of them hit him or his friends. Soran swung back his sword and plunged it through the stomach of an Accompany as the two armies met below the wall, killing the soldier with no other thought in his mind but to eliminate Wyntier and survive.

      Reagan was wielding a small sword. She stabbed it into a wolf defending his Accompany twice before whirling on his partner, pushing her opponent to the ground and slamming the blade into his neck. The Southwild soldiers attempted to put up ladders to climb the wall, but were struck down by those on the ground, and those who attempted to fly over were shot down by arrows. The bodies that piled on top of the wall soon grew, so there was little room for fighters on either side to maneuver.

      The battle outside the wall was brutal. Changers tore their enemies to ribbons with their teeth and claws, until their victim resembled nothing more than a mangled, bloody pile of mush and bone. Accompanies used their weapons with so much force, their blades and spears broke. They resorted to ripping each other apart with their bare hands, using their super strength to tear off limbs and heads. Unicorns impaled enemies on their horns. Dragons barreled toward the entrance at full speed, spewing fire from their mouths and tearing soldiers in half with the strength of their jaws. There was no hesitation to kill, no mercy.

      Melodi and Federin had taken longer to get across the field than the others, due to their massive weight and slow, lumbering strides, but now that they were here it was clear to Wyntier’s soldiers that they were the worst contenders to deal with. The arrows pinged off of them like useless twigs as they continued their charge on Nesting’s Haven’s doors, tackling the walls full force.

      Accompanies and Changers went flying through the air as the two dranern brought down large sections of the wall, ripping the stones away piece by piece and allowing the Southwild soldiers to stream into the city. Soran stabbed an Accompany through the chest and pulled Reagan out of the way as a boar attempted to skewer them both. Zorna set it ablaze, his phoenix form glowing with a fire brighter than Soran had ever seen. They kicked the screaming, burning creature away before shoving aside a few crumbling stones, crawling over the debris the dranern left behind. They were inside.

      The battle for Nesting’s Haven had begun. 
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      Soran thought there’d be some sort of organization, but there wasn’t. All that existed was chaos. The shouting died in his ears and became white noise as he hacked away at anyone who was wearing Wyntier’s colors. Eventually, it got to the point where Soran attacked anyone who was attacking him. The army scattered until there were soldiers everywhere, filling the city streets. Soran fought back as best he could, trying to keep up with his companions as they attempted to force their way toward Wyntier’s castle. Zorna flew above him as a phoenix, roasting the enemies in front of him to create a clear path for his Accompany.

      When Soran paused for just for a second to catch his breath, his heart broke. The city that he’d grown up in was unrecognizable. The buildings were being torn down by dragons and the dranern, and bloody bodies littered the cobblestone. If he didn’t know he was in Nesting’s Haven, he’d never be able to recognize his home. The Southwild army was destroying it.

      Soran stopped fighting, and he lowered his sword.

      “Soran, what are you doing?” Zorna cried.

      “I can’t do this! I don’t want to fight for an army that’s demolishing Nesting’s Haven!” Soran screamed.

      “It’s already done, Soran! Wyntier’s ruined it!” Zorna shouted. “If you want to save what’s left, we have to take it back!”

      Soran’s temper burst. With a cry of rag  he threw himself into the fray, cutting down three soldiers at once with the swing of his sword. Red veiled his eyes as blood splattered onto his face, butchering Changer and Accompany alike in his stead. When he finally ceased to slaughter, he looked back and saw that he’d cleared the city street, and left a trail of bodies in his wake.

      His stomach churned. Soran held back a wave of nausea.

      Reagan had struggled to keep up while Soran was lost in his anger. She was sobbing, her arms wrapped tightly around her stomach. There was a large cut on her face and blood on her armor, but she didn’t look badly injured.

      Reagan was pretty tough, and she’d held up at the battle of Southwild, but this was different. This fight was something worse, a battle for their very right to exist. She didn’t look like a soldier. All she appeared to be was a scared human, caught in the middle of a fight that wasn’t hers.

      “Soran, I can’t do this,” she said, completely breaking down. “I… I just can’t.”

      He didn’t hesitate to react. “Come on.”

      Soran grabbed Reagan by the arm and dragged her to a nearby house. He opened the door and tossed her inside just before one of Wyntier’s soldiers gutted her.

      Soran was able to parry the soldier away. He dealt a quick, ending blow to her neck before turning back to Reagan.

      “Stay here, okay?” Soran said. “When the battle’s over I’ll come back and get you.”

      “Okay,” Reagan said in a frightened voice. She shut the door and locked it. Soran didn’t feel comfortable leaving her there, as the dragons and dranern weren’t bothering to check the houses before they demolished them, but there was no where else to hide her and he didn’t have a choice in the matter. Inside was the only place that was slightly safe.

      His arm throbbed as the battle continued. By midday the Southwild army reached Wyntier’s castle. The breaking of stone could be heard as Melodi and Federin stampeded through the structure, sending bricks scattering as if they were toy blocks.

      Within minutes, the two dranern had reduced the castle into little more than dusty rubble, crushing fragments of stone into powder beneath their large feet. As they searched the ruins, it became clear that Wyntier was not there.

      “Where do we go? Who do we fight?” Zorna asked, confused as his head turned from side to side.

      “Melodi’s looking for Nineva, and wherever she is, Wyntier’s gotta be with her,” Soran said. “We find him, and kill him. It’s time to end this thing.”

      

      Angel ordered the soldiers to check all of the nearby houses around the castle to make sure Wyntier wasn’t hiding in any of them. Keota looked around for a residence to search, until one house in particular caught his attention. It was gray and dilapidated, the second story collapsing onto the first. The house was covered in ivy and vines. Keota told Ionan to wait outside and entered the building with his sword at the ready,

      The house hadn’t been occupied for years, long before Wyntier came to power. Dust covered the furniture, and some of the items were dated from a time when Keota was a child. A melancholy, weeping air hung about the place, creeping upon Keota and whispering in his ear that it was wrong for him to be here.

      Keota felt he should forget this place, and move on. He was certain that he was the first one who’d entered the home in years. But even though he knew Wyntier wasn’t hiding here, he didn’t want to leave.

      Keota checked all the rooms on the lower level before moving onto the second floor carefully. The roof was ripped off the building here, creating an exposure where he could see Ionan waiting below.

      “We used to play here all the time as kids.”

      Startled, Keota whirled around. He pointed his sword at an Accompany standing in the doorway. She was draped in a gray dress, and her hands were folded in front of her. It was the white-haired Accompany, the same one who’d trapped him in the Coliseum.

      “This was my house, Keo,” the white-haired Accompany whispered. “Don’t you remember?”

      “I’ve told you before. I don’t know you.” Keota gripped his sword with both hands, holding it out in front of him. “Stay back. I don’t want to hurt you.”

      “It’s me. Your Luce. Luciana.” The Accompany begged him to remember, but of course, he could not. The spell had gone too far.

      “I don’t know your name!” he bellowed. “Why do you keep following me? Why do you insist I know you? You mean nothing to me!”

      She closed her eyes. Tears trickled down her cheeks. “Of course. My magic is too strong. I shouldn’t have tried so hard to make you forget. I only made it so you can’t remember.”

      A roar resounded from a short distance away, and Keota searched for his Changer. In the city streets below Ionan was warring with another dragon, a long, thin one with black scales. The dragons wrestled, using their teeth to rip out chunks of flesh, digging their claws in beneath the other’s scales and pulling hard. Ionan couldn’t move his bulk around quick enough to outsmart the other dragon. The black one was clearly the better fighter.

      “Call your Changer off. Don’t let him hurt Ionan,” Keota begged. He took a step toward Luciana, his sword still up.

      Luciana gave him a watery, helpless expression. “I cannot.”

      “You and your Changer don’t have to do this. You can help us fight Wyntier. Think of your son,” Keota insisted.

      “I am thinking of my son.” She took a deep breath. “I wanted you to be the one to do it. Sorry, Keo.”

      Keota stabbed out his weapon as she attacked him, but Luciana side-stepped the blade easily as if doing a graceful dance, grabbing his wrist and twisting the weapon out of his hand so it fell to the floor. Keota tried punching the side of her head in order to knock her out, but she avoided that blow too, ducking underneath his arm and giving a sharp chop to his neck.

      Keota cried out. He tried hitting her again, but to no avail. Each movement she made was beautiful and intricate, her dress billowing around her as she dodged Keota’s offenses.

      Keota managed to grab hold of her wrists. They tussled for a moment, each of them trying to gain the upper hand. Keota slammed her into the wall and Luciana kicked back, hurtling them both into the door.

      They staggered into the hallway. Her strength was equal to his, and they made holes in the wall as they tossed their bodies from left to right, Luciana attempting to subdue him, and Keota was flailing to get away.

      They hovered at the edge of the stairs. Keota finally managed to slip out of her grasp. She flew out a hand to wrap around his neck. Instinctively, he grabbed Luciana by the shoulders and tossed her down the stairs.

      Thump thump thump. Luciana’s body made a clunky noise as it tumbled downward. Luciana somersaulted backwards and her neck slammed against the very last stair. It gave a savage crack, and that was it.

      Luciana laid posed, her legs sprawled in different directions, arms over her head. Her tiny mouth was open, pale, pink eyes staring blissfully into oblivion.

      Now that its caster was dead, the fader magic broke. Keota looked onwards from the top of the stairs, face confused, as if someone had come along and smacked him alongside the head with a hammer.

      Dazed, he blinked once or twice before calling, “Luce?”

      When she didn’t answer, he jumped down the stairs. “LUCE!”

      Keota picked her body up in his arms, cradling it against his chest. Her broken neck hung limply off his elbow, and he cried, “Luciana! Luce, get up! No. No, no, no...”

      He shook her, expecting to see some sort of light in her pale eyes, or the ghost of the sad smile he was used to, but Luciana kept the same gaping expression. She was far away, unreachable by the friend who loved her.

      “Luce, come on. Come on,” he muttered, shaking her harder. “You can get through this. You’ve been through worse. Come on.”

      Her body was already turning cold. Keota could feel her temperature cooling against his skin. He knew what that meant… he’d been in many wars, he’d seen death. But this death was one he could not accept.

      Could never accept.

      Keota dropped his head. He buried it in Luciana’s shoulder, clutching the limp girl to him. He began to moan, his grief erupting out of him in agonizing sounds that emitted from the very core of his past. “My best friend. I killed my best friend.”

      When Keota came out of the house carrying her, her arms splayed out like one of a fallen angel. Ionan and Rex had long since stopped fighting. Ionan shook his head, waking from some horrible dream. Rex stared onwards as Keota kneeled in front of him, laying Luciana on the ground before him.

      “Lu... Luciana.” Rex shifted his Accompany with the tip of his nose, expecting her to wake. When she did not, Rex gave a mournful roar. He spread his wings, crying out his pain to the heavens above. As tears poured from the dragon’s eyes he sprang into the air and carried himself away from the battle, leaving Luciana’s body behind. The Changer gave wails of torment like none ever heard before in heaven or in hell as he ran away from the only one who’d been keeping him tied to this world.

      That was the last time anyone in Nesting’s Haven saw Rex Morris.

      Ionan returned his attention to Keota. The Accompany was on his hands and knees, beating the cobblestone, and screaming his devastation.

      Ionan allowed him a few moments of grief before he put the tip of his tail on Keota’s shoulder, saying, “Keota, come. We must rejoin the fight.”

      “I don’t want to fight. I murdered my best friend.” Keota’s voice was rugged and thick. “I want to die.”

      “Don’t say such things. This isn’t over.”

      “How can you be so heartless?” Keota said harshly, and Ionan pulled his tail away. “Ionan, always the methodical one. All you care about is winning. You don’t care who gets hurt!”

      “Rex and Luciana were my friends as well!” Ionan growled angrily. “But I will not allow my sorrow to poison what little is left to save!”

      “Good for you, because I have,” Keota said bitterly. He reached out a hand, stroking Luciana’s hair.

      “Keota, you cannot give up. Think of your wife, your son, your infant daughter!” Ionan protested. “There is still much you have to hold onto!”

      “My best friend is dead, and you’re thinking about everyone else!” Keota shouted. “I don’t need you lecturing me right now, Ionan! Just stand aside and shut up!”

      Twenty-nine years of unwavering devotion couldn’t keep Ionan chained to his Accompany any longer.

      “I know you cared deeply for Luciana, and I am sorry you lost her,” Ionan rumbled quietly. “But there are other people that we need to fight for.”

      Sweeping away, Ionan left him.
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      Reagan could hear the clash of steel and shouts of war from inside the house. She pressed herself against the wall to remain unseen. After a time, the soldiers quieted on the street the house was on, either because they were dead or because they had moved on to other areas.

      Reagan breathed a sigh of relief and peeked outside before pulling away from the wall. She looked around the house for a better place to hide if Wyntier’s soldiers were to return before Soran did.

      The entire house was dark, filled with cobwebs and sacked of valuables. The family that lived here must’ve fled the city a long time ago. Reagan noticed what looked like a human skull lying on a side table by the wall. She shuttered, clutching her sword and moving onward.

      An eerie rocking resonated throughout the empty mansion. Reagan froze when she realized there was someone else inside the house with her. She listened closely, and determined the sound to be one of a rocking chair, swaying back and forth upon old, creaky wood. The rocking slowed, then grew faster and faster, seemingly of its own accord.

      Maybe it’s a ghost, Reagan thought, shivering. Certainly no one would be stupid enough to stick around and sit in a rocking chair with the battle outside, right? What would be worse, for the house to be haunted, or for a soldier to be hiding in here, waiting for Reagan to find him?

      The sound was coming from the living room. Reagan steeled her courage and prepared to leap out from around the corner, to surprise whoever was there.

      Reagan almost fell over when she saw it was her mother. She was sitting in the rocking chair with an infant in her arms, swinging back and forth.

      Miriam didn’t seem surprised that her daughter was there. However, she appeared oddly out of place in the darkness. Her hair was tangled and in knots around her head, dress ripped and stained with a combination of dirt and blood.

      The baby she was holding appeared well and clean, though seeing him in her mother’s arms disturbed Reagan. Her first thought was to get the child away from Miriam. Immediately.

      “Do you like him? He’s your half-brother,” Miriam cooed. Her voice was odd. Distant. Only something a demented person could create. “Nathanial is his name. He has beautiful hazel eyes. Just like you.”

      “Mom.” Reagan didn’t bother to ask what her mother was doing here… it was obvious by the crazed look in the woman’s eyes she didn’t know. “You led me right into a trap, Mom.”

      “Don’t be overdramatic,” Miriam said, attempting false cheer with a smile. “It wasn’t that bad.”

      “Mom, how could you?” Reagan asked, choked.

      “They wouldn’t have hurt you, honey. Wyntier promised that if I led your friends to him, he would do you no harm.”

      “Did you really believe him?” Reagan whispered.

      “Of course I did! I suppose you think I’m a horrible mother, right?” Miriam snapped. “After all, I’m always the bad guy in your eyes.”

      “Mom, do you really have to go there?” Reagan asked. She covered her forehead with one hand, on the verge of tears. 

      “I had to do what was best to protect my child,” Miriam insisted. “Wyntier’s going to win. There’s no way to oppose him in this new world he’s building. I had to find some way to make sure you’d be safe when your friends lost the war.”

      Reagan swallowed. “No, Mom. You didn’t care about me. You were only concerned about protecting your relationship.”

      Miriam rolled her eyes. “Whatever, Reagan. You know it all.”

      “He was going to kill Kennu! Mom, you knew I liked him! I told you!”

      “There are more important things than a teenage crush,” Miriam said harshly.

      “Mom, I love him!”

      “Reagan, be reasonable.” Miriam shook her head and let out a skeptical noise. “He’s just a boy.”

      Her mother was getting agitated. Reagan glanced at the baby. Nathanial was babbling, and clutching at the air with both hands.

      “I… I want to see the baby,” Reagan said. “Can…can I see him?”

      Miriam’s irritated demeanor faded away. “Of course you can.” She handed the baby to her daughter, and Reagan cradled the child against her side. He really did have her eyes.

      Miriam screamed shrilly as a shadow rose from the darkness. Unforeseen, Moorock sprung from the corner of the room, holding a long butcher knife and grinning toothily. Miriam fell out of the rocking chair, crawling away to save her own life as Moorock bore down upon the teenage girl in front of him. He wasn’t himself. He was the monster. The rapist. The killer.

      Reagan’s reaction was more out of shock than anything else. She jumped, and turned around as Miriam screamed, clutching Nathanial tightly in one hand and holding the sword in front of her with the other.

      Moorock ran right into it. The blade cut through skin and muscle. It buried up to the hilt in his middle.

      Moorock yelped in what was not pain, but utter shock. Reagan grabbed the blade again and wrenched it out of his body. As she did so the blade created a large tear, revealing an empty, red space underneath. Accompanies, it seemed, had no digestive organs.

      But they had plenty of blood. It spilled out of Moorock, swelling onto the floor in large puddles. Moorock collapsed, flopping like a fish while Miriam screamed and screamed.

      “You killed him!” Miriam cried in a deranged state, clutching at her hair and ripping it out at the roots. “You killed him!”

      “Mom, get out of here,” Reagan ordered. She pointed the sword at her mother and backed into the wall. “Now.”

      Miriam fled the mansion. Reagan waited until Moorock had ceased twitching before she fled to one of the bedrooms in the house. She locked the door behind her and slid down the wall in a crouched position, holding the baby close.

      Nathanial was crying, and had been since she’d stabbed Moorock. Reagan felt herself totter somewhere between shock and detached delirium.

      “Ssh, ssh,” Reagan said frantically, trying to calm the baby. “Please stop crying, please stop crying. You’re safe now, I promise, but we won’t be if you don’t be quiet. Please, please.”

      Reagan bounced the baby up and down on her knees, and the boy eventually ceased his tears. Reagan rocked him back and forth as their dead father lay immobile in a pool of his own demise just a few feet down the hall. 
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      “Where do we start?” Allie cried, circling above the city. The battle was massive. There were so many soldiers, it was hard to tell where Wyntier could be hiding.

      “Down there,” Kennu said, pointing to where the old temple once stood. “Might as well just hammer them where we can.”

      Allie followed his instructions, diving downward at a miraculous speed toward an infantry belonging to Wyntier. Kennu jumped off her back and Changer and Accompany fought, tearing down each foe that stood before them. They were outnumbered, but it was clear they had the advantage. Kennu blasted away each of the soldiers away in his path with his light magic while Allie ripped apart those he missed with her talons and beak.

      Finally, there were only two soldiers left in the area, both of whom were shaking in their boots as Kennu and Allie rounded on them.

      “Terami, fight them!” the Accompany said, pointing a shaking spear at his opponents.

      “I don’t want to! I don’t want to fight for Wyntier anymore!” the Changer protested, quivering in fear at Kennu’s presence. The Changer started backing away, shaking its head.

      “I command you to fight! Kill him!” the Accompany ordered.

      At the order, the creature had no choice. The Changer sprung upwards, jaw aiming for Kennu’s throat.

      Kennu lifted his hand and blasted the animal away. It skidded against the ground, a look of regret crossing over its face before it died. Before it passed away Allie leapt upon his Accompany and tore his throat out, as punishment for being so cowardly.

      “We can’t win, Allie,” Kennu said. “Not with all these Changers being forced to follow orders. Not everybody is as strong as we are.”

      “There are too many of them,” Allie agreed. “We have to destroy the items, now.”

      “Kennu! Down here!”

      The Great One glanced at his feet. He cried out with joy as he saw two little ferrets scuttling toward him, one brown and one orange.

      “How’d you guys get here?” Kennu asked, crouching down and smiling at Pumpkin and Martin.

      “We got away from Cameliyon, for now,” Martin said breathlessly. “You need to stop her. She’s using her powers to kill everyone.”

      “That black water of hers is unstoppable,” Pumpkin added. “She’s not far away. We can take you to her, if you hurry.”

      “Hey!”

      A broad smile crossed Kennu’s face when he saw his cousin and Zorna sprinting towards them. “Hi! Soran, Zorna, look who I found!”

      “Pumpkin! Martin!” Zorna cheered in elation. As the dear friends reunited, Soran turned to his cousin and asked, “Did you destroy those items yet?”

      “The only thing that can is an act of great sacrifice, but it has to be done with the intention of breaking their magic,” Allie said. “We haven’t quite figured it out.”

      “What about your heart?” Zorna pressed. Allie didn’t answer.

      “I’m sorry, guys, but we’ve got bigger problems right now. We can handle that mess later,” Martin babbled quickly. “Let’s go.”

      Pumpkin and Martin scampered in the other direction, leading the way. They charged up the hill where the temple once stood and past the torches that held incense and oil, some of which were still burning.

      At the edge of the cliff, Cameliyon had her hand spread over Nesting’s Haven. Black water gushed like a waterfall from her fingertips. Anyone below who touched the water died, whether they were Wyntier’s soldiers or Southwild’s. It appeared that Cameliyon did not care who she killed, only received joy in the act of murder itself. She grinned as she watched her destruction take hold over the city.

      “Cameliyon!” Zorna screamed, beating his wings furiously.

      The Accompany turned around. Her pink hair streamed behind her as she said, “Hello, friends. Oh, wait.” She laughed. “We’re not friends anymore, are we?”

      “Cameliyon, stop what you’re doing,” Soran pleaded. “It’s not right.”

      “Shut up, Soran, or you’ll be the first one I kill!” Cameliyon shrieked. “I was thinking of eliminating Zorna first, you know, since it’d make it worse for you, but you’ve really been getting on my nerves.”

      “You’re not going to hurt any of them. Not while I’m here,” Kennu said, taking a step forward.

      “I’m really scared,” Cameliyon said, rolling her eyes and laughing. “I told you I could take you any day. It’s about damn time we had a real match.”

      “If it’s a fight you want, Cameliyon, then you’re gonna get one hell of a fight,” Kennu said, raising his hands. Beams of light emitted from his palms like beacons, shooting into the sky.

      Cameliyon blew a curly lock of hair out of her eyes. “Child’s play.”

      Black tidal waves rose behind Cameliyon as she lifted her arms, raging with all the fury of the ocean. She cast them forward. The waves rolled toward Kennu, promising to engulf and drown whatever was in their path.

      Kennu put his palms together and his light spread, gleaming like the sun and encompassing the wave. The water evaporated at its touch.

      Cameliyon’s mouth fell open in shock, and she took a step back. She sent thin streams of water at Kennu, but he blasted away each one before they came close to reaching him.

      Cameliyon became desperate. The black water came rushing out of her fingers as she sent wave after waver of magic at the Great One. Kennu flicked them all away, advancing closer on Cameliyon with each shot.

      Cameliyon tried fighting dirty and sending jets of black water towards Allie to distract him, but Kennu threw up his arms and a great, golden force field generated, circling his friends and protecting them from Cameliyon’s magic.

      Cameliyon tried to create black rain that fell from the sky, a dark, spinning waterspout, and another typhoon, yet none of it did her any good. The water refused to touch him, or ever draw near with the great halo that protected its champion. Kennu was simply better.

      With a final wave of his arm, Kennu swept the light upward. It hit Cameliyon in the gut. She tumbled backwards and rolled on the ground, coughing. Cameliyon sat on her knees, holding her stomach. Kennu ventured closer.

      “Don’t,” she gasped. “Don’t kill me.”

      “I won’t kill you, Cameliyon. That’s not who I am,” Kennu said.

      “Kennu, stop being such a pansy!” Allie shouted.

      “No! Don’t kill her! Please!”

      Pumpkin was begging. The tiny ferret crawled to Cameliyon, plopping herself in front of her Accompany. “I know she’s done wrong, but keep her alive! I couldn’t handle it if she died.”

      “That’s not my decision to make,” Kennu responded. He looked skyward. Angel was descending, two fairies by her side. His friends cheered, save for one… Martin was staring up at the griffin in awe, his eyes large in adoration, as if she was the only Changer who existed in the world.

      The empress landed. She turned a cold eye upon Cameliyon. I see you’ve captured her. Well done, my Accompany.

      “Changers are supposed to be our servants. Not our leaders,” Cameliyon hissed, glaring at the empress.

      That might have been the way of the old world. But it is no longer the way of the new one, Angel responded. Kennu repeated her words, and Cameliyon scowled.

      “Someone should kill you,” Cameliyon said, glaring at the empress. “Before you ruin everything.”

      “You cannot kill the empress. The Great One will stop you easily,” one of the fairies replied blatantly.

      A nasty smile came upon the girl’s face. “I can’t kill her, but there’s someone who can try!” Cameliyon bellowed maniacally. “Martin, I order you to assassinate the empress!”

      No! Angel gasped.

      Martin growled. He shook his head fiercely, trying to ignore the command, but his attempts were futile. His body changed into a large mountain lion against his will. He started stalking toward her, his attempts to pull away in vain.

      “I’m sorry Angel, I…” Martin groaned. “I can’t stop.”

      “We’ll take care of this one easily,” the male fairy said, pulling a blade from his sheath.

      No! I order you not to harm him! Angel said as Martin proceeded toward her. He struggled against the command the nearer he got, but the curse forced him to keep going.

      “But, my lady…”

      I said no!

      Angel loved Martin. She couldn’t hurt him, or allow anyone to hurt him. Not even if he tried to hurt her. Kennu and the others were stuck… they couldn’t stop Martin without killing a friend. They were all immobile, unsure of what to do.

      All save for Pumpkin.

      “Cameliyon! Take back your order!” the ferret cried, whirling upon her Accompany.

      “No!” Cameliyon’s response was venomous, hateful. She was eager to watch the spectacle. It gave her pleasure to see people she’d once cared for struggle to make the decision on whether to murder one friend or the other.

      “Take it back!” Pumpkin threatened, bearing her small teeth.

      “Never!”

      Pumpkin launched herself upon Cameliyon’s face, clawing at it with her tiny nails and biting down hard with her sharp little fangs. Cameliyon screamed, scrambling to grab Pumpkin as the ferret mangled her pretty face. The Accompany finally got her, tearing the ferret away from her mottled flesh.

      As Cameliyon’s fingers encircled her torso, Pumpkin gave a definitive, scared look toward Kennu’s satchel, where the items were. With both hands, Cameliyon twisted. 
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      Cameliyon realized what she’d done seconds too late. She opened her hands slowly. Pumpkin’s broken little body was mangled in her palms, her spine snapped.

      “Pumpkin?” Cameliyon brought the little ferret to her face and pressed the Changer’s body against her cheek, beginning to sob. “Pumpkin.”

      The order forcing Martin to attack Angel stopped working. Martin turned around. He changed back into a ferret, face falling in horror as he watched his Accompany clutch his twin tenderly. His breath hitched in his throat, and the ferret began quivering.

      “Pumpkin…” he whimpered. “Oh, Pumpkin…”

      “Ah!” Allie launched forward. Her eyes were squinted shut, beak open in a silent cry of pain. She staggered, taking a few weak steps before she buckled completely, her legs giving out from under her.

      “Allie! Allie, what’s wrong?” Kennu rushed to her side, kneeling by the griffin.

      “The magic of the necklace,” she gasped. “It’s… gone.”

      Kennu moved aside the feathers on Allie’s chest. The necklace she wore was blackened and burnt. He rapidly withdrew the crown and the other necklace from his satchel and found them both destroyed, the necklace in the same state as its twin, and the crown withered, the metal curled inwards on itself.

      Pumpkin’s sacrifice to save her brother had destroyed the power of the necklaces and the crown. Martin wasn’t forced to obey his Accompany’s orders. The curse no longer held. The Changers were finally free.

      Yet the cost came at Allie’s life.

      “Fix her heart!” Zorna wailed.

      “I need something to replace it with!” Kennu screamed, on the verge of losing his mind. “I have nothing! The Objigda said the only way was for another Changer to give her his heart!”

      “Kennu…” Allie’s eyes were dimming. She shut them, taking a last breath of life.

      Tears sprung from Angel’s blue eyes. She shook her head furiously, pounding her feet into the ground and unable to accept this cruel trick of fate. When Martin looked at her, his eyes flashed back to his sister, and he made a decision.

      “Take it!” Martin cried. “Take my sister’s heart!”

      “What?” Kennu glanced upwards, barely able to hear the Changer’s words over the sound of his impending loss.

      “Do it! She’d want it this way!” Martin cried. He ran to Cameliyon. Soran followed, feeling he needed to do something. The girl was still clutching onto Pumpkin. She held her away from the two boys.

      “You’re not ruining her,” Cameliyon said tearfully. “She’s mine.”

      “Give her to me,” Soran said nastily. He grabbed Pumpkin’s body and ripped her away, pushing Cameliyon to the ground. The girl sat up and sobbed as Soran handed Pumpkin’s body gently to Kennu. The Great One took it, and stared at the dead ferret in his paws.

      “Do it now, Kennu. We can’t waste anymore time,” Soran said.

      Kennu held Pumpkin in one hand, and hovered the other over Allie’s body. His golden light flashed, and Kennu’s friends had to look away as a beam of sun created a dome around him and the two Changers. It was impossible to see anything that was going on inside the shimmering force field. They hovered on the edge of anticipation, faces anxious as the light disappeared.

      Kennu was still holding Pumpkin, but now the ferret had a tiny, thin scar along the length of her body.

      Allie’s eyes fluttered open. She shook her head fairly as she said, “Kennu...?”

      Kennu put a hand upon Allie’s chest. Underneath his touch, he could feel Pumpkin’s heart beating strongly. He smiled, and the group fell upon each other, hugging each other in a combination of elation and loss as Allie rose to her feet, once again strong.

      Kennu set Pumpkin down before Martin. The Great One dropped his gaze before saying, “I’m so sorry you lost her. But thank you, for what you gave up. She saved all of us.”

      Martin’s body drooped. Slowly, with tears welling in his eyes, he sunk his face into his sister’s fur.

      Angel changed into an ermine. She waddled to his side and pressed herself against him. The ferret took comfort in her touch, leaning back into her fur as he cried silently.

      “The prophecy,” Allie said breathlessly. “We got it wrong. It wasn’t about if Angel and I were the twins to side with good or evil, or if Pumpkin and Martin were. It was about all four of us. The Changers bound to one Accompany. Whatever side all of us were on would win, and we all chose good.”

      “Look!” Zorna said, pointing with his wing to the battle below. The kids rushed to the edge of the cliff and saw that the soldiers wearing Wyntier’s colors were running for their lives, trying to escape the onslaught of Southwild’s forces. With the Changers no longer being forced to follow orders, Wyntier’s side was done.

      It was done.

      Then Cameliyon let out an eager, relieved cry. Wyntier had joined them on the opposite side of the cliff, Nineva faithfully by his side. The witch appeared mildly frustrated, like the entire battle had been nothing but a mere annoyance to her.

      Wyntier, however, was no longer cool nor collected. He was at a place beyond fury, wrath and outrage. It was plain to see in his eyes the Accompany only desired sick, venomous violence. He couldn’t believe… nor could he accept… that he had lost.

      At the sight of his enemy, Kennu no longer felt scared, or reminded of his dark past. He only felt victorious.

      “Give up, Wyntier!” Kennu cried. “There’s no point in fighting anymore. We won.”

      “I’ll never give up,” Wyntier hissed. “I won’t stop until I’ve made this world my own!”

      “Are you blind, you fool? You have no army!” Allie shouted. “No allies, no power! All you have left is that witch!”

      Nineva’s eyes darkened, and Soran noticed someone was missing.

      “Daren. Where’s Daren?” Soran asked boldly. “I know he’s always with you. Where’d you send him?”

      “Daren is dead,” Nineva said blandly. “He attempted to defeat the dranern, and his magic proved too much for him.”

      “I don’t believe you,” Soran snarled.

      “See for yourself.”

      Nineva waved her hand in the hair, and out from it appeared something gruesome. Daren’s dismembered head fell on the ground and rolled toward Soran, the burned, twisted visage of his injured face creating a grisly picture.

      Soran turned around and began dry-heaving. Zorna changed into a griffin, hustling to his side and attempting to calm him.

      “We attempted to gather up the pieces, but the magic exploded him to bits. All that was really left was his head,” Nineva said, shrugging.

      “Wyntier!”

      Cameliyon’s voice was a miserable, desperate shriek. She crawled to the defeated king on her hands and knees, a complete mess. Wyntier wrinkled his nose as she clung to his coat, beside herself.

      “Wyntier, I’m so glad you’re here. I need you,” she sobbed.

      “Get ahold of yourself. You’re an embarrassment to me,” Wyntier snapped, tearing his coat away.

      Cameliyon gazed upwards, stunned. “Wyntier, I killed my Changer. I killed Pumpkin,” she blubbered. “I… I didn’t mean to, but I did.”

      “Why would it bother me that you murdered the little rodent?” Wyntier noted nastily.

      “I thought you would comfort me!” Cameliyon’s expression was one of complete shock. “I thought you loved me!”

      Nineva’s eyes flickered to her husband. Wyntier swallowed and said, “I never gave you any indication those were my feelings towards you.”

      “That’s not true! You said sweet things to me! You made love to me!”

      “What?” Nineva finally seemed affected by something that had happened. She rounded on her husband, who had turned pale. She asked, “Is this true?”

      “Yes, Nineva! He made love to me! Many times!” Cameliyon yelled venomously. “All those times he wasn’t with you, he was with me!”

      “That doesn’t matter. I don’t love you, girl.” Wyntier’s words were cruel, putting an ocean of distance between the two of them. “I merely used you for my own pleasure and gain. You never meant a single thing to me. You were merely a way to fulfill my own wishes.”

      Cameliyon’s mouth quivered. “You don’t… love me?”

      “No. I don’t even like you, you spoiled, disgusting brat. You could die today and it wouldn’t concern me,” Wyntier sneered.

      Pumpkin’s death had derailed Cameliyon. But Wyntier’s admission of his true feelings snapped her sanity in half completely. The girl stared at the ground, unable to believe it, before getting shakily to her feet. She glanced at the body of her dead Changer, recognizing the grief of the Changer she had that was still alive.

      Worst of all was the pity on the faces of the people she’d once considered her dearest and closest friends.

      The gravity of her actions over the past year finally slammed into Cameliyon. She staggered toward one of the incense holders. She grabbed the bowl of oil that sat atop of it and poured it over her head, soaking herself.

      When the entire vat was drained she tossed it aside and grabbed one of the matches resting within the incense holder. 

      Soran looked up. He was on his hands and knees, and there was spittle on his face from when he was throwing up. His whole body quivered.

      “Cameliyon, don’t,” Soran whispered. “Please. I still…”

      Cameliyon lit the match. The fire rapidly took to the oil, and Cameliyon wailed in agony as the flames began consuming her body, licking up her flesh.

      While she was still in control of her movements Cameliyon ran toward the end of the cliff and threw herself off the edge, screaming like a ghostly siren. Cameliyon fell through the air as a beacon, tumbling downwards in a fiery inferno.

      Her wails didn’t cease until after her burning vessel slammed into the rocky oblivion below.

      “CAMELIYON!” Martin screamed his Accompany’s name over and over, trapped in a cursed state of suffering. The loss of his sister and his Accompany, both in one day, was enough to drive the Changer mad. He tried leaping forward, to throw himself off the cliff after Cameliyon, but Angel jumped upon his back. She turned him over so he was forced to look at her.

      Martin, don’t do it! Don’t go! Angel cried. I need you here! I love you!

      Martin couldn’t hear her, but the meaning of her words as he stared into her eyes transcended verbal communication. Martin quieted somewhat, but his tears and flailing didn’t cease. Angel held him down, keeping eye contact.

      Throughout the spectacle, Wyntier hadn’t made a move to show he cared. He was staring at Nineva. The witch’s red lips were quivering. A single tear dripped down her arched cheekbones.

      “You told me you’d be faithful,” Nineva noted. “Always.”

      “Nineva, the girl was a toy. A plaything. A way for me to satisfy my longings,” Wyntier said quickly. “I did not love her as I love you.”

      It nearly sounded like begging, if Wyntier was capable of such a thing. Nineva shook her head. “I had wondered why you’d stopped coming to me at night. Now I know.”

      “Nineva, you’re still the only one I want. I told you we would conquer this world together, and we shall.” Wyntier grabbed her waist and pulled her close to him, holding her body in a romantic embrace. “Please don’t say you’ve stopped loving me.”

      Nineva stared at him. “I will never, ever stop loving you.”

      She kissed him. Wyntier kissed her back, obviously relieved and enjoying the affection. He made the gesture as passionate as it could be, lost within the endless loyalty that was his wife.

      While their lips were still locked Nineva pulled a thin dagger from her dress. She broke the kiss, and viciously stabbed the blade into Wyntier’s back.

      Everyone was shocked. But no one was more shocked than Wyntier. The fallen king choked blood streaming out of his mouth. He looked to Nineva as she twisted the knife in. Her face was contorted into a snarl.

      “All those years were for nothing,” she hissed. “I can see now you never loved me. All this time, it was I who was the fool.”

      Nineva lashed the knife out of his back. She grabbed his throat, tossed him to the ground and stared at him with a brutal, harrowing gaze.

      Wyntier sputtered twice before his lungs failed. He reached up one last time to touch his wife, his fingertips skimming the back of her hand.

      She ripped her arm away. The Accompany let his limb drop, his head turning to the side with an absolute finality.

      It had happened. The tyrant king, the cruel and twisted overlord known as Wyntier, was finally dead.

      Nineva tossed the dagger to the side of Wyntier’s still body. She stared at the children, but she didn’t attempt to use magic, nor did she say anything. No one seemed to know what to do next.

      A pink dranern rose over the side of the cliff. Her fangs were bared into a snarl as she lowered her head to greet Nineva, a deadly growl lumbering in her stomach.

      The witch made no move to defend herself. Nineva simply threw her arms out wide and closed her eyes, relishing the end.

      Melodi’s head swept downward, fangs exposed. The dranern bit down, splitting Nineva into two pieces right at the torso. The dranern opened her poisonous mouth and Nineva’s halved corpse rolled off the cliff and dropped onto the earth far below, soaked in venom and blood.

      The once faithful queen was no more.
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      Melodi did not cheer at the death of Nineva. Nor did anyone else. 

      “I… I can’t believe it,” Allie said. “After so many years, it’s finally over.”

      “Like it never even happened,” Zorna added. “All this sacrifice and loss, just to get the world back as it once was.”

      Soran was traumatized. His whole body shook as he stared off the cliff. Kennu pulled his cousin off the ground and shook him, trying to wake him up.

      “Soran. Hey.” Kennu shook him harder. “Come on, buddy. We can go back home now.”

      “Home?” Soran’s frantic eyes stared at him.

      “Where is home?” Zorna asked.

      This is home, Angel announced. Now it’s our job to clean it up.

      Martin had ceased his tears. He had changed into something that simply had to survive. Angel got off of him. He transformed into a horse, picking up his sister and putting her on his back.

      Angel changed back into a griffin, and she told the fairies surrounding her, Gather others to come take the bodies. The public shall see for themselves Wyntier and Nineva are dead. Afterwards, their remains shall be cremated upon a pyre.

      “Yes, empress.” The male fairy bowed.

      The female fairy stepped forward, holding her hands out. “I can take your sister for you,” she told Martin. “There is a place where we are keeping the dead. She will be safe there, until it is time for her to be buried.”

      Martin’s response was choked. “Thank you.”

      The fairy softly removed Pumpkin from his back before taking off, following her companion to obey Angel’s orders.

      What will you do now, Martin? Angel asked the question. Kennu repeated it, so Martin could hear.

      “I’ll stay by your side, Angel, and never leave it,” Martin replied. “You’re all I’ve got left in the world now.”

      Angel nestled her head against his mane. A whisper of wind floated by them. Upon it there was a single voice, singing a song of great triumph. More voices joined in, and the kids peered down below.

      In a separate part of the city, one that hadn’t been affected by the battle, Accompanies and Changers were emerging from their homes. They were dancing in the streets, waving streamers and cheering loudly, raising their voices to the heavens.

      “What’s going on down there?” Allie asked curiously, peering her head down.

      “They’re celebrating,” Kennu said. “Wyntier’s gone. The war is over.”

      “Well, let’s go join them!” Allie cried. They left the corpses of Wyntier and Nineva behind, flying downward to meet up with the celebration below.

      It was the greatest joy, mixed with the greatest sorrow, that they had ever experienced. Changers spun around their Accompanies, while Southwild soldiers danced with residents from Nesting’s Haven. Anyone who had an instrument played it loudly, and those who didn’t sang or clapped in time with the beat, creating a tune that shook the very foundation of the world.

      Kennu noticed with relief that both Ionan and Ignus were in the square, and they were safe. They were flanked by Kiatana, who appeared to have arrived just as the battle was over.

      “Mom!” Kennu shouted. He sprinted toward her, jumping into her embrace. The fairy laughed, stroking his hair.

      “It’s done, Kennu,” she whispered. “Everything you’ve been through is finally over.”

      “I know.” Kennu pulled away from her, wiping his face. “I… I didn’t think it was ever going to be.”

      “All terrible things have to end, someday.” She kissed his face.

      His father emerged from behind a house. When he saw Kia, he rushed toward her, encompassing the fairy in his arms. Keota was the only one who didn’t seem happy that the war was over. He acted like it was still going on… that it would never end.

      “Dad? Are you okay?” Kennu asked, putting a hand on his shoulder.

      Keota didn’t answer. He only buried his face in Kia’s shoulder. Kennu hugged him, trying to comfort his father as best he could before he returned to his friends.

      Even Wyntier’s soldiers were relieved they no longer had to fight. They removed their armor and their colors, taking part in the dances themselves and kicking their weapons to the side. Small children burst forth from underneath the legs of their parents, scrambling around in circles and yelling. Many of them climbed on top of Ionan and Ignus for a ride, laughing as the dragons lumbered up and down the streets. Ignus chuckled, tossing a few of them into the air with his horns. Ionan took as many children upon him as would fit, his eyes sparkling with joy as they clambered over his scales. Allie and Zorna carried a few children as well. The toddlers giggled upon their backs as they bounced in time with the music. Soran walked beside them, appearing hurt and confused.

      “I don’t get this. There’s nothing to party about. So many are dead!” Soran shouted.

      “But there is something to celebrate, because we’re building a new world!” Zorna cried over the noise. “We can finally start over! It’s a clean slate for all of us!”

      The tightness in Kennu’s chest wouldn’t lessen, not until he found her. He saw Reagan in the middle of the crowd, looking just as worried as he was.

      “Rea!” Kennu started shoving people aside to get to her. Reagan noticed him, and she hustled toward where he was until they finally met. He meant to grab her, until he noticed with shock that she was carrying a baby in her arms.

      “Rea! Who’s that?” he asked, astonished.

      “He’s my little brother,” Reagan explained. “I found him. There’s no one else to take care of him. I figure I’m going to raise him now.”

      Reagan stuck her chin out stubbornly. Kennu laughed and said, “Guess I shouldn’t try to convince you otherwise, huh?”

      He leaned forward to kiss her. She pressed her lips against his. He stroked a thumb against her cheek tenderly, leaning his forehead against hers. “I’ll meet up with you later,” he said. “Okay?”

      “You’d better, Kennu Morimoti,” she teased, adjusting the baby on her hip. “Otherwise, I’m coming after you. I don’t care where you are. Great One powers can’t stop me.”

      Kennu smiled.

      Angel had followed at a distance, with Martin next to her. Those in her path parted the way, bending and curtsying as she passed.

      Angel crossed to the center of the square. Ignus raised his wings, crying, “Welcome your new empress!”

      Nesting’s Haven applauded and hurrahed for the white griffin, who dipped her head in return.  In front of thousands of people Kiatana placed a shining, silver diadem upon her head. The griffin lifted her eyes proudly to the heavens, appearing the powerful royal destiny had forged her to be.

      As the entire crowd bowed, Kennu gave a meaningful look to Allie. She lifted the children off her back and placed them on the ground, waiting for Kennu to get on.

      The Great One swung himself onto her. No one noticed the two of them slip away into the sky. Allie levitated into the clouds until she had climbed as far as they could go, hovering in place over the coronation below.

      “I don’t understand,” Allie said lowly. “The Objigda told us we would lose.”

      “The Objigda never said we would lose, only that we wouldn’t end the war,” Kennu realized. “It said the war would end by the one who began it. That was Nineva. Her devotion to Wyntier started this whole thing, and his betrayal brought it to an end.”

      Allie stayed silent for a moment. “It’s time, isn’t it?”

      “Yeah. Did you say your goodbyes?”

      “No. Did you?”

      “I could never say goodbye.”

      “Well then, it’s not goodbye,” Allie said resolutely. “Even though it may be the end.”

      Many on the ground looked up at what appeared to be the sun, enveloping the earth in a peaceful glow that was harmonious, spectacular, and clean.

      Kennu closed his eyes, and his world was embraced by the light of his spirit. 
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      Nathanial was resting in his cradle. Reagan stood over him, her eyes scanning his soft face. Taking care of a baby was exhausting, and Nathanial required constant attention, but Reagan was glad for the distraction. If she didn’t have her little brother to keep her busy, Reagan wouldn’t know what to do.

      Angel had insisted that Nesting’s Haven be completely rebuilt before work on her palace began. Some lord had offered his expansive mansion to them, so Reagan and Angel had relocated to it until the palace was completed.

      Angel had kept the telepathic fairies. They were with her at all times, so they could communicate her orders to her subjects in the new world. Most Changers had decided to stay with their Accompanies, but it was a true partnership now, no longer a relationship between slave and master. The Changers were free, and so were the Accompanies. They remained bonded together out of love and loyalty, and not a vengeful curse. Those who had been formerly abused by their partners were able to leave them, and form new bonds with those who would offer them their respect and adoration.

      Reagan wasn’t the only one who’d moved in with Angel. Martin was staying with Angel, too. They lived in the same room. Whenever Martin was by himself he’d begin having panic attacks. He’d lose his head and attempt to hurt himself, by instinct or on purpose nobody was sure. The empress, it seemed, was the only one who could keep him calm.

      Reagan felt sorry for the poor Changer. It would take years before he’d be able to comprehend what had happened to his sister and Accompany, let alone go on with his life. But at least he seemed at peace while Angel was near. Reagan hoped the two of them would stay together for a very, very long time.

      Angel and Martin weren’t the only lovebirds hanging around. Melodi and Federin had taken up residence in the attic, but it was only until they finished planning the wedding with Ignus. It was due to be held in Southwild next fall.

      Kia had returned to the Lands, to regrow the Verinian Forest and to raise Krystyl. Keota went with her. He’d recently taken up occupation as an architect in the Lands, as there were many fairies who’d been relocated after the chemical was released and needed homes. Last Reagan had heard, they were very happy.

      Keota and Ionan had decided to remain Changer and Accompany, but thought it was best to go their separate ways for now. Ionan was currently a professor at Dinkleberry University. Sunset had flown back to Nesting’s Haven with Lyrica and Mirabelle, and both girls were attending the university, to major in Voice and Music. The girls were a great joy to have around, and often offered to help take care of Nathanial.

      Lyrica’s father, Casiff, stayed behind in the Lands, to manage the wolf packs and take care of the unicorn herd in Vixen’s place. The others encouraged him to move on with his life. The fairy refused.

      Xiuhcoatl had also returned to the Lands, to be with Midnightstar. All of Midnightstar’s siblings and friends had chosen mates, and spread throughout the Lands in order to start their own packs and have pups.

      Midnightstar, however, remained in Sanctus Cruor to continue her duties as skygazer. Last time they’d spoken with her, before Xiuh had left, Midnightstar had said she would never take a mate.

      Shortly after, Xiuhcoatl said the same.

      Nagli left Southwild and came to Nesting’s Haven, to serve under Angel as the official royal numerologist. Her wild predictions and funny wisdom, it seemed, would be the only prophecies they’d ever need again.

      Soran and Zorna thought about going back to Dinkleberry, but Soran decided not to, and Zorna followed his lead. They moved in with Angel, a few rooms down the hall from Reagan. After the war ended Soran seemed inconsolably lost, stumbling through life aimlessly. He was haunted by the deaths of those he’d loved and lost.

      Zorna, though, waited patiently, for Allie and Kennu. Reagan did the same. Since the great light had burst through the sky and rearranged all they knew, nobody had seen them. It’d been several weeks now. Zorna kept insisting that wherever they were, Kennu and Allie would come back. Soran didn’t believe it, preferring to pretend that Kennu was dead rather than risk thinking his cousin was still alive. Soran could not stand to hope and then lose someone again.

      Reagan was certain that the light in the sky had come from Kennu. What was more, the world was different. Everything still looked the same, but it didn’t feel the same. In her heart, Reagan knew that she was farther away from home than before, farther away than she’d ever been, though she was in the same spot. Even if she took a boat out on the ocean, she could sail for years and just be going round and round the waves. The human world wasn’t a part of the Lands or Nesting’s Haven anymore. Even if she wanted to, she couldn’t go back to Detroit. She was stuck here.

      The door opened. Lyrica and Mirabelle tiptoed through it, peeking around Reagan to stare at the baby.

      Reagan smiled at the two girls gazing down upon the tiny child. She felt like a mother. The realization gripped her insides tightly. Adam was a recluse, living in shame on the edge of Southwild after the truth of what he’d done had come to the light, but after the battle, Miriam had vanished. She hadn’t been seen since she ran off, and there was no clue as to where she had went, though it was rumored she was lurking about in the city streets, desperately clutching to a babe that wasn’t in her arms.

      Reagan didn’t know where her mother was. She only hoped she didn’t turn out to be just like her.

      “Aw. Is he resting?” Lyrica asked.

      “Yes,” Reagan said. “But you can sing to him, if you want. I’m sure he’d like that.”

      “Where are you going?” Mirabelle asked as Reagan exited.

      “I just need to go for a walk, okay, girls?” Reagan asked. “I’ll be right outside.”

      “Okay,” both girls responded in unison. They scuttled to the crib, beginning to coo a sweet song. Nathanial came around. The baby giggled as the two girls continued their ballad, clutching at the air with his tiny fingers.

      Reagan sighed. She proceeded to the small courtyard outside the mansion, where a tiny concrete bench sat next to a miniature fountain. She often came here to think. She sat on the bench and folded her hands in her lap, not feeling devastated, or lonely, or alone. Just a little sad.

      Kennu had said he’d meet up with her later. Reagan wasn’t sure when later was, but she hoped it was soon. She couldn’t believe he was gone. Not for good, anyway.

      Kennu would come back. She knew he would. He had to—

      “Rea.”

      Reagan jumped to her feet. Her chest nearly burst when she recognized who it was.

      It was Kennu, but he didn’t look the same. His features were similar, but the whole of him shone with a golden halo that bordered the edge of his skin. Allie was there, too, but she looked different. She shone with the same light Kennu did, her golden feathers appearing even more radiant under the light.

      “Kennu? Allie? Is it really you guys?” Reagan asked, squinting.

      “Of course it’s us, you dummy,” Allie replied. “Are you blind, or did you forget what we looked like that quickly?”

      Reagan let out a quick breath. “Oh yeah. It’s definitely you.” She tilted her head. “What are you?”

      “We’re light spirits now,” Kennu said, glancing at Allie. “Kind of crazy, I know.”

      “By the Creator, Angel took it so much better than you,” Allie teased. “Would you stop gawking? It’s awkward.”

      “All right, Allie, that’s enough. Go say hello to Zorna,” Kennu said, pushing her.

      “I can take a point,” Allie said, sticking her tongue out at Reagan. “You aren’t the only one who hasn’t seen her boyfriend in nearly two months, you know.”

      Kennu shook his head as the gleaming griffin swaggered away. “She’s been a nightmare to deal with, honestly. Ever since we transformed.” Kennu gave a hearty laugh. “I don’t think she’s used to the whole idea yet.”

      “Are you?” Reagan asked.

      He shrugged. “I don’t know. It is what it is, I guess.”

      He held out his hand for her to take. “Do you trust me? I wanna show you something.”

      Reagan grasped his hand. His skin glimmered against hers, the heat of his light radiating against her body. Kennu looked at her. Suddenly they were in a different place, the courtyard gone. It was the clearing they had first kissed in. The grass was untouched, the trees waving in the slight breeze.

      “What a way to get around,” Reagan said, looking around in awe.

      “Right?” Kennu ran a hand through his hair anxiously. “I don’t like looking like this all the time, you know. It’s better if I’m just me.”

      The halo around Kennu’s skin vanished. He appeared completely normal. Reagan thought it was just like shutting on and off a light. Kennu squeezed her hand. They sat down as the breeze skimmed by.

      “Are you mad at me for being gone so long?” Kennu asked nervously.

      Reagan shook her head. “No. I didn’t know where you were, but I knew you’d show up eventually. You wouldn’t stay away so long if you didn’t have to.”

      Kennu nodded. Reagan leaned into him and asked, “What’d you do to the Lands and Nesting’s Haven?”

      “I moved them,” Kennu said. “They’re on their own planet now. No one will ever bother the creatures here again.”

      “No one except the creatures themselves.”

      “That’s what I’m for. Gotta keep order and all.”

      “Is that what you’ve been doing lately?” 

      “Me and Allie have been doing a lot of dimension hopping, to see what’s out there,” Kennu said. He made a face and added, “To be honest I can see why you left Detroit.”

      “Yeah.” Reagan burst out laughing, before her smile fell. “Does that mean I can never go home again?”

      “I can take you wherever you want to go,” Kennu said. “You can go back to the human world, or stay here. It’s up to you.”

      “I want to go home,” Reagan said.

      Disappointed, Kennu looked down. “All right. I can take you back.”

      “No, not there,” Reagan said, shaking her head. “Home is wherever I am with you. Wherever you end up, that’s where I want to be. So hurry up and figure out where you want to live, because I’m tired of being displaced.” 

      “Aw, Rea.” Kennu put his hand on the back of her hair, then kissed her. “You have no idea how much I missed you.”

      “Can’t have missed me that much, traveling around the universe and all,” she said, rolling her eyes.

      “It was exciting, but to be honest, nothing compares to this place. Allie was such a pain, always asking me when we could go home. She likes it here.”

      “She should. There’s nothing like the Lands.”

      “I have to agree with you there.” Reagan sighed. “I remember Sunset telling us about light spirits, but I’m still not sure what they are. What exactly happened when you guys moved everything? Did you just change, or—”

      “No.” Kennu shook his head. “We died. But we… became something else in the process. Our souls still exist. We can just bounce back and forth from the living realm to the Inbetween now.”

      “So… you’re an angel?” Reagan asked wildly, guessing.

      “I don’t know what an angel is.”

      “Of couse you don’t.”

      Reagan leaned against him. “What happened to the Objigda? Did you get rid of it?”

      “I have it,” Kennu said. “I figure it’s the Great One’s responsibility to keep it safe.”

      “Are you going to read it?”

      “No. I never want to use it again,” Kennu replied honestly. “I feel like if I did, it would make me go crazy.”

      “What a boring answer.” Reagan nudged him playfully. “You could learn about the meaning of life, all that good stuff.”

      “I couldn’t comprehend all the mysteries in that book, and no one should ever try.” Kennu started drawing invisible designs on her knee with his finger, as if he was creating an intricate work of art. “There’s reasons why we don’t know everything, and I figure we should keep it that way.”

      “You aren’t the slightest bit curious?” she pressed.

      “What’s life without a little mystery? Besides, I’ve got a thousand more years to figure stuff out. If I learn everything now, I figure life will be pretty boring.” He flashed her a smile.

      Reagan grew quiet. “Kennu. I’m not going to live a thousand years. I probably won’t even make it to a hundred.”

      Kennu continued drawing on her skin. “I know that.”

      “That’s not even a tenth of your life. Why would you want to be with me?”

      “Vixen was with Casiff, even though it was only for a little while. Just because I only get a few years with you doesn’t mean those years won’t be the best of my life.”

      “I’m happy that I’ll never have to live without you. But I’m sorry you’ll live without me.”

      “I get to have a moment in time with you,” Kennu whispered. “That’s enough for me.”

      Kennu and Reagan stayed in the clearing until dusk, lost within their own little universe. As night fell, Kennu finally took her back to Nesting’s Haven. They ended up in the same spot they’d left, right next to the trickling fountain.

      “I’ve gotta go, Rea,” Kennu said, regretfully letting go of her hand. “I can’t hang around here forever.”

      “How long are you going to be away this time?” Reagan asked, putting her hands on her hips.

      “Just a few days, I promise. I’ve got to go see my parents,” he said. “I’ll come around once Soran’s settled a bit. Allie’s probably got him all riled up by now.”

      “You think?” Reagan laughed.

      She grabbed him by the front of the shirt and pulled him close, giving him one last kiss. “You’d better show. I don’t like being stood up. Remember, I’ll find you.”

      Kennu winked. “I’m not done with you yet, Reagan Royals. You can bet there’s still a lot I’ve got to show you.”

      Reagan reached out to touch him one last time, but he’d already vanished.

      

      When Kennu reappeared, he stumbled into Allie, who’d been impatiently waiting for him.

      “What took you so long?” she asked, ruffling her feathers. “Zorna and I were through hours ago.”

      “You had Soran bugging you. Reagan and I were lucky enough to get some time to ourselves,” Kennu said, brushing off his clothes.

      They’d teleported back to the Lands, on the edge of the Verinian. They figured it was best to walk instead of reappearing in front of Kennu’s parents, as Kia and Keota were prone to overreact.

      “Soran was inconsolable. You should’ve seen his face.” Allie made a grotesque resemblance, then laughed. “It was hilarious. I mean, it was at first, until he started freaking out. Then it wasn’t fun anymore.”

      “I’m sure it wasn’t. That’s why I left you to deal with it.”

      “Well, next time you can deal with Soran while Reagan and I hang out,” Allie said cheerfully, flicking her tail.

      “What! She’s my girlfriend!”

      “Yeah, but she’s my friend, and chicks before di—”

      “Allie!”

      “I’ll get Angel in on it, too! We’ll have a girl’s day!”

      “I don’t think so.”

      They walked through the forest, arguing about who was going to get Reagan first when they went back to Nesting’s Haven. Eventually, the conversation turned to what they were going to do when they saw Kia and Keota.

      “Your mom is gonna flip,” Allie said. “Maybe we should wait and figure out how to handle this.”

      “I wanna see my little sister. We’ve already been gone two months. I bet she’s gotten big.”

      “You act like she’s going to be the size of Ignus.”

      “Don’t even. I know you want to see her Changer.”

      In the past few weeks, Sunset’s eggs had hatched. One of them, a pretty pink female named Vera, had bound with Krystyl instantly. She was the only hatchling who’d stayed behind when Sunset returned to Nesting’s Haven.

      “Yes, but you know how Kia is,” Allie said. “I’m a little worried about how your parents are doing without Ionan around. He did all the real work raising us. I’m not sure Kia and Keota know what to do. They made mistakes with us, Kennu.”

      “They might be our parents, but they’re just people, Allie. Everybody makes mistakes. They get a chance to do it all over again,” Kennu said. “Maybe they’ll do better this time with Krysta. I hope they will.”

      Allie’s ears flattened against her head the further they went in. “Each time I round a corner I expect Shadowin to be there. Or Snapfoot, or Jade, or Midnightstar or Caini.”

      Allie sighed sorrowfully. “But they’re not here. They’ve moved on to other places, just like we have. We’re all going forward with our own, separate lives.”

      “I guess that’s what saved us. Wyntier had allies, and he had power, but he didn’t have any friends. Friendship was the thing that beat Wyntier.”

      “We haven’t seen so many of them in so long. Sometimes, I wonder if we’re still friends.”

      “You can’t end true friendship. It won’t die, no matter what you do to try and kill it.” Kennu laid a hand on her neck. “True friendship never dies. It’s just... put aside for a little while.”

      A sound of whimpering hovered nearby. Kennu made a motion for Allie to get down. The two of them slunk into the bushes, peering out through the leaves.

      An irksome dragon had corned a pair of tiny wolf pups against a tree. The dragon appeared mildly irritated, while the pups were terrified, shaking against one another as they huddled together. The dragon growled, smoke emitting from its mouth. Allie and Kennu looked at each other.

      “That nasty dragon is bullying those two wolf pups,” Allie said belligerently, fluttering her wings.

      “We should step in. Great One duties and all.” Kennu smirked. “Ready Allie?”

      “Ready, Kennu!”

      Together, they pounced.

      
        
        THE END

      

        

      
        Thank you ever so much for reading the Creatures of the Lands series. I sincerely appreciate this journey you took with me, my friends.

      

        

      
        Natalie Erin can be found on her Facebook page.

      

        

      
        If you liked this book, please leave a review on Goodreads, or your online eBook retailer.

      

        

      
        Listen to the playlist for the Creatures of the Lands series here.

      

        

      
        If you’re looking for something else to read, please check out The Kingdom Saga, The Rhodi Saga or The Shifter Prophecy.
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        Natalie Erin is the pen name for the writing team of Megan Linski and Krisen Lison (also known as Krystyl Lisoh).

      

        

      
        Krisen Lison (pen name Krystyl Lisoh) was an author and poet. She is known for her bestselling Creatures of the Lands series, as well as her poetry collections Memoirs of a Teenage Poet and Living as Me, and her short story collections Death, Life and Other Things and Humpty Dumpty Sat on a Wall. Her work has been featured in multiple magazines and public forums.

      

        

      
        Megan Linski is the owner of Gryfyn Publishing. She is best known for her popular series The Shifter Prophecy, The Kingdom Saga, and The Rhodi Saga, as well as recognized for her work on the Creatures of the Lands series.

      

        

      
        Linski is a passionate advocate for mental health awareness and suicide prevention, and is an active fighter against common variable immune deficiency disorder.

      

        

      
        You can find her at www.meganlinski.com.
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        gryfynpublishing@gmail.com
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        THE WITCH’S CURSE

        "The scream of a dying girl was the singular sound that changed my life, forever."

      

        

      
        When Briar enters the Eldermere Woods alone, she never could've imagined the danger that awaited her there. As a young witch, she's sought by hunters who desire her blood, a group of radicals who wish to eliminate all magical creatures. When Briar discovers a fellow witch slaughtered in the forest, her boring afternoon is changed into a fight for her life.

      

        

      
        With the help of her dragon shifter love, Thomas, Briar must find a way to stop the witch hunters from destroying her town of Thorny Brook. But is her magic strong enough to defeat her most dangerous enemies? Full of danger, fantasy, and fun, THE WITCH'S CURSE is another thrilling installment by bestselling author Megan Linski.

      

        

      
        Now FREE by signing up for Megan Linski’s VIP list!
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