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      The curved stone staircase disappeared into the darkness below the crypt. In the evening hour, the man glanced over his shoulder again, staring into an empty cemetery—only the spirits to watch out for. A heavy fog weaved in and out of the gravestones creating the perfect scene for any horror movie. With a shudder, he adjusted the hood of his sweatshirt and set his foot on the first crumbling stair.

      With each step, the unforgettable stench of death became an ominous signpost that he should do a one-eighty and leave as quickly as possible. But he had a message to deliver, and it came with a hefty reward.

      Water dripped from the crypt’s ceiling into puddles below, sending an echoed plop through the musty chamber. He reached into the front pocket of his pants and removed his cellphone. He swiped several times at the home screen, finally managing to produce a beam of light from the device. The passageway rounded a corner ahead. Why didn’t we meet at Starbucks or in a back alley or on some bench in Riverfront Park? Most of his illegal deals were in fairly public places. But a cemetery? That was new, and it gave him the creeps.

      He followed the path to the right, making out the faint familiarity of voices ahead. Maybe this deal wouldn’t be so bad. It had only taken him ten minutes to drive to the cemetery, and once he got over his nerves, fifteen minutes to find the courage to make the descent below the earth. What kind of club holds a meeting six-feet under anyhow?

      Since he’d taken this second job, most of his deliveries had been illegal drugs or hit notices. And that’s what he assumed this was when he’d met with the woman in the corner booth of the rundown bar. Another hit. She’d been shady herself—sunglasses covering her eyes in a place so dark he could barely see his hands in front of him, Cubs baseball cap over her hair, and a long knit sweater covering up any other abnormalities on the unusually warm spring day.

      “Deliver this message to the crypt in Walnut Grove tomorrow at midnight.” She pushed a white envelope across the table; her fingernails painted black and pointed. A figure eight composed of arrows sealed the flap.

      He didn’t touch it. “You mean the cemetery? What kind of deal happens at midnight in a frickin’ graveyard?”

      The woman raised an eyebrow and then pushed a second envelope beside the first. “A thousand dollars to deliver this message.”

      A thousand dollars? His other deliveries paid two hundred bucks at the most. He drummed his fingers on the table. It should be a no-brainer, but he still hesitated.

      “If you don’t want the job, I’ll find someone else.” She was impatient. Her hand set on the envelope containing the money.

      “No.” He snatched it from beneath her hand. “I’ll do it.”

      That had been two days ago. Now he stood here, his legs shaking slightly, wondering if it had all been a big mistake. He should be in bed sleeping. He had to be up at six.

      The passageway opened into a room lined with the box-sized metal doors. The final resting places of the deceased. He shuddered. Square corners and the neat lines of marble slabs provided a monument-like atmosphere. Torches blazed beside a high-backed chair in the center of the room. A hooded figure sat on the chair encircled by others dressed in the same garb. Each raised a chalice that they proceeded to down in union. Definitely some kind of weird secret society or club.

      He cleared his throat. “Um, I have a letter to deliver to. . .” he’d forgotten the weird addressee’s name he’d glossed over earlier. He struggled to read the script in the dim light. Why hadn’t he brought his reading glasses? The sooner he got out of this creepy place, the better.

      “Come forward.” The voice came from the figure in the chair. It was the voice of an older man. He remained seated, not even bothering to get up to greet his guest.

      The envelope shook in the deliver’s hands as he stepped closer to the circle of hooded figures. They parted to let him approach the apparent leader. As he drew near to the man in the chair, the others closed in around him.

      He shoved the envelope out in front of him. “Uh, not really sure if this is for you, but if you just take it, I’ll be on my way.”

      There was silence. Then the hooded man let out a sinister sounding chuckle. “In your line of work, you better ensure your delivering to the correct person, or you might find your name on one of these letters.”

      He swallowed and pulled the envelope back to him, leaning towards the light to read the name. “It’s for a man named Mortimer. No last name. Is that you?” Whoever it was must be so well known that he could go by one name and get away with it.

      He held out a hand, revealing his forearm. The same figure eight stamped on the back of the envelope was tattooed on his skin.

      “That symbol must be pretty important to you. Is it your calling card?”

      “No questions,” the man snapped. He grabbed the envelope from his hand and gave a quick nod.

      Strong arms restrained the deliverer from behind. His heart pounded as he squirmed back and forth trying to free himself. “Let go of me.”

      The leader slipped a pointed black fingernail under the flap of the envelope to tear it open. “You know too much.” He removed the paper and unfolded it. “No one can know where we meet or that we even exist.”

      What did that mean? Were they going to kill him?

      The older man handed the letter to the hooded person beside him.

      “She is of age.” A younger female voice read beneath the hood. “Her initiation is to begin.”

      They must be talking about some new recruit.

      “Good…good.” The older man rubbed his hands together, a grin forming on his lips beneath his hood. “Now, with the boy, we’ll finally break the curse. We’ve waited a long time for this.”

      The man behind the deliverer adjusted his grip, his nails digging into his arm, and he wondered if this teenager was destined to a similar fate.

      “Master.” One of the hooded members stepped closer. “What do you want us to do with the messenger?”

      The smile, barely visible in the dim room, appeared again. “Slit his throat and drain his blood into the basin.”

      The man’s heart rate accelerated as he struggled to break free from the stranger’s grip.

      The old man stood and hobbled across the room to a large, wooden door. “And alert me when Miss Covington has initiated the process.”

      “Yes, my lord.” The man bowed as the leader left the room, leaving the deliverer to the fate of the servants.
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      I crumpled the sticky note, rolling it back and forth between my thumb and forefinger. Ms. Richards had droned on about the Pythagorean theorem for eight minutes straight before turning to the board to provide the visual evidence of the subject’s incredibly dull nature. It was obvious that most of the class had veered off into the chasm between sleeping and staring helplessly at the clock, so I had to create my own action.

      My target was in sight, sitting directly between Hannah Swenson and Victor Juarez two rows behind me. His hand was embedded in his brown hair as he leaned on his elbow. Brek’s descent into oblivion made him the perfect target.

      The pink paper sailed through the air, landing perfectly in Brek’s hair before bouncing onto the desk in front of him. He didn’t move—must have been sleeping. Hannah smirked. Reaching into my bag, I removed another weapon. This time it was yellow. I took my pen and scribbled, Her wart looks bigger than yesterday. Maybe she’s taking wart growth hormones. The sticky note sailed over Hannah’s head and hit my target on the nose.

      As he woke from whatever dream had kept him occupied for the past ten minutes, Brek shot me an annoyed look before opening my note. He rolled his eyes and settled his head back on his hand.

      Come on! Can’t you ever have a little fun?

      After class, he met me by my locker as I switched out my geometry gear for my biology books. Using my locker mirror, I checked to see if any of my blonde hair had escaped the two French braids I had woven that morning. A blue streak ran through the one on the right side.

      “You’re getting brazen, Covington.” He leaned against the locker next to mine. His blue eyes sparkled, his tan skin highlighted by his bronze hair. “If Richards ever catches one of those notes you’ve written about her—“

      “I know, I know.” I slammed my locker shut and slung my passenger bag over my shoulder, ready to take on cell mitosis. “She’ll lock me in the janitor closet with the other students she’s killed over the years.” Removing a blue sticky note from my purse, I stopped to scribble a word on it and then slapped it onto his forehead.

      “Dork,” he mumbled before looking at the sticky note where I had scratched the same word.

      “Exactly. Spinners after school?”

      “Wouldn’t miss it.” He grinned and headed to his next class.
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        * * *

      

      Brekken Matthews and I had been best friends since fifth grade when he stood up to a couple of bullies who had stolen my Lunchable. He’d always called me Covington because he had actually thought it was my name back then. Our gym teacher in elementary school called me that instead of Meg, and it had stuck with Brek.

      We were from what was considered the wrong side of the tracks—the south side of town. The place the rich kids affectionately called the Dump. And it didn’t help that the actual town dump was located there. Throughout elementary and middle school, we were pretty much segregated from Worthington’s elite, but high school was a different story. With only one high school, there was no escape from the rich and powerful.

      Spinners was on the south side, situated between Betty’s Beauty Salon and a medical marijuana shop. The smell from both permeated the walls, giving it a unique aroma that reminded me of home. When Brek wasn’t running cross-country, he was here with his beat-up guitar.

      The bell above the door rang as I entered the store. The owner Ricky was skimming an inventory list on top of three boxes. He looked up at me through his wire-rimmed glasses.

      “Got anything new today?” I hopped onto a stool by the glass counter he used as a place to display the special merchandise: signed albums and rare first editions.

      “Naw…but you still haven’t checked out the Ramones. I swear, Meg, I know they’re old, but you’d love them.” He swung his hefty frame around and lifted a box to a shelf behind a curtain. His salt-and-pepper hair was controlled by a backward Orioles ball cap.

      “Give it to me.” I held out my hand and snapped my fingers. “I’ll put them on before Brek gets here.”

      “I’ll put them on the record player once I finish unloading these boxes.” He removed a rag from his pocket to wipe his brow. “Can you clean the glass?”

      I sighed. I marched to the back of the store and then rummaged through the cabinet in the rundown bathroom for the cleaning supplies. From what I could see in the dirty mirror, my braids were still in place, the ends resting on top of my Nirvana shirt. Was this what my future held? Brek would head off to college in August, and I’d be working at a hole-in-the-wall music shop for minimum wage? With Dad out of work again, it was the only thing that kept ramen noodles on the table.

      The bell on the door announced the arrival of either a customer or Brek a few minutes early. I went to find out. Three teenage boys leafed through the records as I rounded the corner with the rag and cleaning spray. They wore green and white varsity jackets identifying them as members of the football team, ones from Worthington Heights. It was the complete opposite of the Dump, filled with mini-mansions and sports cars. They weren’t supposed to be here. This was not their side of the tracks.

      One of them, a redhead, barked at Ricky, “You got any Kayne?” He removed one of the records and raised his eyebrows. “What is this crap?”

      Another boy, with dark hair, took the album from the redhead and placed it back in the slot like it might be worth something. He lifted another record as if to read the songs on the back. His jacket read Reyes across the back. Why were football players wasting their Thursday afternoon at a washed-up music store on the south side?

      “Do you actually get any business in this place?” The third boy, this one with sandy colored hair, ran his finger along one of the shelves to reveal the thick layer of dust that coated most of the surfaces in the store.

      Yeah, I wasn’t the best at cleaning.

      Ricky rested a box on the counter beside the register. “Can I help you boys with anything?”

      The redhead gave me a once over with his eyes before he leaned his elbow on the glass cabinet I’d just cleaned. He reached into his back pocket and removed his phone. “Yeah, I was wondering if you could help me download a record album to my phone?” He was silent for a second, but then he burst out in laughing. The sandy haired boy joined in.

      Ricky shook his head and went back to his boxes. His laid-back personality wouldn’t give these boys the time of day unless they really caused problems. It’s probably why he hired me.

      I marched up to the redhead with the bottle of Windex and pointed it at his eyes. “If you don’t get the hell out of here, I’ll show you where you can download that song.”

      With an ugly grin still on his face, he held up his hands to surrender. “We’re just having a little fun, Covington.”

      “How do you know my name?” Never taking my eyes off the target, I inched closer to him. My finger felt trigger-happy.

      “You’re in my bio class.” He snorted as if he thought I was the stupidest person alive. “Oblivious much?”

      “Well, bio boy, you’re obviously not here to buy anything. Get the hell out of the shop!” I squirted the mirror to the right of his head to emphasize that I meant business. I had to clean it later anyways.

      Two of the jocks exited. On the way out, they grabbed a handful of mints from Ricky’s candy jar. Reyes stayed and held the album in his hand at the register.

      I aimed at his face with the spray. “Do I need to take care of you, too?”

      He grinned with deep-cut dimples in his cheeks. He scanned my face. “I’ve been searching for this one.” He held it up as a shield. “You know, the Beatles. It’s the one record I’m missing.”

      Feeling stupid for still holding up the Windex as a weapon, I lowered it to the counter. “Um… do you want to buy it?”

      “Yeah.” He held out his hand to mine as a peace offering. “I’m Carter, and you’re Covington?”

      For some reason, I blushed and kicked myself mentally for being vulnerable around a stranger. “Uh… no.” I reached out and shook his hand. “I’m Meg. Covington’s my last name.”

      Carter handed me two ten-dollar bills. As I dropped the change in his hand, the bell above the door rang again. Brek entered with his beat-up guitar—the hand-me-down from his grandfather.

      “Well, I guess I’ll see you around, Meg.” Carter smiled and walked out the door. He stopped at a flyer hanging in the entryway and tore off one of the tabs at the bottom.

      “What’s the quarterback doing here?” Brek strapped his guitar around his shoulder and chest.

      “He’s the quarterback?”

      I looked out the window as the redhead gave Carter a playful shove. The three of them hopped into a BMW and sped away.

      “Come on, you can’t be that out of it.” He ran his fingers along the strings. “Haven’t you been to a game?”

      “You know it’s not my thing.” But maybe it could be.

      Brek finished tuning his guitar before he picked out the intro to Sweet Child O’ Mine. I’d never admitted to him that he has a great voice. Not an Axel Rose kind of voice, but a sweet voice that made you feel like snuggling under a warm blanket and dreaming of cute bunnies. Well, maybe I’d admit it to tick him off.

      Ricky returned from the back room and to unpack another box. Brek’s vintage piece of junk broke two strings that hung like metal wreckage.

      “You really need a new guitar.” Ricky inspected the instrument.

      “Ha! You’re funny.” I threw the rag at Ricky. “Are you ready to take on another high school misfit?”

      “I can barely afford you.” He shrugged his shoulders. “I just felt the need to point out the obvious. Maybe with the right equipment you could pick up a gig to earn some money.”

      I’d had watched Brek salivate over a Martin at a used instrument store near the school. One of my deepest wishes was to buy him that guitar, but my pockets were empty with Dad out of work.

      I sorted the new inventory while Brek worked on our geometry homework, which I’d copy later. He’s the brains in our operation, making schoolwork easier on my part.

      “See you tomorrow, Ricky,” I called to the backroom as soon as the clock hit seven. I gathered my coat and bag but stopped in the entryway.

      The flyer Carter had ripped a piece off, hung between an ad for pet sitting and a local real estate poster for a house that no one could afford.

      Brek already had one foot out the door. “What are you doing? If we hurry, we can make that football game you’ve been wanting to watch.”

      I ignored him and checked to make sure Ricky was in the back before ripping the flyer down and stuffing it into my bag.
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        * * *

      

      I flopped down on my bed and stared at the wrinkled paper before I picked up my phone.

      Do you believe in fate?

      I texted the words to Brek knowing he’d immediately serve me some flack on a silver platter. But to me it did seem like fate. A serious way to earn money weeks before graduation.

      Like how we’ve always been perfect for each other?

      My fingers flew over the screen.

      Shut up. This is serious.

      I loosened my braids waiting for him to give me any kind of serious response. It was mostly my fault. My flippant remarks for the majority of our relationship made it impossible for him to take me seriously. Using a mental sticky note, I scribbled myself a reminder: Have more serious conversations with your best friend.

      What’s up, Meg?

      Maybe he was ready to be serious. He had literally never called me Meg.

      Meet me at the spot in five.

      K

      I raced down the stairs and grabbed my coat from the bannister.

      “Where are you going?” Dad sat at the kitchen table with a stack of bills in front of him. It appeared higher than the week before. “You have homework?”

      “Finished it at school,” I said reaching for the door handle. “Going to meet Brek.”

      “Come here.”

      I gave him my best angst-filled teenage groan before dragging myself to the card table. Brek was waiting. I didn’t have time for this. “What Dad?”

      Beyond the extra bills on the table, he seemed to have developed extra wrinkles. He ran a hand through his blonde hair and readjusted his glasses. “I never see you anymore.”

      Not the guilt trip. Didn’t he understand that I was the sole supporter of this family—even if it was just the two of us? Besides, he had a riveting night of bills and television ahead of him. He wouldn’t miss me one bit. “I’ve got important stuff to talk about with Brek. I won’t be out late.”

      He lifted another bill and stuck his finger in the seam to rip it open. “Ok. But let’s have dinner together tomorrow night. I want to continue our talk about next year.”

      Dad had mentioned some kind of low-income grants from the government. I had told him they were probably for students who actually applied themselves to their studies. I didn’t have time to think about that right now.

      “Sure.”  I slammed the front door before running to our place. The quiet hideaway in the woods, down the crumbling stone steps to the stream. A road ambled by above over a bridge, but cars seldom passed this way. It didn’t lead anywhere interesting for most people.

      In the light of my cellphone, I saw Brek sitting on the last step tossing pebbles into the water. He paused when he heard my footfalls on the steps above. “Fate, huh?”

      I removed the flyer from my pocket as I settled in next to him. “Can you hold the light?”

      He took my phone and shined it on the flyer as I read.

      “Are you looking for adventure, riches, or an escape from the doldrums of life? Then this is the game for you. Looking for a few exceptional men and women to play. The game is ready when you are.”

      He moved in closer reading the words again. “What does it mean, the game is ready when you are? Is it some kind of Iron Man competition?”

      “I don’t know.” There were only two reasons I was interested in this flyer. The first reason was Carter was interested. In our brief interaction, he fascinated me. The second had to do with the riches. It had to do with a large amount of money. If I could graduate high school with some serious cash in my pocket, I might actually attend community college. Maybe I could actually have a future that didn’t involve wiping down counters or unpacking boxes. It was worth looking into. I traced my finger along the bottom of the page. “It has an address here.”

      “Seventy Oak Street? Isn’t that…?”

      “The Rosenbaum Manor.” I shuddered at the thought of the creepy mansion. Definitely not on the south side.  Mentally, I turned the pros and cons over and over in my head.

      A gust of wind blew through our glen as I watched Brek’s face in the light of the full moon. His lips lifted into a grin. “Maybe this our break. It sounds like our kind of awesome.”

      “I was kinda hoping you’d say that.” The thought of winning the money I needed, that my dad needed, lifted me to a place I hadn’t been in years. “Do you want to go Saturday?”

      “If it means we can earn you the money to go to college, not even a Guns and Roses concert could keep me away, Covington.”
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      They say the universe has a way of putting an exclamation mark on your obsessive train of thoughts. Like the time my dad made me watch Nightmare on Elm Street and red and brown striped sweaters jumped out at me everywhere. The next day at school, I couldn’t seem to avoid Carter Reyes.

      The first spotting was right before my lit class as I came out of the restroom. Carter had his hand flat against a locker as he leaned in to a brunette cheerleader. He nuzzled her neck as she giggled with her glossed lips.  I wanted to gag, but instead I ducked my head and scurried off to class.

      Later, in homeroom, the TV screen flashed with the latest school news. Apparently, every other story involved Carter. Carter Reyes scores the winning touchdown… Carter Reyes makes All-State… Carter Reyes can kiss my ass.

      What could have easily turned into an obssession with the Worthington High School god had suddenly withered away into nothing. He was too high and mighty to deserve my attention, to deserve my admiration, to deserve… oh, God. He was standing in front of my locker.

      “Hi.” He flashed his pearly whites. His dark hair swept slightly across his forehead. “Meg, right?”

      In a nervous habit, I pushed strands of my hair behind my ears before I shoved past him to open my locker. “Yeah, and you’re Kevin… right?” There was no way I was going to let him know my thoughts gave him the time of day.

      “Carter.” He appeared almost offended that I didn’t remember his name.

      “Oh, yeah.” I checked my reflection in my tiny, locker mirror before slamming the door shut. “Is there something wrong with your Beatles album?”

      “No.” He raised an eyebrow as if he suddenly realized I did remember him. “There was a flyer in the entryway of the record store. Do you know who hung it there?”

      “Do I look like the flyer police?” I kept moving to prove to him that I wasn’t willing to drop everything and fawn all over him like most girls.

      “Meg…” He grabbed my jacket, so I spun around and gave him my best let go of my jacket or I’ll have to pummel you look. He let go, his brown eyes curious. “It’s a game. I’m not sure of the exact details, but I was wondering if you wanted to check it out with me. You know, see what it’s all about.”

      “Why don’t you take the supermodel you had up against the locker earlier today? I’m sure she’d get a rise out of it.” I slipped into the girl’s room to get rid of him, but guilt hit me hard. I didn’t want to treat him like that. Why’d he want me to go with him anyway? It’s not like he knew me, or anything.

      Dropping my bag, I ran the cold water in the sink and splashed my face. If I was going to check out this game, it was going to be with Brek, not some good-looking stranger.
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        * * *

      

      That evening, I lay on Brek’s floor throwing his Nerf basketball up against the wall and contemplated the game. “The flyer didn’t mention what to bring. Should I wear my hiking boots or my Vans?”

      “It’s probably one of those Amazing Race kind of competitions where you run around and try to complete tasks before everyone else. You should probably bring your phone in case they want photo evidence.”

      “Then if we’re racing, I’ll wear my Vans. I’ll bring a couple of snacks in case it’s an all day thing. You know how you turn into a grump when you’re hungry.”

      “True.” He flexed his muscles beneath his t-shirt. “I’ve got to keep up this runner’s physique.”

      “You mean tall and skinny as a twig?” I threw the ball at him and he caught it in one hand.

      He was well built for a cross-country runner, but I’d never admit it to him. His dad passed away last year from cancer, but he had Brek hauling wood from the moment he could walk.

      My phone rang on the floor next to me. I flopped over and reached for it, but didn’t recognize the number. “Hello?”

      “Meg?” The voice was vaguely familiar.

      “Yeah, who’s this?”

      Brek crouched down next to me ready to spy on my conversation.

      “It’s Carter… um, you know, Kevin.”

      My body tensed. It was one thing for him to talk to me at school, but to search out my number. Maybe he was a stalker disguised as a high school senior. “Oh, yeah. Hi, Kevin.” I rolled my eyes at Brek.

      There was silence on the other line for several moments. Carter obviously didn’t appreciate my joke. “I know what you think of me, but I really want you to be my partner in this game.”

      “Why me? You don’t even know me.”

      “I know you’re smart…”

      “Ha! That proves that you don’t know me. I think I’ve got straight Cs and Ds.” I got up and flopped down on Brek’s bed. He got up to rummage through his closet, trying to appear as if he wasn’t listening.

      “Not that kind of smart, Covington.”

      “Don’t call me that.” Now he was really trying to tick me off. I only reserved that privilege for one person.

      “Sorry, Meg. I’ve watched you for a while. You know how to take care of yourself. The girl you saw me with in the hallway has no clue. She’s been fed with a silver spoon all her life.”

      “And why do you want to compete in this game, anyway?” I stretched my legs out ready to hear about how he needed the cash to buy himself a new Jaguar.

      “I need to prove myself to my parents. They think all I’m good for is throwing a football. I want them to know I can take charge of my own life.”

      “Liar.” I coughed the word, and Brek smiled. “It’s all about the cash, I’m sure.”

      “You can think what you want about me.” Carter’s voice took on an edge. “Are you going to be my partner or not?”

      “Not.” I clicked my phone off and threw it on the bed.

      “Someone’s got a crush on you.” Brek kept his back to me as he packed a bag for tomorrow’s adventure.

      “Shut up.” I grabbed my phone and headed to the door. “He just wants me for my skills.”

      “Covington, I’m a guy. You don’t push so hard for something unless you really want it. And he really wants it.”

      Oh, Brekken. Do you really want to deal with my wrath tonight?

      I reached up and tore one of his supermodel posters off the wall shoving it in the trashcan before I marched down the hall. If Brek and I were going to be teammates in whatever we were doing tomorrow, he better start showing me that he was on my side.
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        * * *

      

      Following a mad texting apology session around midnight, I fell into a fitful sleep. My nightmares were filled with dark places, crypts, and confining places I couldn’t escape. I threw my blankets off suddenly feeling claustrophobic. Murphy, my calico, jumped up on my bed and nuzzled his head into my arm, purring. It was early, but Brek planned on meeting up at the Hungry Bear for breakfast.

      Unable to contain the excitement anymore, I pulled on a pair of jeans, a plain blue t-shirt, and my Ohio State sweatshirt. In my bag, I threw an extra shirt, pants, underwear, and socks. You can never be too prepared. My phone buzzed at eight on the dot.

      “Where are you?” It was just Brek’s grumpy, hungry nature kicking in.

      “Give me a second to let Dad know where I’m going.” I slung my bag over my shoulder and took the stairs two at a time.

      “You’re going to tell him?”

      “Really? You know me better than that.”

      Dad was in the kitchen cooking something on the stove. Unusual. “Hey. I thought I’d cook us breakfast and maybe we could catch a movie later.”  He wore his plaid robe and his glasses perched on top of his head. He turned slightly to look at me. “Oh … are you going out?”

      “Yeah, you know how Brek’s been wanting to check out that hike by the falls. I told him I’d go today.” I crossed the kitchen and pecked him on the cheek. “Maybe next weekend?”

      “I’ve got that interview at the mine, but we’ll do it some other time.” He set his spatula on the counter before reaching up and touching my hair. “You know you’re looking more and more like your mom every day.”

      My gut tied in knots. This was not a conversation I was ready to have, especially with Brek waiting for me outside. “I know, I know you always say I got her beauty and her brains.” I shook my head and went straight for the door.

      “Geez, Covington. I was about ready to die of starvation out here.” Brek stood next to his beat-up blue truck. He’d managed to scrape together two hundred bucks to buy it from a farmer on the outskirts of town. It made a ton of noise, but it got us from point A to point B in one piece. He wore his jeans, but swapped out his letterman jacket for his warmer coat.

      I climbed into the passenger seat shoving over a healthy pile of fast food trash. “You’re withering away so fast, you might disappear any second.”

      Ignoring me, Brek cranked the radio up belting out the lyrics to some song from an eighties metal band. I refused to interrupt his jam sessions, but instead kept my sarcastic comments to myself like I think Brett Michaels is your long, lost soul mate or do you need a little hair with your Metallica?

      The drive from the Hungry Bear to the Rosenbaum place took all of five minutes. I stared down at my knees as Brek parallel parked in a spot across the street.

      He reached across and unbuckled my seatbelt. “This is going to be fun. And who knows, maybe we can win a few bucks.”

      “But what if the person who hung the poster at Spinners is really a psychotic killer trying to lure unsuspecting teens?” I grabbed on to his coat with both hands. “I had these dreams last night of vampire-like creatures.”

      “Do you really think there are vampires in the Rosenbaum house?” He unlocked his door and stepped out of the truck. “I always took you for more of a realist. After all, you were the one who told me that Santa Claus wasn’t real.”

      “Because you were in fifth grade and telling me that you heard reindeers hooves on your roof.” I drew in a deep breath and unlocked my own door. Dread filled my body at the thought of putting him through this, but I didn’t know how to express it to Brek with his whatever attitude.

      The stairs leading up to the front door of the mansion were carved out of a white marble with streams of black cutting through. A large, wooden door with an enormous knocker probably turned away most visitors, but most visitors didn’t have what it took to play the game.

      I hid behind Brek as he used the iron ring to knock on the door. Shuffling my feet, I mentally counted down in my head. Ten … nine … eight … seven … how long would Brek wait? Would he let us walk away empty handed? Six … five … four … the giant door creaked open. Dang.

      The woman standing in the doorway reminded me of Betty White from the Golden Girls, just not as innocent. She held a clipboard and a frown as she inspected us from head to toe. Her eyes rested first on the blue streak in my hair and then on the diamond stud in my nose. “Are you here for the game?”

      “Yes, ma’am.” Brek stiffened his back making me wonder if he thought we were signing up for boot camp. And when did he start using the word ma’am?

      “Follow me.”

      She led us down the hall past massive entryways into formal living spaces all ornately decorated. One piece of artwork on the walls of this manor could probably feed my dad and I for months. We reached a room full of leather furniture like a lawyer’s office from a movie I once saw.

      “Have a seat,” Betty White said. “When it is determined if you are worthy, the game will begin.” She left the room and closed the door.

      “What does she mean if we’re worthy?” Brek twisted around in his chair perhaps to see if there was anyone else in the room. “Of course, we’re worthy.”

      “I’m sure it’s some kind of test to see if we’ll break. Kind of like in the Neverending Story where Atreyu is forced to face his true self to see if he goes mad. I bet this is a madhouse and this Rosenbaum guy wants to add us to his collection of crazies.” I knew my rambling annoyed Brek and I hoped we’d get to leave because this place was beginning to give me the creeps.

      “If we want to play the game, we’ve got to stay calm.” Brek’s teeth were clenched. “They want people who won’t break under pressure.”

      “Then what are you doing here? Because last year at the junior prom I remember the sweat marks under your pits when you wanted to ask Sarah Michaels to dance. Man, you stank.” I plugged my nose for emphasis as he stood up and inspected the walls.

      Two of the four walls were covered with bookshelves and the other two held the doorway and a wall of windows. Brek pulled book after book off the shelf, but no secret passages opened. Instead of taking the Nancy Drew route, I picked up the piece of paper left on the desk.

      “You’ve passed the first test.” I read the words out loud and Brek ran over abandoning his pursuit of passages. “But the game weeds out the incompetents on its own.” I gave Brek a quick punch in the arm. “I guess that leaves you out.”

      “Funny.” His mouth was set in a straight line as he snatched the paper out of my hand. “When you are led to the chamber with your partner, you must choose a door. Within the door you will find an item I seek. Bring the item to me to claim your reward. But take heed, the larger the dollar amount, the more difficult the task. You may start where you will, but few will be successful. Mortimer Rosenbaum.”

      “What kind of creepy crap is this?” The paper was once again in my hand as I scanned it for any validity. “What if this is some kind of gas chamber where this Rosenbaum guy kills hordes of teenagers? They still use them in the military, you know.”

      “This is it.” Brek had a blank look on his face as if staring off into some distant dream. His eyes flashed back to mine. “This is our way out of the Dump.”

      “College is your way out of the Dump. Remember? Full ride cross-country scholarship?” My jealousy still rang through that statement even though I tried to hide it.

      “But what about you?” Brek took my hand. I tried to slide it out of his, but he only gripped it tighter. “According to you, I’ll go off, get my dream job, meet some hot woman, get married, have two point five kids, and live in a McMansion. But … what about you?”

      What about me? As long as Brek was all right, I’d survive. I’m sure I could keep some kind of food on my dad’s table for quite a while. And who knew? Maybe my dad would get that job at the mine, or some other job that would give his life purpose. “You know me. I’ll be fine.”

      “I don’t want you to be fine. Fine is for normal people. Fine is for people who settle. Fine is not okay for Megan Covington..” He let go of my hand and stood up before he ran his fingers through his hair, and I knew he was not ready to give up on me. “And that’s why were going to do this. We’re not ordinary, Covington. We’re extraordinary when we’re together.”

      I leaned back in my chair. “Are you done with the motivational speech, Mr. President?”

      “I guess so.” Brek didn’t sit back down, but instead rummaged through his pack. He removed something from the front pocket. “This is why we’re doing this.”

      It was a blue plastic ring from one of the quarter machines at the grocery store. The circumference of the precious gem probably only fit on the tip of Brek’s pinky finger. Our fifth grade promise to each other. My yellow ring was always in the front pocket of my jeans. “Never give up on each other … never leave each other.”

      “I’m not leaving you in Worthington with no direction—no hope.” He set his ring on top of the paper on the desk.

      The fear of what this game entailed ravaged me inside, but if I were with Brek, maybe everything would be fine. We could do this together before … before he was gone. My heart rate increased not knowing a thing about the game or how long we’d be gone, but I’d do this so Brek could feel assurance as he left for college that he left me in good circumstances. So that he could go and find his dream life without the hindrance of leaving me behind in squalor.

      I removed my yellow ring from my front pocket and placed it next to his on the desk. “Let’s do it.”
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      “Do we get to meet this Rosenbaum guy?” I had finished signing my name to the tenth piece of paperwork Betty White brought in after we agreed to play the game. It was all a bunch of legal stuff about not suing him if we died, lost a limb, or broke a fingernail. If I had not turned eighteen last month, my dad would have to be involved and that was not going to happen.

      “Mr. Rosenbaum prefers to keep his anonymity. Part of the paperwork that you just signed without reading mentions how all your dealings will be with me.” She picked up the papers and straightened them by tapping them on the desk. “You may address me as Ms. Sonnenburg, or Ma’am if you prefer.”

      Something about not meeting the person in charge didn’t sit too well with me, but I knew this was important to Brek. At least, I might be able to get him that new guitar.

      “How long is the game?” If I were gone overnight, Dad would definitely notice.

      “That is entirely up to you …” She glanced at the paperwork. “Miss Covington.”

      “You mean there’s no time limit?”

      “When you complete the task, or more likely, decide to quit, the game will be over for you. There has only been one completion in the past year.”

      “Only one?” I jumped out of my chair and shot a look at Brek.

      “Well, we’ve got two days.” Brek lifted his bag from the chair to his shoulder. “There will be all kinds of trouble if we’re not in class on Monday.”

      “The game can be played in stages, Mr. Matthews. If you need to stop to accomplish meaningless tasks, that can be arranged.” She lowered her glasses to her nose. “If you don’t have any further questions, please follow me.”

      Gripping Brek’s arm, we followed the woman through an ornately decorated hallway and turned three corners before we reached an oak door. Mrs. Sonneburg removed a key from a ring in her pocket and unlocked the door. A musty draft escaped the staircase that led to the depths below.

      “We’ve got to go down there?” I curled my fingers into the canvas material of Brek’s jacket, like if I could hold on tight enough I’d keep him from risking his life for me. My fingers ached from clenching them into a ball for the past five minutes.

      “I know it was my idea to do this, so if you’re having second thoughts we can back out.” Brek’s blue eyes searched mine perhaps looking for my true feelings about descending those stairs.

      “I signed the damn contract, didn’t I?”

      “Yes, but …”

      “There are no buts. You were right. This is my last chance. Our last chance.” I gave him a slight nudge with my elbow. “Now are you going down there, or do I have to take the lead?”

      The stone stairs led down to a cellar that was even mustier than the first whiff promised us. I wanted to plug my nose, but the fear of losing Brek that permeated my insides kept my hands glued to his arm.

      We approached a metal door locked with three deadbolts. Mrs. Sonneburg rifled through her ring for the correct keys. I shuffled side-to-side before bouncing up and down on my toes. Brek elbowed me this time. The nerves in this dark world were getting the best of me.

      The last lock clicked open and she turned to us. “What you are about to see, stays here. It says that on line thirty-six of your contract, by the way. You will lose anything you gain if you tell a single soul.”

      “Will you open the door already?” I spoke the words through gritted teeth. If she made me wait much longer, my feelings might consume me.

      She glared at me through her glasses before turning to pull open the heavy metal door.

      What lay behind the door made my heart stop.

      It was a hallway that had no business being in this dark, damp world beneath the ornate mansion. The floor, walls, and ceiling were pristine white. Florescent lights coming from nowhere in particular made it feel like it was the middle of the day.

      Brek’s jaw dropped. “What the hell?”

      Every few feet down the hallway stood a door—each a different color. From our vantage point it seemed that each door contained some kind of elaborate carving.

      “The game begins here when I lock the metal door behind you. We don’t want anything that doesn’t belong escaping.” She walked down the hallway to a blue door and removed a bracelet from a hook. “Wear these when you enter the portal, and it will allow you to pass back through the energy field. The bracelets are color coded.” After reaching into her pocket, she handed me a small black device with a red button in the middle. “When you’re ready to come out, press the button, and I will let you out.”

      “Escaping?” I stared down at the device in my hand. “What’s going to escape?”

      “It depends which portal you choose. There is a slight possibility for someone or something to escape without the bracelet.” She stared down the hallway maybe imagining what was behind the doors. “This is where I leave you. Good-bye.” And then, Mrs. Sonnenburg was gone and Brek and I were alone in the hallway.

      “Where do you think we start?” I unzipped my bag and dropped the red button into the depths. “I still think we’re making a mistake.”

      Brek walked over to the first door. It was blue with elaborate carvings of a nautical theme. A clamshell opened itself to reveal a pearl with what appeared to be sunbeams radiating out of it.  He stared at it for a few moments before looking down the hallway. “Each door has a light beside it. This one is red while others are green. Maybe this one is already completed.”

      “Yeah… I definitely think we should go with green. Green is good, right?”

      “Green means go, Covington. Maybe that’s why you still don’t have your license.”

      “I don’t have my license because I’m afraid of crazy drivers like you.”

      Beside the blue door was a white placard reading five thousand dollars. “Holy crap. Someone got five thousand for finding this pearl? How much are the other doors?”

      The next one was a deep brown color worth ten thousand dollars. My heart went into overdrive imaging what we could do with that much money. Across the hall was a green door also worth ten thousand dollars.

      “Rosenbaum must really want whatever is behind here.” Brek ran his hand along the carvings of the green door. “What’s behind them? A room to search?”

      “Let’s find out.” I reached for the knob on the green door, but Brek grabbed it before I could turn the handle.

      “We passed his test for a reason. Take your time. Check each door carefully before making a decision.”

      Brekken Matthews—always the voice of reason. Beside the green was a door of a deep and bloody red.  Many hearts were carved into the wood including a ruby heart in a crown. White twinkle lights lined the perimeter, giving it extra pizzazz. It was worth twenty-five thousand dollars. Across the hall was an orange door with carved flames licking the wood worth thirty thousand dollars.

      “The further you go down the hallway, the higher the dollar amounts, and I’m sure the more difficult the task.” Brek’s hand hovered over the orange door before quickly withdrawing it. “That’s hot.”

      “I don’t want to start there.” Two doors remained. How much were the final two doors worth? I all but jogged down to the white and black doors.

      The white door was the purest lack of color I’d ever seen. If I ever imagined a door to Heaven, this would be it. The only carving on this door was a dove that drew me in with a warm feeling of safety. “We should start here.” I reached for the knob as if drawn in by a magnet. It was worth five hundred thousand dollars. A definite no-brainer.

      Brek grabbed my hand again. “We’re choosing the door together. Something’s off about this door. Don’t make snap decisions.”

      The door’s allure continued to pull at me, but I clung to Brek’s jacket to pull my body away to face the scariest door in the hallway—the ebony door.

      “One million dollars.” Brek whistled at the thought of the inconceivable amount of money for anyone who called the Dump their home.

      The etched carvings in this dark, metal door were foreign and reminded me of a something in horror movie. “Highest dollar amount… must be the hardest task.” I turned my back to it, not even wanting to look at it anymore. “Maybe we should start with something easy.”

      “Yeah, I think we should see what we’re getting into before we even think about attempting that door.” Brek walked down the hallway to the green and brown doors. “These are worth the same amount. What do you think?”

      The brown door had carvings beneath the earth—like earthworm or gopher tunnels. Giant, worm-like creatures slithered through the ground, possibly patrolling the labyrinth. At the very bottom of the door someone had carved a precious gem with the same sunbeams as the pearl on the blue door. “Do you think he wants us to go underground beneath the house to get this gemstone?”

      Brek shrugged his shoulders and crouched down to run his finger along the carvings. “Looks like it to me.”

      “Earthworms are gross.” I pinched up my face and stuck out my tongue. “Moving on.”

      “You’ve never been a typical girl.” Brek laughed. “Why start now?”

      Rage overcame me like a tsunami as I shoved Brek against the brown door. “Don’t you ever call me a typical girl, Brekken Matthews.”

      He held his hands up in surrender even though we both knew he was stronger. “Sorry, Meg.” His muscles relaxed and I could feel his heart beating under his coat. “I know you’re anything but typical.”

      I let go of his coat and marched over to the green door proud of my atypical status. This door had the carving of an enormous tree that stretched from the bottom to the top. Beneath the tree, among its roots, was a large seed. The sunbeams that reached in all directions identified it as the desired object. “This is the door Brek. If I can’t have the white door, I want this one.”

      “Wise choice, Covington.” He slapped my back making me feel like one of his sports buddies. “If we start off easy, we can tackle the white and ebony doors later.” He removed two bracelets from the hook next to the door and handed one to me.

      The immediacy of the task shot through me as I tied my hair back with the scrunchie wrapped around my wrist. My heart almost pounded straight through my chest at the unknown nature of what lie ahead. I would not show Brek I was scared more than what I revealed to him already. I was Meg Covington. Nothing freaked me out—lack of money, lack of food, popular kids, rich kids, or my best friend moving away.

      The pack on my shoulder seemed too light for the task at hand, but there was no way we could turn back now.

      “You ready?” Brek touched the handle.

      “As I’ll ever be.” I gave him a weak smile ready to shove the door open if he took any longer.

      Brek’s hand rotated and it opened with a click. He peeked through the crack before he pushed the door wider.

      This time my jaw dropped.
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      It wasn’t a broom closet, or a staircase to another part of the mansion. In front of us was a forest grove surrounded by towering pine trees. And though it was early spring outside the mansion, warm summer air drifted through the opening. Birds pecked at the ground in search for worms or seeds, but alighted when Brek took a step into the strange world.

      I reached forward and grabbed his arm. “What are you doing?”

      “Going to find this seed.” He rolled his eyes before he shook free from grip. “What do you think I’m doing?”

      “But that was before you opened the door.” I kept my feet firmly planted in the white hallway—firmly planted in reality.

      Brek moved his other foot into the world behind the green door before he turned and held his hand out to me. “This is our chance. Now, put on your big boy pants, Covington. If I could do this alone, I’d do it for you. But the game said I need a partner and you’re the only one I want to go with.”

      I took a deep breath to settle my nerves and gripped his hand. As soon as both of my feet touched the pine needle floor, the door slammed shut. I jumped and dug my fingernails into Brek’s palm.

      Besides the twitter of the birds in the trees apparently angry with us for having interrupted their lunch, the wood was quiet—eerily quiet.

      “How in the world are we going to find this seed? We don’t have a map, or any kind of directions.” All around us, all I saw was trees.

      “The good news is the seed will be under the biggest tree. Shouldn’t be too hard to find. Maybe we can climb a hill and get a better view of the land.” Brek let go of my hand and climbed in a direction that appeared to be a gradual uphill.

      An hour into our climb up the hill my legs burned like holy fire and my stomach shouted at me. I found a log and plopped down before I rummaged through my pack. “I need a break.”

      Brek settled next to me before he opened his own pack and removed a peanut butter sandwich. He took a giant bite out of the bread. I stared down at my package of Ramen, which I planned to eat raw. The only other snacks Dad had in the house were Saltines and cans of tuna fish. I swiped two stacks of the crackers.

      “How do you think all this works?” Brek spoke with his mouth full, a habit I tried to break him of years before. “I mean, how does this whole world exist inside the Rosenbaum mansion? Is it like Dr. Who’s Tardis—smaller on the outside and bigger on the inside?”

      I gazed back through the woods in the direction of the green door. Throughout our hike, I took note of landmarks to find our way back out—an unusual shaped boulder, a crooked tree, a bush of red berries. “I think the doors are portals to other worlds. We could be on the other side of the Universe or in another dimension, for all we know.”

      “It’s crazy to think about, and yet …” Brek lifted his water bottle and clinked it against mine. “There’s no one I’d rather be stranded with on the other side of the Universe than you.”

      “Awww … you should write greeting cards for Hallmark.” I took one more bite of my Ramen before I sealed it in a Ziploc bag.

      A rustling sound drew my attention away from my pack. The noise came from the bushes about a hundred yards away. It’s just a bird. A bird. It couldn’t be anything else. Then came the growl.

      My eyes shot to Brek’s, wide as saucers. He grabbed my hand and we ran like wildfire through the trees. I no longer felt the weariness of my legs because at the moment they were the only things that kept me alive. I looked over my shoulder. Three wolves the size of small elephants gained on us with every stride we made. Would Dr. Rosenbaum or Mrs. Sonnenburg let my dad know what happened to me after I was torn to shreds?

      Brek let go of my hand before he grabbed my legs and heaved me up the side of an enormous rock. I turned and reached my hand down to help him.

      “Grab my hand. I’ll pull you up.” I opened and closed my fingers to tell him to hurry.

      “You go. I’ll keep them occupied.”

      Oh, hell no. “Don’t you dare. Give me your damn hand. We can both make it.” I grabbed a tuft of his hair to try and force him to listen to me.

      The wolves were close enough to pounce. My heart raced because I knew it was a matter of moments. But then, one of the wolves squealed and fell to the ground. An arrow stuck out from its body. The others stopped and whined before they back stepped and ran in the opposite direction. Arrows flew after them and hit both of their targets.

      I let out the breath I held before I grabbed Brek’s jacket and forced him to climb up next to me on the rock. My arms wrapped around him and drew him close to me. Our hearts beat together at an unhealthy pace. “Don’t ever do that again. I’ll kill you.”

      “Very ironic, Covington.” His breath hitched. “But we don’t have time to talk about the merits of my chivalry. Who shot those arrows?”

      “Our guardian angels?” I didn’t care who it was. Brek was alive.

      He leaned forward before he crouched on his hands and knees. “We’ve got company.”

      I screamed.

      About ten archers stepped out from behind the trees with their arrows pointed in our direction. But it wasn’t the arrows that made me scream. Some kind of animals on two legs pointed the arrows at us.

      “Come down and no one gets hurt.” One of the creatures moved closer, but never dropped his weapon. “This is a no human zone.”

      “I don’t think we’re in Kansas anymore, Toto.” I whispered the words as I hoped to add a little humor to a situation that made no kind of sense to me.

      Brek grunted.

      The rock tore at my back as I slid down behind him onto the ground below. No matter how hostile and freaky these creatures appeared, they had saved us from the wolves.

      “Keep your hands where we can see them.” This time another one of the creatures barked the orders. He had a white stripe starting at his nose that ran all the way down his back.

      All the creatures wore a leather vest with quivers strapped behind them. Their faces appeared human in their expressions, which at the moment were pissed off.

      “What are you?” I couldn’t keep my voice calm. “Skunks?”

      “Can I just shoot her?” One of the creatures threw its hands into the air. “We don’t have to put up with this racism.”

      I would have laughed, but instead swallowed and kept my mouth shut.

      The animal closest to the front stepped forward. “We are badgers. And the formal charge against you will land you in prison for ten years.”

      “Ten years!” I moved forward this time. “We barely have ten minutes … um, Sir.” I added the last part on to try to make up for my over-zealous mouth.

      “I don’t have time for this. Seize them.”

      The other badgers moved forward with their arrows still pointed at our heads. Two of them grabbed Brek and two others flanked me on either side before they led us through the wood. The badgers were a good foot shorter than me, but their strength and the arrows aimed at my back kept me in line. One of the animals reeked of body odor and I almost lost the contents of my stomach multiple times as we marched below the trees.

      When we finally arrived at a large village, the sun had set and flames licked the air from the torches set at regular intervals around the structures. My legs ached so much I thought they’d give out on me and I longed to be home in the safety of my own bed.

      At the entrance gates stood two grizzly bears, both ginormous and standing on their hind legs. I’m sure their names were Brutus and the Rock. I gripped the badger’s arm tighter as if he could protect me from the walls of hair and flesh when we passed between them.

      The badger to my right chuckled. “They’re not going to hurt you, human.”

      “And how do you know that?” I glanced behind me, but the bears kept their eyes on the wilderness beyond.

      “You’re with me.” He released my arm and threw his bow onto a table near one of the structures.

      Hordes of creatures gathered around us, probably fascinated by the human curiosities. I shook my head wanting to wake myself from the nightmare of badgers talking to warthogs and cats standing beside deer. I watched Brek. His body was stiff, and I’m sure he was as equally freaked out as me.

      “Citizens of Ferox. On a routine scout through the wood today, my party came across these two humans.” The badger held his hand out to us as if were a prize.

      It was as if we were some type of animals on display. I sneered at him.

      “Lock them up!” A smaller bear shouted from the middle of the crowd.

      The badger raised his arm. “They shall be tried under the due process of the law. We are not barbarians who throw a man in jail without a trial. Take them to the tent.”

      I was pushed and shoved all the way to a canvas tent illuminated by two torches on either sides of the flap. The badger escorted me inside. Two cots with blankets and pillows lay on either side of the small enclosure. Maybe I would get that bed after all. Brek was brought in moments later by two of the animals before they left. We were alone.

      “Do you think they’re guarding the entrance?” I peeked through the flap. The broad shoulders of a bear stood between us, and the rest of the village. “Are humans dangerous to these animals?”

      “Ever heard of hunting, Covington?” Brek sat down on one of the cots and removed his coat.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Uh … getting ready for bed.” He untied the laces on one of his boots.

      “But aren’t we going to escape?” I paced the floor. It was covered with an oriental carpet. “Can’t we just crawl under the back of the tent?”

      “I’m sure they have their bear guards watching all angles of the tent.” He removed his shoe. “It’s pretty obvious that we’re their only prisoners—the freak show in town.”

      If Brek was defeated, so was I. How were we supposed to come up with a Bonnie and Clyde style escape when all Clyde wanted to do was catch a few Zs? I sat down on my cot making a lot of noise so Brek knew I wasn’t happy. He only pulled his covers around him and turned his back to me. Didn’t he worry about what would happen tomorrow? We were prisoners of talking, wild animals.

      The flap of the tent opened and one of the badgers came in and looked at Brek before sitting on the cot next to me. I scooted away from him and crossed my arms. I could tell by his mannerisms that he was the leader that escorted me through the forest.

      “We don’t intend to hurt you, human girl.” The badger spoke in a low voice.

      “My name is Meg. And I don’t know what your gripe is with humans in this place, but we’re not from here. We didn’t know about the stupid no-human zone.” I dug in the dirt with the toe of my sneaker.

      “You’re not like the other humans we’ve encountered.” He ran one of his paws through the fur on top of his head. “My name is Fivlon. I’m the ruler of these people … um … animals. I want you, and the human male to know that you’re free to walk the grounds of the village, but you must not pass the gates until after the trial.”

      “Do you think we’ll be found innocent?” I moved closer to him as I sensed his humanity over his wildness.

      “That’s not for me to decide, Meg. We live in a democratic society. The jury will determine your innocence or guilt.” His deep brown eyes held a secret I suddenly longed to discover.

      After the badger left, the warm covers engulfed me as the crazy day drifted out of my thoughts and sleep found me.
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      When the dim light of the early morning hours woke me, I thought for a moment that it had all been a dream. I kept my eyes shut savoring my Sunday morning until a rooster’s crow filled my ears and the smell of a campfire filled my nostrils. I sat up in bed and took in my surroundings—the tent, Brek snored in the cot beside me, and the guard outside the flaps cleared his throat.

      “Brek.” I whispered the word so whatever creature guarded us wouldn’t hear me. But maybe he could. I once had heard that animals have a keen sense of hearing.

      I wrapped my blanket around me and stood up, thankful that Fivlon was at least kind enough to supply a carpeted floor. The floor was still hard against my knees as I knelt beside Brek’s cot. I shook his shoulder and placed a hand over his mouth in case he decided to chew me out.

      “Whaa?” The word came out muffled under my hand and his eyes grew wide.

      “We’re still prisoners.” I removed my hand. “It wasn’t a bad dream.”

      “We need to get out of here and grab that seed.” Brek sat up, pulling his blanket closer to him as he searched the floor for his clothes.

      “That’s what I tried to tell you last night, but you were too damn sleepy to listen.” I looked toward the flap of the tent. The air outside seemed hazy due to the smoke. “Fivlon said we are free to roam around the village.”

      “Fivlon? Who’s Fivlon?” Brek grabbed at my blanket and drew me close to him. “You’re not making friends with these creatures, are you?”

      Friends? Is that what you would call one conversation? “No. He’s the leader and he came to talk to me last night. Wanted to let us know that they don’t intend to hurt us and that we’ll get a fair trial.”

      Brek pulled his shirt over his head before he shooed me away so he could put on his pants. When he was dressed, he made his bed.

      “What are you doing?” I raised an eyebrow.

      “Tidying up.” He fluffed the pillow before bending down to his pack. “Maybe if you were raised by a mother and not a father, you’d have turned out different, too.”

      I rolled my eyes, but still refused to tidy up. “What are you doing now?”

      “Finding breakfast.” He removed a protein bar from his bag and unwrapped it.

      “Don’t waste our food. They’ll feed us.” I lifted the flap to look outside for Fivlon. “It’s some kind of law that you have to feed prisoners.”

      “What are they going to feed us, puppy chow?”

      A pair of eyes looked at me through the flap, so I jumped back as Fivlon entered. “Now, do you really think we’d serve our prisoners puppy chow, Brekken?”

      The sight of the talking animal seemed to catch Brek off-guard as if he thought yesterday was just a dream as he backed into the far end of the tent with his pack in front of him.

      Fivlon made some kind of snarky remark under his breath before he turned to me. “Breakfast is in the mess tent. Take a right, past the doctors’ ward, and hang a left at the voodoo witch caravan.”

      “Let me guess—strictly vegetarian options.”

      “That’s about right. I’ll join you in a half hour.” Fivlon ducked through the tent flap and headed off to some unknown destination.

      “I’ve suddenly lost my appetite.” Brek kneeled beside the back of the tent and peeked under the canvas. “No escape. They’ve got us surrounded.”

      I stuffed my pack under my cot before I walked over and lifted the canvas flap. “We’re free to go where we want, so I don’t know about you, but I’m going to eat with or without you.”

      The bear that guarded our tent stepped aside with a grunt as I exited into the central plaza of the village. Animals hustled here and there, some with clothes, while other seemed unabashed by their nakedness. Weapons were commonplace. Bows, arrows, swords, and knives glistened on backs and in sheaths around waists. These villagers were threatened by something—the wolves? Fivlon mentioned that I was unlike other humans he’d met. Was there a human village somewhere?

      Brek followed close behind me still in some kind of bad mood as I passed Fivlon’s landmarks to find breakfast. A large wooden wagon reeked of a mix of herbs causing me to turn my nose up in disgust.

      “Does the princess have a sensitive nose?” A cat sat on the stairs weaving some kind of doll between her paws. Her long, gray fur was hidden by a skirt and white blouse. She hissed at me.

      Animals made snide comments all the way to the dining tent. I wished I stayed in bed. The hall itself was full of beasts eating like, well like animals. There weren’t many who used their forks, but most stuck their face right in the food.

      My companion seemed to have other concerns. “What are they eating?”

      I stared at the concoction on the plates laid out on the tables. It reminded me of the mixture in out compost pile at home. My stomach churned, but I wasn’t sure if it was from hunger or disgust.

      “Take a tray and keep moving.” A warthog behind the food line grumbled at us.

      Brek took the lead this time by removing a tray from beneath a wooden shelf. The whole set-up reminded me of the cafeteria at home, but without the metal serving basins. Piles of odd mixtures covered in flies sat in large wooden bowls. I picked the food with the least flies to scoop onto my plate.

      A badger toward the end of the line shot me a dirty look. “Can you keep it moving? We’re going to starve back here.”

      I gripped the spoon tight and reigned in my temper. Nobody needed to hear what I wanted to say.

      A long table near the edge of the tent had an empty spot near the end where Brek and I could be isolated. I had no intention of making friends with any of these beasts. Toward the middle of the table a deer glared at us before taking a bite of the slop. I struggled to gulp down the small amount of the mixture I had scooped in my mouth as I realized I’d never seen a deer with an angry face.

      “Criminals.” A warthog stomped past with a tray and whacked Brek on the top of the head.

      “Hey!” Brek jumped up. He stood two feet taller than the hog, but that was his only advantage.

      “Do you want to take this outside?” Saliva dripped from the warthog’s tusks and he seemed to be the kind of animal who knew his way around a fight. “If you win, I let you live. If I win, I get your female.”

      Brek bit into his lower lip as if he was actually thinking about it. Scooping a load of slop onto my spoon, I flung it at his face. It hit Brek right between the eyes.

      The warthog snorted. “Never mind. I don’t want your female.” He stomped off to another table where a bunch of his over-masculine buddies greeted him.

      “Don’t pay any attention to Maddox.” It was another badger. This one sounded female. She had leather warrior gear on that fit perfectly with the bow hunters from the woods. “He’s of the opinion that humans are trash.” She held out a paw. “My name is Catora.”

      Brek wiped his face with a napkin before throwing it onto his tray. His face was still flushed from the encounter with the bully and possibly from being taken down by a girl with a spoon.

      “I’m Meg and this angry male is Brekken.” I held out my hand to shake her paw.

      Catora looked over her shoulder before lowering her voice. “I hope you don’t mind me asking, but what were you doing in the human free zone?”

      “We didn’t mean to trespass, it’s just that we were looking for this seed … “

      “Meg!” Brek slammed his hand down on the table sending a vibration through his tray and rattling his silverware. His glare sent ice through my veins.

      “What?” I smiled at Catora, but she had a look of stricken horror on her face.

      “Then the legends are true.” Catora spoke the words to herself. “I have to find Fivlon.” The badger rushed off to some unknown destination leaving Brek and I alone at our end of the table.

      “Great. You scared off the one animal who wanted to be our friend. She could have been our ticket out of here.” I stepped over the bench and sat back down in front of my breakfast slop.

      “I scared her? You’re the one who had to mention the damn seed, Covington.” He ran his hand through his hair before he sat down next to me and veered into my comfort zone. “We should have gone over the rules before we started this whole thing. You talk to no one. There is one job … one mission. We get the item and get the hell out of here.”

      I placed a hand on Brek’s chest and moved him a few inches away from me. “And whose rule book is this? Yours? Because I think we’re playing with a totally different set of directions. You’re playing regular old Monopoly and I’m playing Millennial Monopoly. The goal here is to make some friends along the way. How else are we going to get out of jail free?”

      Brek sighed, leaned his elbows on the table and rested his forehead in his hands. “Fine. It’s not like I can change you. I’ve been down that road before. But can we at least agree to keep the seed a secret?”

      My eyes left the back of Brek’s head as Fivlon, followed closely by Catron, marched into the mess hall. The female badger pointed in our direction.

      “I think it’s too late to hope for a covert operation, partner.”

      “They’ll keep us under lock and key.” Brek grumbled as he stood up from the table to face the leader of the animals.

      But instead of manhandling us—or better yet, animal handling us—with his guards again, Fivlon said, “Follow me.”

      I tossed the remainder of my breakfast in the trash on the way out of the tent with little remorse, but heard Brek’s stomach growl behind me. Maybe I should have let him have a little of the rations from our bags.

      Fivlon and Catron led us through the open area without a word. Animals, once again, stared at us. How had the humans hurt them? If we could escape, maybe we could get to this human village and get some help with finding the seed.

      The badger opened the door of a modest cabin and motioned to us to follow him inside. The room held a couch, a small dining table and kitchen, and flowered curtains hung around the windows. A doorway opened to a backroom. Beside the couch, a picture frame held a good-looking dark skinned couple with huge smiles on their faces. They held hands beneath an archway of flowers. Before I could study it further, Catron snatched it and placed it face down on the table.

      “I thought you hated humans.” My hand pointed at the picture that now lay face down.

      Fivlon sighed and ran his paw through the fur on top of his head. “We don’t hate humans because we are human. Catron and I grew up in this village. My father had been the leader, and a wise one at that, but there had always been tension between the two groups of people over resources and land. The humans in the valley wanted control over the forest for the trees, access to the sea, and the wild animals.”

      “The leader of the other village employed a magician to cast a spell on the people of Ferox. Instead of risking the lives of his soldiers, King Azer was a coward. Given the chance, I’d run him through with a sword.” Catora held her hands around an imaginary blade’s hilt.

      “Stay focused on the story.” Fivlon wrapped an arm, or was it a leg, around her.

      “The magician, whom I’m convinced works for the devil himself, turned our entire village into animals. It was only then that Azer sent his soldiers to hunt us down.” Catron smiled. “Little did he know that we held onto our human spirits and abilities. When the soldiers came to attack, we were ready. Our soldiers had always been stronger than his.” She looked at Fivlon before she continued. “Their forces suffered great losses that day. We lost one—Fivlon’s father.”

      “I’m sorry.” I didn’t know what else to say. My mind swam with the fact that these animals were human and were trapped.

      “I’ll take it from here.” Fivlon stood up and paced around the room. “After the attack, the other humans feared us despite the loss of my father. Even though I knew I wasn’t ready, I took the post as Ferox’s next leader. And as leader, I was informed of our village’s greatest secret.” He stopped and looked at us. It was as if he were weighing our integrity on the scales in his mind.

      Brek looked at me and we both knew. “It has to do with the seed under the Tree of Life.” My best friend spoke it more as a statement than a question.

      “That seed is our everything. When the magician cast his spell, it not only changed our forms, it tied our life force to that seed and the tree. If the seed is removed, our entire village goes extinct.”

      “Holy crap.” My heart beat out of my chest thinking about our quest. I looked at Catron. “No wonder you freaked out when I mentioned the seed. We would never do that to you.” I elbowed Brek to remind him to agree with me.

      “Is there a way to break the spell?” Of course he’d want to come up with another way instead of just getting out of there to pick another door.

      “It’s been five years.” Catron stood up and walked into the kitchen. “Our greatest minds have worked on it nonstop. I believe the only way to break the spell is to go to the source, but the danger of someone from Ferox entering the human realm is too high.”

      “What if we do it?” Brek looked at me with that crooked grin on his face. They don’t know us, but we’re human. “If we could find a way to break the spell … “

      “You’d do that for us?” Catron brought a tray of drinks into the sitting area. “You’d risk your lives?”

      I knew where Brek was headed with his line of thought. He wanted to be set free to get the seed, but I’d hold him to the bargain he made. My respect for Fivlon and Catron had grown astronomically. Their freedom from bondage meant so much more than the stupid ten thousand dollars.

      “If you set us free, we’ll go directly to the other human village.”

      I looked behind Brek’s back to see if he crossed his fingers, but he only drew his fingers into a casual fist.

      Fivlon looked at Catron possibly seeing if she agreed to trust us. Their lives were literally in our hands. “The tree is guarded twenty-four seven, so don’t try to double-cross us.” He held his paw out to Brek who shook it with his hand.
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      The mid-morning bustle of the village streamed around us as we walked back to our tent. Our bear guard was gone, so we slipped in to gather our belongings.

      “You do realize that we have school tomorrow. Right?” Brek stuffed a shirt into his pack without folding it. Very un-Brek like. “Not to mention that we never came home last night. Mom’s going to think that we …” His face turned bright red.

      “Yeah, like Judy would ever think that.” I tore the wrapper off one of the bars. “She knows I’m way out of your league.” I pulled at my zipper to close my bag, but Brek stopped me.

      “Do you have any sticky notes?”

      “Uh … yeah.” I reached down into the pack and pulled out five different colors. “Which one? Green? Blue? Or your favorite, pink?”

      “Just give me a note, Covington.”

      I removed a note, handed it to him and smirked.

      “And a pen, smartass.”

      I took the pen out and flung it at his head instead of handing it to him. It bounced off his forehead. He ignored it, grabbed the pen off the ground and scribbled out a note.

      We don’t know who’s listening. This is safer.

      After I read Brek’s note, I thought I heard footsteps behind the tent. Maybe Fivlon didn’t trust us. I gave Brek the stack of green sticky notes and then scribbled out my own.

      Someone’s listening right now.

      He read the note and wrote again on his paper. This time he took three notes to tell me what he wanted to say.

      Do you think we should go to the human village to find the sorcerer, or do you think we should go home and regroup? What are we going to tell our parents?

      The footsteps had settled, perhaps the spy knew he’d been discovered with our silence. I could rectify that.

      “Oh, Brek. … oh, yes.”

      Brek’s eyes widened, but I shot him a wicked grin. There had to be some reason for our silence.

      “I love it when you kiss me like that.” I bit my lip to keep from giggling.

      A sticky note was shoved into my hands.

      Will you stop messing around?

      On a pink sticky, I wrote—I’m making our silence believable. But I added, Maybe we should go home and come back. We need a reason for being gone for so long.

      Outside the tent, I scanned our surroundings for the spy. Maybe he was still behind the tent. I inclined my head before Brek followed me to the left of the enclosure. I almost dropped my pack.

      It wasn’t an animal behind the tent, but Carter Reyes crouched into a ball. He looked so different from his usual preppy-boy self. His dark hair stuck out in different directions and his face was covered with dirt and what appeared to be blood. His clothing was torn and he was shaking.

      “What are you doing?” I didn’t move. “How did you get here?”

      “Do you really care, Covington?” He glared at me and wrapped his arms around his chest. “I bet it makes you happy to see me like this.”

      Brek grabbed my arm as I stormed toward Carter, but I ripped it free. “First of all, I said not to call me that. Second, I’m not so cold-hearted that I won’t help someone in need. So, I’ll ask you again, what are you doing?”

      “I’m hiding from the beasts.”

      “How did you get in the village?” Brek moved closer and placed a hand on my back. Was it to calm me, or some kind of weird claim in front of Carter?

      Carter sighed and drew a picture in the dirt beneath him. “After you rejected my offer to be partners in this game, I asked Courtney.”

      I blew out a quick breath and bit my lip again to keep from laughing. “Carter and Courtney. That’s cute.”

      His blue eyes held an intense loathing as he stared me down. I squared my shoulders and pushed my blonde braid over my shoulder. No guy was going to make me feel like a piece of dirt.

      “Courtney thought it would be fun, to you know, play a game. Neither of us were sure what it was, but we went to the Rosenbaum mansion this morning.” He slapped his forehead with his hand before he ran it through his hair. “I should’ve known with all that paperwork we had to sign.”

      “Should have known what?” Dread ran through my veins.

      This wasn’t the fun-loving Carter she met at school and in the record store. Something inside of him had changed. He looked up at me; his eyes were blood-shot and welled with tears.

      “When you sign your life away, you might actually lose your life. We entered the green door. It wasn’t even ten minutes …”

      The wolves. It had to be. Maybe they guarded the door.

      “Did something happen to Courtney?” Brek crouched down next to Carter.

      “A pack of wolves tore her to shreds.” He swallowed back a sob. “I tried to save her.” He lifted his shirt and revealed claw marks that ran across his stomach.

      A bell rang in the distance. Animals gathered near the same platform that Fivlon addressed them yesterday.

      “We have to take him to Fivlon.” I crouched down and wrapped Carter’s arm around my shoulder. “Take his other side.”

      We lifted him and led him toward the front of the tent, but stopped to listen to the leader’s speech, away from the spying eyes of the other animals.

      “There’s been an attack on the northern perimeter. We need all able-bodied soldiers to take up their arms. Our comrades will need help at the tree.”

      A loud shout came up from the crowd as the animals rushed to grab their weapons. Fivlon would be preoccupied with the attack, so we had to find someone else to help.

      Brek took a majority of Carter’s weight as we half-dragged him through the square. As we neared the voodoo wagon, the cat came out the door, but stopped when she saw us.

      “Please. Do you have any herbs or salve you can make to help heal his wounds?” I held my breath, already knowing what her answer would be.

      “Oh, so my smelly herbs have a use for you now, human?” From her standing position, the cat leapt off the stairs and landed on the ground on all fours before she righted herself again. “What happened to him?” She lifted Carter’s shirt with her paw.

      “Wolves.” I spoke the word in a hushed voice.

      “I know it was wolves, girl. I can smell them from a mile away.”

      “Then why did you ask?” I placed my free hand on my hip.

      “Do you want my help or not?” She turned back toward the wagon. “Because I don’t have to put up with trash like you.”

      The color in Brek’s face went from pale white to bright red, but he reined it in, perhaps he knew this cat could help Carter and he didn’t want to ruin it with his temper.

      “Are you coming?” She walked up to the platform outside the caravan, her tail curled out from beneath her skirt and swished from left to right.

      We dragged Carter up the stairs, which took more effort than I thought as Brek took his shoulders and I carried his legs. The smell inside the enclosed space overwhelmed me. Dried plants littered the walls, filled multiple baskets, and blocked out any possible view from the windows. Burning incense sticks reached out of glass bottles attempting to enhance, or cover up the smell in the room. We laid Carter on a bed covered with a silky red bedspread at one end of the room.

      The cat lifted Carter’s shirt and went to fill a basin with water. She placed the basin beside him before hissing at me. “Get over here girl and make yourself useful.”

      She pointed at Carter’s wound.

      “You want me to wash it?” I cringed at the sight of the blood, not to mention the thought of touching this hot guy’s stomach.

      “No, I want you to sing him a lullaby.” She flew around the room collecting different herbs and shaking them into a stone bowl. “You.” This time she addressed Brek. “Find me fresh water in the well on the other side of the village.” She handed him another basin.

      I didn’t want to be left alone with the cat, but Brek shrugged his shoulders and ducked out the door.

      The water in the basin was ice cold as I plunged the rag beneath it and then pulled it out to ring out the excess. I shivered. The bloody claw marks ran diagonally along the planes of Carter’s stomach. He had an obvious six-pack. Blood rushed to my face when I placed the cloth over the wound.

      The moment the cold rag touched his skin Carter grabbed my wrist. “What are you doing?”

      My hand shook when I withdrew the cloth and squeezed it between my hands. “We have to clean your wound before the cat can heal it.”

      Carter turned his head toward the other presence in the room. He hissed like he was the feline, “You’re letting a cat heal me?”

      “I don’t see as you have much of a choice since we are in a village of walking and talking animals.” I touched a hand to his shoulder and his muscles seemed to relax. “Now, I know this will sting, but let me wash off the blood.” I inclined my head in the direction of the cat. “She’s mixing medicine.”

      “More likely poison.” He grumbled the words loud enough for the cat to hear him. “Do you have a name, cat?”

      I looked at her. She stirred the salve with both paws on the spoon—no opposable thumbs. “My name is Adraria.”

      “I had a cat once. Her name was Snowball.” Carter laughed and his eyes sparkled. “Should have named her Hairball.”

      Adraria ignored him, but increased the speed of her mixing. I’m sure she was about done with us.

      “Can I?” I held up the rag again and raised an eyebrow at Carter.

      He nodded.

      I lowered the rag into the water and squeezed it before patting his wound gently. He watched me the entire time. My comfort level plummeted, my heart beat faster and heat rose to my face. I faked a cough so I could turn away from him.

      When I turned back, he smiled. “I never noticed your nose stud before. Is it a diamond?”

      Reflexively, I reached up and touched it. I’d saved my money before my dad lost his job to get my nose pierced. I chose the small diamond because it was my mom’s birthstone.

      “Yes.” I took a dry cloth and patted the wound. Hopefully I wasn’t getting tiny fibers in his bloodstream. “We’re done over here.”

      The cat brought over her mixture and used a stone spoon to spread the salve over Carter’s wound. He cringed a bit, but made it through the whole ordeal.

      When Adraria finished, she placed a paw with claws retracted on Carter’s cheek.” I should kick you out, but you should rest here while you heal.” Adraria crossed the room, sat down in her own recliner and closed her eyes.

      In no time, Carter’s breath became heavy and even. I sat on the bed next to him with my feet stretched out. Where was Brek? A girl might die of boredom.

      Adraria opened her eyes and stared at me before her eyes flicked to Carter. “He’s your one.”

      “What do you mean?” I raised an eyebrow at her. “No … he’s not my boyfriend.”

      She stood up from her chair. “In this world we believe that love happens one time. It is a powerful force that breaks down walls, starts wars, and causes one to die for another. He is your one love.”

      “Carter?” This cat was whacked. “I hardly know him, and I’m so not his type. He goes for girls who are rich and pretty and cheerleaders. He wouldn’t know what to do with me.”

      “That’s why he’s so attracted to you. He doesn’t know what to do with you. You don’t fit neatly into his world.” The cat stared off into some unknown world. “I know that kind of love.”

      Not ready to take anymore of this feline’s love mumbo-jumbo, I jumped off the bed and left the wagon. The fresh air filled my lungs as I tried to push Adraria’s words out of my head. I didn’t like the fact that they started to chip away at the wall I built to block them out. We were from different worlds. Like Brek, Carter would go off to some college—ivy league, no doubt.

      I kicked at some rocks that formed a boundary around the cabin. We’d barely had a conversation and I was not one who believed in love at first sight. Brek and I had more of a chance and that was so not going to happen.

      “Is he doing any better?” Brek carried the basin full of water up to the stairs. Water spilled over the sides as he attempted to keep it still.

      “He’s sleeping.” I looked at the door. “She put some of that herb junk all over his wound, so I assume it will work.”

      Brek set the water down on the bottom stair before he came over to me and placed a hand on my arm. “You know, we could let Fivlon know Carter’s here. I’m sure he’ll provide an escort to the door.”

      Did I want to leave Carter behind? A tiny part of me that I kept hidden from everyone, wanted to explore why he was my one. How could I explain that to Brek? I couldn’t, so I changed the subject. “Did you find out what’s going on at the northern perimeter? It might not be safe to leave yet.”

      “The humans make regular attempts to get to the Tree of Life to steal the seed.” Brek leaned back against the wagon and crossed one foot over the other. “The animals always seem to be able to push them back and like Fivlon said, the tree is heavily guarded.”

      “Meg!” The voice came from the caravan.

      I rushed up the stairs and flung open the door. Carter’s eyes were wide and he had his knees pulled into his chest. Adraria stood over him with more of the medicine. With a huff, she shoved the bowl at me and disappeared behind a blue curtain at the far end of the wagon.

      “What’s the matter?” I sat down beside Carter on the bed as Brek came through the door.

      “Why is there a cat with clothes talking to me?” His body shook, so I reached out and placed my hand on his shoulder.

      “She’s here to help. Don’t you remember?”

      He turned his eyes to my hand on his shoulder, so I removed it as heat rushed to my face.

      “I remember that I was behind a tent.” Carter noticed Brek for the first time since he called my name. “The two of you were making out.”

      “No.” Brek shot me a nasty look. “That was Meg messing with you. Don’t you dare spread rumors about us at school.”

      Carter ran his fingers along the bedspread and stopped to wrap a loose thread around his finger. “I remember, afterwards, that you found me behind the tent. But that’s my last memory.”

      “Well, you’ve pretty much stowed away in a village of talking animals.” There was no way to break the news gently.

      A spike of fear lodged into my heart as Carter’s eyes turned from their deep liquid brown to white. “You must leave before we burn this village down.”
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      Carter lay unconscious. His eyes returned to normal moments before and then closed. The eeriness of the moment wrapped us in its hand and threatened to squeeze us to death. Wasn’t it enough to be surrounded by talking animals? Now we had to put up with someone or something taking over Carter’s body to send us messages of certain doom.

      “We leave at sunrise.” Brek spoke the words with such authority I almost pictured him as a man for a moment.

      I lowered my voice. “And where are we going to go, because if we take the seed, they die? I’m not ready to commit mass murder.” I glanced at the curtain in the back of the wagon. “Or maybe we go to the human village and conspire with the enemy.”

      “Do we really know who the enemy is yet?” Brek plopped down next to me. “Maybe these creatures have fooled us. They say they’re human, but how many badgers have you trusted in your life?”

      There was a knock on the door. Adraria stepped out from behind the curtain and walked over to answer it. Fivlon wore battle gear like he’d worn in the forest the day before when we were captured.

      “We’ve pushed them back for now.” The badger stepped up into the wagon and placed a bag on the table. “But they’ve carved their way closer to the tree.”

      “How’d you know we were here?” Brek stood in an awkward position with his head bent over on the other end of the wagon as he tried to make room for Fivlon.

      “You’re the only humans in the village. All the animals know where you are.” The leader looked down at Carter. “I see you’ve found another. Is he with you?”

      “We go to school with him. He told us the girl he was with didn’t make it.” I touched his leg as I realized how much Carter had been through.

      “The preoccupation of the border breach kept us from our rounds today. I will send out search unit this afternoon. We will provide her a proper burial.”

      “Thank you. We’d like to spend one more night here is you don’t mind. He needs to rest before we start our journey to break the spell.” Although it was midafternoon, exhaustion took over from the crappy night of sleep and the weight of the day.

      Fivlon handed the bag on the table to Brek. “I know you’re not too found of our cuisine, so I had a few things prepared for you. Good night my human friends.”

      My heart ached at the thought of leaving Carter alone with the cat woman, but there wasn’t enough room in the caravan for Brek and I. We’d have to spend another night in our tent.

      The afternoon sun beat down on any occupants daring enough to withstand the heat. Even though I was exhausted, I wasn’t ready to spend the remainder of the day in the hot tent.

      “Let’s explore a bit.” I grabbed Brek’s hand and led him in the opposite direction.

      “I’m tired,” he groaned as he let go of my hand and dug through the bag of food. He removed a loaf of bread ripping off a giant piece before he stuffed it in his mouth.

      “You’re a pig.” I grabbed the bread, broke off a small piece, and stuffed the remainder in the bag.

      “Are you saying there’s something wrong with that?” The warthog that seemed to want to rip our heads off this morning at breakfast leaned against a pole outside a cabin.

      I froze.

      “No.” I could see the wheels as they turned in Brek’s head. “She uses it as a term of endearment. When I cut down an enormous tree, she tells me I’m a pig. When I cook a delicious dinner, she tells me I’m a pig.”

      “When you make out with some female, I tell you you’re a pig.” I gave Brek my silly grin before I winked at the warthog.

      He moved closer to us. His face didn’t look amused, but I’m not sure if he had any other look besides ticked-off. “I don’t like you … humans. And I don’t want to see you around here anymore.”

      “Who died and made you in charge?

      Brek grabbed my elbow and drew me closer.

      “Watch it, smart mouth.” The warthog grunted before retreating into the cabin behind him.

      “I can’t stand bullies.” I shook free from Brek’s hand. “We face them at home and now here. When will life be fair for us?”

      “Let’s go.” The calm voice of reason always there to rein me back in.

      A river bordered the east side of the village. We settled down on a rock to watch a couple of bears as they dove into the rapids for fish. After catching a fish in their mouth, they placed the fish in a bag they carried around their shoulders.

      “It’s a different world.” Brek stared at the bears.

      “Literally.”

      “Do you think Carter will be well enough to travel in the morning?” Brek’s eyes didn’t leave the bears. “You spent more time with him than I did.”

      “I hope so. Fivlon’s time is running short. The humans are getting closer to the seed with each new attack.” I took out one of my hair ties and began unweaving my braid.

      “And what’s Carter’s role in this?” Brek picked up the hair tie I set on the rock and stretched it between two of his fingers. “Rosenbaum wants us to have a partner. Maybe Fivlon can take him back to the door.”

      My heart dropped at the thought of Carter leaving. I loosened my other braid, but refused to look at Brek. He could always read me. “I think we should let him decide.”

      He released the stretched out hair tie and it snapped me in the arm.

      “Ouch!”

      “We both know how he’ll respond to that question, Covington.”

      The silence grew like a deadly disease between us as the bears climbed out of the river and up the bank back to the village. We were alone and it made the silence deafening.

      I grabbed the hem of my shirt and lifted it over my head. Luckily, I wore a sports bra. Still, Brek’s eyes grew wide.

      “Oh, come on. It’s not like you haven’t seen it before. I want to go for a swim and clean up before our trip tomorrow.” I stood up and shimmied out of my jeans leaving them in a heap on the rock before I dove into the river.

      Cold water attacked me from all sides. The current was much stronger than I anticipated by watching the bears lumber through the rapids. Strong forces pulled me under. I used my arms to grab hold of a rock and muscle myself back up to the surface to catch a gasp of air, only to be dragged under again. The water carried me downstream allowing me fewer and fewer moments to catch a breath. Some of my attempts at drawing oxygen into my body only filled my mouth with water. My lungs screamed from the pain as my body twisted from slamming against a boulder. This was it. Dad would be left alone. Would Brek find the seed without me? The river engulfed everything and my body sank. The world went black.
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      “Meg … “ Warm blankets, warm words. “Meg … “ Candlelight surrounded me and I groaned and pulled the blankets tighter. My hair was still wet. A hand touched my forehead and I startled.

      It was Carter. Adraria’s wagon. Where was Brek?

      I sat up but regretted it as my muscles felt like I had just run a marathon. I lowered my body down to the pillow.

      “You’re safe now.” He placed a hand on my arm and I slapped it away.

      “Don’t touch me.” I sat back up as pain radiated through my thigh. “Where’s Brek?” Even though Carter was supposedly my one, I wasn’t going to give in so easily.

      His dark hair fell into his eyes as he lowered his head. “I’m not sure. I had to get out of here after you left … you know, to process all this. So, I went for a walk. I saw you in the river … you were going to drown.” His brown eyes met mine and I swallowed the venom in my mouth.

      “You didn’t have to, you know. It wasn’t like you were required to do it.” I didn’t know what to do with my hands, so I twisted the ring on my finger. “The paperwork that Sonneburg lady made us sign didn’t say anything about saving other players, well, at least the part I read.”

      “I didn’t save you because it was required by the game.” He had a dimple on his right cheek, even when he wasn’t smiling. All he had to do was lift his lip slightly in feigned amusement and it appeared.

      “We’ve got to find Brek. If he thinks something happened to me … “ Where were my clothes? I was still in my sports bra and underwear. My face heated to an abnormal level. “Did you get my clothes?”

      “No. I didn’t see any clothes where I pulled you out of the river.” This time his face flushed. “Maybe Adraria has clothes you can wear. She’s out by the fire.”

      “Oh, yeah. I’m sure cat-sized clothes will fit me.” I rolled my eyes and crossed my arms over my chest.

      “Stay here. The sooner I get you clothes, the sooner we can find Brek.” Carter left out the door.

      Moments later, Carter returned with Adraria. The cat disappeared behind the curtain.

      “She thinks she has something.” Carter stared down at his feet as if just realizing I only wore underwear.

      “Why are you doing this?”

      His eyes lifted from his shoes. “What? Helping you?”

      “No.” I bunched the blanket under my chin. “This whole game. You don’t need the money. I’m sure your college education’s paid for twice over.”

      “You don’t know anything about me.” Carter ran both of his hands through his dark hair and sighed. “I’m not as big of an ass as you think I am, as most people on your side of town think I am.” He leaned against the small counter, his knuckles turned white from his grip. “I’m Worthington’s hometown hero, sure. And I know how you see me … what you think of me.”

      How dare he judge me? “You don’t know me either. I’m sure you see me as trailer trash reliant on her best friend to carry her through high school. I’ll end up working at the record store or some fast food joint to support my five kids from five different dads.”

      “No. I don’t see you that way at all, Meg.” Carter sat on the bed next to me and set his hand on the blanket above my leg.

      My eyes grew wide and I furrowed my brows, but I kept my lips sealed. Adraria returned from the back room with a folded pile of clothes.

      “This is all I have that might fit you. They were mine before … “ She set the clothes on the table. “I’ll give you some privacy.”

      “I’ll be right outside.” Carter gave me one last look before he left.

      The clothes were not my style at all. The tight, black long-sleeved top barely left any room for my skin to breathe. The bottoms weren’t any more accommodating. I wished I had a mirror because I’m sure I looked like a blonde Lara Croft.

      My legs shook as I stepped out of the caravan and toward the fire where Carter had his back to me. I hoped to slip in next to him so he couldn’t get a full view of the outfit and then blend into the shadows when we went to look for Brek. But he turned.

      “Wow. Um … that’s quite the outfit.” He grinned and that stupid dimple stuck out. “I’m not sure if I prefer this or the underwear.”

      “Shut up.” My bag rested against one of the logs, so I snatched it up and walked to the perimeter of the campsite. “Are you coming?”

      “If you promise to wear black leather, I’ll follow you anywhere.” He stood up and laughed when I chucked a pinecone at his head.

      We retraced my steps with Brek, past the warthog’s cabin and down to the river. Two otters splashed around in an evening bath by the bank, oblivious as we approached. The heap of clothes still lay on the rock.

      “Oh, thank God.” I ran over and hugged my jeans and t-shirt, but my backpack and Brek were gone.

      “He’s probably further down the river searching for you. It’s been over an hour.” Carter climbed down a cascade of rocks to the riverbank.

      I followed him, careful not to slip with my bare feet. He reached his hand up to help me, but I only declined his gesture with an icy glare. It wasn’t like I was one of his so-called spoon-fed princesses. My dad brought me up to handle myself and take care of both of us. This boy had no clue what it was like to be hungry.

      The black leather was actually comfortable to move around in, but I’d never admit it to Carter. I’d give anything to change, but based on the sun’s position in the sky, I knew we had less than an hour of sunlight left to search.

      We weaved through tall brush and hurried along when the riverbanks were bare. After about a half hour of searching, we found Brek. He was slumped over, his head in his hands. My backpack lay beside him.

      “Brek!” I rushed toward him before he even had a chance to react.

      He stood up and his face was wrecked with tearstains. I didn’t even give him a chance to say anything as I jumped into his arms and buried my face in his neck. He smelled of campfire and sweat.

      His body shook beneath me as his arms embraced me tighter. “I thought you were gone.”

      “I did, too.” I released my arms and set my feet back on the ground before I looked behind me. “Carter saved me from drowning.”

      “Thanks.” Brek managed to produce a weak smile for Carter, but then his blue eyes found me again. “What in the world are you wearing?”

      “What? You don’t like my new style?” I backed away and twirled to show off my new duds.

      “It’s not you.” Brek scratched his neck, and then stuffed his hand in his pocket. “I’m not saying you don’t look hot, but it’s not you.”

      “Aww … Matthews. I think that’s the first time you’ve ever given me a compliment.” I punched Brek in the arm and brushed past him to pick up my backpack.

      “I hate to break up the love fest, but I think we have company.” Carter’s back was to us as his sight was set on the forest up the bank.

      It was warthog and his cronies—arrows nocked and aimed directly at us.
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      “Don’t move, humans.” The warthog sent an arrow flying inches from Carter’s head into a tree on the other side of the river.

      Holy crap.

      “So you can pick us off?” Brek held up his hands. “We’re unarmed and we’re not here to hurt you. Just let us go.”

      “Can’t do that, human.” The warthog sidestepped down the embankment. “Your orders were not to leave the village, yet here you are. Even if Fivlon won’t keep you under lock and key, I have spies everywhere.”

      The otters. Either that, or they followed Carter and me on our search for Brek. This was so stupid. We were going back to the village for the night, but now I’m sure the warthog would push Fivlon to put us on trial—a trial stuffed with our enemy’s cronies on the jury.

      They marched us back up the riverbank to Ferox. Torches lit the crest of the hill when we approached the village. Beneath the torches stood Fivlon flanked by Catron and Adraria.

      “I’ll take it from here, Maddox.” Fivlon spoke with authority—perhaps knowing it was needed with the warthog.

      Maddox grabbed my arm and snarled, “You’re judgment is too lenient, Fivlon. If I were in charge, they’d burn on a stake.”

      “You are not in charge.” Fivlon’s voice rose to a new level that sent a shiver through my body. “Now, I am grateful for your service to Ferox, but the prisoners are now my responsibility.”

      Maddox shoved me forward, but I caught myself from falling. The rogue animals disappeared into the forest and grumbled as they left, leaving us alone with the leader. Did our deal still stand now that we were caught breaking one of the rules?

      Fivlon extended a paw to Carter. “A new human has joined our ranks. Adraria has told me all about you.” The badger winked at me.

      “It’s nice to meet you, sir.” I could tell that the talking animals still made Carter nervous. His voice raised a couple of octaves. “We weren’t trying to escape. Meg almost drowned and after I saved her, we had to look for him.” He pointed at Brek.

      “Adraria has informed me of your ordeals. I’d have stepped in myself if I wasn’t overseeing the clean up of any last remnants of this morning’s attack.” Fivlon reached into his pocket and removed a key. “I thought about moving you to a different cabin for the night, but it’s best if you leave now. As you’ve seen, not everyone is as friendly to humans as I am in Ferox. Your journey must begin before Maddox pushes any harder for a trial, which I believe will be first thing tomorrow morning.”

      “Thank you, Fivlon.” I bowed my head in respect as if he were a human leader. “Your kindness will not be forgotten and it will be my personal mission to find this magician.”

      “I hope it’s before it’s too late.” Catron placed a paw on her husband’s shoulder and they turned back to the village.

      Adraria remained behind with a small carpetbag in her paw. “Fivlon has tasked me to go with you.”

      “But in the human village, you will be shot on sight.” Although the cat was strange, I’d become fond of her healing powers.

      She shimmied out of her skirt, pulled off her blouse, and removed the gold earring from her ear before dropping to all fours. Her cat eyes sparkled as she let out a convincing meow. “Better now? You’ll need me to direct and heal as needed. Fivlon wants to ensure the deed is done.”

      Carter shrugged his shoulders and Brek furrowed his brow. What harm could it do bringing her along?

      “For tonight, we’ll travel a half hour journey to a hidden cave that only Fivlon knows about. He has used it as a place to get away to think. There are limited supplies held there, but the badger said we could use what we need.” The cat rose onto her two hind legs and led the way along the riverbank.

      I hadn’t changed out of the black leather getup yet, but I did slip on my Vans, which made it easier for me to climb over the rocky areas on the riverbank. Brek lingered behind with me while Carter took the lead with Adraria.

      “Can we trust the hairball on two legs?” Brek almost whispered the words as he held out his hand to help me through a slippery batch of boulders. “I don’t even know if we can trust Reyes yet. The only one who matters here is you.”

      “Love you, too, Brek.” I intentionally slipped forward to make him catch me and smiled up at him with a goofy grin. He wrapped his arms around me tighter and leaned his lips to my ear. “If at any point we suspect anything, we run. Understand?”

      “I get it.” I let go of him and glanced ahead on the path.

      Carter had stopped and stared at us from a few hundred yards away. He ran his hand through his hair before he turned to follow the cat. His name was visible on the back of his varsity jacket. Leave it to a rich boy to wear an impractical football letterman’s coat. But then, none of us knew what to expect when we entered the door. My heart panged at the thought of Carter and what he assumed about my relationship with Brek.

      The cave was hidden behind a thick wall of vines on the other side of the river. Adraria pounced from rock to rock and crossed the water in no time. The waterway was narrower at this point. It took the rest of us a little longer because we kept slipping on the damp boulders. Carter removed his cellphone from his backpack and lit our way into the cave.

      It was shallow, no more than twenty yards. Fivlon had dug a fire pit on the left hand side, while a bedroll and a crate of supplies laid against the wall on the right.

      “To avoid being discovered, I suggest we don’t light a fire.” Adraria tapped the bedroll. “I have fur, but the three of you will have to rely on body heat.”

      I trapped the nervous giggle in my throat. Brek and I had plenty of sleepovers growing up, but never in the same bed. We both had our own sleeping bags on the floor, inches away from each other so we could tell stories for hours on end. But sleeping next to Carter. Butterflies threatened to break through the lining of my stomach.

      Brek laid out the bed that was at least the size of a full mattress while Carter rummaged through the crate and dug out a candle and some matches. Adraria was already curled up and asleep on the ground.

      “How are we going to work this?” Carter stared at the bed.

      “I’m definitely not snuggling with you.” Brek sat down and stretched out on the right side closest to the wall. “Guess that means Covington’s in the middle.”

      Ignoring the butterflies, I sat down on the bed and removed my shoes. The blanket was thin, so I backed up into Brek and he put his arm around me.

      I could tell Carter wanted to be anywhere but here. His face was a mixture of light and shadows in the candlelight. He removed his shoes before lying down next to me, but he kept his distance as much as he could in the tiny space.

      After ten minutes of watching Carter shiver, I placed a hand on his shoulder. “Come here.”

      Brek’s light snore told me the warmth lulled him to sleep. I wanted the same for Carter.

      He backed his body into mine. It was cold and still shook in violent convulsions. From my vantage point I heard his teeth chatter, but I could also feel his heart through his jacket. As I wrapped my arms around him to draw him even closer, his heart rate increased. I lowered my face into his back and smiled before I drifted off to sleep.
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      The cold air against my back woke me in the morning. I propped myself up and rubbed my eyes. I was alone with Carter in the cave.

      Carter, now on his back, opened his eyes and smiled with that damn dimple out in full force. “Hey.”

      “Hi.” I didn’t want to put my head back down even though it might be fun to stare into his dreamy eyes for a while. My whole body ached from basically sleeping on the ground. “Did you sleep ok?”

      “Thanks to you.” He propped his head up on his elbow. “You warm up like a furnace during the night.”

      “Well, it helped that I was surrounded by two hot guys.” I smirked at him, an attempt to make it seem like it was a joke.

      Carter scooted closer to me, his brown eyes appeared both lustful and determined so I inched toward the wall. He was used to getting whatever he wanted whenever he wanted. That wasn’t going to happen with me. If the quarterback wanted me, he was going to have to work for it.

      The vines by the entrance parted and Brek walked in carrying a handful of berries. He looked from one of us to the other and sat down next to me. “There’s a bunch of these about a ten minute walk from here.”

      I plucked a blackberry from his hand and popped it into my mouth. Brek rolled the remainder of the berries into my cupped hands. While we tied up our shoes, I shared the breakfast with Carter.

      “I’ve been thinking about home.” Brek crouched down and rolled up the bed. “It’s Monday. We’ve got school. And once my mom or your dad report us missing, the police will find my truck outside the mansion.” He leaned the makeshift mattress against the cave wall.

      “Did you say anything to your parents, Carter?” I ran my fingers through my hair in attempt to tame the locks after their adventure in the river.

      “We told our parents we were going on a school trip for a week. Just in case.” His face turned white. “When they find out we lied, Courtney’s parents are going to think I murdered her.”

      “We’ll be your alibis, if that does any good.” Brek removed the matches and candles from the crate and stuffed them under his clothes in his backpack. “We went on a camping trip together and there was an accident. Courtney drowned in the river and her body swept away. And we’ll only be grounded for the rest of the school year for not telling anyone that we were skipping school for some kind of drunken camping trip.”

      “You’re forgetting that we’re eighteen.” I lifted my backpack to my shoulders and straightened my shirt. “I hate to worry my dad, but we don’t have to live under their rules. I’ll move out if I have to move out. Right now, this is more important. These people live in the jail cell of an animal body. We can save them.”

      “Great speech, Covington, but I’ll lose my scholarship if I don’t have my butt in class.” Brek smiled at me, but there was real fear in his eyes. He needed that scholarship, or Ohio State was not going to happen for him.

      “One week. I promise you’ll be back at Worthington High next Monday.”

      Carter didn’t protest. Even if he did have a football or academic scholarship, his parents could probably afford to send him to college a hundred times over. Maybe he skipped school all the time with his football buddies. I really didn’t know him that well. I knew his gloried image plastered all over school, but I didn’t know him like I knew Brek.

      Adraria walked in on all fours before she lifted herself to a standing position. She carried a mouse in her mouth, but removed it when she saw the look on my face. “What? A girl’s got to have breakfast.”

      “How much further to the human village?” Brek wore his backpack and his hands were shoved into the pockets of his coat—a telltale sign that he was ready to complete our task.

      “Less than half a day, human.” Adraria bit the head off the mouse making my stomach retch. “We really are not that far apart. That’s what worries Fivlon. If they take the seed, it will be the end of us and everything we hold dear.”

      Adraria went back to all fours as she exited the cave. We followed closely behind. She said that as we came closer to the village, we’d encounter more humans, so she had to act like a normal barn cat. We took the trail along the river again.

      “Why does this seed have so much power?” Carter carried a large walking stick and tied his hair back in a green bandana. “And why is it only tied to your village?”

      The cat paused, as if she pondered what she’d say. “How much has Fivlon revealed to you?”

      “He’s told us that you’re human and a magician from the other village cast a spell on you, not only turning you into animals, but linking your life to the tree.” I had filled in a few blanks for Carter, but I wanted more information from Adraria.

      “The human village’s leader is a king—a king with the belief that he should rule everyone in this entire land. Ferox was a powerful trade town because of the river that leads to the sea to our north. Fivlon and many of the residents had become very wealthy, but King Azer coveted their wealth. He turned to his magician to perform deep, black magic against the residents of Ferox.”

      “And that’s when he turned you into animals?” Brek walked alongside the cat, hanging on her every word.

      “No, human.” Adraria paused again, possibly wanting to emphasize her next words. “That’s when the magician called upon dark sources to turn us into animals. The man himself is not capable of such magic.”

      For Brek and I to take the seed and win the door’s prize, I needed to know more. “And how is the tree connected in all this?”

      “When the dark forces ate our outward human forms alive, the magician

      cast a spell that formed the giant tree from deep within the earth. From that seed, the tree reached to the heavens. He also tied our lives to that seed. If the seed is removed, the tree dies and our miserable existence along with it.”

      Further down the path, a thunderous noise filled my ears as I scanned the landscape before us. The trees cleared and the river appeared to drop off to nowhere. A waterfall.

      Beyond the cliff that dropped hundreds of feet below into the continuation of the river was a lush valley and in the distance the peaks and spires of another village.

      “Vradian.” Adraria declared its name as if the world around us might crumble.
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      The climb down the cliff was easier than I imagined after Adraria led us to a hidden switchback two hundred yards to the east of the waterfall. A few times I slipped on the loose rocks, but miraculously, Carter was there to catch me. It creeped me out in a way because it meant that he was watching. Maybe if I were ready for a relationship, it would be different.

      A rain cloud hung overhead threatening to burst at any moment, so when we reached the bottom of the cliff we found shelter beneath a grove of trees. Adraria sauntered off to find some other disgusting creature to eat while the three of us salvaged a sleeve of crackers from our bags.

      “Not the best meal I’ve ever eaten, but much better than the nothing I’ve eaten over the past day.” Carter stuck another cracker in his mouth.

      “It’s kind of funny, isn’t it?” Brek leaned against one of the trees with his arms crossed. “You hanging out with us, here. In school, you wouldn’t give us the time of day.” I hoped he wasn’t about to go into one of his lecture modes. “It levels the playing field a bit, don’t you think? Money doesn’t matter here.”

      Carter handed me the sleeve of crackers. “No. It doesn’t. And it’s not like I asked to be rich, just like you didn’t ask to be poor.” He took a swig from his water bottle. “The crowd I hang out with have been my friends since elementary school. It’s not like I intentionally ignore you. When was the last time you spoke to someone from my side of town?”

      I folded up the crackers before I lifted my hands to braid my hair.

      “Hmm … let me see. When Robby Schneider slammed me up against a locker because he didn’t like the shoes I was wearing.” Brek’s face flushed red.

      My hands paused mid-braid. He never told me that happened.

      “I can only control my actions, Brek.” Carter flipped the lid of his water bottle open and closed. I wasn’t sure if he was angry or ashamed.

      “As captain of the football team, you have influence over others. I’m sure when you say jump, others ask how high. It’s part of the game we affectionately call high school.” Brek raked his hands through his hair and glanced at me. “I don’t even know why I care anymore. In a few months I’ll be gone.”

      I finished up the second braid and stood up to grab my bag. “What happens outside the door can’t effect what goes on in here. We’re partners now—all three of us, and fighting won’t help anything. Fivlon gave us a mission, which will hopefully lead to completing the green door.

      “You’re right, Covington.” Brek reached up to mess my hair, but I shot him a warning glare. “I’m sure you’ll be the glue that holds this team together.”

      “What’s with the two of you relating me to objects? First, I’m a furnace and now I’m glue.” I rolled my eyes.

      “A furnace?” Brek raised an eyebrow.

      “Never mind,” I grumbled. “Let’s get to Vradian and find a place to stay for the night.”

      Closer to the town, we saw people who worked in fields, drove wagons, and completed other everyday tasks from about two hundred years ago. They all wore drab brown or gray clothing. No one acknowledged us, even though I’m sure we stuck out in our twenty-first century clothes. Adraria stuck to the shadows of the forest.

      As we entered the town, the hustle and bustle enhanced our anonymity, but something changed from the outskirts. The sights and smells took my breath away. Even before we set foot in the village the smell of human food caught on a light breeze. My stomach growled in wanting and my imagination filled with images of the smorgasbord that awaited us. The change purse that Fivlon slipped me before we left Ferox jangled in my pocket. I’d make sure we all ate well tonight.

      Quaint cottages lined the streets with windows and doors lined with deep brown clapboard. We passed a blacksmith, a woman washing clothes, and a schoolhouse. Everything was normal except for the clothes. Unlike the pauper clothing of the people on the outskirts, the villagers wore vibrant colors, like something out of an eighties movie or a circus. Despite the clothing, nothing about Vradian screamed that it was an evil town intent on wiping out its neighbor to the north.

      At the far end stood a castle about the size of the one in Disneyland and just as pink from what I’d seen in pictures. The home of King Azer. Is that where we’d find the magician?

      “Can we get something to eat?” Brek’s voice cut the silence that the three of us maintained since we entered the village. He pointed to a tavern on the left hand side of the dirt road.

      “My money’s worth as much as yours in this world.” Carter removed his wallet from his back pocket. “How are we going to pay?”

      “My treat.” I jangled Fivlon’s moneybag in front of Carter’s nose.

      The inside of the tavern was just as busy as the street. Customers lined the bar wearing bright colored clothing. Vradian was a kaleidoscope of life and debauchery. Women flashed their wares in deep plunging necklines while men strutted around like peacocks with top hats in every color of the rainbow. From the suggestive eye raisings of several of the men as we cut through the crowd, I was the new female bird on the block. I hoped Brek and Carter’s presence would discourage them from trying to approach me.

      I scanned the tavern for a secluded corner, but all we could manage to find was a table in the center of the room. I’d only managed to set down my backpack when a mountain of a woman came storming over to our table. Her dress almost blinded me with bold stripes of neon yellow and bright red.

      “What will it be?” She placed her hands on her hips and glanced around the room as if we were holding her back from a very important event.

      I was so hungry I hadn’t even thought about what to order before we came inside. “I’ll take your specialty and a water.”

      “One slab of the hog from the spit.” The barmaid repeated the order without writing it down.

      “I’ll take the same thing, but bring me a beer.” Carter leaned forward with his elbows on the table seeming to take in every moment of this weird world.

      “Same here.” Brek banged his fist on the table and I jumped. These two enjoyed this way too much.

      As the lady hustled off to put in our orders, I lowered my voice, “You do realize that the two of you are not old enough to drink.” I hated to sound like a mom, but someone had to do it.

      “This isn’t my first party, Covington.” Carter laughed and leaned on the back two legs of his chair.

      I reached over and helped him tip the rest of the way over until he came crashing down onto the floor. Well, he deserved it. I told him not to call me Covington.

      Carter appeared shocked and embarrassed as his face turned bright red and several of the other patrons clapped at the performance.

      “They loved you,” I gushed. “Take a bow. If you want, I’ll even help you give an encore.”

      My eyes moved from Carter’s hurt filled ones and set on Brek’s. He knew what was going on between the two of us. If you had spent almost every waking moment with someone for eight years, you’d probably know him like the back of your hand, too. Brek knew I used the teasing and venom-filled words as a cover-up for a growing infatuation. But I wasn’t going to let it consume me like Brek had seen happen in the past.

      “Care to join me for a drink?” One of the men who eyed me when we came in decided it was time to be as bold as the orange of his suit.

      “No, thank you.” It was always better to be polite, unless they pushed you past your tipping point and you had to take their stupid hat and crush it like a pancake.

      “Oh, I insist, darling.” His white teeth gleamed in his fake smile. “Can’t have the other fellas marking my territory.”

      “Your territory?” I wanted to frickin’ punch this guy.

      “She told you to leave her alone.” Carter stood up from his chair and got up in the guy’s face. They were equal in height, but my football player was built.

      “You and I will deal with this later.” Orange top hat turned on the heel of his impeccably polished shoe and marched off to try with one of the other woman in the room.

      “We’ve got to eat and get out of this place. It must be some kind of meat market and apparently I’m on the menu.” I took a drink of the water the barmaid delivered.

      Brek laughed, but Carter shot him an angry look. My heart melted as I thought about how he protected me. I’d never really let Brek do that since the fifth grade. I was the one standing up for him because at first, I felt like I owed him. But as time went on, I did it because I could. So hearing about the douchebag who shoved him into the locker burned me up inside.

      The slabs of pig meat were literally that—giant hunks of ham. It didn’t bother me because I was famished. While we ate, a woman with way too much make-up, a white wig and a pink and blue dress climbed up on the stage to perform. She sang some song I didn’t recognize while a piano player banged away at the keys. The whole place stopped to listen to the woman as if under some kind of spell.

      “I think I need to talk to her.” Brek stood up as if in a trance and spilled his beer as he knocked into the table.

      Carter grabbed Brek’s coat and pulled him back. “Oh, no. I saw her first. You can have this one.” He pointed at me.

      Now it was my turn to be hurt. What were they thinking? Or were they thinking? Anything could happen in this world, maybe this woman was some kind of siren. All I knew was I had to get my guys out of there before something horrible happened. I opened my backpack and fished out my ear buds. Not totally full proof, but they’d help.

      I flung the ear buds over my shoulder and picked up the pitcher of water on our table. Brek and Carter puffed themselves up like the peacock guy earlier and I was afraid one of them was about to take a swing. Lifting the pitcher, I threw its contents in Carter’s face. He shook his hair out before he delivered an obscene gesture in my direction.

      “Here, put these in your ears.” I handed him my ear buds, but he only raised an eyebrow at me. I took his hand in mine. “Just trust me.” I led the first bud up to his ear to help him. “Now, we need to get out of here. Help me with Brek.”

      “I’m not sure why we have to leave. She’s pretty good.” Carter motioned to the stage with his thumb. “I’d like to meet her after she’s done.”

      Why did guys always have to think with parts of their body other than their brains? But I knew it was some kind of spell, and I couldn’t fault them for it. Other fights broke out around the tavern between some of the top-hat wielding men.

      Carter and I dragged Brek across the floor even though he wacked me in the face two or three times. We were almost at the door when the crowd erupted in applause.

      “And that was the lovely and enchanting Amelia Apple.” The crowd continued to cheer and whistle as Amelia shimmied off the stage. “Our next act is the equally enchanting Lorenzo.”

      The crowd erupted again, but it was mostly the females. Lorenzo approached the mike wearing tight pants and a white shirt. The top four buttons were open revealing a finely chiseled chest. His black hair led me to his mesmerizing blue eyes, which were staring me down like I was the only girl in the room.

      “Are you coming, Meg?” Carter pulled on my sleeve, but I couldn’t take my eyes off Luscious Lorenzo.

      “Can we stay for a few more minutes?” I shook off Carter’s hand and walked toward the stage as if drawn by a magnet. If I got close enough, I could touch him.

      When I reached the front, Lorenzo bent down and ran a finger across my lips. His voice was hypnotizing and I knew I could listen to it for the rest of my life. A hard yank on my braid made my scalp cry out in pain.

      “He’s mine, wench. Get away from him!” A blonde woman, again with too much make-up drew her arm back ready to punch me in the face.

      I held up my hands in anticipation of the blow, but Brek grabbed the woman’s arm to hold her back. Carter slipped the buds into my ears and wrapped his arm around my shoulder. He led me through the crowd and out the front door where the fresh air hit me like a tidal wave and cleared my head.

      “What were you thinking in there, Covington?” Brek hopped down the stairs after us. “I’ve never seen you act like that in my life.”

      “We were all under a spell.” I took a drink from my water bottle as I still felt the lingering effects of Lorenzo’s pull. “You know, like sirens in the Odyssey.”

      “I didn’t think you read anything for school.” Brek leaned down and stared into my eyes. “You were pretty messed up in there.”

      “So were the two of you.” I replaced my water bottle in my pack. “If Amelia Apple asked you to walk off a cliff, you would have done it in a heartbeat.”

      Beside the tavern was a small alleyway. Adraria poked out and motioned with her head for us to follow her. The small pathway was abandoned except for a few doors that led into homes.

      “This town is full of magic.” Adraria whispered the words and perhaps she wondered if magical forces listened in at that very moment. “You have to be careful. The magician is the most powerful magician in the town, but he’s also the most elusive.”

      “Then how do we find him?” Carter looked up as a woman wearing a pink and blue dress exited one of the side doors. Her white wig was gone revealing a head of red hair beneath. Amelia Apple.

      My eyes turned to Adraria for help, but she only dashed behind a trashcan. Did this woman’s power only come from her singing voice?

      Her alluring eyes rested on Carter and then on Brek as if she were ready to pounce on them and devour them alive. My heart rate increased as I prayed that Lorenzo would keep his finely shaped siren butt inside the building. I needed a clear head.

      “Did you enjoy the show, boys?” Amelia couldn’t leave them alone. She sauntered over to us and ran one of her red fingernails along Carter’s jaw.

      His mouth opened to answer, but then closed again.

      She glared at me as if I stepped into her territory. I wish I had a killing bone in my body because I’d drive a stake right through her heart. I scrunched my eyes up to let her know that I wanted her to leave my boys alone.

      From her bosom, Amelia removed two rectangular pieces of paper and handed one to each of them. “I’m singing again tonight. The address is on the card—much more private and intimate. I’d love to see you there.” She laid a hand on Brek’s chest before she sauntered down the alley swaying her hips the entire time.

      My blood boiled at the audacity of the siren, but I also knew we had to get out of there before my Lorenzo left. I grabbed the card out of Carter’s hand and tore it into tiny pieces of confetti that fluttered to the ground.

      “Hey!” Carter got down on his hands and knees and attempted to reconstruct the siren’s invitation. “Now I’ll never get there.”

      “Good!” I reached for Brek’s card, but he held it above his head. “How are we supposed to find the magician with the two of you chasing after some enchantress. She’s probably trying to lure you into her web so she can kill you.”

      “Meg is right.” Adraria crept out from behind the trashcan. “A siren’s one mission is to attract you with sex and then mutilate you. She knew you were dead the moment you heard her song.”

      “How do we break the attraction?” I could still hear Lorenzo’s song in my head like a roadmap to his own private love nest. I had to stay focused on our mission.

      “You must kill them.” Adraria sat down and licked her paw. “Before they kill you.”

      My recollection of the story of Odysseus was fuzzy. “How do we kill them?”

      “By resisting their allure.” Brek held a finger to his lip. “Odysseus resisted the sirens by filling his ears with beeswax and having his crew tie him to the mast of the ship. When he lived to tell about it, the sirens killed themselves.” He held up the card Amelia gave him moments before.

      “And how are we going to resist her?” Carter still had that dream-like look in his eyes that made me want to slap him across the face.

      “Meg’s going to lure her out and we’ll be waiting, tied up with wax stuffed in our ears.” Brek made it sound like the easiest task we’d ever performed.

      “And what if Lorenzo is there, too?” My ability to think ahead surprised me. “Then we’re all dead.”

      “That’s why we’re going to stay right here and you’re going to tell Lorenzo that you want to meet him somewhere else.” He held up Amelia’s card. “We can face them separately.”

      The thought of facing Lorenzo again made me nervous and ecstatic at the same time. I had trouble controlling parts of my body as we waited for him to appear through the side door of the tavern. The alley measured out thirty-two large steps and ninety-six small steps as I paced from end to end. I wrung my hands until the muscles beneath my skin ached. When he finally appeared, his dark hair hung over those captivating eyes, and I wanted to have him right there.

      Carter set a hand on my shoulder perhaps sensing what I was feeling inside.

      He walked right up to me, never taking his eyes from mine. “I saw you tonight, mi amour.”

      My insides felt like magma ready to explode if another word crossed his luscious lips. I let out a nervous giggle, “I saw you, too.”

      I could feel Carter’s hand as it gripped my shoulder. He wanted me to stay focused.

      “Los quiero a todos ustedes esta noche.” Lorenzo’s face was inches from mine. His breath hot on my face smelled of lust and desire.

      “What did he say, Brek?” Every part of this man excited the senses throughout my body.

      “Nothing for your ears, Covington.” Brek stepped closer and I could tell he wanted to punch Lorenzo. “Don’t you have something to you’re supposed to ask the nice man?”

      “Um … yeah.” Another squeeze on my shoulder from Carter. I crossed my right leg over my left. “Can I see you tonight?”

      Lorenzo’s eyes glowed with excitement as he reached down and lifted my hand to his lips. “There is nothing I want more my blonde goddess. I’m singing tonight and want your inspirational face in the audience.” He handed me a card in the hand he kissed.

      Relief swept through me when I realized the address was different from the one Amelia gave the guys. It was time to face our demons tonight.
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      The moneybag felt lighter in my hand as we climbed the steps to the inn in the hopes of finding a room for the night. The lodging was a five-minute walk from the tavern and the string that internally connected me to Lorenzo was still pulled taut.

      A robust man who wore a red and black striped vest and barbershop quartet looking hat rang the bell when we walked through the door. “Good evening! Welcome to the Serenity Inn.” Not that I stayed at a lot of hotels, but he was definitely the most enthusiastic front desk clerk I’d ever met.

      “We’d like a room with three singles please.” I placed the moneybag on the counter and opened the drawstring.

      The man frowned and tapped his finger on the counter. “Oh, dear. I’m afraid the only room we have left has a double. Two of you could take the bed and the other the floor.” He replaced his frown with an overly enthusiastic smile.

      “Are there any other hotels in Vradian?” Brek leaned against the counter next to me.

      “I’m afraid not, and this is my last room.” He held the key up in front of us.

      I snatched it. If we had to face the sirens tonight, we needed a good rest to continue our search for the magician in the morning. Adraria disappeared again after our encounter in the alley with the sirens, so I hoped at least the cat was sniffing out a lead on the magician’s whereabouts.

      The room was on the top floor. Each stair creaked as we climbed up the three stories. Brek inserted the key into the lock and the door opened to a very small room. A dilapidated bed covered in a brightly colored, patchwork quilt sagged in the middle. There was limited walk space next to the bed as I sidestepped around it to use the restroom.

      When I came back out, Brek was stretched out on the bed and Carter had covered the floor with blankets and pillows.

      “So, what are the arrangements?” I sat down on the end of the bed not even sure how much we’d be able to sleep tonight if our plan with the sirens worked.

      “I thought you’d be more comfortable sleeping with me.” Brek fluffed the pillow next to him with his hand. “It’s not like we haven’t had sleepovers before. And you slept with me last night.”

      “Whatever.” I jumped on the bed next to him that squealed under the force of my weight. “You alright sleeping on the floor, Carter?”

      “It’s not like I haven’t slept on the floor before. And you had me on the floor of a cave last night.” His face turned the color of the bedspread.

      “No comment.” I burst out laughing and sent my pillow flying at his face.

      Carter grinned. “You’re going to pay for that.”  He sent a barrage of pillows in my direction.

      I collected the pillows and hugged them to me. “The floor’s going to be a little uncomfortable without your pillows, huh, Reyes?”

      “Yeah, right.” Carter grabbed the pillows that were still clenched tightly in my arms and pulled them, along with me, down to the floor. “I’ll keep you down here if I have to.”

      I was on my back on the floor, the pillows still held prisoner against my chest. Carter leaned over me, his dark hair swept across his forehead. He’d removed his letterman jacket while I was in the bathroom. The sleeves of his blue shirt were rolled up and revealed a tattoo on his forearm above his transport bracelet. His eyes were mischievous as if he wanted me to continue our game.

      I reached up and touched the hair on his forehead. He remained perfectly still, but then tilted his face so his cheek was in my hand. My heart raced in the intimacy of the moment and as much as Lorenzo’s magic still held me, I wanted to pull Carter down to my lips.

      “What are you doing down there, Covington?” I heard Brek roll over to my side of the bed. “It’s too quiet.”

      Carter moved away from me, stood up and slammed the bathroom door.

      I lay on the floor for another minute and ran through the last few moments with Carter. If Brek weren’t here, would he have kissed me? Elation shot through my body in a much different way than the fake desire created by Lorenzo.

      Brek’s head poked out over the side of the bed with a huge smile that I wanted to wipe off his face. “We need to head out when it gets dark, but we’ll have to get a few supplies. I saw a general store across the street. Do you want to come with?”

      “You always know what I need most.” Being in that small room with Carter would have been torture. I jumped up and banged on the bathroom door. “We’re going to get some things at the store across the street.”

      Carter poked his head out of the bathroom. “I’ll stay here. There’s actually a bathtub.”

      The general store had a variety of food products and household merchandise. It was a lot easier to move around than the tavern. (add more details)

      “What do you think we should buy for tonight?” I rifled through a rack of gaudy dresses. Even though I liked changing out the color of the stripe in my hair, I usually stuck to blues and blacks when it came to the rest of my clothes.

      “Some rope and something to stick in our ears. Maybe a knife for an added precaution.” Brek crouched down to examine a shelf of earplugs. The sirens must be a regular problem in Vradian.

      I wandered to the back of the store to search for rope. The thought of tying Brek and Carter up to a tree made me nauseous. I’d never been a girl scout and had no idea how to tie a knot and this was a matter of life or death.

      A light flickered in the back aisle as I rounded the corner—probably had to be replaced. A man sifted through a box of used tools. He’d pull one out and grunted before replacing it and taking out another one. The thing that drew me to him was he wore brown clothes. He had on tattered brown pants and a light brown cape over his shirt. A long straggly beard poked out from beneath the hood of the cape. Was he one of the workers from the outskirts of town?

      Without raising his eyes, the stranger grunted again, “What are you looking at girl?”

      The ropes hung from a hook directly to the man’s left. I’d have to go around him to get to them. He had a distinctive smell of cow manure, even from a few yards away.

      “I’m sorry to disturb you, sir.” I pointed at the ropes. “Can I get around you to purchase a couple of ropes?”

      The man flung a wrench back in the box before he picked up a hook. “Dealing with the sirens, are you?”

      “Is that the only reason someone would purchase a rope in this town?” I thought it was a reasonable question. The first rope seemed too thin, so I removed it and took off the second one.

      “No.” The man chuckled. “But it’s the only reason a stranger to these parts might purchase a rope.” He shook his head, still refusing to look at her. “The new ones are always easy prey. Locals know to wear earplugs to the tavern.”

      I ran my hand up and down one of the ropes and then yanked on it to test for any weaknesses. “And has anyone ever killed one of the sirens?”

      “If you are buying rope, your plan is not to kill a siren, but to have her kill herself. Killing a siren requires a hefty sword.” He lifted a tiny bolt to the light and examined it. “Ah, here it is.”

      “I don’t suppose you have any tips for me?” This man seemed to be knowledgeable and I wanted to tap into it before he left.

      “Don’t get killed, Meg.” The man tossed the bolt up in the air and caught it. His face was younger than I imagined with deep-set hazel eyes. His beard was more of a goatee and his brown hair grew past his shoulders.

      “How do you know my name?” I gripped the rope in my hands.

      “I know a lot of things.” He tossed the bolt again and walked down the aisle. He called over his shoulder, “I’m Tyran. It’ll benefit you to remember that.” And then he was gone.

      If I ran into Tyran again, he’d definitely stand out among the parade of brightly clothed strangers. Something about him intrigued me, like the creepy fact that he knew my name.

      At the front of the store, Brek was in a discussion with the man behind the counter about two different knives. I held up the rope as I approached and he smiled.

      “Either of these models will work for cutting rope.” The man held up one of the knives. It was curved with a black handle. “It all depends on how much you want to spend.”

      I placed a hand on Brek’s back and rubbed it. A game we liked to play at home was that we were a young married couple. It didn’t hurt anyone else, but the game was fun for us. “I definitely think we should go with the cheaper model, sweet cheeks. You know we’re saving for that trip to the waterfall.”

      The man’s face took on a grim look. “Make sure if you go to the waterfall that you don’t go any further.” He leaned in close. “They say that the animals beyond the waterfall are freaks of nature. They’ll tear your heart out for looking at them the wrong way.”

      “Oh, no. Sugarplum and I would never think of going past the waterfall.” Brek reached down and hit me on the rear, a sign that I’d pushed it too far.

      Outside the store, we caught a glimpse of Adraria as she hopped up onto a barrel beside our hotel. We crossed the street to talk to the cat.

      “Pick me up.” Adraria purred.

      Brek lifted her into his arms and pet her like she was a docile, domesticated cat. “What did you find out?”

      “Not much.” Adraria lifted her neck so Brek could scratch on the top part of her stomach. “The magician has no desire to be found at the moment. I even searched the grounds of the castle and managed to slip inside for about an hour until I was thrown out.”

      “Is there anything else to go on? Like is he young or old or fat or thin?” There had to be more clues to piece this puzzle together.

      “No. It wasn’t like we saw him when he cast the spell. One day I was a beautiful human gypsy and the next day a cat when I woke up.” She tossed her head and Brek moved his fingers to her ears.

      Watching her made me miss Murphy, and I’m sure he missed me. Dad hardly gave him the time of day. Hopefully, he remembered to feed him.

      “Keep searching.” Brek placed Adraria back on the barrel and she arched her back. “We’ve got to deal with these sirens tonight and the goal is to find the magician tomorrow.”

      As we walked to the front steps of the inn, a brown cape disappeared behind one of the rows of houses. Was Tyran watching?

      Carter’s hair was still wet when we came back into the room. He had on a different t-shirt and the same faded jeans. I longed for a bath, but we had more pressing matters tonight. I could already feel Lorenzo’s pull on me as he beckoned me to his lair. I’m sure the guys could feel the same thing from Amelia.

      The plan was to confront Amelia first to get the harder of the two tasks completed. As I thought about keeping both Brek and Carter secure while she tried to ensnare them with her seductive song, my heart ached. This was way above my high school senior pay grade.

      As we walked along through the darkness into the siren’s trap, Carter entwined his fingers with mine, creating an awkward mix of his innocent gesture and Lorenzo’s seductive plans. Perhaps both led to our demise.
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      The directions on Amelia Apple’s card were to an old fishing cabin down by the river. A full moon overhead lit our way through the grass that reached up to my thigh. In the distance, a wolf howled and reminded me of our greater purpose in Vradian. Rushing water was the only other sound now that we were away from the hustle and bustle of the village.

      Carter gripped my hand tighter at the sight of the cabin. Did he feel her pulse through his veins like I felt Lorenzo’s. His call consumed me and with every step I took, I moved farther and farther from the touch I needed more than the air I breathed. Each movement forward was a declaration that the lives of the two men beside me were worth more than the primal need eating me alive inside.

      “If I move any closer, I’m afraid I won’t be able to stop.” Carter’s fingernails dug into my hand as if begging me to hold on for dear life.

      “Then this is the place.” Brek removed two ropes from his pack. “Stand against that tree, Carter.”

      “I should watch how you do this.” I took mental notes of Brek’s quick rope work and how he knotted it time and time again.

      A quiet humming rose from the direction of the fishing cabin. Did the siren already sense their presence?

      “Against the tree, Brek. Now!”

      I managed to get the rope wrapped around him three times before he fought me as the devil’s music increased its volume. Adrenaline pumped through my veins as I sprinted around the tree again and again—the more rope that bound my best friend, the better. When I came to the end, I tied it as tight as I possibly could. In the front pocket of Brek’s backpack, I dug out the earplugs and rushed back over to him.

      Brek growled at me when I lifted my hand to his ear, then turned his head and bit my hand.

      “Jerk!” I shook my hand and stared at the marks where his teeth made contact with my skin. Why didn’t we put the damn things in on the way over?

      He moved his shoulders back and forth as he tried to break free from the ropes. Out of the corner of my eye I saw Carter attempt his own jailbreak. They weren’t going anywhere if I had anything to do with it. I grabbed a mouth-sized stick off the ground. As Brek opened his mouth to bite me, I inserted the stick. Before he could spit is out, I stuck one of the earplugs in his right ear and then rushed over to the left.

      And just in time.

      As Brek spit the stick out of his mouth, he also spit out the curse words. Some internal creature within him really had it bad for the siren.

      “Don’t even come near me, woman.” Carter strained to move away from me as I ripped open another package of earplugs. “Why do you think I’d ever choose you over her? One moment in her presence is worth a lifetime with someone like you.”

      The words stung, but I knew it was the intoxication of the spell speaking. And it wasn’t like we were dating or anything. I didn’t want to risk Carter biting me, so I picked up another stick for his mouth. Behind me, the siren’s melody grew louder, so I looked toward the cabin. Amelia almost floated on air as she crossed the grassy meadow. Her eyes glowed and her red hair spilled around her like a river of fire.

      Drool ran down Carter’s chin as his eyes set on the enchantress, and I swallowed. What if one of them broke free? They had to dig down deep to resist because there was nothing else I could do to save them.

      With Carter’s eyes distracted, I pushed an earplug into one of his ears. He shook his head, perhaps trying to dislodge the device that kept him from hearing the full glory of the siren’s voice.

      “What are you doing?” He growled the words as he ripped his eyes away from Amelia to face me. “You know you’re a nothing, right? I’m a quarterback. Every women wants me. You’re not worthy enough to be in the same air space as me.”

      “Shut up.” I smacked him across the face before I slipped the second earplug into the left side. “I’ve been dealing with bullies who think they’re better than me my whole life.” I spoke the words more to myself as his ears were blocked.

      Amelia crossed the grass with her white dress billowing out behind her as the song that emanated from her very being continued. The siren lifted a hand to Brek’s cheek while his eyes glowed with desire. My heart ached for him because this woman was so not his type.

      “Brekken Matthews.” Amelia didn’t even open her mouth and the words floated across the short distance between them. “Are you ready to become one with me?”

      He whimpered while he strained on the ropes. Blood dripped from his arm where he’d rubbed his skin raw. While the earplugs muffled her music, the sight of her was still causing the men to lose their minds.

      The siren crouched to the ground and ran her finger through the dirt. She rose and touched her fingertip to Brek’s forehead where she left a brown cross. “You’re mine.” Amelia then turned to Carter and performed the same ritual.

      Carter also had blood dripping from some part of his body. What was I going to do? If this continued, one of the guys would remove body parts to be free of the ropes. I unzipped Brek’s backpack and took out the knife he bought at the general store. I’d never been in a fight, and I’d definitely never killed someone. But this called for desperate measures.

      With her back turned and the siren’s attention on Carter, I raised the knife ready to rush at her and run her through. When I stepped forward, a powerful force sent me flying backwards. I landed hard and missed a large pine tree by a couple of feet. This woman was playing for keeps.

      The knife landed on the other side of the tree, so I rolled over to all fours and lifted myself to a standing position. My leg screamed out in pain but I limped over to the weapon. Maybe if I was more stealth in my approach, I could take her by surprise.

      A scream shot through the air. Smoke rose from Brek’s lips as Amelia’s mouth went in for a second taste. This time I took to the woods behind Brek and hoped I could catch the siren off-guard.

      With my eyes on my prey, I lifted my knife only to have my arm snatched back by a strong hand. I spun around and came face-to-face with the stranger from the store. He placed a finger to my lips while he used his other hand to squeeze my wrist. I dropped the knife, which landed in a pile of pine needles.

      Tyran leaned forward and breathed into my ear, “Don’t move, little girl.”

      If I hadn’t been so scared for Brek at the moment, I would have given him a swift knee kick, but apparently the jerk wanted to help.

      My back was glued against the tree as Tyran circled around to the other side of Carter. I held my breath and hoped Amelia wouldn’t consume all three men at once. How was Tyran resistant to her enchantment anyway? What if he worked for her? Despite my better judgment, I stayed put to see if some kind of miracle would be performed.

      A brilliant flash of light illuminated the forest glen and I was happy my eyes weren’t subject to its full glory. Silence filled the air. No more song. Even the crickets and night critters took a few moments to resume their own tunes. I shrank down beside the tree and put my head in my hands. I let out the breath I’d been holding for the last ten minutes as my body released the panic trapped inside through violent shaking. Was the siren dead?

      Footsteps stopped next to me. When I dared to look up, Tyran stood there with his hand clasped in the siren’s hair—her head removed from her body. Blood dripped from the severed neck. My stomach retched. I moved to my knees to empty the contents onto the forest floor.

      “Sorry, little girl.” Tyran tossed the head into a group of bushes. “I wanted you to know you were safe.” He wiped his hands on his pants before using the same knife to cut away at the ropes that bound Brek to the tree.

      “You could’ve told me.” I clutched the tree as I attempted to stand up without falling back down.

      “Not everybody considers me trustworthy around these parts.” Tyran cut through the first rope before he wedged the knife between the cords to work at the next one. “I’ve built myself a reputation.”

      I watched as his hands made fast work of cutting through the second rope. He had strong arms, which he hid beneath the brown cloak. Tyran’s face told me that he was no more than twenty-five.

      At the release of the last rope, I rushed around the tree to check on Brek. He collapsed beside the tree overtaken by the exhaustion of trying to resist the siren.

      Tyran tossed me his sack as he moved to Carter’s ropes. “There are bandages for his arms and a cooling salve for his lips in there.”

      I carried a clean cloth down to the river to wet it and then brought it back to remove the blood from Brek’s wounds on his forearms. He opened his eyes as I wrapped the bandages around the cuts.

      The salve was in a small, green container that I unscrewed before I dipped my finger in the cool gel and then ran it across his lips. Relief filled his eyes from whatever sensations were soothing his wound. He placed a hand on my arm as if to say he were sorry for the crap he just put me through, before he closed his eyes.

      After Tyran removed Carter’s ropes, he joined me to help with his bandages. “Now, are you going to tell me how you got mixed up with a siren?”

      “Beginner’s luck?” I wrapped the white bandage around Carter’s forearm.

      “The sirens are attracted to either the weak or the strong who hold secrets. The strong are a challenge for them. They like to devour whatever secrets they hold and use new information to their advantage. The weak is for whenever they’re feeling lazy.” Tyran stopped my hand. “Now which one are the three of you?”

      “Definitely weak.” I stammered the words as I shook Tyran’s hand off mine. “The only secret I have is I look ahead to see who wins the Bachelor. I can tell you if you want to know.”

      “You’re a strange woman.” Tyran shook his head before he rested his back against one of the trees.

      “Oh, I thought I was a little girl.”

      His hazel eyes flickered.

      I worked in silence for a few moments as I contemplated any kind of trust I could put in our sudden savior. “We have another problem.” I dug into the pocket of my jeans and removed the card from Lorenzo. “Even if I want to resist, I can’t. I’ve never been an addict or anything, but I’m sure this is what it feels like when you can’t resist your drug of choice. I need Lorenzo rehab.”

      Carter’s eyes fluttered open, so I took his hand in mine. He smiled up at me. Did he remember anything he’d said to me when he was tied to the tree?

      “If we can get these two to my cottage, you can rest for the night.” Tyran’s hood was down and his brown hair caught on the breeze. “I might have something there to help you with your inner desires. Although, I’ll have to restrain you on the way as we draw closer to Lorenzo’s lair.”

      “Why doesn’t the village kill the sirens?” I knelt down next to Brek to wake him. “If they’re such a menace to society, wouldn’t it be easier to lop off all of their heads? Go Queen of Hearts on them?”

      “King Azer doesn’t hinder any kind of magic in Vradian. Legend has it that he was born out of magic between a witch and a warlock.” Tyran helped Carter get to his feet.

      “That means he’s magical, too.” Carter leaned against the tree for support. “No wonder he likes allowing all types of weirdoes in his town.” His eyes set on the body lying headless in the middle of the field. He looked back at me. “Did you do that?”

      “No.” I pointed to Tyran. “He did.”

      “And who are you?”

      Now that was a very good question.

      Tyran crouched down and helped me lift Brek to a sitting position. “Folks call me Tyran. I guess you could say I’m a non-conformist. You might have noticed that this town likes things big and flashy and magical. That’s not for me. Give me a cottage, at least one solid meal a day, and my fishing pole and I’m satisfied. As far as King Azer, there’s not an ounce of magic in his body. I guess having two magical parents cancelled out his abilities, or as rumor has it, it was sucked out of him as an infant.”

      “Sounds pretty scandalous to me.” Brek finally clued in on the conversation.

      “I’d rather not go into it right now.” Tyran stood up, lifted a walking stick from the ground and advanced to the edge of the wood. “We’d better get to my cottage before Lorenzo’s grip on you is too tight to loosen.”

      Partway through the forest, Tyran tied the rope around my hands and then handed the other end to Carter. “Don’t let her escape those bindings. I assume you’re her lover.”

      Heat rushed to my face and I could tell Carter felt the same way as his face turned bright red.

      “No. She’s my friend … um … but it’s not like I mind making sure she’s safe.” Carter gripped the rope and led me through the woods like I was some kind of slave.

      Brek followed close behind perhaps to catch me if I was able to break free from my bindings. It wasn’t until we reached the first home on the outskirts of town that I felt the first intense pull. I needed him.

      Lorenzo’s face and voice consumed every fiber of my being and all the cells in my body were north to the siren’s south. If I didn’t have him soon, I didn’t think I could go on living. I had to do something.

      “I need to go to the bathroom.” It wasn’t like they were going to watch me. If I could hide myself in the woods and loosen the ropes, I’d be in his arms in no time.

      “It’s a trick.” Tyran spoke the words matter-of-factly. “If she really has to go, she’ll go.”

      What a wicked, wicked man. I wanted to rip his heart out with my teeth. “I said I HAVE TO GO TO THE BATHROOM!”

      Tyran stepped into my personal space, his face inches from mine. But instead of the wretched stench I expected, deep woods and turned up earth drifted between us. “I don’t care, little girl.”

      The next ten minutes passed in a blur because I was not aware of my surroundings. They didn’t matter. Nothing mattered. Carter tugged on my bindings every few minutes in the moments when I felt the siren move through me, his song guided me like a signpost to his own personal heaven.

      “We’re here.” Tyran opened the front door to a small cottage. Were there other houses around? “Tie her to the chair over there. At least its cushioned and she’ll be more comfortable.”

      My mind cleared with the change of surroundings. “He’ll come get me, you know. Lorenzo will run you through the heart for denying our true love.”

      A gun clicked and Tyran held it in front of him. “And we’ll be ready.” He reached into a chest and removed a knife and a sword and handed them to the guys.

      “Brek can barely hold a baseball bat, let alone a sword.” I burst into hysterical laughter more from nerves than humor. Did I really want Lorenzo to come and get me? What if something happened?

      “Soyez assure, femme fatale.” Tyran held my braid with the blue streak in his hand and smirked. “Au revoir.”

      “What did you say?” When Tyran didn’t answer, I turned to Brek. “What did he just say?” My body strained against the ropes and they cut into my skin. Small streams of blood ran down my arms.

      “He said chill, Covington.” Brek sat on the floor next to my chair and laid the sword across his lap. “We’ve got this. How many times have you taken care of me?”

      “Do you really want me to answer that in present company?” I inclined my chin at Carter. He might not be a gossip, but he was popular and things sometimes happen to slip out with that title.

      Tyran slipped out the front door leaving me alone with my best friend and the guy who was supposedly my lover waiting for the man who, at the moment, blew them both out of the water.
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      Hours ticked by and Tyran didn’t return. Lorenzo’s song pulsated through my body as he searched for me—and I knew he was out there, I could feel it. Brek found a basin and filled it with soapy water to wash the wounds on my arms. It was useless, really. I wouldn’t stop my pull on the ropes until I was free.

      An antique clock on the wall announced the midnight hour, and still, Tyran didn’t return. Carter slept in another armchair diagonal from me, but Brek stayed awake with the sword by his side.

      “We need to stay focused.” He rubbed the palm of his hand over my arm. “We’re here for the seed. It’s our ticket to the life we want far away from the Dump.” He looked at the door and then at Carter. “This here is a tiny snag. We’ll get through it, find the magician, and get home.”

      My eyes glazed over in the dim lantern light and Brek’s face became hazy and soft. If I could touch it, maybe it would disappear like a cloud. I lifted my hand to his cheek and ran my fingers along the two-day-old stubble. “Oh, Brekkie. What would I do without you?” I lowered my hand and my eyelids drooped.

      I thought I heard him mumble, “I don’t know.” But it all could have been part of my dream-like state.

      He announced himself with a knock on the door. Was it hours or minutes later? Brek and Carter already stood on either side of the threshold with their weapons raised. They appeared as misfit soldiers in this magical world. Carter raised his finger to his lips to remind me to keep my mouth shut, but what if it was Lorenzo?

      The knocking intensified before the door swung open. My siren was decked from head to toe in a dazzling sequined outfit that consisted of a sleeveless vest and parachute pants—yummy. His dark hair was slicked back and his eyes spoke to me in Spanish. My stomach flipped uncontrollably as I took in the man before me.

      “Mi amour.” He stepped into the room and withdrew a bouquet of deep red roses from behind his back. “Why didn’t you come to me?”

      “It might have to do with the fact that you’re a sadistic masochist.” Carter pointed the knife at Lorenzo. The former’s hand shook, but his eyes refused to give in to the fear that overtook the rest of his body.

      The siren held up a hand and Carter flew across the room, crashing into a hutch full of dishes. My trance broke for a moment seeing him unconscious on the floor, but Lorenzo’s voice drew me back in.

      “He came between us, Meghan.” My name was pure silk on his lips. Lorenzo took one slow, agonizing step at a time as he crossed the floor of the cottage. “I will destroy anyone who comes between our love.”

      He was a heartbeat away from me now. Please! Please … please … please! If Lorenzo took another moment to touch his lips to mine I thought I might explode.

      But then he exploded … all over me. Blood splattered onto my face and I screamed. His head toppled off his body and onto the floor. At that moment, all I wanted to do was puke.

      Brek stood there with the sword in his hand. His body was visibly shaking. “Yeah, I’ve done that on my Xbox, but never in real life.”

      As the tie that bonded me to the siren fizzled away, I’d never been so happy to see Brek in my life. It was as if I’d been blinded to my real friends as the haze of Lorenzo’s spell covered me with its inky blackness. “Are you going to get me out of these ropes already?”

      “After I check on Carter.” Brek laid down the sword and crossed the room.

      Through the horror, I’d forgotten he’d been blasted across the room.

      “He’s breathing.” Brek’s voice came from behind the chair. “There’s a cut on his forehead.” He grabbed a rag from a counter before he left the room. Moments later, he was back, the rag dripped with water. “I’m going to clean him up and then I’ll cut your ropes.”

      The door opened and Tyran slipped in with the gun still in his hand.

      “Where have you been?” I didn’t even try to hide the anger in my eyes. “They took on the siren single-handedly.”

      “And it looks like it was too much for lover-boy to handle.” Tyran removed a blanket from the chest, wrapped his gun within it, and placed it on top of other miscellaneous items.

      “If you’d been here, that might not have happened.” I strained at my ropes. “If anything had happened to either of them, you’d have to deal with me.”

      Tyran chuckled. “A little girl tied down to a chair?” He picked at his fingernail with his pocketknife. “Oh, I’m so scared.”

      “Leave her alone.” Brek’s voice was more authoritative than I’d ever heard it before. “At least she knows how to love and doesn’t lock herself away from others in an isolated cottage.”

      Tyran shoved Brek up against the wall, his face inches away from the younger man’s. “You don’t know a thing about me, punk. I’ve known love greater than anything you could ever dream of, so why don’t you close your trap?”

      I heard Carter groan. My heart settled after the confrontation between the other two men. As soon as Carter recovered, we’d leave and find the magician. Brek wanted to grab the seed and get home, but I wasn’t going to go back on my promise to Fivlon.

      With the sword held at an awkward angle, Brek finally released me from my bindings, but it was obvious he was giving Tyran the silent treatment. Brekken Matthews was the king of the silent treatment. Throughout our eight-year friendship, he’d slapped one on me about once a year where his brooding mood made me wonder if he was really a guy or a woman who suffered through PMS.

      “What do you know about King Azer’s magician?” I needed more information from the hermit before we left. “We have to talk to him.”

      The corner of Tyran’s lip lifted. He sat on the edge of the hearth where he warmed his hands. “Not much to say. In these parts he’s known as many different things—a savior, a hero, a lunatic.”

      “Do people really believe he saved Vradian from the people of Ferox by turning them all into animals? If there really was a war between the two villages, why not fight fair?” I handed Carter a granola bar from my backpack before I sat down on the floor next to him.

      “Because King Azer is a cowardly idiot,” Tyran spat the words out before he removed his cloak, draping it over his arm. “Instead of negotiating terms with the northlanders for access to the sea, he’d rather bring down an iron fist.” His smirk turned into an all-out smile. “The funny thing is the joke’s on him. The people of Ferox are fiercer as animals than they were as humans.”

      “But they don’t want to be animals.” My heart went out to Fivlon and Catron, but maybe not as much to Maddox. “They’re people with families.”

      A warm hand engulfed mine. I lifted my eyes to Carter and a confident smile crossed his lips. He’d have my back and I know, in the long run, so would Brek.

      “And that brings me to my next question.” Tyran focused on the flames. “You’re not from Vradian, and it’s obvious you’re not from Ferox. So, who are you and what are you doing here?”

      How in the world would I answer that?

      Carter let go of my hand and stood up to sit on the other side of the hearth from Tyran. “We’re here for the seed.” I’d planned to keep that part of our quest a secret, but apparently he thought honesty was the best policy. “A powerful magician in another land sent us here to retrieve the seed and bring it back through a portal. But then we found out it’s tied to the lives in Ferox.”

      Tyran rubbed his fingers through his beard. “A portal, huh? I thought I’d seen it all.” He crossed the room and hung up his cloak. His head lowered between his arms as he still held onto the hook. “There might be a way around the seed curse.”

      “You mean Ferox can be saved without the magician?” Maybe we could be back home before the week’s end.

      “No. I mean there’s a second seed.” Tyran walked to a large desk and opened a leather journal and flipped through the pages. “Here.”

      The three of us came over. In the center of the page was a sketch of an enormous tree that branched out with both its limbs and roots. Below the tree was a giant seed hidden within a labyrinth of tunnels. Depending on the size of the tree, it could take weeks to find.

      “The second seed is here.” Tyran pointed to the very top of the tree. Woven within the mess of leaves and branches was hidden another seed, just as large as the first.

      “But that must be hundreds of feet high.” Carter traced the height of the tree with his finger.

      “Hundreds of feet high and guarded by the creatures who live there.” Tyran closed the journal and replaced it among a group of books at the back of the desk. “Never mind. Sometimes my mouth gets ahead of my brain. It’s too dangerous.”

      “But could their lives be spared if we take this seed?” It was the first time Brek spoke since the altercation.

      “Yes, their lives would be spared. Ferox’s lifeline is tied to the seed in the roots, which is easier to obtain.” Tyran refused to give us eye contact. He held something back. “It’s really a moral dilemma.”

      “There’s no dilemma.” I leaned against the desk, still chewing on the new information. “We won’t kill for the seed. Can you tell us everything you know about the tree?”

      “If you give me a day to tie up some loose ends, I’ll take you there myself.” He leaned against the desk next to me. “It’ll give him time to heal and rest.”

      Brek ran his hand through his hair and blew out a stream of air. Everyday he wasn’t in school he became more on edge.

      “Chill, Matthews. We’ll get back so you don’t mess up your scholarship.” I lifted a pen off the desk and tapped it against the wood. I wasn’t concerned about missing school, I was concerned about the amount of trust we should put in Tyran. After all, he followed us to the fishing shack.

      “Then it’s settled.” Tyran clapped his hands together. “You two will sleep out here and I’ve got a proper bed for the little lady.”
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      A rooster crowed right outside the paper-thin walls of the cottage. Daylight barely crept in through the window as I slammed the pillow over my head and groaned. After ten minutes of attempting to sleep, I lifted the pillow to examine the room. There was a shelf full of books, another cape that hung on a hook by the door, various feathered ornaments, and candles that had obviously burned well into the night. It must be Tyran’s room. Fishing didn’t seem to be his only hobby.

      I rifled through the parchment he’d left on a small desk—some kind of unbinding spell, a map of a place I didn’t recognize, and a letter to a person named Shaol. I dropped the letter as my face flamed. It was a love letter apparently not meant for my eyes.

      The door to the bedroom creaked as I pushed it open and peeked out into the living room. Brek snored away on the couch, but Carter’s sleeping area on the floor was empty. I tiptoed across the wood floor to the front window and peeked outside.

      Carter leaned against a fence looking out over a field where sheep grazed. I slipped out the front door and walked toward him. His dark hair caught glimmers of the sunrise and my stomach tightened at the sight. Despite his letterman jacket, he appeared as breathtaking as the nature around him.

      “You a morning person, or is something on your mind?” I gripped the fence rail next to him and stared out at the sheep.

      “Slept like crap on that floor, kind of a repeat of the cave, except I didn’t have my heater.” His hand shifted until his pinky linked with mine sending electricity through my body.

      This was so out of my element—being alone, with a guy who may or may not want to kiss me. “Um… have you seen Tyran this morning?”

      “No.” Carter moved from my pinky to holding my entire hand. “I think he left last night. At least, that’s what it sounded like.”

      “Do you trust him?” I dared to look up at his face. Those brown eyes beneath the hair that swept across his forehead melted me.

      He returned the favor by turning toward me and leaning against the fence. Carter’s fingers played with mine. “Hell, no. The guy’s a freak like the rest of this town.” With his pointer finger he rotated my black ring. “He could be in bed with King Azer, but he’s all we’ve got right now.”

      “I found a love letter in his bedroom to a woman named Shaol. It made me wonder if he’s saying goodbye to her before we set out. Maybe that’s the business he has to take care of.” Even though the spell work on his desk scared me, the love letter drew me closer to Tyran. He was a human with vulnerabilities, but I guess that meant he could also be manipulated.

      “What did the letter say?” Carter took a step toward me as he raised his other hand to my hair. He ran his fingers through the blue streak.

      Holy mother of all. I hadn’t kissed anyone since freshman year when Joe Mintz cornered me in the girls’ locker room. He was kind of cute, so I thought it wouldn’t hurt to try. It ended up being terrible. His breath stank of black licorice, and I swear he had more saliva than the average human. Carter had to be better than that. I wanted to turn away, but I stayed still, refusing to breathe, so I wouldn’t scare him.

      “I only read a few lines. It was slightly pornographic.” Using every ounce of courage in my body, I rested a hand on his waist.

      “Hmm… I think you need to tell me more about that.” His lips upturned producing his dimples and sending my heart into overdrive. He pitched forward slightly.

      “What are the two of you doing?”

      Damn, Brek.

      “Discussing our plans.” Carter’s hands were off me and behind his back. “Did you see Tyran leave last night?”

      Brek crossed the yard, and then leaned against the fence between us. Carter tried to act casual, but the desire still swam through his eyes.

      “He left with a day pack and said he’d return by noon today. Something about pressing matters he had to attend to.” Brek punched my arm. “Since when are you up at the crack of dawn?”

      “Since the stupid rooster decided I’d slept too long.” I needed to get out of there. Brek had to suspect something. “I’m going for a walk. Alone.”

      “Look who woke up on the wrong side of her princess bed this morning.” Brek threw a rock out into the meadow. “See what I have to deal with, Carter?”

      When we were by the fence, I saw what appeared to be a small pond in the distance, so I hiked south through the field. My growing feelings for Carter had to be pushed to the side. Brek and I had a job to do and if Reyes wanted to come along, well, I might have to break his heart. What did he want with me anyway? He could have any dumb blonde, or brunette, or red head he wanted. Brek would say that technically I was a dumb blonde based on my grades, but that was by choice. Carter only wanted me because I was the only girl around at the moment.

      A snap of a branch woke me from my thoughts.
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      She had to be no more than twelve-years-old. The girl appeared to step right out of Robin Hood with her brown leggings and page-like shirt. A thick strap ran diagonally across her body that secured a quiver to her back. Her long brown hair was pulled into a ponytail on top of her head with little ringlets cascading down at the tips. Despite her obvious attempt at appearing rustic, she was a rich girl. I could spot them a mile away.

      “Who are you?” The girl stepped out of the wood with a large bow in her hand. She ducked under a low-hanging branch. “I have not seen you in these parts.”

      I could lie to a tweenager. “I’m Tyran’s cousin, here from beyond the sea.”

      The girl’s eyes narrowed as she reached back and placed a hand on one of her arrows. Ok, she didn’t believe me.

      “Don’t!” I held up both of my hands in front of me, but kept my feet planted. “I’m a servant girl brought up under lock-and-key from the village. I’ve escaped and I was out foraging for food.”

      “How does a servant girl afford expensive dyes for her hair?” The girl pointed at my blue streak.

      “I stole it from my master when she was out one night.” I didn’t think she’d believe that I bought it for six ninety-nine at Walmart.

      “You’re interesting, servant girl.” Taking a step in my direction, the girl stared at me as if she admired my rogue nature. “What’s your name?”

      “Meg.” No need to lie on that fact. It’s not like they could search for me in some kind of database and this girl was in middle school. What harm could she do?

      She held out her free hand to shake mine. “I am Princess Camelia. But please call me Camelia. Unlike my father, I hate the formalities.”

      I swallowed. “Is your father King Azer?”

      “He’s the only king in this land, who else would it be?” Camelia teased with me. I had an in. Maybe we could find this magician, after all. “I’ve been searching for a new lady-in-waiting. Perhaps, you would fit the bill. Who is your master?”

      Caught in a lie. I wasn’t sure if I could talk myself out of this one. “Um… I just started in a new household. Don’t really know their names yet.” I pointed back in the direction of the village. “It’s over there. My master sent me out to search for roots for a stew.”

      “Ah, and have you found any of these so-called roots?” Teasing again. Camelia circled me maybe looking for the root-collecting basket.

      “Nope. This area is plum out of roots. Maybe I have to go closer to the river.” This girl didn’t really trust me and I wasn’t sure if I should go to the castle with her to be scrutinized by her father. “It was nice meeting you, Princess.”

      “Halt.”

      Halt? What was this, an episode of Game of Thrones?

      “I told you that I need a new servant. I get what I want.” Camelia now had an arrow notched in her bow.

      Who did this girl think she was? Veruca Salt? I didn’t really want to deal with her temper tantrum and I want it now mentality. “I have some friends waiting for me down by Tyran’s cottage. I’ve really got to go, or they’ll be worried.”

      “Do I look like I care?” She lifted the bow to a shooting position.

      I raised my hands above my head. “Ok… ok. Whatever you want, your highness.” Brek and Carter would worry, but if I found the magician, it could be worth it.

      Something rubbed against my leg and I heard a soft meow. Adraria. Where had she been when we needed her? I scooped up the cat, which I’m sure pissed her off, and rubbed her behind the ears.

      Camelia lowered her bow slightly. “Aww… is that your cat?”

      “Yes, she was our family cat before my parents died.” Might as well continue the lies. “She’s the one thing that reminds me of them.”

      “Then you must bring her to the castle, too.” Camelia set her bow down before she approached me. “May I?”

      I nodded my head, but Adraria hissed, apparently not pleased with my new plan. This didn’t deter the princess from running her hand down the cat’s gray fur.

      “My father’s never let me have a cat. I have horses and hounds to satisfy his desire to hunt, but never a cat. He calls them useless creatures because the castle has never had a mouse problem.”

      Adraria let out another hiss and arched her back. If I could get alone with her, I could find out if she had real objections to my plan. She also had to let Brek and Carter know I was off to the castle.

      “I’m going to miss her.” I nuzzled my nose into Adraria’s fur near her ear and whispered, “Let them know where I am.” I set the cat on the ground and turned back to Camelia. “I’m ready to go to the castle to be your servant.” It was important for Adraria to know exactly what to tell the guys.

      “You could bring her with you.” It was obvious that Camelia was a rebel. Her bow now strapped to her back, no longer threatening me.

      “She’s more of a stray than anything else. If it pleases her, she’ll find me again.” The princess wouldn’t let me out of her sight. My pack would be left behind in Tyran’s cottage.

      As a punctuation mark to my statement, Adraria bounded off to the woods leaving me alone with Camelia.

      We walked along the road to the village where small farms dotted the countryside. The same river that passed Ferox, ran through these fields irrigating the bountiful crops. Why did the King need the sea when everything the village could want was right here?

      As we neared Vradian, more and more people recognized the princess by bowing low and removing hats. She returned their admiration by waving her hand like a Miss America contestant. Not one person came up to talk to her.

      “Do you ever spend time with the villagers?”

      “Yes.” She shook her head like it was the most ridiculous question ever. “I often hunt in their woods, ride my horse through their fields, and father and I hold a ball once a year.”

      “Right. But do you ever stop and talk with the people?” I thought about the royal family in Great Britain. They were like celebrities to me, not everyday people. “Like you did with me. Did you only talk to me because you needed a servant?”

      “Well, isn’t that a good reason to talk to someone?” Camelia stopped and raised an eyebrow. “Why else would I talk to a peasant?”

      “Because they’re your people. Don’t you want to know what they need from their leaders?” This girl seemed about as compassionate as her father. “It’s your duty to serve and protect them.”

      “No, it’s their duty to serve and protect us.” Camelia frowned and put on her pouty Veruca Salt face again. “Why else is there a monarchy?”

      “So, you think you can live in your little pink castle eating cupcakes and riding horses while people under you suffer?” I placed a hand on my hip. “Did you know there are sirens in this village preying on innocent people just because your dad allows all magic?”

      “They have a right to live here.” Camelia walked to the right and the castle came into view. “We’re a non-discriminatory sanctuary for magical people and beasts. It says that in line eighty-seven of the Vradian code.”

      “And I’m sure you learned it line by line sitting on your royal ass up in some plush tower.” I crossed the line, but someone had to put this prima donna in her place.

      “You forget your place, servant.” Camelia’s voice took on an authoritative tone that I’m sure she learned from her father. “This…” She wagged her finger between the two of us, “Can not happen in the castle. You’ll obey my commands and only speak when you are spoken to.”

      I chewed on my lip to keep from lashing back at her. This girl was twelve. I couldn’t even imagine her as a queen. My goal was to get into this castle, find the magician, convince him to reverse his spell on the people of Ferox, and then get the hell out of here.

      As we walked up to the front gate of the palace, four guards stood at attention as the princess crossed the bridge.

      One of the guards held open the heavy, wooden door for us. “Welcome home, your majesty.” He kept his eyes trained on some faraway spot, never taking the time to look at us.

      Within the front door was a courtyard with cobblestones and an archery target set up at the far end. Presently, the area was empty and the only people in sight were guards on top of the castle walls.

      “Who do they protect against?”

      “Rebels. A stray Ferox unit thinking they can overtake our village. And then there are the Ferox sympathizers.” Camelia kept walking as she threw the names out with a casual flair as if she were part of important meetings with her father.

      The foyer of the castle rose to the third floor and had a totally different look than I’d expected. Instead of the medieval decorations and mason work, the walls, floor, and ceiling were made of white marble. In strategic locations around the room were huge vases of sunflowers. Other than one time when I was in Nebraska to visit my cousin, I’d never seen so many sunflowers in one place.

      When Camelia caught me staring she said, “They’re my favorite flower, so, of course Daddy makes sure I have a fresh batch of them everyday.”

      Sunflowers. My one allergy. I sneezed and my eyes watered as I yanked a tissue out of my pocket.

      Camelia ignored me and followed a bannister up a grand staircase. “Father’s throne room is upstairs. He hates visitors when he’s busy, but he insisted that he vested my choice for my new lady-in-waiting.”

      What happened to her former lady-in-waiting? I wanted to ask, but bit my tongue because it was better for me to be seen and not heard.

      “Now when father addresses you, curtsy, and call him your majesty.” She leaned down and brushed a couple of dirt splotches off her hunting gear.

      “Where’s your mother?” A logical question. Perhaps the young princess had tragedy in her own life.

      “They divorced a decade ago. As king, my father automatically gained custody of his only heir.” There was no emotion in her voice as if her mother meant nothing to her.

      Inside the grand hall, crowds gathered in the same bright colored clothing I saw in the tavern. Some of the courtiers mingled, while others snapped pictures of each other and the king. This world had a strange mix of the old and the new.

      As for the king, he was nothing like I pictured him. In my mind, a robust man with a beard and a crown barked orders from the throne. But instead, the king was a total hottie—a bit like Brad Pitt, but built like the Rock. Maidens dressed in their brightly colored dresses flanked him on all sides and attended to his every need. It made my stomach turn.

      The walk toward the throne was a like the parting of the Red Sea. Courtiers stopped their conversations to stare at the curiosity that the princess dragged in. These people, who looked more like circus workers than villagers, must have found it odd to see a girl dressed in drab colors.

      “And what have you brought me today, Camelia?” The king plucked a grape from a silver tray held out to him by one of the women.

      Camelia curtsied and bowed her head. “My new lady-in-waiting, Father.”

      “What an oddly dressed peasant.” The king arched and eyebrow before he crooked a finger and motioned for me to approach him. “Come here.”

      I bowed my head and curtsied, but nearly fell over on the first step. My face flamed as I climbed the remainder of the steps to the throne.

      When I stood before King Azer, he reached up and touched my face before he ran his fingers through the blue streak in my hair. “Where on earth did you find this one, dear?”

      “In the field by the woods. You know, out by Tyran’s cottage.” Camelia remained at the foot of the stairs. “Can you deem her appropriate so I can set her to work?”

      King Azer ran his fingers along his finely chiseled chin. He was the kind of man women in our world fawned over. It didn’t surprise me to see so many women serving him here. I’m sure a bachelor king was quite the catch. He leaned over and whispered in one of the attendant’s ears and then turned back to me. “What’s your name?”

      “Meg.” I replied. “I’m a servant in the village.”

      “Only answer questions you are asked, servant girl.” Whoa. Who did this guy think he was, Judge Judy? The king’s voice took on authority, but his blue eyes sparkled with laughter. “How many years have you been working for your current employer?”

      Ok, job interview questions. I could handle this. “Three weeks.”

      “How old are you?” He leaned in on this question and rested his forearms on his throne.

      “Eighteen, your majesty.” I threw the last part in to butter him up, unless he was well past the buttering up stage.

      The king leaned back on his throne and raised an arm above his head. The masses of courtiers, including Princess Camelia left the room in a matter of seconds. Holy crap, this guy had power.

      Alone, King Azer smiled at me. “You see… Meg, I’ve been searching for a new employee myself. A fine, young girl as yourself would be a waste as a lady-in-waiting for my daughter.” He appeared nervous as he twisted the ring on his finger. “Turn slowly.”

      Eww… yuck. As good-looking as this king was, he had to be double my age. Where was he going with this? Did he want me to be his concubine? Wanting to puke the entire time, I did as the king asked.

      “I need a woman of good, healthy stock to supply me with an heir. A male heir.”

      “No.” The word slipped out, though I meant to keep it inside.

      “Do you really think you can say no to me?” The king stood up and stepped right into my comfort zone. He grabbed my arm and pulled me to him.

      My heart beat wildly as I imagined what this man could do to me. He was as big as Brek and Carter put together.

      There were footsteps behind us and King Azer dropped his hand but I felt his eyes as they drilled holes into the side of my head.

      “You called for me, your majesty?” Tyran stood at the foot of the stairs, his head bowed, not daring to look me in the eyes.
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      “Impeccable timing as usual, Tyran.” Sarcasm ran through the king’s voice. “Camelia said she found this urchin in the field by your cottage. Does she belong to you?” He turned and sat back down on his throne leaving me in an awkward spot between the two men.

      “I purchased her from a farmer to the north of town.” Tyran’s eyes met mine for an instant, but then he addressed the king, “She’s an impeccable housekeeper for my tiny cottage, but she’d be lost in your castle.” He climbed the stairs and grabbed my arm forcefully. “I’ll take her home now.”

      “No, Tyran.” King Azer’s eyes were greedy and ready to swallow me whole. “She ran away from you. She must be punished.”

      “Your majesty, I let her freely roam the fields and visit with her parents. The girl doesn’t deserve to be punished.” Tyran’s grip tightened on my arm, and I bit my lip to keep from expressing my displeasure.

      King Azer clapped his hands two times and multiple guards filled the room with spears raised. “Take the girl to the dungeon and escort my magician back to his cottage. I’ll keep her for one night, Tyran. If she’s no good, I’ll send her back to you.”

      What? Tyran—the magician. It can’t be. The guards already half-dragged Tyran out of the throne room. He craned his neck to look back at me. If he was the magician, why couldn’t he just turn the entire court into lizards or spiders or something? Two other guards grabbed my arms, but this time I fought it. Using my legs, I kicked at them while I attempted to get them to let go, but it was no use.

      I was dragged out of the room with King Azer’s laugh echoing through my ears. To him, it didn’t matter if I was someone else’s property. He’d get what he wanted. Now my only hope was that Adraria got to Brek and Carter.
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      The dungeon of Vradian’s castle wasn’t a typical jail cell in the basement of the castle. My captors led me to the backyard that was enclosed by a gigantic, adobe wall that was painted—pink. No surprise there. The yard contained grass, a swing set, a swimming pool, and a structure attached to the wall in one corner. Guards stood at the entrance to this structure with spears across their chests.

      When we entered the door, cries arose from some of the captives. The first cell held a rabbit, but it stood on two legs—a resident of Ferox. As it leaned against the bars it stared at me as if I were some kind of savior.

      In the next cell, a man, who appeared as if he’d been in the cell for decades groaned at the guards while holding a tin cup out to us. “Water. It’s been days.”

      “Shut up!” One of the guards kicked the cup out of the man’s hand and it clattered across the floor.

      I had to help these people.

      We reached the final cell on the right and one of the guards removed his key ring and unlocked the door. It creaked open and the other man pushed me inside before he slammed the door shut again. One night? I could do this for one night.

      The cage’s floor was covered with hay and a small cot lay in the corner. Other than that, the room was empty except for a tiny window to the outside world. On my tiptoes, I could see the pool. A girl cannonballed off the diving board and splashed the people sunbathing on the deck.

      I sat down on the cot and planned out my escape. Things were not going exactly as planned. First, Tyran was the magician. If he had told me that, I’d never have gone to the castle. But, what did it mean? Was he a freaking liar? It meant he worked for the king. He probably sent the princess out to find me. Second, without Tyran’s help as to where I was in the castle, how would the guys ever find me? Adraria might listen to whispers, but it could take a long time.

      With a loud bang, the front door of the prison closed, and I was alone with the other prisoners. Some wept, some whispered quiet rants to themselves, and others were quiet, perhaps sleeping or praying.

      “What did you do to get in here?” A woman, possibly in her mid-twenties leaned against the bars across the walkway from me. She had beautiful, raven black hair and blue eyes under thick, dark lashes. The stranger wore a brown cape over a dress.

      “Um… rejected King Azer’s advances. You?” I assumed she was there for similar reasons. I’m surprised this prison wasn’t full of independent women.

      “Good for you.” She smiled and gripped the bars with her slender fingers. When she came into the light of the window, her cheeks were sallow, possibly from hunger. “I fell in love.”

      “You fell in love? How can you be put in prison for falling in love?”

      “The man I love is the court magician.” She removed her hands from the bars and twisted a ring on her finger. “We were to be married. But the king had other plans for my fiancé’s skills.” A tear ran over her cheek. “Azer lets me see him once a week for what seems like a shorter and shorter time. He was here today.”

      “Tyran.” The word left my lips and my heart stirred with anger. “The king made him attack Ferox and Fivlon’s people.” Shaol was the king’s bargaining chip—if Tyran didn’t do as he said, he’d end the girl’s life.

      It was at this moment that I noticed the chains around Shaol’s wrists and ankles. The thick metal glowed a dull, iridescent blue.

      She caught my eyes as I stared at her bindings. “These are Tyran-proof. Only a key locked safely away in the northern part of the kingdom can remove these bindings.”

      “How long?” My mouth hung open as I thought about how I was going to make it through one night in my cell. “How long have you been here?”

      “Three years.” The words were a shadow of the formerly strong and independent woman before me. “We’d hoped to have a family by now.”

      I leaned in closer to the bars. “We’re going to save Ferox, and we need Tyran to do that.” I swallowed as the task before me grew and took shape. “We’ll save you and Tyran in the process.”

      “It’s impossible.” The woman’s hand shook as she raised it back to the bars. “My family has searched for years. The key is nowhere to be found.”

      When Brek and I first entered the Green Door, my mind was set that college was impossible for me. You’re given your lot in life and no matter how hard you try, your stuck there. That’s why my father spent night after night pouring over bills and job applications. That’s why dimwitted rich kids from the other side of town received a golden ticket to school, and I received a minimum wage job at a rundown record store. But being here had shown me that things were possible. We had defeated the sirens, befriended Fivlon and Catron, and put a badass warthog in his place. No, nothing was impossible.

      “My friends are coming for me.” I spoke the words with confidence.

      I was the reason Brek entered the door in the first place. He’d never leave me behind. And Carter, well, let’s just say I was really looking forward to that possibility.

      A creak of the front door announced a visitor. One of the guards marched down the walkway and stopped in front of my cage. He removed his keys and unlocked it. Shaol questioned me with her eyes. I shrugged my shoulders.

      “Follow me.” The guard barked the words. “The king requests your presence.”

      I crouched down next to Shaol and grabbed her hand. “I will be back for you. We’ll find the key.”

      The guard grabbed the back of my shirt and yanked me away from Shaol’s cell. Multiple prisoners groaned out requests again as we passed them. It was as if I were a woman on death row. King Azer had terrible things planned for me, and this time I didn’t have Tyran to interrupt our conversation.
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      “Put these on.” A plump woman with shocking red hair stuffed beneath a white colonial-looking hat shoved a pile of clothes into my arms.

      “What’s wrong with what I’m wearing?” After sporting that hideous black outfit, I’d never been so thankful for my jeans.

      “King Azer wants you to wear this and if you’re smart, you’d start pleasing him.” She marched out of the room with her head held high. The distinctive click let me know I was locked in and by myself.

      I lifted the dress with two fingers as I examined the coral blue of the fabric—a total eighties prom dress, and a low-cut one at that. I sighed and flopped down on the bed. How was I going to escape King Azer?

      Not being a dress person, it looked just as terrible on as I thought it would as I examined myself in the full-length mirror in the corner of the room. I spread the pleats out with my hands and pulled the bust area up, but there was no way to cover my cleavage. If only I’d worn my sports bra.

      As I ran my fingers through my hair, a loud knock sounded on the door. “Are you ready in there?” The woman had grown impatient with my stalling.

      I opened the door to her standing with her hands on her hips. Her eyes scanned me from top to bottom and she grabbed my arm. “Very well, it’ll have to do.”

      She whisked me down the hallway past other servants scrubbing floors and polishing bannisters. One woman balanced precariously on top of a narrow chair as she tried to reach the top of a windowsill with her feather duster. I envied their anonymity in the eyes of the king.

      The throne room was once again a bustling hub of brightly colored brown-nosers, but this time about twenty soldiers joined them. The men stood at attention in four lines at the center of the room. I was led around the outskirts to the stairs leading to the platform where King Azer sat surrounded by his usual entourage.

      He didn’t notice me as I was left to stand to his right and slightly behind his throne. There were women here ready to give him ten children, who were much better looking, and by their appearance, much more experienced in the bedroom. Perhaps, I could blend in long enough to escape or be rescued.

      “The front two lines will go to combat training. Back two lines will head home.” King Azer seemed bored with the task in front of him. His eyelids drooped slightly as he leaned on his hand. “Next.”

      Another group of soldiers marched in, and from my position, I was able to get a better look at them. Most of them were young—no more than twenty-five. They wore uniforms of pure white, which stood as a stark contrast to the bright colors worn by the dignitaries and courtiers around them. On their heads, they wore large white hats with a pink plume that reminded me of the three musketeers. I raised my hand to my mouth to mask my giggle at the ridiculous outfits. These men must really have wanted to join the king’s ranks to even think about putting on this uniform.

      One of the soldiers in the second row, about three men in, winked at me. I reached my hand out and gripped the back of the throne to steady myself.

      The woman next to me slapped me on the hand with the fan she promptly placed in front of her face. “Don’t touch the merchandise.”

      I ignored her and turned my attention back to the handsome soldier in the second row. Carter’s dimples, visible even from my vantage point, made my heart leap with hope. My eyes trailed down the row to Brek who had his eyes, not on mine but … I lifted my hand to my chest this time and felt the heat rise to my cheeks.

      “Your majesty.” An older man, also dressed in white, kneeled before the king’s throne. “I present to you the next group of finalists to be considered for your royal guard. My personal evaluation is that any one of these men would take a bullet for you or the princess.”

      “Thank you, Vren.” The king’s eyes surveyed the men, but I wasn’t sure what he was looking for in the ranks.

      I held my breath. Please pick row two… please pick row two.

      “I’ll take row two and row four. The rest can go home.” He waved his hand in a dismissive fashion.

      The soldiers joined the ranks of the row from the initial men and stood at attention. I’m not sure if it was out of jealousy of being King Azer’s new plaything or if they didn’t trust me, but there were definitely eyes on me. I had to keep the stray glances in Brek and Carter’s direction to a minimum.

      The king snapped his fingers and cleared his throat before I felt hands on my back that pushed me toward him. The icy cold tentacles of fear crystalized in my veins as my hope for disappearing into the hordes diminished. Eyes wide, I looked to Carter. He stepped forward slightly, jaw clenched, but Brek placed a hand on his chest to move him back into line.

      “Now, dear Meg.” The king placed a hand on my arm. “This dress suits you so much better than those dreadful clothes you were wearing earlier. Much more fitting for the role you’ll play for Vradian.” He gripped my arm and pulled me onto his lap.

      The ice in my veins reached my heart threatening to stop it from beating. I swallowed the bile in my throat, but I was helpless in a court full of lackeys.

      The king leaned into me, his lip inches from my ear. “You’ll be brought to my room tonight. Wear something I’ll like.” He shoved me off with both hands.

      I landed in a heap about three feet from the throne. The women laughed around me like a bunch of birds ready to peck me alive, which seemed to encourage the king even more.

      He stood up and stepped forward, his foot on my dress as I tried to stand up. “Not so fast, wench. Stay down there so you can clean my shoes.”

      I didn’t care how good-looking Azer was—I hated him. If I had the chance, I’d tear him and his over inflated head to shreds. I glared at him as I picked up the rag he tossed at me. His shoes gleamed already, so my rubbing a rag across his left shoe made little difference.

      When I finished, King Azer lifted his shoe to examine my work. “Remind me not to hire you as my royal shoe shiner when I’m through with you.”
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      Following King Azer’s departure, the room cleared, and I was left a broken woman on the floor. It was no different than the rich bullies at school who thought that any kid from the Dump didn’t have the right to breathe the same air. No wonder this guy had thought the way to deal with Ferox was to turn them into a bunch of wild animals by threatening the magician he forced to do the deed.

      Footsteps stopped next to me. “Get up.” Maybe these guards would lock me back in my room where Brek and Carter might find me.

      My shoulder ached as I lifted my body from the ground and got to my feet. A hand reached out to steady me, so my eyes met my guard’s for the first time. It was Brek but another soldier accompanied him. I pushed my exuberance below the surface and put on the ill-fated prison girl look.

      As they led me back to the room, Brek held me tightly to his side and refused to give me any kind of attention. The other soldier led the way unlocking doors as we moved further into the castle. On the way, I paid more attention to covering up my exposed skin than I did to the vicinity of a room I had no idea whether or not I’d be returning to.

      The massive wooden door outside the bedroom held a series of locks that the soldier struggled to open. With the man’s back turned to us, Brek rolled his eyes. When the door finally opened, I saw a rainbow of clothes spread out on the bed all in anticipation of my evening with the king.

      “You can head to dinner.” Brek addressed the other guard. “I’ll take first watch.”

      The other soldier seemed pleased with this arrangement. “I’ll be back to relieve you in one hour.” The fool left the door wide open, and Brek and I stood as still as statues as we watched him leave.

      When the man disappeared around a corner, Brek spoke in a breathy voice. “I’ve got to say, Covington, I have a new appreciation for King Azer and his low-cut dresses.

      I slapped my hand over my chest and glared at him before I scoured the room for my clothes. That evil woman must have taken them. All she left were a bunch of skimpy threads on the bed. I growled before falling face first onto the mattress.

      “All is not lost.”

      I lifted my head to my elbow to watch Brek as he shimmied my shirt, pants, and underwear from beneath the hemline of his white uniform.

      “How in the world?” I jumped up to grab them from his hands.

      He shrugged. “I figured if I had to beef up to pass for a guard, I needed some stuffing. Kind of like when you used to stuff your bra.”

      “Shut up.” I wound up my jeans and whipped him on the leg. “And yes, you do make a scrawny guard.”

      Brek turned his back to me as I dressed and used the time to check out the limited items in the room—an empty dresser, a cobweb occupied by a black spider, a window overlooking a courtyard, and the mirror where he stopped to run his fingers through his hair.

      “So, what’s the plan?” I buttoned up the front of my jeans and tossed the dress onto the bed, though I was tempted to chuck it out the window.

      “We get the hell out of here.” Brek sat down on the mattress lifting a piece of the skimpy lingerie with his finger. “When I saw you on King Azer’s lap, I wanted to beat the crap out of him.” His face flushed. “Not that I stood a chance against all his armed guards.”

      “He wants me to produce a male heir for him.” The words slipped out, but I’d always been able to tell Brek anything.

      “Now I definitely need to get you out of here. Um… yuck.” Brek jumped off the bed and headed to the door. “Does he know you’re a virgin?”

      “No, but thanks for the vote of confidence in my abilities. Do you think I’d be that bad?”

      “Um… no. What I meant was yuck because he’s so old.” He tried to put his hands in his nonexistent pockets. “You… I’m sure you’d be amazing.”

      I stood up and crossed the floor stopping inches from my best friend’s face. “And don’t you forget it.” I patted his cheek twice before reaching past him and placing a hand on the door handle. “Oh, one more thing.”

      “What’s that?”

      “Tyran’s the magician.” I opened the door and slipped out into the empty hallway with Brek on my heels.

      He leaned over my shoulder. “What? How did you find that out?”

      “The king addressed him in front of me. But there’s a small problem.” I stopped at the next corner that led to a staircase. I hoped it led to the courtyard outside my window.

      “What’s that?” Brek stuck his arm out in front of me drawing me back into an alcove as two maids chitchatted on their way by.

      The darkness of the enclosed space masked Brek’s features, and I appreciated the moment of safety and stillness from the outside world.

      “Shaol, the woman Tyran loves, is being held captive to keep the magician in line. I have no doubt the king will kill her if the magician betrays him.” I adjusted my leg as it fell asleep in a weird angle.

      “And the plot thickens.” Brek grumbled the words as he shifted his body out of the alcove now that the coast was clear.

      A stone staircase at the end of the hall led to the courtyard below. Courtiers milled about in conversation with one another.

      Brek grabbed my arm and whispered so low that I almost couldn’t hear him. “Play along.” He shoved me forward while at the same time keeping his grip on my arm. “Keep moving, wench.”

      His actions drew the attention of one of the groups of courtiers near the archway that we hoped led to our escape.

      “Where are you taking the girl?” A man dressed in purple drew in his brow as he tapped a cane on the ground in front of him.

      “King Azer’s orders,” Brek barked. “She’s to go to his chambers.”

      Several members of the group chuckled, hiding their grins behind white gloves.

      “You do realize you’re going the wrong direction.” The man pointed with his cane to the stairs we just came down. “You must be one of the new recruits.”

      Brek remained composed, his face as rigid as a wall of ice. “Yes, that’s correct, but he instructed me to first take her for a walk around the grounds. She’s been cooped up in her room all day.”

      “How clearly dreadful.” Purple man twisted the end of his mustache. “Imagine on such a pleasant day.”

      I sighed as he turned his attention away from us and back on his present company. Brek’s grip loosened on my arm. Beyond the courtyard we went down another set of stairs and found ourselves to the left of the front gates that of course, were heavily guarded.

      “Got another brilliant plan?” I kept my back against the wall to prevent any of the guards from noticing me.

      “As a matter of fact, I do.” Brek grinned and pulled a red napkin out of his pocket. He raised his arm and waved the napkin above his head.

      I grabbed at his arm. “What are you doing? They’re going to see you.”

      At that moment, one of the guards rushed into the center of the dirt courtyard. He waved his arms around and jumped up and down like the world was ending. “Fire! We need every able man.”

      All the guards rushed after the man who led them away from the front entrance. I knew his voice—Carter. How long had it taken the guys to come up with this plan?

      We rushed over to the gate and Brek removed a key from somewhere in his uniform. Outside the gate, he closed and locked it so no one would know that anything had happened.

      “Carter will slip out later tonight when the castle’s sleeping,” Brek answered my question before I even had a chance to ask it.

      “And what about Tyran and Shaol? We can’t just hand them over to the king. He’ll kill them.” I grabbed onto Brek’s hand as we left the path and took to the woods.

      “If the king really cares about losing you, he’ll send guards to Tyran’s home.” Brek ducked under a low branch. “If he doesn’t care, he’ll send guards to kill you out of spite. We’ll find a place to hideout near the cottage until Carter’s able to meet up with us. After that, we need to get that seed.”

      “You didn’t answer my question.” My legs ached from trying to keep up with him.

      “This isn’t a movie, Covington.” Brek slowed his pace. “We could be hurt, or even killed. Tyran’s the magician. He can save Shaol.”

      It wasn’t the first moral decision we’d faced together. In eighth grade, a scandal of epic proportions rocked Worthington Middle School and we’d found ourselves smack dab in the center of the mess. It all started with Sam Thompson, or so we thought. He supposedly snuck into Ms. Prescott’s room after school and copied down the answers to our test on the Battle of Gettysburg. Sam passed the answers on to Lucy Byrne, who in turn passed them on to Nicole Johnson. When Eric Martinez slipped the paper to Brek and I across the lunchroom table the day before the test, the scandal had already infiltrated ninety-eight percent of the eighth grade class.

      Although I salivated as I held the answers to a final exam in my hands, Brek tore it from my grip and handed it over to Ms. Prescott who brought the matter to the principal and then changed the test. It always seemed as if Brek was the one making the right decision. It was my turn to make things good in the world.

      “I’m not leaving this world until we save Fivlon and the people of Ferox and rescue Shaol.” I let go of Brek’s hand and crossed my arms. “This is big and we can do something about it.”

      Weariness crossed his eyes, but the corner of his mouth twitched. I was sure the dilemma of missing out on the life that passed on the other side of the door infiltrated a majority of his thoughts. The only reason Brek was here was for me… putting me first, and all I could think about was saving total strangers.

      The cottage stood still in the moonlight of early evening. Azer was sure to know I’d escaped by now. A lonely howl rose from somewhere beyond the road in the field where I met the princess the day before.

      We crouched in a thicket of bushes in the woods behind the cottage. I could hear Brek’s slow, even breathes in the stillness that surrounded us. My legs stiffened, so I sat down on the leaves and leaned up against a tree. Brek followed my lead, his shoulder touching mine.

      I tilted my head against his shoulder feeling safe for the first time in this world. “I’m worried about Carter.”

      “He’ll get here.” Brek’s voice was a whisper above the silence of the forest. “When most are in bed, he’ll slip out.”

      “But what if I’m worried about more than that…” I chewed on my lip wanting with all my heart to discuss my growing feelings for Carter with my best friend, but for some reason, I was unsure how to continue. Why did I know that somehow I’d hurt Brek? “I kind of like him.”

      His shoulder dropped slightly and his chest heaved. “You don’t need my permission.” Brek clasped and unclasped his hands in front of him.

      “I’m not asking for your permission. It’s… it’s only…” How do you bring up what had always remained unspoken?

      Brek had never had a girlfriend. I knew why. He never needed one, in a way. We were inseparable and that’s why the subject of college was so difficult. He had begged me to apply when he was accepted, but we both knew my grades and lack of extracurricular activities would never fly with the admissions counselors.

      “What is it, Covington?” His words were still hushed as a firefly lit a small patch of darkness in front of us. Did he really want me to speak the words that we both knew were on my lips?

      “I don’t want to hurt you.” I placed my hand on his clasped ones and they paused their movement. “You mean more to me than anyone, but you’re leaving.”

      “It’s not like I’m moving to Siberia.”

      I sighed and lifted my head to look in his eyes, that were clear in the moonlight. “I like Carter. And I think he likes me.”

      He tilted his head slightly to the side. “Um, yeah. It’s kind of obvious.”

      “Which part? Me liking him or him liking me?”

      “Him.” He took my hand in his but it shook slightly. “You’ve always hid your emotions from me, like an onion with all those layers. Over the years, I’ve tried to peel them back, but you’re too damn complex.”

      Feelings and emotions were not really our thing, well, not really my thing. When Brek’s dad died it wrecked my best friend, and my little thirteen-year-old heart couldn’t figure out how to help him. Instead of talking, we played hour after hour of Mortal Kombat. Beating the crap out of others buried his pain more than it healed it.

      He sighed and leaned his head against the tree staring up at the stars that poked out here and there among the branches. “It’s just that I haven’t figured out quite yet how I’m going to live without you.”
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      Waves of heat flamed across my face. I heard footsteps in the woods about ten feet away. Brek placed a finger over my lips before crouching to peer beyond the tree. I’m sure whomever it was could hear my heart pounding against my chest.

      “It’s Carter.” Brek stood up and brushed the leaves off his pants. “We’re over here.”

      Like Brek, he still wore the white guard uniform, his face a mixture of sweat, dirt, and blood stains. His dark hair clung to the side of his face in clumps. I jumped up and threw my arms around his neck forgetting that I was supposed to act cool in his presence. His arms wrapped around my back telling me that he was just as happy.

      “I’ve got to use the bathroom. Be back in a few.” Brek disappeared behind a thick grove of trees.

      For some reason, I felt guilty. I moved back, but Carter kept his arms tightly around my waist.

      “I wasn’t sure if you’d escape.” My head spun with all the things I wanted to tell him but I decided to keep to the safe subjects.

      In the moonlight, I caught sight of his dimples as he smiled. His hand moved up and down my back as electricity shot through my body. “I wasn’t there as a prisoner. Brek and I volunteered to serve the king, so we only have certain times we’re required to be on duty. When we don’t show up for those times, they’ll know something’s up.”

      “Did you get hurt?” Though I couldn’t control the shaking in my hand, I lifted it to his face. One finger trailed through a dirt smudge along his jaw. I swallowed the lump growing in my throat. Man, he was hot.

      His eyes never left mine as he spoke. “No, a few of us had to fight off some insurgents, but all in a day’s work.” Framed by the shadows and soot of his face, his teeth appeared gleaming white.

      Being this close to him, I could feel his heart beating through the thick padding of his uniform. He used his hand on my back to draw me closer to him. He bent down and touched his lips to mine. They were smooth, like he used a lot of Chapstick but also experienced. His tongue parted my lips, and I groaned as his palm drew me closer still. The idea of kissing Carter Reyes set fireworks off in my brain. This wouldn’t happen in real life. There was no way.

      He rested his forehead against mine—his breathing erratic in our tiny space. My hands gripped the fabric of his uniform against his chest wanting more of his lips, more of his hands, more of him. Life on this side of the Green Door provided an opportunity for this to work. Our social status didn’t matter here. Our lives of plenty and want were meaningless. Here, in Vradian, we were just Meg and Carter.

      As Brek emerged from behind a tree, he coughed to warn us as he approached. “We’ve got company.”

      Tyran followed behind him, his hands in the pockets of his cloak. His head was down and I could tell he’d already had a lengthy conversation with Brek. He didn’t stop until he stood beside me. “I’m sorry I lied to you, Meg.”

      “You didn’t exactly lie.”

      “Well, I didn’t exactly tell the truth either.” Tyran removed his hood. A black snake was inked across the side of his neck.

      My eyes flicked back to his. I swore that tattoo wasn’t there before.

      “It’s a binding spell placed on me by another magician.” His fingers ran along the dark contours of the snake. “Leaving Vradian is impossible now.”

      “How are we going to free the people of Ferox from your spell?” It really pissed me off, though the ugly snake was more inconvenient for Tyran than anyone else.

      “The seed is the key.” Tyran sat down on a large boulder and removed a piece of paper from his cloak. “The spell is tied to the tree of life. To appease Azer, I tied the lifeline of the people of Ferox to the seed beneath the roots. If this seed is removed, the tree and the forest will die, including the magical animals. What Azer doesn’t know was I had the tree produce a second seed—the one I told you about before. If this seed is found and brought back to Ferox, the magic will be reversed.”

      “Does the seed expire? I mean… can it be used again?” Carter rested his hand on the small of my back sending warm jolts through me.

      “With magic, yes.” Tyran opened the paper he’d pulled from his pocket. “Once Ferox is saved, King Azer will know and coming back here with the seed will be dangerous.” He pointed to the map laid out in front of him. “The tree of life is to the west of Ferox. When Fivlon blocked Azer’s ability to utilize the northern sea, even as a badger, the king made it his mission to remove the seed beneath the tree and destroy Ferox.” Tyran’s smile didn’t reach his eyes. “To this point, the creatures have been able to keep back Azer’s soldiers.”

      “What is the best way to travel?” Brek’s finger traced the river we followed on our way down from Ferox with Adraria.

      “Always at night. There are soldiers and other magical creatures out there like the sirens.” He pointed to the left side of the map. “Through the wood, there are many hiding places to make yourselves scarce should you encounter Azer’s soldiers. Once you reach the tree, you’ll have to pass other obstacles. There’s the problem of the animals of Ferox defending it but they are nothing compared to the creatures living in the tree. It is a complex ecosystem in itself.”

      “What lives in the tree?” Giant birds and insects crawled through my mind.

      “The Olrithan. A race that were born of magic with one purpose—protect the life source of the tree. It was not my intention to create them, they were more of a byproduct of the dark magic.” Tyran folded the map and handed it to Brek. He removed his bag from his shoulder and rifled through it. “This bag contains items to help you on your journey. They’re intended to aid you when they are needed.” He pulled out a mirror like the one my grandmother used to keep on her dresser. “Whenever you want to communicate with me, call my name while looking at your reflection.” He replaced the mirror in the bag.

      “And how are we supposed to get by the Olrithan? What do they even look like?” Carter took the bag from Tyran and slung it over his shoulder.

      “Like nothing you’ve seen in this world, or I’m sure in your own.” Tyran got up from the rock. “Only a person of pure heart can kill them, and if you falter, they will pierce directly into your soul.”

      “Pure heart?” I tugged on my braid and laughed. “That leaves the three of us out. Maybe we should get Fivlon to go with us.”

      “Tell me, Meg. Do you really know the heart of another? I don’t know about your world, but here only God and the Olrithan truly know a man, or woman’s heart.” He stepped behind Brek and placed his hands on his shoulders. “What intentions could your two companions have? Hmm? Is it greed, lust, or the desire to help another? And what is your intention?”

      To get Brek that Martin guitar, but it had grown into so much more. The intentions were no longer set only in our own world, but in this world, too. Our purpose extended beyond ourselves to the animals and humans who cried out from the oppressive rule of King Azer.

      “Since one can’t know the heart of another, I guess you’ll never know, magician.” I threw the last word in to rub Tyran’s deceit in his face. It still bothered me, but I treaded carefully knowing his help was invaluable.

      In the distance, I heard the sound of horse hooves against the dirt road that led from Vradian to Tyran’s cottage.

      “They’re coming. Grab your packs and leave. Without much of a head start, you’ll have to mask your trail and find a place to hide until the danger has passed. I’ll deter them as long as I can.”

      “How do we mask our trail?” Carter followed closely behind Tyran to the cottage.

      “In your bag, there’s a vial. Sprinkle the powder on the soles of your shoes and you’ll be undetectable.” Tyran opened the front door to the cottage and gathered a few more supplies. “There’s four days worth of food in there for the three of you. It should take one day there, one day to climb the tree if you don’t run into trouble, and one day back.”

      I stopped Tyran as he rushed past me with an amulet dangling from his hand. “I promise we’ll be back.”

      The magician lifted the chain of the amulet over my head and it rested above my chest. Deep amber, highlighted with flecks of gold, shone from the magical talisman.

      “Keep that hidden beneath your shirt. It’s a protection amulet.” Tyran ushered us through the cottage to a back entrance that led to a small yard surrounded by towering trees. “One of you has to survive to break the curse.”

      “We’re all coming back.” The promise left my lips as we ran through the backyard and into the woods. Sounds of the horses’ hooves filled the air and I was never so thankful to be out of the moonlit exposure of Tyran’s yard.

      I stopped to look over my shoulder but Brek grabbed my sleeve. “We can’t stop.”

      The forest was littered with boulders and undergrowth that threatened to twist my ankle with every step. We pressed on to some unknown destination. This path was impossible for horses so they’d hunt us on foot. Brek led the way seeming to have no other purpose than creating a healthy distance between us, and King Azer’s men.

      We slid down a hillside covered with wet leaves that led into the ravine below. A stream meandered through, creating an opportunity for us to cover our tracks. Carter held out his hand to help me navigate my footing.

      “You know I’m not that kind of girl.” I gripped a vine that I’d tested a moment before as I took another sidestep downward.

      “And what kind of girl are you exactly?” Carter’s eyes gleamed. He still pitched his body in a way that told me he was ready to dive and save me if I began to slip.

      “I’m not one of your princesses, that’s for sure. Since my mom left, I’ve pretty much taken care of myself.” My foot slipped slightly, and Carter inclined his body in my direction before he caught himself proving my theory to be true. I readjusted my footing and found another secure vine. “I take care of Dad half the time.”

      “What’s your dad like?” Carter let go of his vine and jumped the short distance to the bottom of the ravine where Brek waited for us.

      “Sam’s a decent guy, but a bit in over his head.” Brek answered Carter’s question for me.

      We removed our shoes and socks to cross the stream. The ice-cold water bit into my skin as I navigated through the slippery rocks that dotted the waterway. On the other side, Carter withdrew the vial of dust from the bag. He sprinkled a pile of it into his hand before he handed it to me. It had a golden tinge to it like my amulet and felt like I was spreading flour across the sole of my shoe. Brek sprinkled the dust on the bottom of his shoes, capped the vial, and handed it back to Carter.

      Although I was exhausted, we pressed on, unsure of our direction. When we left Tyran’s cottage, we had headed west, so when we reached the stream, Brek said we had to follow it to travel north.

      “My dad doesn’t keep jobs very long.” I walked beside Carter, but had to duck here and there to avoid low-hanging branches. “He didn’t go to college but worked for my grandfather’s copy machine business. When my papa died, the business went under and dad was left floundering. His only real skill is fixing the machines. He’s not even a great salesman.” I stuck my hands in the front pockets of my jeans.

      “I don’t know. I guess I thought we were a typical American family. My dad is the CEO of a big corporation, so that means he isn’t around much. Mom stays at home and manages us. My sister is in fifth grade, but thinks she’s seventeen with her iPhone, designer clothes, and makeup. Chloe even told me the other day that she has a boyfriend. What kind of crap is that?” He smiled and shook his head. “I told her I was going to come to her school and scare him.”

      “It must be nice, you know, having a sister.” The past ten years I took on playing the second adult in the house. Brek was the closest thing I had to a brother.

      “It is, but I’d never admit it to her. Her head’s already bigger than it needs to be.” Carter stopped and touched my arm. “I didn’t know life was so hard for you. When I saw you that day in the record store, I thought you were saving money to buy gas for your car or to purchase some music. I can’t even imagine what it’s like to have to put food on your table for your family.”

      “Don’t feel sorry for me.” I yanked my arm away from him and jogged ahead to walk with Brek. I was so stupid. Carter didn’t mean to feel sorry for me, he just did. It’s just that pity wasn’t a reason for someone to be with me.

      About ten feet in front of us, something moved in the bushes. Brek removed a knife from his coat pocket and held it in front of us.

      “Who’s there?” Brek called out into the darkness.

      A cat emerged from the bush before she lifted herself to two legs. “You’ve got to find a place to hide. They’re less than ten minutes behind you.”
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      “Where have you been?” I placed a hand on my hip a bit pissed off that Adraria left us hanging. “Do you know what that king was going to do to me?”

      Adraria licked her paw as if bored with my troubles. “I know exactly what that king wanted with you. Having a cat on your side is almost as good as having a fly on the wall. His intentions are why we can’t stand around here any longer discussing your woes.” She turned and disappeared back into the bushes.

      I rolled my eyes and shoved my way through the foliage knowing right now she was our best hope of evading capture. And I was so not going back to the castle unless it was to rescue Shaol or to kill that sorry excuse for a king.

      Adraria skirted a meadow, keeping to the shadows of the trees. A couple of times I thought I heard footsteps in the woods behind us but I passed them off for my imagination. The cat’s new trail led us farther away from what I thought was our northwest direction; it was almost as if we were headed south. I sensed that Brek had caught on to our misguided new adventure. He ran his hand along the back of his neck and let out long sighs.

      “We’re not going the right direction,” I whispered the words even though cats had a keen sense of hearing.

      “I know,” he whispered back before addressing the cat. “Adraria.”

      “Yes, human.” The cat stopped and stared back at Brek with her yellow eyes.

      “We’re going to find our own place to hide. You can come if you want but you’re leading us away from the tree.” Brek turned in the opposite direction and bushwhacked his way through the bushes using his knife.

      Carter, possibly feeling jilted by our previous conversation, followed closely behind Brek to help him cut through the brush.

      “You do as you please.” Adraria dropped back to all fours. “But don’t say I didn’t warn you.” The cat darted south and disappeared.

      I hoped we didn’t live to regret using her help. Fivlon trusted her and that should be enough. I also had to trust my gut, which at the moment told me that a dog was man’s best friend, not a cat.

      The woods continued to strangle us with its overgrown nature as we trudged at a snail’s pace through the low-lying plants. Massive species of trees that I didn’t recognize from our world, towered over us making me feel smaller than an ant. For the first time, real fear gripped me and squeezed me tight in its clutches. What if we got lost in this vast wilderness and never found our way back to the door?

      Absorbed in my thoughts, I didn’t realize that Carter walked in his own silence next to me. Did his mind spin with the same fears, or was he just scared to talk to me?

      “I don’t feel sorry for you.” His words cut the silence of the forest around us.

      Brek paused his bushwhacking and turned to look at Carter, the boy from the different world—the boy who was born with money, privilege, and the keys to a Lamborghini in his pocket. They were like two sides of the same coin. When God flipped the coin, Carter came out on top. But what did that get him? An absent father? A spoiled sister?

      “I actually feel sorry for you.” My voice cracked at the honesty of the words. He’d survived the trapping of his rich upbringing to become a halfway decent person. “You’ve put up with a lot and I don’t think there’s a bitter bone in your body.”

      “We’re human, we adapt, right?” Carter passed Brek and cut his blade through another bush. “Meeting the two of you is the best thing that’s ever happened to me.”

      “Well, now I definitely feel sorry for you.” Brek followed Carter letting him cut for a while.

      The shadows and sounds of the night played tricks on me as we pushed further north. We stopped a couple of times to reapply the dust to our shoes in case it wore off, as we feared that someone, or something followed us.

      A snap of a stick sounded about ten yards away to our right as we passed an outcropping of large boulders. The wolves crossed my mind as Brek grabbed my jacket and half dragged me into a crevice between the rocks. Carter followed. The opening was large enough for us to enter, but narrow enough to keep one of the enormous beasts from snapping off one of our appendages with its oversized jaws.

      Brek crouched down and pulled me close to his chest. His heart raced and all I could hear was the sound of his breathing. Carter crossed his arms but finally resigned himself to settle down to my right. Through our limited sounds, I heard whatever it was getting closer—another snap of a stick, the rustle of leaves and then, a light shining in our eyes.

      A transport bracelet encircled the wrist of the owner of the flashlight. “Who the hell are you?”

      “Shouldn’t we be asking you the same thing?” I freed myself from Brek’s arms to glare at our stalker. “You’ve been following us for the last half hour.”

      When the flashlight moved from my eyes to Carter’s, I could finally focus on the girl holding the light. She was at least my age, with what appeared to be willowy red hair tied into a messy bun. Even bent over, she was tall and thin as a rail.

      Her eyes rested on Carter’s wrist where his bracelet dangled over the back of his hand. “You here for the seed?” She grumbled something under her breath. “Didn’t think I’d have much competition after what happened in the Blue Door.”

      “What happened in the blue door?” Brek shifted behind me. I watched out of the corner of my eye as he gripped a stone in his hand.

      “Mack and I entered it thinking it was some big competition. You know, like the Amazing Race.” She leaned her arm against the side of the rock. “We’re the only ones who made it out alive. Decided to work together with the other competitors and split the money. They drowned in a transfer portal that was sealed and locked.”

      My mouth hung open. How could they leave the others behind? Was it a matter of life and death, or was it something else?

      “I’m Rachel.” She turned to look behind her. “Been here about a week, but those damn talking animals keep fighting us back every time we try to approach the tree. You’d think they were protecting the Mona Lisa or something, not a stupid seed.”

      “Where’s Mack?” Carter ran his hand through his hair and gave me a warning glance. He didn’t want me to give too much away about our own mission.

      “Up ahead scouting the perimeter of the tree. He’s trying to find the weaknesses in their barricades.” Rachel had a shotgun strapped across her back. This was one of the winners. She knew what she was doing and perhaps sticking with her would enable us to make it to the Tree of Life unscathed, but there was something off about their escape from the Blue Door.

      “Why were you and your partner the only ones who made it out of the Blue Door alive?”

      “Lucky, I guess.” Rachel narrowed her eyes at me as if she just realized I was a worthy adversary. “Rosenbaum only pays out to one team of two. Why do you have three people?”

      “I lost my teammate to the wolves.” Carter kept any emotion out of his voice.

      “I swear they guard a five mile perimeter around that door looking for fresh meat.” Rachel ducked her head and entered the crevice. “Mack and I hid near the door for a day to get our bearings and those wolves prowled the area. They only seem to fear the talking animals.”

      “That’s because the badgers can take them down with their arrows.” Brek’s hand still gripped the rock as Rachel settled in next to us.

      “Wait, have you actually talked to those freaks?” Rachel set the flashlight down between us and I could see the smattering of freckles that lined her eyes. Her eyes appeared to be blue or possibly green. “Mack and I have a running bet on how many of them we can take out before we leave this stupid world.” She removed her gun from her back and held it out in front of us. The butt had tally marks etched across it. “Each tally stands for one of those filthy creatures I took out as they defended the tree.”

      “You do realize that those filthy creatures are people?” Anger built in Carter’s voice as he stared down the girl who was more of an animal than the creatures she killed.

      She let out a fake laugh. “No their not. They’re just a bunch of losers pretending to be like us.” Rachel ran her finger along the etch marks. “My goal is to reach a hundred before we leave.”

      Carter growled, “I hope they take you out before you have a chance to spill any more blood, bitch.”

      “Excuse me?” Rachel furrowed her brow. “Whose team are you on anyway, jerk?” She lifted her gun to her hands. “And maybe Mack and I left the others to drown. How else do you get ahead in this world, or any other world for that matter?”

      Brek shoved past me and brought the rock down on Rachel’s head. She collapsed to the ground. He crawled over her body and through the crevice. I grabbed the flashlight to look at her. A small stream of blood ran down her forehead but Carter guided me outside before I had a chance to check for a pulse.

      “Did you kill her?” My voice raised several octaves as we raced through the woods. I used the flashlight to avoid tripping over anything.

      “I don’t know, Covington.” His breathing was labored, and I could tell he regretted every moment of the last five minutes. “She had a gun… she would have killed us.”

      “Maybe we could have talked her down.” I tripped over a root but caught myself by bracing my hand against the tree. The bark ripped into my skin.

      “She murdered the other players inside the Blue Door.” Carter placed a hand on my shoulder. “She’s the freak, Meg. And the hit list on her gun, that’s borderline asylum material. She’d kill us without a second thought.”

      The first signs of daylight blanketed the forest as shadows turned into trees, bushes, and rocks. Exhaustion took over both my body and mind as the blood dripping down Rachel’s forehead ran on replay in my thoughts.

      Near a cozy glen, Brek found a thicket of underbrush with a cushioning of leaves in the center. Without speaking to the guys, I curled up into a ball and drifted into a troubled sleep. I found myself once again in the white hallway outside the Green Door.

      Brek carved nine tallies into the door and then flipped the knife around and handed it to me. “Come on, Covington. Be proud. You have at least seven kills. Reyes should count for two.”

      I stared at the hilt of the knife in my hand with my heart pounding out of my chest. This wasn’t me. This wasn’t Brek. What happened between the boulders must be affecting him as much as it’s affecting me. My eyes shot open. Birds chirped in the tree above us as the midafternoon sun directed its rays through the openings between the leaves in the canopy. Carter, alive and well, slept a few feet away, but Brek was nowhere.

      Beyond the bushes the forest stretched out as an endless maze of trees in all directions. My eyes stopped on a patch of blue in the sea of brown and green. Brek’s coat.

      The rays of sunlight that escaped the canopy warmed Brek’s bare arms. He had his back up against a tree with his legs stretched out in front of him. He didn’t relax like this anymore, not since his dad died.

      “You okay?”

      His eyes fluttered open as if I woke him from some distant world he had escaped to and was reluctant to return from. He kept his eyes focused on that distant world. “Do you remember Rufus?”

      “You mean your dog? Of course.” I’d only known Brek for two years when his dog died of cancer. At twelve, he’d taken the death personally, like maybe if he’d walked him more or fed him better food, Rufus would still be alive.

      “I haven’t felt like this since then, you know, like I’ve taken another life.” He kept his eyes set straight ahead.

      “We don’t know if she’s dead, Brek.” I crouched down and placed a hand on his shoulder. “And no one would blame a dog’s death on a boy. You loved him like I love Murphy. We hold onto them like they can bring back a piece of your dad, and my mom.”

      Brek dug his toe into the dirt dragging it back and forth. “Have I ever told you that you’re my anchor?” He took his eyes off the distant place and smiled at me. “Whenever I think there’s no return, you bring me back. You’ve always brought me back from dark places.”

      “If we allow ourselves to get dragged down by our circumstances—life in the Dump, hounded by bullies, believing that we’re somehow worthless, then we have no hope.” I settled in next to him, linked my arm through his elbow and rested my head on his shoulder. “I’m not willing to give up, not with a seed out there that could change our lives.”

      He leaned over and kissed my forehead. “If you weren’t my best friend, I might have to fall in love with you.”

      “Now wouldn’t that be something.” I smiled to myself. “Too bad we know every last shitty thing about each other.”

      “Too bad.” Brek rubbed my arm with his hand. “We better get back to camp or Carter might thing we’re up to something.”

      The day wore on and the landscape transformed from shades of green and brown to ever darkening grays and blacks as the sun sank deeper below the horizon. Carter insisted on leading the way north because he had the most rest. He carried the largest knife knowing we were closing in on the tree. Now, we not only had the animals of Ferox and the Olrithan to get by, Mack was a new danger who lurked in the shadows.

      As we wandered closer to the stream, my skin tingled with electricity that hung in the air. Purple iridescent lights twinkled and hovered close to the waterway skittering here and there with the sound of our feet moving through the rush grasses. Everything around us filled our bodies with magic.

      My eyes met Carter’s as he reached down and entwined his fingers with mine. That same electricity coursing through me was magnified as it passed from his body to mine and back again. If I could walk on air, I would. If I could swim the entire stream, I would. If I could wrap my arms around the man next to me and taste his lips forever, I would. I shook my head. I’d felt magic before with Lorenzo. I didn’t plan on going through that again.

      Carter stopped next to me, his eyes ripped away from mine and taking in the enormous structure of bark, leaves, limbs, and boughs in front of us. The stream flowed from below its roots.

      The Tree of Life.
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      When I was younger and my mother was still around, we traveled to California to see the redwood forest. Dad drove the minivan straight through one of the trees that had a car-sized hole cut out of it. Living in Ohio, I was blown away with the idea of a tree so massive. The Tree of Life was at least four times the size of the puny redwood. Instead of a minivan, my dad could have driven an airplane through this tree if someone ever decided to hurt this miracle by cutting into it. But for some reason, perhaps the magic that still pricked at my skin, I knew this tree wouldn’t let human hands touch its precious wood.

      Brek stood open-mouthed for a moment with his eyes wide and then followed the tree up to the very top of its canopy. “We have to go up there?” It was a little known fact that my best friend was deathly afraid of heights.

      “It’s either overcome your little fear that is completely mental, by the way, or we let an entire village of humans die because you’re afraid.” I tugged on Carter’s hand and led him closer to the tree leaving Brek staring and planted to the ground.

      Carter seemed to have more compassion for Brek’s phobia. Every ten feet or so, he turned around to encourage him to follow. What he didn’t know was Brek would never let me climb the tree without him, phobia or not. So, I continued on and let the big baby catch up.

      The smell of moss and rotting wood rose up from the depths of the tree’s roots. Small animals and insects darted in and out of holes in the ground and throughout the root system. Out of curiosity, I looked for the entrance to the underground labyrinth that led to the first seed. It would be heavily guarded by Fivlon’s troops, but the tree’s magical aura drew me in.

      On the far end of the tree, beneath a gigantic root, blazed torches lighting the entrance to the root system. Four guards stood with arrows ready. Above the root, I could just make out two more guards with their bows drawn ready to take down any unfortunate Vradian soldier who decided that King Azer’s orders were more important than their own life.

      A slight movement of light drew my attention to something behind a tree to the right of the giant root.

      Ducked behind a bush, I motioned to the tree and Carter whispered, “Mack.”

      I nodded.

      An object suddenly flew through the air in the direction of the Ferox soldiers. It landed with a thud near their feet and rolled before it exploded into a cloud of smoke.

      “Did he kill them?” I could tell Brek was ready to beat the crap out of Mack even thought they’d never met. He craned his neck above the bushes.

      I grabbed his arm to keep him down. “Wait.”

      The smoke dissipated before Mack sprinted forward followed closely by someone else. As they entered the torch-lit area, the girl’s red hair glowed in the firelight. Relief washed over Brek’s face as Rachel entered a hole beneath the tree. The guards lay still on the ground and atop the root.

      “We need to stop them from getting the seed.” I sprinted from our hiding spot to the base of the tree, but stopped when we reached one of the guards. It was Maddox, the warthog. I bent down and felt his pulse against my fingers. “They’re only unconscious.”

      “We’re going to chase after a couple of money-hungry teenagers with guns? Yeah, that sounds like a brilliant plan.” Carter shined the flashlight into the hole at the base of the tree.

      I sighed and rested a hand on his arm. “I’m not going to let them get the seed. If you and Brek want to climb to the top of the tree and get the second seed, I’ll work at stopping Bonnie and Clyde.”

      “Bonnie and who?” Carter raised an eyebrow

      “Never mind.”

      Leave it to a jock to miss part of history class.

      Brek snatched the flashlight from Carter’s hand and climbed down into the hole. He poked his head back out. “We’ve been over this before. I’m not leaving you. Now, are you coming?”

      Carter climbed in after Brek as I waited in the electrical air that still had the faint smell of the smoke used to knock out the guards. I drew in a deep breath unsure of how long we’d be underground.

      “Do you usually hang out under giant, magical trees by yourself, or is this the new hangout for the younger crowd?” Tyran ducked under one of the roots. His brown hood covered his hair, but I could still see the smirk on his lips. He glanced at the bodies strewn across the ground. “And it appears that you’ve used your magical powers on some of Ferox’s best.”

      “But how ..?”

      “How did I break free from the binding spell?” He wiggled his fingers in the air. “That’s my little secret, or a great story for another time. It looks like your lover is waiting for you.”

      Inside the tree, Brek shined his flashlight into a hole with a ladder leading to the depths below. He flashed the light in Tyran’s face when we entered the tree. “Did you figure out a way to break free from the spell?”

      “Pretty much.” Tyran leaned over the hole. “I thought you could use my help since I got all of us into this mess in the first place.”

      “Kind of like our own personal map.” The thought of having someone with us that knew this place like the back of his hand lifted my hopes. Now we’d only have to find a way to keep Rachel and Mack away from the seed.

      “Only you’d see it that way, Megan.” Tyran removed his hood. In the dim light, his neck appeared darkened where the black snake stained it days before. He caught me staring. “It was a powerful spell, but with the right knowledge, the right connections … I have my ways, even if they’re considered reprehensible to some.” Without another word, Tyran jumped down into the hole.

      Brek shot me a wary look. As much as the magician had helped us, he didn’t trust Tyran. But he was a man in love, and love could make someone do crazy things.

      “I’ll go down first.” Brek climbed down the ladder.

      Carter held out his hand. “You go next. I’ll keep an eye out for any guards waking up.” He removed a long knife from his backpack.

      My feet hit the first rung of the ladder and I gripped the top and rough wood indented my palms. Carter got down on his knees and placed his hands over mine. It was difficult to make out the details of his face in the flicker of the torches outside. He leaned toward me, his lips touching mine. I inhaled the scent of him, which was a lot more natural than his cologne from a few days before.

      His forehead touched mine. “I’ll see you in a few.”

      The climb down the ladder took me about three minutes. Brek placed his hands on my hips as I hopped off the second to last rung.

      Somehow, Tyran already had a lit torch in his hand. “Not only for light, but a handy weapon against the Worms.”

      Brek held the ladder for Carter, but didn’t seem to want to give Tyran eye contact. “Worms? Don’t they have some kind of alternate universe name?”

      “I find it amusing that you think our names are funny when you have names like Megan, Carter, and Brekken. In the future, remind me to use one of those names when a new pig is born.” Tyran held his torch down one of the tunnels that branched to the right.

      Carter stepped off the ladder, another torch in his hand. “Do the Worms make any kind of noise? Will we have a warning?”

      “They bring forth the stench of death and rotting. Many of Azer’s soldiers have died down here trying to fetch the seed and bring an end to Ferox.” Tyran handed his torch to me and removed the ladder from the hole. “If Fivlon’s men don’t stop them, the Worms certainly will.” He turned down the tunnel to the right. “Come on.”

      “How will we get past the Worms?” Being slowly digested by giant maggots wasn’t my idea of a good time.

      Tyran stopped and glared at me over his shoulder. “Not to brag, but you forget, you have Vradian’s best magician with you. If I can save you from the sirens, I can take on slimy beasts.”

      Multiple passageways veered off our path, but Tyran seemed focused, like he knew exactly where to find the seed. In the beam of Brek’s flashlight I caught glimpses of slimy trails weaving in and out of holes in the walls. My stomach clenched with the smells forcing me to cover my mouth and nose in the fear that I might vomit. Behind me, Carter lifted the neck of his shirt to cover the bottom half of his face.

      The tunnel opened up into a massive room with hundreds of passageways shooting out from it in all directions. The center of the tree. On a pedestal, the seed glowed a strange yellowish-green. Thousands of roots connected, and then shot out in all directions from the massive treasure. Below the seed, and stretching out as far as the eye could see was an ocean of worms, slithering and filling the air with the smell of death. It was an oxymoron—creatures of death the henchman for a seed that brought life to the land.

      “What the hell?” Brek whispered the words beside me, barely audible above the squishing sound rising from the worms.

      “Looks like we have company.” Carter tilted his torch about a third of a way around the circular room to the entrance of another tunnel.

      Mack pointed his rifle at the worms and fired sending two or three worms flying into the air. With the sea of pink bodies, it was difficult to tell how many of the creatures were effected. A wave of worms rose up near him and he fired again pushing them back down to the ground. Rachel lifted her rifle and joined Mack in the assault, but no matter how many times they fired, it was useless. There were too many.

      One of the worms reached its body up and snapped its jaws onto Rachel’s leg. She screamed as it pulled her toward the center of the room. Mack fired his gun at the worm, but missed.

      “We’ve got to help them.” I grabbed Tyran’s cloak. He was their only hope for survival.

      “I thought the point was to prevent them from getting the seed. I swear, sometimes you exhaust me, Megan.” The magician rolled his eyes, but reached into the pocket of his cloak and removed a stone that appeared to be another amethyst. The deep purple gem pulsed in his palm setting off flickers of light like the crystal in the window of Brek’s kitchen.

      Tyran raised the amethyst above his head and recited some words in a cryptic language.  The stone illuminated the room and a brilliant flash of light shot in the direction of the worms lifting them like boats in a tempest. The wave of worms crashed against the far wall crushing the creatures with the impact. Carcass after carcass landed on Mack and Rachel burying them in a heap of smelly slime. With his arm still raised, Tyran spoke another ancient spell and a purple force-field looking thing encased the seed.

      My legs refused to move as I stared at the carnage in front of me. I knew Tyran was a magician, but I was thinking Chris Angel, not frickin’ Gandolf.

      Brek broke my trance by running along the edge of the room toward the worms. Carter chased after him.

      “How’d you do that?” I didn’t know what else to say to Tyran. He could reduce me to a speck of dust if I looked at him the wrong way.

      “It’s who I am.” He lowered his arm and put the amethyst stone into his cloak pocket. “Just like the color of my eyes and my fantastic sense of humor.”

      Brek and Carter threw the worm carcasses into a ravine trying to reach the others. “But what about Mack and Rachel? How could you kill them?”

      “They’re not dead. They might be in desperate need of a bath, but the worm shower should do its job in letting them know not to mess with the seed.” Tyran sat down on the ledge and jumped down into the ravine. “And if not, the force field should hold most people back.”

      “Why didn’t you put up a force field to begin with? You had to know that Azer’s men would have it out for Ferox.” I scrambled down the side of the ravine right on Tyran’s heels.

      The magician stopped in front of his creation—the seed rotated as if in one of those fancy display cases in a museum. “Shaol and I lived in peace in the cottage outside of town. We were to be married. The king’s soldiers arrested Shaol while I was away. The only thing I found when I returned home was a royal decree nailed to my door.”

      Rachel’s freckled face emerged from the pile of rotting worm meat. She gasped for breath as the slime ran down her cheeks. The guys turned their attention to searching for Mack.

      Tyran climbed up the root system stemming from the seed, not seeming in the least worried about the two teenagers. “Azer held a gun to Shaol’s head through the entire process. Greed motivates that man and he wanted what Ferox possessed, a water route to the lands beyond. He wanted me to wipe out Fivlon and the entire village like I wiped out the worms. I convinced him that the people would be helpless as animals, unable to defend themselves.”

      “But you provided a way for Azer to wipe them all out.” The seed. Why did Tyran create the Tree of Life if the king knew it could lead to Ferox’s demise?

      “It’s also their life force.” Tyran climbed back down carrying a flower. The delicate petals glowed, as if being in the presence of the seed gave them their own power. “Because they are magical creatures, they need a source nearby that continues to provide them with life. If this tree didn’t exist, they’d lose their humanness, and they’d be as wild as the wolves.”

      Above them, Rachel helped the guys in their search for Mack. Carter tossed the creatures aside like ragdolls, but the sheer number of dead worms was overwhelming.

      With a quick swish of his hand, Tyran made all the worms vanish leaving Mack facedown in pile of mud and slime.

      “Why didn’t you do that earlier?” Brek knelt down next to Mack to roll him onto his back.

      “That would’ve been too easy. Good things come with effort and elbow grease.” Tyran’s eyes gleamed as his lips curled into a mischievous smile. “How do you think lover boy got his muscles? Perhaps you should give it a try sometime, Brekken.”

      “Leave him alone.” I stormed away from Tyran and scrambled up the dirt wall to where Mack lay unconscious. His brown hair darkened with slime and plastered to his head. “Is he alive?”

      “Yes.” Brek removed his fingers from Mack’s neck. “I’m not sure if he’ll need medical attention. Should we take him to Ferox?”

      “You’re not taking him anywhere and we’re not leaving without that seed.” The rifle in Rachel’s hands was pointed straight at my head.
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      “Don’t be stupid.” Brek’s guilt about hitting Rachel with a rock was written clearly across his face. “He could die.”

      The trigger clicked. “Then I find another partner.”

      Ice ran throughout my body from the top of my head to the tips of my fingers and toes. The girl who notched her kills on the hilt of her rifle had her sights set on me.

      “I leave with the seed, or blondie dies.” She raised the tip of the gun firing it into the rock wall above me.

      Pebbles showered down pelting me as I covered my head. When I righted myself, something moved in the cave entrance to the left of Rachel. Carter caught my eye from behind the rock wall.

      A rock flew out of the cave and landed to the right of Rachel. As she glanced down, Carter ran out with his knife drawn. Looking back, I think his intention was to tackle her, but she caught him in her peripheral vision and turned her gun on him. Carter was faster. The sword impaled her stomach as her rifle skidded to the ground.

      He withdrew the knife as if he really were one of Azer’s soldiers, but then dropped to his knees, the sword still clutched in his limp arm. Blood splattered across his white uniform. The body lay in a heap on the floor.

      “Help her,” Carter whispered. When no response came, he raised his voice, “Help her!”

      I unzipped my backpack and removed my other shirt to place on the wound. The material was soaked in moments from her blood. “There’s nothing else I can do.” What in the world did you say to someone who accidently killed another human being? I’m sorry? She’d have died anyway when she was eighty? My clean hand gripped his arm. “We can go home. Bring her back to her family.”

      Carter’s face darkened. “If we leave, a whole village of people will die at the hand of King Azer. I’m not going home.”

      Mack groaned on the floor next to Brek and rolled onto his side.

      “Can you help him?” Brek turned to Tyran as he scrambled up the wall of dirt.

      The magician placed a hand on Mack’s forehead and then hovered his palm over different parts of his body. “A cracked rib, a collapsed lung—definitely in the realm of possibility.” His hand came to rest over Mack’s chest and light radiated from Tyran’s palms. Within seconds, the light diminished and he stood up. “A fairly clean heal.”

      The purple, hazy glow hung around the seed like a sheer curtain. With the dead body inches from me, Carter’s comment about saving the people of Ferox hit me hard. It was what I wanted to do and at the moment I didn’t care if it had the ten thousand dollar prize attached to it. “Can’t you go and turn them back now?”

      Tyran shook his head and grinned as if I were a child that brought him amusement. “That’s the conundrum.” He laughed. “It’s ingenious, really.” His fingers dug into his hair as he set his hands on his head. “The king made me tie their life-force to the seed, but I need the seed to change them back. If I use it, they die and if I don’t use it, they remain creatures.”

      “But what about the second seed? It could heal them, right?” I kneeled next to him knowing that the other seed had to be the way.

      “That’s the reason I created the second seed, hidden in a place where Azer would never think to look. All the protection and attacks are focused around the first seed while the second one is just sitting there ready to be found.”

      I looked at the guys for approval. Carter shrugged his shoulders, but Brek’s face turned bright red. Without warning, he stormed out of the room and into one of the tunnels. The seed was everything to him. It represented the beginning of a college fund for me, of a life of hope.

      The tunnel was dark, so I traced my steps by keeping one hand on the wall. I heard him breathing, and possibly crying as I approached.

      “As soon as school’s out, we’ll work on the other doors.” My hushed words still echoed in the cavernous space.

      A hand gripped my sleeve as he pulled me to him. His chest heaved. “I don’t want to be so selfish, but we’ve been through a lot for this damn seed. What if the choices are this hard in the other doors? Are you always going to put others first?”

      “Think about what we’re doing. We’re putting people’s lives above an overpriced education that I’ll probably flunk out of anyway.”

      His chest heaved again as he let out a sound that was part laugh, part sob. Brek’s fingers found my hair and he ran them through it until they got stuck on a knot. “I’ll help you. We’ll stay in the library until midnight studying if we have to, but you’re going to college.”

      Warmth filled me with the assurance of his words. He had more faith in me than I had in myself, but it shouldn’t surprise me. It had always been that way.

      “You two coming?” Carter. How could he even begin to understand my relationship with Brek? Even though he was my family, I’m sure Carter was worried about it. “Those guards will wake up sometime.”

      Before Brek released me, he buried his face in my hair near my ear. “You’re boyfriend’s worried about us.”

      I shoved out of his grip and slapped his arm. “There’s nothing for him to worry about. I’ve seen you naked, so there’s no secrets here.”

      “When?” Brek’s voice sounded panicked as we walked back to the large room.

      “Um … like when we were fourteen. Your mom let me in and I cracked open your bedroom door.” My face burned as I remembered my young teenage eyes seeing things I’d never seen before. I had closed the door slowly, keeping the embarrassment away from Brek, but I had trouble talking to him for days without my face flaming again.

      “Oh, was that why you refused to go swimming with me that entire summer?

      “Pretty much.” Even though it was eons ago, it felt good to confess one of my sins to my best friend.

      “I’ve seen you naked, too.”

      “What!”

      We reached the large room, Carter’s eyes immediately glued on us before he jammed his hands in his pockets and looked down at his shoes.

      “A story for another time.” Brek smiled, perhaps at his story, or perhaps at Carter’s reaction to seeing us exit the tunnel together.

      Why would Brek want to sabotage my relationship with Carter? I know they liked each other, and I’m sure he knew how happy Carter made me.

      “You’ve got to go. I’m going to get this one back to Ferox.” Tyran had Mack’s arm around his shoulders.

      Even though the magician healed him, he seemed very unsteady on his feet. Mack wore some kind of night gear get-up and combat boots making him clearly an expert at this game. He glared in our direction. His blue eyes pierced me and I knew he blamed us for Rachel’s death even though he wasn’t awake to see it happen.

      “But what about the Olrithan? I haven’t climbed a tree since I was ten, and then there’s all this pure soul crap … how can any of us make it to the seed alive?” With my pack on, I wondered if I should high tail it to the green door and call it a day.

      “The Olrithan aren’t your biggest concern.” Tyran already half-dragged Mack across the platform to the exit tunnel. He called over his shoulder, “It’s Azer’s marksmen you’ve got to look out for. If they find out there’s a second seed, all hell will break loose.”

      The torches lit our way out of the tunnel and to the grove of the tree’s roots. Many of the guards from Ferox still lay unconscious from the smoke bomb, but Maddox was gone. I didn’t like the idea of not knowing where to find the warthog.

      “And this is where we part.” The magician bowed the best he could without letting Mack slip off his shoulder. He shook the hand of both the guys. “Take care of our fair maiden.” When he gripped my hand, he pulled me close and whispered in my ear. “The amulet will protect you. I will wait in Ferox and keep the traitor under lock-and-key. Remember your promise.” He let go and disappeared behind a large root.

      “What did he say?” Carter wiped his knife in a patch of grass before returning it to his bag.

      “To kick ass.” I removed a hair tie from my wrist and formed a quick messy bun on top of my head. “And that we owe him.”

      With my own pack on my shoulders I glanced up the tree. It towered over us like a skyscraper, but I couldn’t see anything but limbs and leaves. Even the night sky was invisible through the thickness of the canopy. Beside the large root to the right of us were foot holes carved into the bark that must be used by the Olrithan. I’d been rock climbing before, but never without ropes. My stomach flipped.

      “Number one rule—no falling.” Brek took the lead and used the foot holes to climb to the top of the first root. “That wasn’t so bad.” He hung his legs over the side of the root waiting for us to join him.

      Carter held his hands out to me. “You go next. I’ll be right behind.”

      I gripped one of the holes above my head and stuck my toe into the third foot hole up. With the strength of my leg, I pushed my body up and then aimed for another notch. In no time, Brek reached his hand down to me and helped me onto the root. Carter was right behind. Fifty feet below us, the torches glowed.

      “That wasn’t so hard.” I held onto the side of the tree as I looked up to prevent vertigo. If we keep moving, we might reach the seed by midday.”

      Brek reached for the next foot hole when an arrow flew out of nowhere and struck the tree beside his head. Maddox reached into his quiver for a second arrow. Up on this tree we were easy targets to the trained soldier.

      “Stop!” I yelled down at the warthog. “We’re trying to help Ferox.”

      Maddox took aim and let the second arrow fly. All three of us ducked as he narrowly missed Carter. “I don’t trust you. And now that you’re not under Fivlon’s protection, I’m going to do away with you.” He reached back for a third arrow. “Don’t think I don’t know who set off that smoke bomb.”

      There was no way to get the brain dead animal to believe us from fifty feet away. Carter tapped on my arm and inclined his head to the right. Another set of grooves ran along the bark encircling the tree. I followed him knowing that as long as Maddox had us in his sights we might end up as shish kebob.

      We reached another limb on the south side of the tree with a hole leading inside. Carter didn’t hesitate as he slipped through the doorway. Another arrow flew above my head embedding itself in the tree, so I stuck my tongue out at Maddox before I ducked through the entryway.

      “What the ..?” Brek slipped in after me and his eyes tracked to the top of the tree.

      Torches lit a giant staircase running along the inside of the tree. It was an unending spiral reaching beyond our line of vision to a destination far above. My heart beat so fiercely against my chest that I questioned whether it would burst clear out. The stairs would definitely make our ascent easier, but at what cost? Did Olrithan guard the shadows hidden from our view?

      “You go first this time.” Brek handed the flashlight to Carter.

      “Afraid of heights, Matthews, or your lack of a pure heart? You’re full of secrets.” Carter marched over to the first stair. He glanced over his shoulder at me. “You coming?”

      This was not a side of Carter that I liked, and I didn’t know if it was driven by ego or jealousy. Brek ignored him and took his place behind me. I was surprised when I first stepped on the stairs because I thought they’d be made of wood, but instead it was solid stone.

      We ascended what I would consider five flights before stopping to take a rest. I removed my water bottle that I had filled at the stream and took a swig. Carter handed me a protein bar.

      “Do you think we’ll run into the Olrithan?” I chomped down on the bar not realizing I was so hungry.

      “It’s not a matter of if, but when.” Brek stared upward. “There seems to be some kind of platform. Maybe it’s where they live?”

      I crunched up my wrapper and stuffed it in a pocket of my pack next to my sticky notes—my long forgotten communication device. I removed my pen and a stack of stickies and scribbled out two notes.

      Roses are red. Violets are blue. There’s no one I’d rather be here with than you.

      Without a second thought, I stuck the note to Brek’s forehead before writing the same note again. The corner of his lip upturned as he read the words. A moment of normalcy as the world around grew stranger and stranger.

      Carter caught my wrist midair. “In my hand, please.”

      I shot him a nasty look and balled the note up into his palm.

      He read it and stuck it in the pocket of his jeans before leaning over and whispering in my ear, “Me either.”

      It struck me at that moment that we might not make it back. Tyran went on and on about a pure heart, but who could truly claim they possessed such a thing? We’d already survived a trance doled out by a couple of sirens, being man-handled by King Azer, and a pit full of worms. What could a few Olrithans do to us?

      The climb to the platform ended up being thirteen flights. I stopped and placed my hands on my thighs to catch my breath a flight below. “Lucky us. Thirteen flights.”

      “Hey, no knocking thirteen.” Carter pointed to the felt numbers on his letterman jacket. “It’s lucky for some of us.”

      “Well, rub some of that luck off on us, would ya?” Brek took the lead this time, climbing the final stairs to the platform. A long hallway illuminated by oil lamps stretched out in front of us with red doors on either side. It reminded me of that creepy movie Brek and I watched when we were thirteen—the Shining. A long, maroon carpet covered the floor making me wonder if we were still inside of a tree. At the end of the hallway was a door that read The Stairs.

      “I’d say we go for that door.” Maybe this would be easier than I thought. I marched past Brek not bothering to take in the surroundings of the doors that led to who knows where. I reached my hand for the knob, but it was locked. “We’ve got to find the key.”

      Carter stopped in front of one of the red doors, his eyes wide. “Meg, get back here.”

      Brek rushed over to Carter. Next to the door, like a room number in a hotel, was a nameplate. This one read Megan Covington.

      “Holy mother of all.” The words slipped out as my mind tried to wrap around the fact that the Olrithans knew my name. I pulled up my inner big girl pants and let out a breath. “This must be how we find the key. Do we all have a door?”

      We went from door to door until we found the ones with their names on them. The creatures seemed to want to separate us. My skin grew clammy and goose bumps rose to the surface.

      “We’ve got to do this to continue on.” I placed my hand on the knob of my door with no clue what I’d find behind it.

      “But what if we don’t make it?” Carter was next to me, his hand on my shoulder.

      “This is our test. To see if we have a pure heart.” What else could it be? One of us had to pass, and I had the amulet … the amulet, I could give it to one of the guys.

      Carter said that Brek had insincere intentions, but I wasn’t sure what he meant by that. I crossed the hall and hugged Brek, as I backed away, I slipped the amulet in the pocket of his coat.

      All three of us stood in front of our doors, ready to take on whomever or whatever was on the other side.
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      My impure heart and terrified brain cried at me to wait for the guys to find a key. They had weapons, and Brek had the amulet—one of them would make it through. But, my legs pressed on knowing I had an obligation to this mission. We had to save the people of Ferox and continue on to rescue Shaol from her prison, even if it meant we left with nothing.

      The room beyond the door appeared to be a normal hotel room from one of those fancy older places you saw in a movie. A tiffany lamp sat on a table sending a warm glow throughout the room. Windows looked out to a city street caught in a rainstorm. Puddles reflected the streetlights above. This wasn’t real. I was inside of a giant tree. It must be the magic of the Olrithans.

      The sound of running water came from the door that I assumed led to the bathroom. Before whatever it was opened the door, I raced for the closet, but I was too late.

      “Megan?”

      I froze. It couldn’t be.

      “Megan? Where have you been? I’ve searched all over for you.”

      I turned slowly and took in her blonde spikey hair with the bright, pink streak on the left side. She wore a black leather outfit that was much too young for her forty-year-old body. A diamond stud, identical to mine, pierced her right nostril. No, I didn’t have mommy issues, but I had looked up to her until she left.

      “Come here and tell me everything.” She plopped down on the bed and patted the spot next to her as if we had some kind of normal mother-daughter relationship. “How’s school? Do you have a boyfriend?”

      I swallowed. This wasn’t my mom. She looked and acted exactly like her, but this wasn’t my mom. What was I supposed to do? How was I supposed to pass the Olrithan’s test? I didn’t move but blurted out the first thing that came to my mind; the one thing I’d been dying to know for years. “Why did you leave us?”

      Her lips formed into a bright red pout. “Oh, sweetie. I didn’t leave. Your dad told me I had to leave. Couldn’t deal with my other lifestyle.” She sighed. “You were too young to understand. Now come sit down next to me.”

      If I was going to get past the Olrithan, I had to pass its test. There was no way around it. I sat down about a foot away from my mom look alike. My heart ached to rest my head on her shoulder and tell her all the things dad and I had been through over the past ten years. I wanted to tell her how I had wounds too deep to even think about healing.

      She smiled and her eyes welled up as she tilted her head to the side and reached her hand out to touch my arm. Electricity shot through every fiber of my body and I felt like I was going to catch on fire. Images flashed through my brain of my entire life—not only the memories I could recall, but also ones I’d long ago forgotten. There was the time my parents and I had vacationed on Lake Erie. We rented a campsite setting up a tent by the water. My dad kept burning our marshmallows over the fire, but mom was an expert at getting them the perfect golden brown. We laughed so much that night before we snuggled together in our sleeping bags. It was the only time we went camping. I reached for the fleeting images as they shot too quickly through—catching frogs by the pond, cheating on a spelling test, Brek trying to kiss me when we were sixteen.

      My mind spun like I just got off the Tilt-a-Whirl at the state fair. There was no keeping up even if I tried. Queasiness stemmed from my stomach as the Olrithan gripped my arm tighter. It sensed my weakness. The pictures seemed to run along a timeline and as images of Brek and I in Ferox flashed through, it was almost time to get off this ride.

      “That’s all dear.” She patted my arm. “Why don’t you go in the bathroom and freshen up.”

      I stumbled across the room not sure why there were three doors to the bathroom. The middle one made the most sense, so I grasped the handle and staggered inside. I fell to my knees in front of the toilet emptying the contents of my stomach. After a few minutes, I sat up on the edge of the tub, grabbed at a nearby towel, and wiped the sweat from my face. A knock came on the door.

      “Are you alright, Megan?” The creature still took my mother’s form, or at least her voice.

      “One more minute.” I steadied myself with the sink as I stood to look in the mirror. Did I pass the test? Was I found to have a pure enough heart?

      My mother sat at the table by the tiffany lamp when I came out. Her pink fingernails tapped on the glass top as she stared out the imaginary window. “I’ve always loved rainy nights.”

      “Did I pass the test? You know my intentions for the seed.” My heart pounded, not sure if the Olrithan would remain hidden beneath my mother’s suit. If it revealed itself… well, I wasn’t quite ready for that.

      And Tyran’s words echoed through my mind.

      Only a person of pure heart can kill them, and if you falter, they will pierce directly into your soul.

      Kill. Right now the creature was my mother. Was killing really necessary, or would she hand over the key?

      Someone pounded on the door to the hallway. “Megan! Let me in!”

      I looked to my mother for permission to stand. As the pounding persisted, her eyes turned yellow and a deep, guttural sound ripped through her windpipe.  Not bothering to look back, I rushed to the door and fumbled with the knob. I managed to turn it as the creature dug its claws into my throat, yanked me backward, and flung me across the room. The last thing I felt was my skull hitting the wall.

      Memories flitted through my mind of the past with my mother, ones that passed too quickly to grasp earlier when the Olrithan scanned my brain. We’d sit on her bed at night and watch Survivor while she French braided my hair. She’d pop us a big bowl of popcorn and joke about how someday she’d get us a million dollars by winning a show like that. Back then, I believed her. My mom could do anything. In my eyes, she was Superwoman. All my friends loved her. And when she was around, we didn’t live in the Dump, maybe it wasn’t Carter’s mansion, but it was a normal house where I lived with my normal parents. The minute she walked out the door, I blamed Dad for ruining our lives, when in fact it was Mom’s drug addiction that broke up our family.

      In the next image, we were standing out on a boat dock waiting to rent a jet ski. The sun had reflected off Lake Erie making me squint. Mom plopped her straw hat on top of my head providing the cool shade my face and eyes needed. She set one of her hands on my arm.

      “Megan… Megan.” She shook my arm harder. Couldn’t she see that I was right here paying attention to her? “Megan!”

      The lake and my mother disappeared, so I opened my eyes. Brek leaned over me, his face dripped with sweat and blood covered his uniform.

      Had Brek been in a fight? “What’s the matter? I just want to sleep for a few more minutes.” I rolled over on my side and turned my back to him.

      “We’ve got to get out of here, now!” He glanced over his shoulder toward the door. “Carter’s fighting one off in the hallway right now.” His hand slid into his pocket. “I earned a key from my Olrithan.”

      “But how?” Wait a minute. Where was my mom? Pieces of the story slid together like a puzzle in my brain. “Did you kill her?”

      Brek’s gaze drifted to a foot visible on the floor behind the bed. “I never met your mother but I’m sure she was nothing like that creature.” He held his hand out to me and helped me up.

      The combination of hitting my head against the wall and having my brain ravaged within ten minutes cried at me to lie down on the bed but Brek pulled me toward the door.

      From the entrance to the room, I heard the sounds of an epic battle but when I rounded the corner, the Olrithan had Carter up against the wall with its elbow in his neck. Carter’s creature had dark hair, cut short and veins that popped out of his forehead as he struggled to keep the upper hand. He reminded me of Carter but older with more facial hair.

      Brek ran down the hallway, sword drawn, to help his friend.

      “Don’t take another step, human, or I’ll rip out his heart.” The creature aimed its claws over Carter’s chest.

      “We already have the key.” Brek jangled the keys in his fist. “We’ve already proven ourselves worthy.”

      The monster faced us and sneered. It must be Carter’s dad. What kind of unfinished business did he have with him other than the fact that he was never home?

      The Olrithan’s grip loosened on Carter’s shirt. “Give me the girl, and the two of you are free to save Ferox.” With cat like steps, he had no trouble dragging Carter down the hallway. “Seems like a fair trade to me.” He tossed him down on the floor in front of Brek like a cat would bring a bird to its owner.

      Brek’s face tensed, his hand in the pocket of his coat. He looked down at me as he realized the amulet was with him for the first time. “Never.”

      A Cheshire cat grin crossed the Olrithan’s face. This was it. We were all going to die. Brek gripped his knife and used his other arm to push me behind him. Carter scrambled to his feet and set his fighting stance next to Brek.

      The Olrithan laughed like we were the funniest things he’d ever seen, pointed at us and gripped his gut. “The best part was the secrets we learned tonight. I must bid you all good-bye.” Carter’s dad’s body melted like black tar into a puddle on the floor. The liquid seeped through a heater vent leaving a steaming cloud in its wake.

      I gripped Carter’s arm as we stared at the spot where the Olrithan disappeared. “Is he really gone?”

      “That thing wasn’t my father.” Carter spit out the words. “And, yes, I think he’s gone. We must have passed the test.”

      “How did you get the key?” I turned my attention to Brek and away from the last remnants of the creature.

      “What? You don’t think I have a pure heart?” He dangled the key on his finger and walked toward the door at the end of the hall.

      “No… it’s just… who did you have to kill?” It was a reasonable question. Carter and I both faced someone we had unfinished business with and Brek had a great relationship with his dad before he died. And then there was the whole thing about the Olrithan piercing your soul.

      Brek fumbled to get the key in the hole. His hands shook, so I set mine on top of his to help him.

      “Are you going to tell us?”

      The door swung open and the staircase continued on the other side. Brek charged forward determined to outrun whatever he had to face in his room. Possibilities ran through my head—it wasn’t his parents, so bullies at school, or… it couldn’t be.

      “Was it tough?” Carter climbed in the middle of the stairs beside me. “You know, facing your mom?”

      “Very.” I stared at the back of Brek’s coat as he climbed in front of us. Mom had only been gone two years when he swept in and saved me. “I haven’t seen her in almost ten years.”

      “Sometimes its easier not to see them.” The corner of Carter’s lip upturned and he ran his hand through his hair. “Out of sight, out of mind.”

      “Yeah, but I miss her.” My mom was an addict, but I still loved her. “What about your dad? I know he’s gone a lot, but what else?”

      “He’s gone even when he’s home.” Carter adjusted the shoulder straps on his backpack. “He lounges in his recliner and loses his temper when we don’t serve him. Carter, get the remote. Carter, help your mother. Carter, shovel the sidewalk.” He was silent for a moment. “And you better not make him mad, or it’s the belt. Being the only boy, I get the worst of it.”

      “I see an opening in the tree up there. I’d like to see how high we are.” Brek increased the tempo making me feel like I was on a stair master.

      The hole opened to a large limb and a narrow, clapboard walkway that disappeared around the curve of the tree. I edged my sneakers to the drop-off and looked down. Wind whipped up the tree weaving in and out of the holes and crevices before alighting the leaves at the top of the tree, still hundreds of feet above us. Brek kept both feet on the stair gripping the side of the tree until his knuckles turned white.

      Thin wisps of smoke arose from a clearing in the wood that I assumed was Ferox. Further out, toward the horizon, were the recognizable pink spires of King Azer’s castle. Amid a smaller open area, not far from the tree, a squad of soldiers in white uniforms marched across the field headed in our direction.

      I pointed to the clearing. “We’ve got trouble.”

      “I didn’t think we were that important to Azer.” Carter held onto a branch and stepped a little further out on the limb. “He must be after you.”

      “I’m sure there are many fair maidens who can provide him with an heir.” I let my sarcasm out in full force. “No. There’s something in my gut telling me that this is Adraria’s doing.”

      “Adraria?” Carter placed his hand on my back as I climbed into the tree.

      “I had that feeling, too.” Brek unzipped his pack and removed something white. “When we were in Adraria’s place, I swiped this.” It was a glove with a gold crest on the wrist.

      “Is this a glove from one of Azer’s guards?” It had to be. I’d seen the same crest throughout the castle.

      “Standard issue.” Carter took the glove from Brek’s hand to try it on. “Do you think Adraria is working for Azer?”

      “Not only working for him but I think she’s a spy. Before Tyran changed the village of Ferox into a zoo, Adraria must have been imbedded into the town to relay back information.” Brek scrunched the glove into a ball in his palm. “Maybe she had a thing with one of the guards before she was turned.”

      “A casualty of war.” How could the cat remain loyal to Azer after he allowed her to be turned into an animal with the rest of them?

      Through the towering trunk above us, it seemed as if the staircase spiraled on forever. A tiny, pinpoint of light dotted an exit somewhere near the top of the skyscraper of a tree. I sighed and gripped the rail. “We’ve got to keep moving.”
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      The sun was overhead when we stopped at another hole ringed with a thick moss. Vertigo gripped me again as I climbed out onto the limb, so I clutched the side of the tree, the bark cutting into my hand. I’d never been this high up in my life. It was windier up here, the sound of it cut through the leaves around me.

      Carter stepped out and reached up to grab a branch. “I don’t see the guards, but I doubt we’d see an elephant if it were down there. We’re too far up.”

      My eyelids felt like lead as I scanned the landscape for signs of life. We’d need to find a place to rest for a few hours if we were going to get the seed and possibly face Azer’s soldiers. I secretly hoped the Olrithans would take care of them for us.

      Brek had climbed to the next level and waved at us to join him. A small alcove held an oversized bird’s nest that had been abandoned. I laid my pack down as a pillow and curled my legs into my chest not even bothering to see if the guys had enough room. I drifted into a dreamless sleep.

      When I woke, it was dark, except for the faint glow of a nearby torch. Carter’s low, even breathing came from a few feet away, but as my eyes adjusted, I couldn’t see Brek. I climbed out of the nest and found him sitting on the landing, sword across his lap.

      “Hey,” he mumbled as he shifted over to give me room to sit.

      “Couldn’t sleep?” I shivered and pulled my coat closer to me. “I have to say, that was my first time sleeping in a bird’s nest.”

      He smiled but kept his eyes aimed down the stairs.

      “You worried about the soldiers?” I bumped his shoulder with mine, getting him to smile a bit more.

      “What are we doing, Covington?” He grabbed the sword by the hilt and tapped it on the stair below us. “Risking our lives for money? That’s not how we were raised.”

      “This was your idea, remember?”

      “I know.” The sword continued to tap. “That’s what makes it worse. What if something bad happens to you, like what happened with Rachel? I’ll never forgive myself.”

      I placed a hand on his leg, leaning my head onto his shoulder. “Nothing bad is going to happen to me. I’ve got two of the best soldiers in Vradian protecting me.”

      He remained silent for what seemed like forever. We were in this now, and there was no turning back. How could I make him see that this was about more than the money? It was about the people of this land and their freedom from bondage. And even though I’d never admit it to him, I knew, deep down, that it involved me killing the king.

      “I didn’t tell you about my Olrithan.” The words came out almost as a whisper, like he was afraid they might break if spoken aloud.

      “Was it your father?” If Brek saw his father again, it would have broken him down like it did when he was child. His father’s death would mean they had unfinished business.

      “No.” His eyes met mine. They glistened from fresh tears. “It was you.”

      “Me?” What kind of unfinished business did he have with me? We were always together, and we hardly ever argued. “Wait a minute… did you have to kill me?”

      A stray tear rolled down his cheek as he stared at the sword again. “It was the hardest thing I’ve ever had to do, Meg. I love you more than anything in the world, and to prove that my heart was pure, I had to kill you.”

      “Wait a minute. You love me more than video games?” I raised an appraising eyebrow at him. I had to lighten the situation because it was getting much too serious and uncomfortable for my taste.

      He shook his head and let out a stifled laugh. “I love you more than video games.”

      “Then someday you’ve got to teach me how to get past Resident Evil Madhouse because I’ve got no clue.” I squeezed his leg struggling to keep the conversation as light as possible.

      “If we get back, I’ll teach you.” The corner of his mouth lifted but couldn’t be coaxed into a full smile.

      “When we get back, it’s a date and I get to be David.”

      “But he’s the best character.” Brek’s whining voice told me I’d finally brought him back to the land of the living, though I was still left wondering about his unfinished business with me.

      When Carter woke, we continued our journey up the staircase. Birds settled in for the night throughout the hollows in the wood, ruffling and pruning feathers as we passed. Other than the birds and the Olrithan, we hadn’t seen another living creature. The wind whistled through the center of the tree sending chills through me. I looked above us hoping the end was in sight. In the darkness, it was difficult to tell how much further we had to go.

      A faint noise cut through the wind’s whistles. It sounded like the windshield wiper on a car in a heavy rain. Back and forth the wipers thud grew louder with each of our slow steps upward.

      “It’s coming from behind us.” I stared down into the vast emptiness of the tree searching for the source.

      “There.” Carter pointed to a train of white about five stories below us. How did they get past the Olrithan?

      The soldiers are actually running up the black staircase. There was no way they kept that pace the entire way up the tree.

      “They must have spotted us.” I grabbed the railing and ran up the next flight with Carter and Brek right behind me. We had to get to the seed before the soldiers caught us. We sprinted up the next flight of stairs.

      At the top I leaned over, hands on my knees, trying to catch my breath. “I’ve got to workout more.”

      “If we could find a place to hide, they might pass us.” Carter unscrewed the lid to his water bottle and handed it to me.

      Brek wiped his brow with the sleeve of his coat. “And hand them the seed? Not the most brilliant plan, Reyes.”

      My rapidly beating heart warmed at Brek using Carter’s last name. It was a term of endearment from him. They could be friends after all.

      I took one last drink from the water bottle and stared down the ultimate stair master in front of me. I would conquer this mountain if it took every ounce of strength I had left. Behind us, the soldiers had gained a flight on us. I readjusted my backpack and set in for the long haul. I’d have to push through the pain if we were going to outrun Azer’s henchman. This gave me time to think about what we’d do after we got the seed. How would we get past the soldiers? As far as I knew, there was only one way down other than plummeting to our deaths.

      Being in the best shape, Brek ran a flight ahead of us checking each opening to the outside of the tree for the seed. With our luck, it’d be at the very top. Every time I saw him stop, my heart fluttered with hope, only to be dashed when he jogged up the next part of the stairs.

      A thin pin of gray light shone above us through an opening I assumed was at the top of the tree. It appeared to be about three flights away and my spaghetti legs begged for me to be right.

      Brek arrived first at the opening where hand and foot holds had been carved into the side of the wood to climb out. When we got there, his head was outside but his body remained firmly in the tree.

      “Get down here,” I shouted up at him. “Your job is to fight off Azer’s cronies.”

      Brek stuck his head back inside the tree. “I see it. I wasn’t sure what to expect but it looks exactly like the one under the tree.” He climbed down and let Carter use the footholds.

      “How am I supposed to fight off six men?” Brek removed the sword from his pack.

      “Like you do in Mortal Kombat?” I didn’t want to leave him but Carter would need my help. “Come up with us. I promise I’ll hold your hand. It might be easier to fight them off one at a time.”

      He seemed to have an internal struggle, probably between whether it was better to die by sword or from fear of heights.

      I pushed him toward the wall. “Climb, Matthews.”

      The hole led out to a large limb with hundreds of branches reaching out in multiple directions. Even though we were high above the ground, all I could see below us were more branches and leaves. A violent wind whipped through the crown, so I gripped the branch I held onto tighter. I stayed close to Brek whose body shook like the leaves surrounding us.

      Further out on the limb, Carter already approached the seed with his bag open. He grasped another branch, moving in closer.

      “I’m sure King Azer will be happy to know that the second seed has been found and destroyed.” Adraria crawled out the hole followed by one of the soldiers. “And he’ll be so sad to hear that the future mother of his child fell to her tragic death.”

      “In your dreams, traitor.” If she didn’t have a tough dude with a sword behind her, I’d throw her from the tree.

      Paralyzed from his fear, Brek was a roadblock keeping both of us from getting to Carter. The passenger bag around his shoulder held the key to our survival. Earlier, I’d searched its contents. Like the shoe powder, there were other magical potions and items in there. One vial said Drink me in a bind. It held the key to our escape.

      “Move, Matthews.” I hissed the words and gave him a slight shove in the hips. “We’ve got to get to that seed.”

      Adraria, on all fours, had no issues walking along the limb. She caught up to us in no time but her meow was worse than her bite. The soldier wobbled as much as Brek on the narrow limb reducing his movement to a millimeter at a time. If I could get Brek to increase it to a centimeter, we’d be golden.

      Further down the limb, Carter had already placed the seed in his bag but seemed confused that we were still moving in his direction. I removed one of my hands from the branch I held onto and motioned for him to come our way. When he reached us, I pointed at his bag.

      Carter mouthed, “The seed?”

      I shook my head and pretended to drink back the vial.

      His mouth formed into an, “Oh.”

      “What are you two talking about?” Adraria tried to look past me and Brek to see what Carter was doing. “No funny business. As soon as he gets here,” she glared back at the soldier, “you’re dead.”

      The vial with drink me was in Carter’s hand. We really had no clue what would happen but what other options did we have? I held the vial to Brek’s lips and his tightly closed lids opened, his eyes growing wider.

      “Don’t fight me on this one, Brek. Just drink.” For once, he did as he was told and drank the potion.

      I wasn’t sure what I expected to happen—wings popping out of his back, a secret portal opening up, hundreds of birds carrying him off. But he simply disappeared. Before Adraria or her muscle man had a chance to stop us, I held the vial to Carter’s lips.

      “Where did they go?” The cat screeched as she jumped on me, digging her claws into my ribs.

      With my free hand, I tried to rip her from my body, but she clung tight and bit into my flesh. Oh, hell. We’d just have to deal with her wherever we ended up. I lifted the vial and took a drink with Adraria still clinging to my side. The tree morphed into an impressionistic painting around me as my vision blurred and then everything went black.

      The side of my body still stung from Adraria’s claws as I woke to hushed voices. We were in Tyran’s cottage. Brek and Carter each had a steaming bowl in their hands. My stomach growled with the smell of the stew drifting through the air.

      I propped myself up on my elbows. “Hey, where’s mine?”

      “You snooze, you lose, Covington.” Brek scooped a heaping spoonful into his mouth.

      Tyran entered from the other room with two more bowls of the stew. He handed one to me. The bowl warmed my hands and I held it there for a few minutes before dipping my spoon into the thick liquid.

      “Where’s Adraria?” I didn’t even care that my mouth was full. “Where’s Mack?”

      “We tried to catch Adraria when you arrived but she was too quick.” Carter pointed to an open window. “As for Mack, Fivlon sent him back through the door.”

      “Adraria’s going straight to Azer.” I put my bowl down on the table and looked out the window. The meadow was lifeless except for a few crows. “He’ll know we have the seed. We’ve got to get to Ferox before he mobilizes his troops.” I opened my backpack and began stuffing supplies from around the room in it for the journey.

      Tyran touched my arm to stop me. “I wiped her memory before she escaped. She’s no better to Azer than a common house cat. Relax, Meg.”

      “And it will take a couple of days for his soldiers at the tree to report back to him.” Brek tore off a piece of bread from a loaf Tyran set on the table. “I’m not saying we can sit around here and play Monopoly but we have time to make a plan.”

      “Tyran uses the seed to change the animals of Ferox back into people and then we get back to the castle, kill the king, and rescue the magician’s princess. Pretty simple.” I was ready for all of this to be over and to get back to life in the Dump, with or without Brek. And I knew, deep down, that in the real world Carter wouldn’t give me the time of day.

      “Slow down, Meg.” Tyran removed the seed from Carter’s bag and held it in both of his hands. It’s warm glow filled the room. “The moment the king hears I was involved in all of this, he’ll behead Shaol. If the people of Ferox are restored, he’ll hear about it.”

      “Then, we rescue her first.” It wasn’t my favorite option but Tyran left us little choice.

      A soft knock sounded on the door. Tyran opened it.

      Princess Camelia stood there holding Adraria in her arms. “I think you’ve lost your cat.”
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      Camelia set Adraria down and the cat ran off to the bushes beside the cottage. The princess stared at me, her hand on her hip. Now was so not the time to deal with her superior attitude but there were four of us, and one of her. I grabbed Camelia’s hand and pulled her into the cottage. She opened her mouth to protest but Carter already stuffed a rag between her lips. The glare in her eyes told me that we’d have to deal with the full force of her father’s wrath. I glared right back at her, telling her I really didn’t care.

      Tyran used his powers to tie her tightly to the chair I’d been in the night with the sirens that now seemed ages ago.

      “Do we bring her with us?” Carter looked to Tyran.

      The magician shrugged his shoulders. “We could use her as a bargaining chip, but if the king knows we have his daughter, it might set off the full scope of his rage. No one wants to see that.”

      “Then I say we leave her here.” I stared at the younger girl who continued to shoot imaginary arrows at me with her eyes. In her heart, she believed that my life was worth less than her own.

      The princess put on quite the temper tantrum as we slammed the door to the cottage shut behind us and walked down the dirt road toward the village. Our packs were fully loaded with weapons, ready to take down Azer.

      One thought nagged at me as the countryside morphed into a hub of activity. “How are we going to find the key to free Shaol if we kill the one person who knows where it is?”

      “We force him to tell us before we slit his throat.” Brek’s matter-of-fact attitude shocked me. “A man will do crazy things to save someone he loves. Even though the princess is back in the cottage, we still have the one thing he cares about in this world besides himself.”

      “Do you think the key is hidden in the tree?” The thought of having to face the Olrithans again sent an icy chill down my spine.

      “I’ve searched every inch of that tree and the woods.” Tyran sighed as he kicked a rock along the road. “I tried to search Ferox but being the magician that changed the entire town into animals doesn’t make me too popular there. Fivlon let me bring the human there because he believed I was working with you.”

      “His trusting soul is his downfall.” The badger really was someone I would consider a friend even though we’d only known each other for a short time.

      Tyran led us through back alleys and hidden passages so we’d stay out of sight of Azer’s watchful spies. The magician knew of a secret passage that led into the castle. We slipped through a door opened for us by a small, elderly woman.

      “I’m not used to seeing you with strangers.” The woman stated it more as a fact than a question.

      “These are friends, Gerti.” He placed a hand on her cheek and bent forward to kiss her forehead.

      She ushered them through a kitchen piled high with dirty plates, saucers, and cups. Spider webs stretched from one wooden ceiling beam to the next. The poor woman needed a housekeeper. They followed a hallway near the rear of the home.

      Gerti removed a key from beneath her blouse and unlocked one of the doors that lined the passage. “Here you go, dear.” She set a shaking hand on Tyran’s arm. “Now stay out of trouble.”

      His mouth produced a wide grin. “You know I always do, pretty lady.” Then he ducked into the low doorway and disappeared.

      The three of us followed. The passageway was dark and cramped—the opposite of the tunnels beneath the tree. Claustrophobia set in as we pressed on. It didn’t help that I had Tyran in front of me, and the two guys behind me. If this tunnel decided that it was time to cave in, there’d be nowhere to run.

      Tyran told us that the passageway brought us underneath the moat and the courtyard. We finally climbed a tiny set of stairs that opened into a small chamber with a bed, desk, and a small slit of a window that looked down upon the prison in the backyard.

      “This is my room when the king requires my services.” Tyran grumbled the words before dumping his bag on the chair at the desk. “It even has a perfectly angled view of my beloved locked away.”

      “It seems so messed up.” I stared down at the pink prison. “Her only crime is falling in love with you.”

      The magician ignored me as he rifled through papers on his desk. “I need the three of you to say here while I find the two of you new uniforms. You’ll be back on duty tonight as I drag her back to Azer.” He inclined his head in my direction. “To get close, I have to show my loyalty by returning something that belongs to him.”

      “I do not belong to Azer,” I spit the words out letting the anger course through my body.

      “I know that.” Tyran’s hands paused as he held one paper in the candlelight. “We all know that, Meg. I’ve never met a woman as independent as you are. But you’re to be submissive tonight. To get the king alone, he’s got to think that you’re bowing to his will.”

      “No.” Carter and I said the word at the same time.

      Brek paced the room, running his hands through his hair. “Placing Meg in harm’s way is not the answer. There’s got to be another time when he’s alone—taking a bath, or when he’s sleeping?”

      “The king always has guards with him.” Tyran held up a piece of parchment. “There’s a ball tonight. He’ll need a piece of eye candy on his arm. After the dance, he’ll take Meg to his chambers where two guards will be posted outside the door.”

      “Can we overtake them?” Carter removed his knife from his pack seeming ready to charge out of the room.

      “You won’t have to.” Tyran folded the paper and placed it back on his desk. “You’ll be those guards.”
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      The door to King Azer’s throne room swung open as Tyran marched me through them. His grip on my arm was tight, his face full of rage.

      “I found your wench entering my cottage.” Tyran threw me to the ground in front of the throne. “She came back to steal from me.”

      I kept my face on the cool, marble surface of the floor, playing my role of the submissive female. The plan was to go to the stupid ball with the king and then join him in his chambers where Brek, Carter, and Tyran would rescue me and force the king to disclose the location of the key to Shaol’s magical bindings. What the others didn’t know was I had my own plan. The cold steel of a dagger dug into my skin, inside the black boots I got from Adraria.

      King Azer chuckled, “Perfect timing. I was about to pick the lucky woman who’d join me at the ball tonight.”

      With my head down, I could feel the jealous eyeballs boring into my head. The sound of feet leaving the room surrounded me, so I lifted my eyes to look at the king.

      “I always get what I want, Megan.” The king descended the stairs and stood above me. “You think you can run away, but my loyal servants always come through for me.” He turned to Tyran. “You can have thirty minutes with Shaol today. Now leave.”

      It was like a master throwing his dog a bone. As much as I wanted to tell Azer to go to hell, I bit my tongue. For my plan to work, I had to be the perfect escort tonight.

      Alone in the room, Azer’s guards were close by, ready to defend him with the first sign of struggle. As much as killing him at the moment tempted me, I had to bide my time and wait for my backup. I kept my face bowed to the ground.

      “Stand up.” His order rang through my ears like nails on a chalkboard.

      Biting down my sarcastic remark, I pushed myself up and rose to my feet in front of him. He raised his hand and slapped me across the cheek. It stung like nothing else, and I almost cursed out loud.

      “That’s for running away.” His face was red, his hands gripped into fists. “You will obey me.”

      Why was I doing this? For Fivlon. For Shaol. For Brek. I kept their names running through my head as I curtsied and bowed my head before the monster. “I was wrong.” I bit my lip. “I’m yours, your majesty.”

      The king clapped his hands and the nasty servant who dressed me in the horrible clothes the last time I was here, entered the room. She took one look at me and rolled her eyes, possibly anticipating our upcoming battle over my wardrobe. I simply curtsied to her and bowed my head.

      “Megan will be joining me at the ball tonight.” The king sat back down on his throne but kept his eyes on me. “Find her an appropriate dress for the king’s escort.”

      “Yes, sir.” She curtsied and hurried me out of the room.

      We rounded the corner and the woman hissed at me, “I can see right through you, girlie. There’s no way you’d come back here to serve the king. There must be an alternative agenda running through that head of yours.”

      I didn’t speak as she led me into the room that served as my prison a few days before. A rack of dresses was rolled in by a couple of young girls, who curtsied to the head maidservant and left.

      “Now, choose a dress.” She rifled through the dresses on the rack that came in a myriad of colors. “These have all been deemed as acceptable. I will be right outside your room to make sure there’ll be no escaping this time.” She provided me a stern look and closed the door.

      I searched through the dresses for the most modest dress I could find. It ended up being something I’d actually wear if anyone asked me to prom. The strapless blue dress adequately covered my cleavage before forming a V at my waist. The lower half of the dress twinkled in the light with some type of sparkly material and rested at my ankles—a perfect length to conceal my boots holding the dagger. With one last adjustment to make sure the weapon was secure, I opened the door. The woman looked me up and down and grumbled something to herself.

      “Sit tight.” She removed her key to lock the door behind her. “I’ll send the royal hairdresser.”

      I checked the dress in the full-length mirror and wondered what it would actually be like to go to prom with Carter. It was in a week. He’d probably already asked someone else and who knew if we’d make it out of here alive to even care about a petty dance.

      A young girl with pink hair opened the door and poked her head in. “You must be Meg.” She beamed while she rolled a cart in, covered in curling irons, hairsprays, and clips. “Aren’t you a vision? No wonder the king is smitten with you.”

      My stomach churned with her words. How in the world was I going to put on a pretty face and pretend I was happy to be on King Azer’s arm at this dance?

      The hairdresser had me sit down on a chair near an outlet on the side of the room. “I’m Melody but my good friends call me Mel.” She ran a brush through the knots that had entangled in my hair over the past week. “I feel like we’re soul sisters, or something. Our names are so similar and even though you’ve never said a word to me, I know we have an inner connection.”

      Maybe it was time to break my silence. This girl seemed nice enough, and it wasn’t her fault that she worked for a tyrant. “What kind of hairstyle do you think would look good with this dress?”

      Mel stopped the brush mid-stroke to kneel beside me and look me straight in the face. “Oh, darlin’. You’d look positively ravishing with no hair at all but I’m going to create an up do tonight with light cascades around your face. That, with the royal diamonds in your ears, will set the king’s heart on fire with love.”

      Setting King Azer’s heart on fire with love wasn’t exactly what I was aiming for, though I wanted to play the part. Mel rattled on about some boy in town that had asked her to the ball but she had to finish up her royal duties before she could even think about getting dressed and ready.

      She applied the last touch of mascara before having me stand and look in the mirror. On a regular basis, I wore minimal make-up and either wore my hair down, or in braids. My heart stopped when I stood in front of my reflection. I didn’t recognize myself.

      The other maidservant led me back down the hall toward the throne room. I was to enter the ballroom on Azer’s arm to be officially announced to the crowd before we found our place at the royal table. The king sat on his throne wearing a dark tux with a bunch of medals decorating the lapels. The woman beside me cleared her throat when we entered.

      Azer nearly fell out of his chair when he saw me but composed himself, stood and greeted me with a bow. He lifted my gloved hand and pressed his lips to the back of it. “Is this the girl that groveled on the floor of this very room two hours ago? It can’t be. This is a vision of a woman before me.”

      My cheeks flushed, more out of the awkwardness of his words than any emotion other than pure hatred. He took my hand to lead me down the stairs and through the double doors with two guards in front of us and two behind. As we approached the ballroom, guests dressed in an array of colors moved to the side to let the king and his enchanting date pass by. I’m sure none of them recognized me as the girl in the low-cut eighties dress from the other day.

      As we entered the grand ballroom, a crier announced our arrival. Azer smiled down at me, and I forced the best fake smile I could muster as we walked arm-in-arm to the center of the banquet table. He pulled out a chair for me, and I lifted my dress to prevent the satin material from wrinkling.

      A servant took the glass goblet on the table and filled it with a deep red wine, and then filled the king’s.

      Azer lifted his glass and the rest of the table followed suit. “To Vradian and to new beginnings.” He clinked his glass against mine and smiled before taking a sip.

      The long table was soon covered with piles of food from meats, to fruit, to desserts and the wine kept coming. Every time I’d take a sip from my glass, the servant refilled it. Knowing Azer, I’m sure he’d instructed the servant to keep my glass full. I took tiny sips to keep my head clear and intent on my mission.

      I picked up my knife and sliced through a piece of roast beef as I scanned the room for either Brek or Carter. Hopefully, they’d found a way to ensure they were the guards outside Azer’s room tonight. Not that I needed them but in case anything went wrong with my plan.

      The king leaned over and whispered in my ear. “That dress looks lovely on you, Megan. I can’t wait to take it off of you later.”

      Play the part… play the part… don’t smash you’re goblet over his head.

      “Thank you.” I blushed like his words actually had a positive effect on me.

      “Dance with me.” Azer took my hand and led me to the dance floor.

      I had no clue what I was doing but followed his lead. It wouldn’t be so bad if I stepped on his toes a few times. We waltzed around the center of the floor with many eyes on us, possibly wondering who the new woman was who enchanted the king.

      After three dances, I caught Carter watching me by an archway at the far end of the room. “I need to go freshen up.” I set my hand on Azer’s arm.

      He smiled. “Don’t be gone too long.” Azer inclined his head to one of his guards who followed me across the room.

      When we reached Carter, he raised his rifle. “I’ve got it from here.”

      The other guard nodded and went back into the ballroom.

      Carter led me into a room on the left side of a hallway that branched out and away from the party. He shut the door behind him and turned the lock. My stomach flipped.

      He leaned against the door and stared at me. His clean, white uniform was a stark contrast to his dark hair and tanned skin. “You look gorgeous.”

      “Did you secure. . ?”

      Carter crossed the room and stopped me mid-sentence. He entwined his fingers in the curls at the top of my head and placed the palm of his other hand on my back. His lips engulfed mine as he drew me closer to him. I couldn’t get close enough, being this near to him intoxicated me. But the tiny seed of doubt ran through me. The thought that always clouded my growing infatuation with Carter.

      I placed a hand on his chest and looked into his eyes. “He’s expecting me back.”

      He shook his head and ran his fingers through his dark locks. “I can’t stand seeing you with him. The way he looks at you, as if he possesses you, makes me want to run him through with my sword.” Carter balled his hands into fists. “And the thought of you in his bedroom? I want to rip his insides out.”

      I rested my forehead against his. “You don’t know how many words I’ve held back tonight. It’s tough for all of us. But I need to know if you will be outside that door tonight.”

      His lips touched mine and chills ran through my body. I wanted to stay here with him, not go back to Azer. “We did. As soon as you give the word, we’ll come in.”

      “Good.” I kissed my soldier one more time before leaving the chambers and entering the ballroom to find the king.

      Though he was in a conversation with the man next to him, Azer watched me cross the room and sit down at the table. Did he think I was gone for too long? Did Carter mess up my hair? Azer reached down and placed a hand on my knee beneath the table massaging it with his fingers. The space between us suddenly became too small, and I searched the room for my friends.

      Brek stood at attention beside the entrance to the ballroom, his eyes shifted in my direction. I’m sure he could see the panic in my eyes but there was nothing he could do about it without exposing our plan. I’d have to suffer through the king’s unwanted advances.

      When he finished up his conversation with the dignitary to his right, I leaned over to him and placed a hand on his arm. “Do you want to dance?”

      “Where were you, Meg?” He lifted his hand from my leg and ran his fingers through my hair. “You look like you’ve come back from a secret tryst.”

      “I went back to my room to freshen up.” I placed my hand on his leg this time and squeezed. “I have to be ready for my king tonight.”

      He gave me a lop-sided smile. “No. I don’t want to dance.” He moved in close, his breath on my neck. “It’s about time we retired to my room.”

      I swallowed the bile rising in my throat. It was go time.

      The king turned to his guests around us. “My lady friend is not feeling well. It is time we both got some rest. Feel free to stay as long as you’d like and enjoy the festivities.”

      They all smiled and gave him their best kiss-up comments as we walked away. I glanced at Brek and gave him a slight nod. It took us at least fifteen minutes to leave the ballroom with Azer providing his customary goodbyes and well wishes to his guests. Latched to his arm, I was the ideal accompaniment to his royal status.

      We climbed the stairs to his room followed by two soldiers but I dared not look behind me to see if it was my soldiers. I kept up a light conversation with Azer about the food, and the guests, and the dance to calm my own nerves more than anything.

      At the top of the landing, Azer turned the handle to his room and then addressed the soldiers. “We’re not to be disturbed.”

      Brek nodded his head and Carter looked ready to kick down a wall. My stomach dropped. Luckily, Azer didn’t notice as he pulled me into his chambers. He removed a key from around his neck and locked the door from the inside, and then set his lustful eyes on me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            23

          

        

      

    

    
      My hands shook as he crossed the room and grabbed me around the waist. He smelled of alcohol as he lowered his lips to mine bringing me into a long, deep kiss. Chills ran through my body and my teeth began to chatter as my mind focused on the task ahead of me.

      “What’s the matter?” Azer pulled back but still clutched onto the back of my dress. “Don’t tell me you’re a virgin? Surely, as Tyran’s servant, he would have had you by now?”

      “No.” My body shook too much, I took a deep breath to try to settle my nerves.”

      “No, what?” He moved his lips down to my neck, gripping the sensitive skin between his teeth. “No, you’re not a virgin, or no, you didn’t sleep with Tyran?”

      I set my eyes on his hazel ones that could easily seduce the weak minded. “No, I’ve never slept with anyone.”

      The king sat down on the bed and reclined. “I like that better. Never tainted by another man. No experience. I will teach you.” He patted the bed next to him. “Come here, Megan.”

      I sat down next to him and his lips were on mine again. This time, his hands slipped behind me and found the zipper of my dress. Cold air and his hands slid across my back. I didn’t want this to go too far. He was a lot stronger than me.

      Using my hands, I pushed him back onto the bed, his head resting against the barrage of pillows. His hands moved to my waistline and tugged at the fabric to reveal my bra. This was it. I leaned forward to kiss his lips, keeping my left hand on his face. I scooted my leg forward and reached down with my right hand to remove the dagger. With the weapon in my hand, I deepened the kiss relying on the wine in his system and his desire for me to keep him intoxicated. With one swift move, I drew back, raised the dagger and drove it into his heart.

      His eyes bulged as he reflexively grabbed my hair and pulled me to him. “What have you done, wench?” He coughed and blood spurted out of his mouth.

      I stayed beside him until his grip loosened on my hair. Free from his literal death grip, I removed the key from around his neck and raced across the room to unlock the door. Brek and Carter spilled into the room.

      “What happened?” Brek stared at the bed where Azer lay with the dagger in his chest. Then he looked at me with my dress around my waist and blood splattered across my face and chest. “Did you?”

      “Kill him?” I grabbed the top of my dress and pulled it up over my bra. In my panic, I’d forgotten to make myself presentable before the guys tumbled in. “He was going to defile me. What else is a girl to do?”

      Brek raised an eyebrow.

      Carter stood by the bed and checked the king’s pulse. “You planned this all along, didn’t you?” He removed the dagger from Azer’s chest and lifted the bed sheet over his head. “You wanted us outside for backup, not to carry out our original plan.”

      “I was the only one who could get close enough to him. The only one who could be alone with him. . .” I turned my back to Brek and lifted the loose tendrils of my hair. “Zip me up, please. Besides, the asshole deserved to die, and now Carter’s not the only one with blood on his hands. What if we have to kill inside the other doors?”

      “We’re going to do this again?” Carter cleaned the knife on the duvet. “Like the three of us?”

      “I’d say we make a pretty good team.” Brek placed his hand on my shoulder after zipping up my dress. “It’s better than a summer job working at Taco Bell.”

      “They probably won’t disturb the king until the morning but we’d better find Tyran and get out of here.” I grabbed a towel from a hook by the bathroom and wet it in the sink to clean the blood off my face. “Do you still have that mirror in the bag?”

      Carter dug through his passenger bag and removed the mirror. I looked at my reflection in the glass for a moment before Tyran’s face appeared. He was outside by one of the torches that surrounded the castle.

      “Azer’s dead,” I whispered the words in case someone was outside in the hallway. “Where should we meet you?”

      “Did you get the information from him?”

      I bit into my lip. In my panic, I’d only gone in for the kill.

      “Never mind. There’s a passage behind the bookshelf in the king’s sitting room.” Tyran glanced over his shoulder perhaps to make sure no one was listening. “It leads to the stables. I’ll meet you there.”

      “Looks like you get your bookshelf secret passage, Matthews. Now all you have to do is find the right book.” I tilted a red book on the shelf but nothing happened.

      With the three of us searching, it took about ten minutes for the door to open. We crept down the spiral staircase and then through a long tunnel to another set of stairs that opened into one of the horse stalls. A large stallion, startled by three people entering his space reared up but settled when Carter stroked his neck.

      “We own ten horses.” Carter smiled. “I’ve been riding since I was five.”

      “Good.” Tyran poked his head over the stall door. “I’ll take Brek with me and you ride with Meg.”

      The stallion settled in to Carter’s lead as we left the stalls. Three servants lay unconscious outside the structure.

      As we trotted past, I shot Tyran a questioning look. “Did you?”

      “Witnesses have loose lips.” He grinned. “They’ll wake with a terrible headache and memory loss, but will be fine.” Tyran clicked his tongue twice and dug his heels into the side of his horse.

      Carter did the same and the stallion took off running. I grabbed onto his waist and held on tight as we rode on a trail through the forest. Nobody would search for us until daylight and by then, we’d be halfway to Ferox.

      At the cliff, Tyran slowed his horse to let it take a drink from the river. He dismounted and held the horse’s reins while Brek slid down the side. Carter slowed our horse to a stop but held my hips as I dismounted. He led the stallion to the river.

      Tyran picked an apple from a nearby tree and took a large bite. The first signs of dawn awoke the land around us. Birds twittered in the trees ready to begin their day, and a ray of sunlight hit the top of the falls.

      “This is our spot.” The magician waved his hand and three more apples left the tree and landed in our hands. “Shaol and I came here. I proposed to her by the falls. Vradian used to be peaceful; a place I was accepted for who I was.” He took another bite of his apple and gazed in the direction of his hometown. “Places like Ferox don’t allow magic in their walls.”

      “Can you blame them?” Brek sat on a rock eating his apple.

      “No, but it doesn’t have to be that way.” Tyran lifted his cape over his head and hung it on a nearby tree. “It wasn’t magic that wanted to hurt Ferox, it was a greedy king.”

      I chucked my apple core into the nearby woods. Birds alighted into the sky and nearby trees. “Things can change. I’m not sure if things will change in Vradian with Princess Camelia as the ruler. A spoiled twelve-year-old probably won’t make the best decisions.”

      The horse climbed the switchbacks on the cliff that led to the top of the falls. After a quick drink at the top, Carter and Tyran had them running again. At this pace, we’d reach Ferox by midday.

      Despite my inappropriate attire for horseback riding, I enjoyed holding on tightly to Carter, his free hand gripped one of mine. Daytime shone like diamonds around us but I wasn’t sure if it was the landscape, being with Carter, or the thought of rescuing Fivlon’s people.

      Two hours later, with the village in sight, we dismounted the horses and tied them beside the river. A gray cat sauntered onto a rock above us followed by Maddox with his bow in hand. He drew it back and let the arrow fly. It struck Brek in the shoulder and he fell to the ground. A second arrow flew in our direction but this time Tyran was ready. He held up his hand and stopped the arrow midair. It dropped to the ground.

      “Leave.” Adriana arched her back. “Ferox doesn’t want magic.”

      I rushed over to Brek with my pack and removed another piece of clothing to wrap around the arrow where the blood seeped through the wound.

      “We want to speak with Fivlon.” Tyran walked up the riverbank unfazed by Maddox’s arrows that flew at him as fast as the warthog could load them. The magician’s hands stopped each and every one in midair.

      As Tyran approached Maddox, the warthog dropped his bow and ran toward the village. Adraria held her ground on the rock.

      “We know you worked for Azer.” Tyran’s voice scared me but the cat didn’t move a muscle. “Where’s the key?”

      “I have no idea what you’re talking about.” She hissed the words but then took a step back.

      “Does Fivlon know you’re a traitor?” He picked up a stick and drew a line in the dirt in front of him. “You need to choose today whom you will serve because as I see it, on that side of the line you’ll be burned at the stake.”

      Brek moaned. Why couldn’t Tyran just kill the cat and get it over with?

      Adraria eyed him with her yellow slits before she ran off into the woods. Would she have done that if she knew that Azer was dead?

      Tyran slid back down the hillside and crouched next to Brek. “I can heal you but it’s going to hurt like hell at first.”

      Sweat ran down my best friend’s face as he gripped my hand. “Do what you have to do.”

      The magician had Brek sit up and Carter hold his shoulders still. I felt the bones in my fingers crunching as Tyran pushed the arrow straight through Brek’s body. I stared at him horrified. But then a dull light filled Tyran’s palms as he placed them on either side of Brek’s wound. The ripped flesh knitted itself back together before my eyes. His breathing slowed and his hold on my hand loosened. He was completely healed.

      “How did you do that?” Carter still had hold of Brek’s shoulders. “You’d make millions in our world.”

      “Is that what life’s about in your world?” Tyran stood up and scrambled back along the riverbank. “If it is, then I’ll take my world any day. You have a bunch of King Azer’s where you’re from.”

      Carter remained silent as we walked toward the village. Maybe that’s how he saw the people who hung out in his circles—people who’d do anything to get ahead, to have a leg up on others. Wasn’t that what the bullying of people from the Dump was all about?

      I reached down and laced his fingers through mine. I saw a different Carter in the record store last week. He’d changed during his time inside the Green Door. And it might be possible for us to make it work in the halls of Worthington High.

      Animals stopped what they were doing to stare at us as we walked into Ferox. Surely, they recognized us from when we were here less than a week ago but I didn’t know if they knew Tyran, the magician who changed their lives.

      A fox, clothed in a dress and holding a kit in her arms screamed, “It’s him. He’s come to finish us off.” She hitched up her skirt and raced toward Fivlon’s cabin.The leader already stood on his front porch, his eyes set on the magician. He descended the stairs and walked toward us with one hand on an arrow in his quiver.I stepped in front of Tyran and stretched my arm out like a protective mother. “He’s here to help. Azer forced his hand. His magic’s not evil.”

      “His magic comes from evil sources.” Fivlon kept his hand on the arrow. “Ferox has no place for someone like him.”

      “King Azer imprisoned the woman he loves and threatened to kill her if he didn’t comply to his demands.” Brek stepped forward and lowered the collar of his shirt. “Just a few minutes ago, he used his magic to heal me.”

      From between two cabins an arrow flew toward Tyran. Like before, it stopped midair but this time it spun around and rocketed back toward the cabins. I caught a glimpse of Maddox running for cover.

      “I don’t want to hurt you.” Tyran lowered his arms. “My magic can be an asset to your people. King Azer is dead.”

      The crowd of animals gathered around them erupted into individual conversations about Vradian’s leader.

      Tyran climbed the stairs to the platform Fivlon used to address his people. “You must remain on guard. Ferox’s enemy will now be ruled by a spoiled little girl. It’s not the optimal situation.”

      Fivlon approached the platform. “I sent the three of them to search for you.” He glanced over his shoulder at us and smiled. “They were successful in part of their task but of what use are you to us if you don’t have the seed?”

      Carter climbed the stairs to the platform. He lifted the flap of his bag before removing the second seed and holding it above his head.

      The badger’s jaw dropped as he surveyed his people who all had a similar reaction. “But how are we standing here if you removed the seed from the Tree of Life?”

      “What Azer never knew was when I tied your life force to the tree, I provided a way out. A second seed grew within the crown with the same power as the first.” Tyran lifted the seed from Carter’s hand and displayed it for all of Ferox to see. “A seed to restore your human bodies.”

      Now the crowd really erupted.

      The magician took the seed from Carter and held it out in his outstretched palms for all to see. From somewhere deep within his chest a guttural sound rang through his windpipe before he uttered an incantation that started out as a whisper but grew into a song that threatened to take down the whole forest. With Tyran’s hands raised to the sky, holding the life source up to the almighty Creator, a violent wind whipped through the trees bending them as if they were in the middle of a hurricane. As branches, limbs, and leaves flew threw the air, Brek took hold of my hand and we ran for the nearest cabin.

      It took us four attempts to slam the door shut in the heavy wind but once we were inside, we raced to the window to watch the rest of the show. Carter had disappeared and I hoped he found a safe place to wait out the spell.

      Alone on the platform, Tyran appeared more terrifying than I’d ever seen him before. His hood was down and his dark hair whipped wildly in the wind. Bolts of lightning snapped through the trees causing more branches to fall but not a single twig touched the magician. An electricity hummed around him similar to the one I felt when we approached the Tree of Life. The tendrils of Tyran’s power crept like invisible vines across the ground and up through the cabins searching for any signs of life. Within the confines of our little structure, there was no escaping. It started in my feet and seeped through my veins and into my soul as if it was trying to identify my true nature.

      Brek’s eyes were squeezed shut and I could tell it affected him on a deeper level than I could even begin to understand. Tyran’s magic didn’t just touch our physical nature—it penetrated our very essence.

      And as quickly as it entered our world and changed it forever, it left. Outside, Tyran folded his arms into his chest as if the power drained every last bit of energy he had. He fell to his knees and the seed bounced from stair to stair until it rolled across the ground.

      With Brek still in a comatose state, I flung open the door and ran to the magician. I took the stairs two at a time and fell to the floor of the platform beside Tyran who drew in ragged breaths against the floorboards.

      “Did it work?” It had to. It was the only thing that mattered. It was why we subjected ourselves to the dangers of this world. “Are the people of Ferox. . ?”

      He turned his head so his hazel eyes looked into mine. They were bloodshot as if he had a massive hangover. “Restored? See for yourself.” Tyran lifted his body inches from the platform and stared in the direction of Fivlon’s cabin.

      The door opened and a man exited holding the hand of a woman—the man and woman in the picture on Fivlon’s end table. The man’s eyes rested on me and he smiled.
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      The square was strewn with debris from Hurricane Tyran as Fivlon and Catron climbed over limbs to reach the center. In my adrenaline rush, I must have hurtled multiple branches to get to the magician.

      “I have to say.” A wide smile remained on Fivlon’s face as he climbed the stairs of the platform. “You know how to put on a show, Tyran.”

      The magician managed to sit up as the leader of Ferox approached. “How else am I supposed to get the gig as Ferox’s protector? I’m out of work at the moment and I heard you’re a tough boss.”

      Brek, still in a daze, wove and climbed his way to us. He seemed off, like he just hopped off the merry-go-round spinner at the playground near my house.

      “Where’s Carter?” I scanned the area for other signs of life.

      People exited other homes around the square with smiles crossing their faces. This was exactly why I gave up the reward money.

      “I’m not sure.” Tyran searched the square. “He ran off when the first branch flew through the air.”

      I searched the crowd that gathered for his dark hair as I climbed down the stairs. At the bottom, I came face-to-face with a burly man dressed in black leather. Beads of sweat rolled down his forehead and his body reeked of something foul I once whiffed in the boy’s locker room at school. He snarled.

      “Where do you think your going?” He lifted the ax he had clutched in his hand. “You still need to stand trial.”

      “Anywhere I want.” I held my nose up in the air and tried not to inhale. “I’m with him.” I motioned to Fivlon. “Who the hell are you anyway?”

      The man chuckled. “Maddox, moron. Don’t recognize me?”

      Fivlon approached the former warthog and lifted the ax from his hands. “Maddox. Go and see if Tyran’s spell was able to reach the citizens on the far ends of the village. Megan and her companions are my guests, and you will treat them with the respect they deserve.”

      Maddox stomped off with several other men, clearly not happy with Fivlon’s orders.

      As I made up my mind to search each house for Carter, a hand gripped my arm. Brek’s other hand rested on his forehead as if he was still trying to keep the world from spinning out of control.

      His voice came out in a whisper, “Didn’t you feel that?”

      It scared me to see him this way. Though I felt Tyran’s surge of power rock every fiber of my being, things had settled down. “Get your crap together, Matthews.”

      He lifted his hand an inch, and I caught a glimpse of his eyes. They glowed an odd shade of radioactive violet. “It’s just that…”

      I slammed my hand against his, keeping his palm firmly over his eyes. “Shut up.” Over my shoulder, Tyran and Fivlon welcomed the villagers as they dared to approach the platform. “Keep your hand over your eyes. I’ve got to get you out of here.”

      Weaving through the downed trees like we were playing an Immunity Challenge on Survivor, I led Brek to the canvas tent we’d spent our first night in when we arrived. I guided him to the bed and had him sit down.

      “Look at me.” I held his hand in his lap. My hand was now shaking out of control.

      “What is it, Covington?” His hand was still over his eyes. “Let me guess. Tyran turned me into an ugly son-of-a-bitch. When his magic hit us in that cabin, I felt like my insides were burning up.” He squeezed my hand. “It sounds corny but he scorched my soul.”

      “That’s not all he scorched.”

      “What?” Brek took his hand off his eyes and touched his face. “Did he burn me?”

      “Not exactly.” I kept my eyes on his hands. To look up and take in the scars of Tyran’s magic was too much for me to deal with at the moment.

      “What’s wrong?” His voice had an edge now, like when he found out his father died.

      I swallowed, unsure of how to break the news to him. “I don’t know.” I stared down at the blue streak in my hair as I ran my hand through it. “It’s just that… uh, it’s just that …” I peeked up at those supernatural windows to my best friend’s soul. “Your eyes are purple. You look like a freak of nature.”

      His hand released mine as he jumped off the cot and paced the room. “What the hell does that mean?”

      “How do you think I know?” I didn’t move from my spot in front of the cot; afraid of what he might do next. How do you console a guy with purple eyes? “Maybe he gave you some of his power.”

      “So, what? Now I can leap tall buildings in a single bound?”

      I lifted one of my shoulders and scrunched up my eyes. “Maybe?”

      As he stormed around the tent, he managed to knock over both cots and ripped down the lights that hung from the supports. If I let him continue, he’d bring the tent down around us.

      “Stop!” I jumped up and shoved him in the chest. “We’re in this together. Remember? We’ll figure it out. Have I ever left you hanging?”

      The veins on his forehead and neck pulsed with the irregular beat of his heart. He had to be thinking about how he’d ever go back to school looking like someone dumped him in toxic waste.

      “If Tyran can’t fix you, then we’ll find some other way.” I kept my hand on his chest and his breathing slowed. “And if none of that works, I’ll take you to the store to pick up a set of colored contacts.”

      “Great,” Brek grumbled as he bent down right the upturned cots. He picked up one of the lanterns; its glass had shattered. He examined it in his hands. “What if life doesn’t go back to normal after this?”

      “What do you mean?” I lifted one of the other lanterns and hung it on one of the hooks above us.

      “I mean, what if you ditch me for Carter and start hanging with the popular crowd.” The corner of his mouth twitched a slight smile. “What if you become a cheerleader?”

      “Oh, hell, no!” I shoved at his chest this time but he grabbed my wrists keeping me close to him.

      His toxic eyes gazed down at me. “It’s not like you’d be missing anything… you know… if you went to the dark side.”

      He released one of my wrists and ran his fingers through my hair. I almost forgot to breathe. This was not supposed to happen. This did not connect the dots of my dream for Brek.

      “He’d be better for you in the long run,” he whispered.

      How was I supposed to respond? His little quips about falling in love with me were a joke. Right? When he kissed me two years ago, I put him in his place and I was sure he pushed any misguided feelings aside. Sure, I loved him but as a best friend. Right? I looked down at our shoes, the toes of my Vans touching his Converse. “I don’t know what to say.”

      “I’m not asking you to say anything.” He leaned forward and touched his forehead to the top of my head. “If you change your mind, I’m the first in line. Honey I’m still free, take a chance on me.”

      “Seriously?” I whacked him with the back of my hand unable to keep the smile off my lips. “You hate Mamma Mia.”

      “But it made you smile for the first time in days.” He lifted his hand to my face. “That’s worth the humiliation of a thousand bad lyrics.”

      “Matthews.”

      “Yes?”

      “Take your hand off my face. We’ve got to find Carter and then get Tyran to fix your eyes. While the violet is kind of cool, I miss my baby blues.”

      The crowd outside was still gathered around the platform. People embraced each other, while others searched the village for their loved ones. Brek and I knocked on the doors of several cabins along the perimeter of the square, only to find them empty. When we reached Adraria’s caravan, the door was cracked open. After Tyran wiped her memories, I didn’t expect to find the cat here but Carter might have taken cover within the structure.

      “Carter?” I pushed the door open. The room was dark with the heavy drapes drawn over the windows. A loud bang came from behind Adraria’s curtain.

      I rushed to the back of the small room and drew back the curtain. Carter was lying on the floor tied to a chair. A red kerchief was stuffed into his mouth.

      The door to the caravan shut behind us. Brek rushed over to tried to open it. “It’s locked from the outside.”

      Grasping the knot of the kerchief behind Carter’s head, I untied it.

      “It’s Adraria.” Carter fought with the ropes that tied him to the chair. “She’s going to kill all of us.”

      “Slow down.” I reached behind the chair to find the knot. “Brek, give me your knife.” With the knife in hand, I turned back to Carter. “Is she human? What does she look like?”

      “Black hair. Scarves. Long skirt. Typical gypsy.” He muscled his way out of the frayed ropes.

      “We’ve got a bigger problem.” Brek stared at the far end of the cabin. Black smoke crept through the wooden planks; it’s wispy tendrils licking the inner walls of the caravan.

      With Carter free, I rushed over to the sink to wet down towels I found in a drawer. Brek shoved on the door, trying to break it open.

      “Here.” I handed him the wet towel. “Put this over your mouth.” Then I gave one to Carter who was trying to pry a window open.

      “It’s no use.” Carter picked up a piece of firewood. “These windows won’t budge.” He rammed the firewood into the glass but it bounced off and landed with a thud on the floor.

      Orange flames now joined the smoke that thickened with every passing second they were stuck in the caravan. Hadn’t Fivlon or Tyran seen the smoke? As much as I tried to hold the towel over my mouth, the smoke invaded my windpipe and seared my lungs. I coughed and fell to my knees. Carter was by my side but I could tell he was struggling to breathe with labored coughs into his own towel.

      From my vantage point on the floor, I searched for Brek. He was still by the door, ramming it with his shoulder. Through the smoke, I caught a glimpse of purple cutting through the darkness. There was a click and then fresh air poured in through the door. If I’d been smarter, I would have run for it but the smoke lulled me into a dream-like stupor. Strong arms surrounded me and carried me out into the cool air that filled my saturated lungs.

      I was set down on a large patch of grass and my hero ran back toward the blaze, his golden hair highlighted by the flames. Moments later, Brek returned with Carter. His eyes were still shut tight.

      “Is he?” I touched Carter’s arm trying to revive his lifeless body.

      “No.” Brek nudged me away and placed the palm of his hands over Carter’s chest. A violet hue emanated from his palms as he waved them above him in some type of ritualistic manner.

      Carter sucked in a huge breath before opening his bloodshot eyes.

      “What did you just do?” I stared at Brek not believing a miracle had happened before my eyes. I leaned slightly away from him, not sure if I should be thrilled or afraid. “Did you heal him with your hands?”

      Brek sighed and set his hands on his knees. “It’s been running through my body since Tyran cast that spell. It might be what you felt during the spell but with me it hasn’t stopped.” With one swift movement, he jumped up from his kneeling position on the ground to his feet. “It’s like I could compete in the Iron Man without breaking a sweat. I didn’t have the strength to break down that door until I used the mental powers within my brain to turn the lock.”

      “You opened the door with your mind?” Carter sat up, the smoke no longer sucking the strength out of him.

      “I guess.” He kicked a stone with his shoe. “I needed to get both of you out of there.”

      Tyran approached us with a broad smile across his lips. He must have been still reveling in his celebrity status in Ferox. As he closed in, the smile left his lips. “You captured some of my power.” It wasn’t a question.

      “Do you think I want this?” Brek rubbed at his eyes as if he could plop the power into his hand and give it back to Tyran. “Do you think I want to be different from everyone else?”

      Tyran turned to watch Fivlon and some other people putting out the flames on the caravan. “No, I don’t suppose you do. It’s a burden to carry with both costs and benefits.” He crouched down and plucked a blade of grass before sticking it between his teeth. “I could take it back, you know.”

      “You could?” My mind ran through the benefits of Brek’s new abilities—breaking into the principal’s office to change our grades, scaring kids from the rich side of town with his radioactive eyes, and healing our parents when they were sick.

      Tyran bit off a piece of the blade of grass and chewed on it. “If my apprentice wills it, he only has to hand over the amulet.” He spit the piece of chewed grass onto the ground. “You see, when I gave Meg the amulet, it wasn’t really for her protection. I gave it to her because I chose her to be my apprentice. When I performed the spell over Ferox, I thought she’d be the one capturing my powers.”

      “And now you’re stuck with me.” Brek took the amulet out of his pocket and held it out in his palm. “Give it to Covington. She deserves it more. She needs it more.” His eyes contradicted his words. I knew him too well. He was frightened.

      A thought shot through me. “Does he have to stay here?”

      “Yes.” Tyran crouched to pick another blade of grass. “Unless I go with you.”

      “But what about Shaol?” We had to find that key. The thought of the young woman sitting behind bars was too much for me to take.

      “Without the key to those chains, there’s nothing we can do.” Tyran scanned the woods. “I’ve searched every last place in this world with a summoning spell and it’s turned up nothing.”

      “What if it’s not in this world?” Brek still held the amulet out in front of him. “If someone gained access to the door, they could have hid the key in any of the other doors. No one from this world would have access from this side.”

      “Except for the ones who don’t make it.” Carter jumped up this time and sat on the fence. “When Courtney died, what happened to her bracelet? And Rachel? If someone from this world knew what to do with those bracelets…”

      “That’s why Mrs. Sonnenburg told us to summon her when we were ready to exit the hallway. The professor must have known this was a possibility.” This had to be why Tyran couldn’t find the key.

      “Then who did Azer use to plant the key?” Tyran stroked his beard. “Fivlon would never let the king’s soldiers in that part of the wood. And even if they did venture in, the wolves would eat them for dinner.”

      “Adraria.” It had to be. As a spy in Ferox, she had free access to the woods. “The cat will know where to find the key.”
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      A bonfire blazed in the center of the square as the people of Ferox partied well into the night. Brek went off somewhere to practice his magic under the guidance of the so-called best magician in the land. I drew a smiley face in the dirt with the toe of my sneaker. Carter and I sat a healthy distance from the fire after having our fill earlier in the day.

      A woman dressed in nothing but a slip screeched as a man in boxers chased her across the square. He caught up to her and pulled her into an embrace.

      “It must have sucked to be an animal for so long.” His eyes were on the same couple. “I mean how do you.., you know?”

      My face flamed and I swiped a line through my smiley face with a stick. “I wouldn’t know… uh, I’ve never.” Why was I even talking about this with him?

      “You’ve never?” His smile grew wide and his dimples came out in full force.

      “And I’m sure you have plenty of times,” I grumbled the words, slightly hurt by the conversation.

      He reached his arm out and wrapped it around my shoulder with his fingers massaging my skin. “Only a couple of times, but don’t worry. They weren’t very good.”

      “Who are you to be the judge of what’s good or not? You’re only eighteen. Besides, I’m waiting until I’m in love.”

      Carter’s hand stopped caressing my shoulder. “Do you think you can get there?”

      “Where?” In love? Back home? To the laundromat?

      “To the point that you really care about someone else more than yourself?” He stared out at the bonfire. His eyes appeared lost and hopeless.

      My heart filled with warmth, knowing that despite all his money and connections, I already had something he was searching for and no amount of cash could buy it. “I already do.”

      “Brek.” His one word was loaded with meaning.

      “Yes, but I love him as my best friend. I’d die for him if I had to, and I’d never thought I’d be given the opportunity until we came here.” I rubbed the hair at the end of my braid through my fingers. “And I know if given the choice, he’d do the same for me.”

      He was silent for a while as if he were chewing on my words. He pulled me closer to his chest, and I felt his ragged breathing against the side of my face. “Do you think you could ever feel the same for me?”

      In the warmth of his arms, love wasn’t a distant concept floating high above us in the clouds out of our grasp. It was here, in his embrace, in our hushed moment alone, sitting on a log in a town that only existed in others’ fantasies.

      I shifted my body so I could sit up and face him. His face was perfect, almost too perfect. With my finger, I traced his full lips and he exhaled. Even though it was hardly possible, I scooted closer to him and gripped his coat in my hands. He leaned down to meet me halfway as our lips touched. One of his hands reached up to my hair, his fingers entangled in my braids. I wrapped my arms around his neck and his kiss grew deeper as the party continued around us. My heart kept time with the intense drumming, coming from somewhere near the fire.

      Carter pulled away only long enough to whisper, “Let’s find somewhere more private.” His lips found mine again for another minute before he led me to a nearby tent.

      Did I love him? No. Could I get there? The longing in every part of my body screamed that I could… someday. He led me through the flap of the tent and kissed my neck and along my jawline. I bit my lip as he drew back, the want swimming through his eyes.

      He reached his hands forward and placed them on my hips, playing with the hemline of my shirt. His fingers brushed the skin of my stomach and electricity more powerful than anything Tyran could produce coursed through my body. He leaned into my ear. “I want to make love to you, Megan.”

      His fingers stroked the skin along the top of my pants, and I could feel the heat radiating off his body. Carter moved even closer to me with the hitch of his breathing, the only sound filling my ears.

      I reached up and placed a palm on his chest. “I can’t. I mean I really like you and I want to keep this going.” I pointed between us. “But I’m going to stick to what I said. If I fall in love with you, you’ll know.”

      “Then I guess we better go to bed.” Carter lifted the flap and left. He was ticked.

      He was used to getting what he wanted and there was no way he was going to pressure me. Outside the tent, Brek and Tyran performed parlor tricks by the fire. On a nearby rock, I watched as Brek scooped a handful of dirt into his hand. He lifted the palm full up to his mouth and blew, turning the dirt into hundreds of butterflies flitting into the darkness.

      He saw me and smiled. “This next trick is for my best friend. Can I have your sticky notes, Covington?”

      I took the blue notes out of the bag and handed them to him.

      He flipped through the notes showing the villagers that they were empty. With the notes still in his hand, he drew in his eyebrows and whispered a few words. When he showed the notes again, they were full of words. “My memoir.” He gave me back the notes. “Go ahead, read the first note out loud.”

      I held the blue paper in the light of the fire and read the words.

      My mother and father raised me in the ideal little house with the white, picket fence. A picture, perfect life until my dad got sick. Imagine a ten-year-old boy without a father, but then my best friend came along…

      What else would I find on the pages of the notepad? Did the magic take what was in his brain and write it out on the paper? While he turned away from me to watch Tyran do his next trick, I slipped the sticky notes back into my bag.
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      At dawn the next morning I woke to the damn rooster crowing again.

      Brek was already awake, tying up his laces across from me. “Do we look for Adraria, or go home and hope to find the key in one of the other doors.”

      Rolling over on his side on the ground, Carter propped himself up with his elbow. “We need some kind of clue where to look. With Azer dead, the cat might give us a hint without fear of retaliation from the king.”

      “And what can we give her in return?” The thought of Adraria willingly handing over information seemed like an impossible task.

      “How about her life?” Digging through his bag, Brek removed one of the knives. “You have two magicians on your side now.”

      It wouldn’t be so easy. Now in her human form, we had no idea where Adraria ran off to, or what kind of state she was in with the king gone.

      “Knock, knock.” Tyran poked his head in through the flap. His eyes drooped like the night of partying afforded him little sleep. Fivlon followed close behind him, wearing a similar brown traveling cape as the magician. “Fivlon has decided to join us in our hunt for Adraria.”

      “Don’t they need you here?” I couldn’t imagine the newly transformed Ferox without their fearless leader.

      “Catron is well-equipped to handle the assimilation into humanness for the people. She is as much the leader of Ferox as I am.” He removed his hood to reveal his dark hair trimmed neatly against his head. “You need a tracker to find the gypsy. If she holds the secrets to the key to release Tyran’s love, then we must find her before the king’s secret is lost forever.”

      Carter pulled his sweatshirt over his head, his dark hair in a serious state of disarray. “Where do you think she’d go? Back to Vradian?”

      “You think that would be the logical choice—protection from the princess, she’d fit in as a human again, and to find her soldier.” Tyran looked at Fivlon like they’d had an argument over the gypsy’s whereabouts. “Although we don’t agree, I think we begin nearby.”

      “Where do you think she went?” Brek had his pack on already. His confidence went through the roof since getting his newfound powers. He’d take Adraria down on his own if he had to. “To the tree?”

      Tyran sighed, the stress of possibly losing Shaol seemed to weigh on him. “No. I think she went to guard the door and used someone else to alert the princess.”

      “She’s not alone?” Other than Azer’s guards, I always thought of Adraria as a lone wolf, or in her case, a lone cat. Somehow she’d tricked Fivlon into believing she had Ferox’s best interests at heart. I thought of the one other person I couldn’t trust in the village. The one person who’d been sent on an assignment to check the perimeter and who could have easily slipped out without anyone noticing—Maddox.
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      “Tell me more about your world?” Fivlon walked by my side, bow in hand and his eyes alert to the sounds and movements of the forest. “The three of you must be heroes there.”

      Ahead of us, Carter led a black horse by its reins. Every so often, he’d encourage it by running his fingers through its mane. He looked back at me and smiled.

      “Only Carter.” I grinned wondering how I’d explain that he was a hero at throwing a ball. “When he’s home, crowds show up and cheer for him.”

      The leader’s eyes widened as he watched Worthington High’s quarterback lead the stallion through the underbrush. “Then, he must join me on the front lines of this battle.”

      “This battle?” My hope was to find Adraria, force her to tell us where the key was hidden, and escape through the door.

      “My soldiers on the southern boundary have informed me that Vradian has mobilized troops. A unit of about a hundred soldiers is headed in our direction currently.” No wonder he kept scanning the landscape for any signs of life.

      Brek fell into step with us, his shoulder touching mine. “It must have been Maddox. That warthog has had it out for us since the day we arrived.”

      “If it is him, at least he showed you the face of an enemy and not of a friend.” The corner of Fivlon’s mouth lifted slightly. “I prefer honesty to disloyalty in my subjects. We must come up with a plan.”

      The strategy was devised as the last of the daylight lost its power to penetrate the thick canopy and twilight settled in. Although a week ago, the wolves were our enemies, we’d lure the princess’ soldiers into their hunting grounds around the door. Setting up camp for the night involved building multiple fires in a perimeter around the site to keep the hungry wolves from attacking us first.

      Like our night in the cave, I snuggled in close with Carter and Brek with my feet warmed by the fire. The wolves’ howls and the threat of Vradian’s troops made for a restless night.
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      Smoke drifted from the fire in my direction waking me early the next morning. Fivlon stood by the fire, stoking the flames with a long stick. He bent down to retrieve a log and dropped it on top.

      “I don’t want to fight them.” Fivlon didn’t take his eyes off the fire. He pushed the log over the height of the flames. “They used to be our brothers and sisters.”

      Wrapping my hoodie tighter around me, I inched myself up to avoid waking the guys. I sat down on a log beside Fivlon. “What happened?”

      His mind seemed far off, probably dreaming of what used to be in this land. “Vanity… greed… jealousy. Azer’s father worked out a trade agreement with my father for access to the sea. That passed away with his father. Azer was only seventeen when he became king, and as you probably noticed, he was quite the catch—thought he could get by on looks alone.” With the flames reaching higher, Fivlon sat down on a rock next to me. “He wanted something I had, and it wasn’t just the trade route.”

      “What was it?” The rival princes made for a perfect made-for-TV movie.

      He tented his hands between his knees. “Catron.”

      “Oh.” The two leaders of Ferox were perfect for each other. I couldn’t imagine her with King Azer.

      “There’s an academy located in Vradian. My father sent me there for my schooling because it was the place that made leaders. I soon became top of the class and caught the eye of more than my teachers.” Fivlon smirked as he tossed his stick into the flames. “A young woman rivaled me in every class. She had dark cascading curls in her hair, flawless, brown skin and eyes that mesmerized even the deadest of hearts.”

      “Catron?” Who else would it be?

      “Yes, my wife. She found me in a place I didn’t want to be. Even though I excelled in school, I was in a place of deep mourning.” He looked across the fire as Carter sat up. “My mother passed away when I was at the academy, and I never got to say goodbye.”

      I reached over and touched his sleeve. “My mother left me when I was young. I haven’t seen her since.”

      “Then you understand a loss like mine.”

      The leader of Ferox seemed so vulnerable, that I almost reached over to hug him. I whispered, “I can’t imagine losing both of my parents.”

      Carter brushed the dried leaves off his pants and walked over to sit beside me on the log. He wrapped his arm around me and drew me close.

      “Azer was enchanted by Catron. It became an obsession for him with cards and flowers arriving at her dorm room almost daily. It scared me.” Fivlon stood up and threw another log on the fire. “She just brushed it off like it wasn’t a big deal but when she chose to marry me, Azer’s resentment ran deep.”

      “What about Camelia’s mother?” He must have fallen in love after Catron.

      Fivlon laughed out loud waking Brek and several other people. “Azer could have any woman he wanted except for the one he really wanted, so I believe he got some woman of the court pregnant to make Catron jealous.”

      Poor Camelia. That’s what happened to her mother. She was never allowed to live at the castle, so she grew up with a selfish father throwing a temper tantrum.

      “When Azer became king, he attacked Ferox under the guise of gaining access to our northern border but his real plan was to kidnap Catron. When it didn’t happen, he thought he’d nurse his wounds by turning the object of his obsession into an animal.”

      “How did the guy look himself in the mirror?” Carter moved his arm from my shoulder to around my waist. “I can’t imagine wanting someone that much.”

      I elbowed him in the ribs.

      “What?” He glared at me. “I mean, to turn an entire village into animals and have a baby with another woman to make her jealous? Do you really want me to be that way?”

      “It sounds like Helen of Troy.” Brek joined us, moving to the right to avoid the stream of smoke caught on a light breeze. “You know, the face that launched a thousand ships.”

      “You’re getting geeky on us again.” I raised an eyebrow at him.

      He shrugged his shoulders and stuffed his fists into his pockets. “I don’t know. In a weird, demented way, it’s kind of romantic. To love someone so much you’d start a war over them?” He glanced at me for a second before changing the subject. “Where should we set up camp and wait?”

      My stomach twisted in knots as the guys talked strategy for the upcoming battle. Why would Brek even think that being obsessed over someone was romantic?  It was more like my worst nightmare from some kind of stalker show where the girl ends up dead. Being this close to my best friend in this strange world and developing a relationship with Carter had brought out a side of him that I wasn’t sure of yet. The two of us always had a relationship where we didn’t wear masks. We wore our hearts on our sleeves.

      The outcroppings where Brek and I retreated from the wolves the first day was the perfect place to stage an ambush of Vradian’s soldiers. I crouched beside Tyran, knife in hand. I was told to stay put and only use the knife in self-defense if the soldiers broke through the lines and climbed the boulders. In all, we had fifteen men, two magicians, a quarterback thought to be a military hero, and the leader of Ferox. Who knew what we were up against?

      The plan was to stay hidden, knowing that the soldiers would cross this way on their march to the door. Fivlon had a whistle that only the wolves could hear. He’d call the wolves at the first sign of the soldiers, in the hope that the creatures would kill a majority of the enemy, and we could finish off the rest.

      As a cramp ran up my calf muscle from squatting for so long, someone entered the clearing but it wasn’t a soldier. Carter, with a sword strapped across his back, shot me a look and nodded. Adraria’s long skirt and dark hair swept up into a flaming orange kerchief made her stand out in this camouflaged world. She peered into the woods behind her and motioned with her hand.
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      Maddox crept out of the forest as a breeze swept through the clearing lifting his dark hair. He was dressed from head-to-toe in a pure white uniform, which didn’t surprise me at all. The glove in the cat’s caravan probably belonged to him. They were probably in bed together—literally.

      “He was one of my best soldiers.” Fivlon shook his head and adjusted his position on the rock shelf. “I trusted both of them and they were nothing but rotten spies.”

      “You didn’t know.” I wasn’t quite sure how to make him feel better after finding out he was a terrible judge of character.

      Adraria and Maddox scanned the area, so we were more careful in our glances in their direction. The warthog whistled and the edge of the forest was lined with white. There must have been a hundred soldiers, bows drawn, ready for Maddox’s orders.

      Toward the middle of the line of soldiers, there was a slight disruption as the white wall parted allowing a black horse through its blockade. On top of the horse sat Princess Camelia.

      “Why haven’t you found them yet?” She stared Maddox and Adraria down, her long, brown hair cascaded over her white cape. Hardly the carefree child I met in the field a few days before. “You will kill them all, except the girl. She’ll serve me whether she likes it or not.”

      “We are doing our best, my lady.” Maddox got down on one knee looking like the brown-noser and total piece of crap I’d always known him to be. “Adraria swears that they are returning to some door in this part of the wood.”

      “And you say this door leads to other worlds?” The princess snapped her fingers and one of the soldiers was by her side to help her dismount. “This is better than father’s desire for a northern trade route. Other worlds might provide Vradian with untold riches.” She turned to Adraria. “You must bring me there. Now.”

      The gypsy lowered her sleeve over what appeared to be a transport bracelet. “That’s impossible, your highness.” Even in her human form, the woman was smooth. “I’m not sure how I entered last time.”

      “Don’t try my patience.” Camelia removed a knife from its sheath and took a step in Adraria’s direction. “Show me the door, or you,” she stopped to raise an eyebrow at Maddox, “and everyone you love… dies.”

      To my right, Fivlon nodded at Tyran who jumped down behind the rocks. He crept along the edge and peered around the corner before motioning to Brek. I wasn’t exactly sure what their plan entailed, other than I was to remain put. As you can imagine, this didn’t sit too well with me. Carter cleared his throat in some kind of signal to Fivlon who now had an arrow notched in his bow.

      Below, Tyran raised his arms above his head. The electrical energy I’d become accustomed to, slithered up the rocks and then out into the clearing. Down in the field, Adraria turned in our direction.

      “To arms!” She shouted the words without asking for permission from the princess. “The enemy is upon us.”

      The white wall of soldiers drew back their bows and let their arrows fly. I ducked behind the boulders and pressed my body close to the rock. Arrows flew above us hitting trees along the way. To my left, one of our men fell, an arrow implanted in his skull. Sweat covered my forehead as I looked for Brek and Carter. Brek remained on the ground listening to orders from Tyran, and Carter was still on the other side of Fivlon. I let out a sigh before daring to peek over the boulders again.

      About ten of their men lay on the ground with arrows sticking out of some part of their bodies. In the terror of having arrows shot in our direction, I failed to notice that we were sending them their way, too.

      Using his free hand, Fivlon removed a chain from under his shirt. A silver whistle hung from the end, like the type used to call dogs. He stuck it in his mouth and blew it, but no sound came out. He replaced the chain beneath his shirt before drawing another arrow out of his quiver to send in the enemy’s direction.

      “Did you call the wolves?” We were severely outnumbered, so the vicious beasts that attacked us when we first arrived… and killed Courtney, might be our only real hope.

      “It won’t be long now.” Fivlon ducked beside me as another arrow whizzed above us and impaled a nearby tree. “Watch.” He inclined his head in Brek’s direction.

      Brek raised his hands like Tyran and mumbled some kind of incantation that was indecipherable from my vantage point. Light poured out of his hands, lifting above us and forming a clear dome over our heads. He’d created some kind of protective field to keep us safe.

      Another barrage of arrows were sent toward us but as they reached the force field, they bounced off like ping pong balls. The only problem was Brek and Tyran were outside the field.

      The princess barked out another order to the archers on the front lines. In one swift move, they pivoted their bodies like a hand on a clock and pointed their arrows directly at the magicians.

      I swallowed hard before scrambling down the side of the boulder.

      “Meg… don’t,” Carter called after me, like I’d ever listened to orders before.

      As I approached the force field, I didn’t bother to hesitate as I only had one goal in mind. Stretching my hand out in front of me, I touched the field. It had the texture of gaseous Jell-O, at least what I’d imagine it would be like if there were such a thing.

      Brek’s eyes grew wide when he saw me exit the field. “Get back in there. Now!”

      In unison, another barrage of weapons rocketed in our direction. Without thinking, I threw my body in front of Brek’s wrapping my arms around his back. His hands remained in the air holding the protective barrier over our companions. Tyran lifted his hands, and directed the arrows toward the soldiers once again.

      My left cheek still buried in Brek’s chest, I watched as Tyran lowered his arms and rested against a tree. His breathing was shallow as he struggled to regain his strength. He removed a flask from his pocket, popped the lid, and gulped down its contents.

      A low growl drew our attention to the bushes behind us.

      Three of the oversized beasts stood at attention—hair bristled, eyes blazing, and enormous teeth on display. The saliva that dripped from their oversized jaws told me that they didn’t discriminate over which of us they made their tasty snack.

      “You’ve got to drop the field to let her back in.” Tyran kept his eyes on the wolves as he removed a different flask from his pocket. This one was clear and contained some type of green liquid. “When you form it again, create energy around you instead of projecting it outward. That way, you’re protected, too.”

      “What about you?” I grabbed Tyran’s sleeve. “They’ll rip you to shreds.”

      “Don’t worry about me.” He removed the cork from the neck of the container and held his nose to it before reeling backward. “It’s the right one.”

      The wolves inched forward ready to pounce on us at any second. At the same time, I kept checking the field behind us to see if the princess had ordered another round of attacks.

      With his arms still in the air, Brek looked down at me. “Are you ready?”

      I nodded.

      He dropped his hands and the milky force field drew back into his palms. It was at this moment that the archers sent more arrows in our direction. Before Brek had a chance to form the new barrier, they hit the boulders like a meteor shower. More of our people were hit and they fell off the boulders to the ground below.

      Without wasting another second, Brek raised his hands but then drew them into his chest. The light seemed to radiate from his core this time as the field formed around the boulders. When it was safe, I rushed to the backside of the rocks to search for Carter and Fivlon.

      Carter crouched beside a lifeless form on the ground. An arrow had struck Fivlon in the chest, but Ferox’s leader was still conscious.

      I rushed over and fell to my knees beside Carter. Blood seeped through Fivlon’s shirt where the arrow struck. His eyes rolled back.

      “Fivlon… Fivlon. Stay with us.” I touched his arm. Behind me, Brek held the force field, and Tyran had his sights set on the wolves.

      The leader adjusted his eyes and tried to focus on me. “Don’t worry.” He coughed and blood sprayed across his shirt. “Ferox has Catron.”

      “But who does Catron have?” I balled his shirt in my hands trying to keep his lifeline from fading away. This wasn’t supposed to happen. True love wasn’t meant to die. “She needs you.”

      He attempted to laugh but it came out as more coughing. “Catron doesn’t need me. She’ll mourn me, but…” He tried to cover his mouth with his hand this time, his face twisted in pain from the coughs ruminating in his chest. “She’ll continue without me, and I wouldn’t expect anything less.”

      I moved my hands from his shirt and gripped the arrow, determined to save my friend as hot tears filled my eyes. This was my fault. If I hadn’t left the force field. . . A warm hand covered mine.

      “Let him go.” Carter placed his other hand on my shoulder. “Without Tyran, there’s nothing we can do to save him.”

      My shoulder relaxed as his fingers dug into my muscle helping lessen the pain that rocked every fiber of my being. He buried his face in the back of my hair and exhaled.

      “He doesn’t deserve to die.” My chest heaved as I tried to keep the growing sob lodged in my chest.

      Turning behind me, Brek had his hands raised but his eyes on us. Tears ran down his face as he struggled to keep the shield protectively around the boulders.

      I got up, ran over, and wrapped my arms around his waist as I snuggled into his chest once again. It wasn’t fair that he still had to work while the rest of us grieved.

      Beyond the thin film of the magical field, I searched for Tyran. The wolves crept past the boulders toward the princess and her soldiers, but instead of three, there were four.

      “Where’s Tyran?” I wiped my tears on Brek’s shirt.

      “You better not get snot all over me.” He glanced down at the wet spot, then wiped his own eyes on his sleeve. “He’s leading the wolves.”

      I raised an eyebrow. “But he’s not there.”

      “Brown fur… same color as his hair.”

      “He’s a wolf?” I guess I didn’t know the expanse of Tyran’s powers.

      “He drank the potion. Not like he’s a werewolf or anything.” Brek’s arms shook in their upraised position. How much longer could he hold out?

      The wolves growled and gnashed their teeth; saliva sprayed the ground around them. Their attention focused on the prey in the field. Tyran took off away from our position toward the princess, the others bounded behind him.

      “Retreat!” The princess, back on her horse, kicked her heels into its side of as the steed raced into the woods.

      The soldiers, being on foot, didn’t get very far. Tyran grabbed the first one he reached between his jaws and shook him like I’d seen Brek’s dog grab a chew toy. A group of ten or so men pulled back their bows but the other wolves were too fast. The beasts plowed into the men leaving their white uniforms bloody and torn to bits. The remainder of the troops chased after the princess into the forest. Three of the wolves went after them, leaving Tyran alone in the meadow of carnage.

      Brek sighed, lowered his arms, and the force field lowered with them. The remaining archers from Ferox scrambled down the boulders and surrounded their leader.

      Carter’s fingers rested on Fivlon’s neck feeling for a pulse. “He’s gone.”

      Silence filled the forest as even the birds hushed in reverence for the mighty leader of Ferox. A chorus of howls echoed through some nearby glen as the wolves pursued the princess and her soldiers. I fell to my knees beside the fallen hero, beside Carter. His hand found mine as tears ran down my cheeks.

      “It doesn’t seem right, does it?” Carter’s thumb stroked my hand. “All he wanted was a better life for his people.”

      My heart ached. My stupid problems with money, college, and jocks seemed insignificant to the real hatred that divided the people and animals behind the Green Door.

      Tyran stepped out from behind the outcropping of boulders, himself again. “He deserves a proper Feroxian burial.”

      Four of the soldiers lifted Fivlon between them on their shoulders and we followed in silence. The forest hushed as we passed by out of respect for the great man. He’d been one of them, a creature of the wild. As we entered the gates, a crowd gathered. I heard the sudden gasps and the hushed whispers as the soldier laid Fivlon’s body on the platform in the center of the square.

      Moments later, Catron rushed across the expanse with her dark hair a mess of curls flowing behind her. She threw her body over his, her face buried in his chest. The crowd took a step back to let her have her space to mourn, though they mourned with her. Within minutes, she straightened her back, wiped the tears from her eyes, and faced the crowd. A determined spirit filled her demeanor as she addressed them. “Fivlon’s death will not be in vain. Despite the traitors that lived among us, and what must be done about them, we will continue to work towards Fivlon’s dream of uniting with the people of Vradian and their child queen.”

      Her speech seemed to be one that demanded a thunderous applause but it was followed by silence. Perhaps the town wasn’t ready to make peace with Azer’s daughter. The bad blood ran deep.

      Fivlon’s body burned upon a high pedestal with ceremony and tradition that evening. Carter, Brek, and I stood at a distance paying our own quiet respects, so we’d be out of the way. Catron wore black, but the air of the leader she was emanated every fiber of her being. She stood, straight-backed throughout the rituals, performing her role without a hiccup. It was now her duty to be strong for Ferox.

      “Are you ready?” Tyran lifted the hood of his cloak over his head. He smelled of some type of whiskey my dad used to dull his pain. The magician lifted his sleeve and produced a glowing green bracelet. After seeing my raised eyebrow, he smirked. “Adraria must have dropped it after I ripped her arm off.”
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      The door met us with little fanfare as we approached it in the still of the evening. In fact, the door didn’t even appear to be green but a murky state of black in its ever-darkening surroundings.

      Earlier, Brek fell into step beside me as we managed to cross the forest without any further run-ins with the princess or a menacing wolf. He tossed a pebble he’d scooped off the ground into the woods. “So, what’s the plan? Our parents talk. Our stories need to match up before we go through that door.”

      “We graduate, Matthews.” I dreaded the make-up work that I’m sure piled up during our absence. “Then we can do whatever the hell we want. Use the money to get a place of our own while we’re completing the doors.”

      His eyes were on Carter, who was in the middle of an animated conversation with Tyran. “Then, you still want to do this? I thought you’d want to ride off into the sunset with rich boy.”

      I rolled my eyes. As much as I loved him, sometimes he annoyed me. “It’s just a fling. I’m not even sure if he’ll want to come back to the mansion. He’ll find someone else to hang out with this summer.” My heart hurt with the words leaving my mouth. I didn’t want Carter to stop whatever was happening between us, but wanted to see where it was going.

      “He’s not leaving.” He ran his hand through his hair. “I mean, he’ll go to college somewhere but he’s got it bad for you.”

      My cheeks warmed with the unfamiliar blush. “Why do you care, anyways? You’ve got other things to worry about, like keeping your new powers a secret when we get home.”

      “I care about you. I don’t want to see you hurt.” He slowed as we neared the door, staying just out of earshot of our companions. “We ran off together.”

      “What?”

      This time his face turned an unfamiliar shade of pink. “That’ll be our story. We drove to the coast or something for a week-long act of rebellion in each other’s arms.”

      My mouth hung open. “That’s the craziest story I’ve ever heard. They’ll never believe it.”

      “Why?” He moved closer to me. “Why is that so unbelievable? You don’t think we’d be good together?”

      “No… it’s just that… they’ve seen us together for a lot of years.” I tried to grasp the right words. “You’ve never shown any interest in me other than friends.”

      “Well, it’s our story, unless you can come up with something better.” He marched up to the door and held his bracelet to the control panel. The door opened and he turned to us. “Back to reality.”

      Within the white hallway, Tyran inspected each of the doors, probably searching for some hidden meaning in the carvings. “I’m going to start with the Red Door. Although the ebony door would be Adraria’s obvious choice for hiding the key because it’s the most dangerous, I think she wasn’t one to go with obvious.”

      Carter traced his finger over the diadem within the crown on the door. “We’ll be back in three weeks, after graduation. Maybe you can find the key and the jewel in that time.”

      He wasn’t going to abandon us for his football buddies.

      “We thought you’d want to spend your last summer with your friends.” Brek spoke the words I was thinking.

      Carter removed his green bracelet and hung it on one of the hooks beside the door. “You’re my friends. They’ll probably pressure me to party the summer away, but if we can find a way to get Meg to college and save multiple worlds at the same time, then sign me up.”

      “I’ll see you in three weeks, then.” Tyran removed a red bracelet and slipped it over his wrist next to the green one. He studied the carvings once more on the door. “If only we knew what to expect. Hearts… crowns.”

      “Sounds a little bit like Alice in Wonderland to me.” Brek shot me a smile. “It’s always been one of Covington’s favorite stories.”

      “From the look of these hearts, it must be a land of love.” Tyran placed his hand on the knob.

      “More like beheadings and creepy cats.” The Cheshire Cat had always been one of my favorite characters. “Everyone’s a bit mad there.”

      “Then I’ll keep a level head.” Tyran reached out to shake our hands before opening the door and slipping through.
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        * * *

      

      Mrs. Sonenburg showed up about five minutes after I pressed the button on the black device. “Do you have it?” She didn’t seem anxious but used her matter-of-fact professional voice.

      “Right here.” Carter patted his bag and lowered his voice, “Courtney didn’t make it, so we teamed up together.”

      “Follow me to the office and we’ll arrange your payment. Are there any remains of the girl to bury?” The woman turned her eyes toward the door she’d just entered, like losing a player was something that happened to them everyday.

      Carter swallowed. “No. It was the wolves.”

      “There are wolves within the Green Door?” Sonenburg climbed the stairs to the first floor, never looking back.

      “You don’t even know what’s inside the doors you send children into?” My temper flared. I thought she’d at least know the dangers. “We’ve almost been eaten by wolves, shot by arrows, killed by sirens, and impregnated by a maniac king, and you’re telling me you had no idea what we’d face in there?”

      “My dear, I’m but a simple secretary for Mr. Rosenbaum. He’s the one who’s aware of the details.” She used the key around her neck to open the office and turned on the light.

      “And when do we get to talk to this Rosenbaum guy because I ‘ve got a few choice words I’d like to run past him.” I looked both directions down the hallway but it remained empty. A small security camera hung from one of the corners in the office. “Hey, big guy! Why don’t you come talk to the kids you’re sending to their deaths?”

      Mrs. Sonenburg stopped flipping through the papers she’d laid out on the desk and gave me a death glare. “Mr. Rosenbaum is ill. Please do not disturb him. Now, to whom should I make the check out to?”

      Both Brek and Carter pointed at me, making me want to crawl under the desk. They deserved every penny of the ten thousand dollars as much as I did.

      “Megan Covington, correct?”

      “Yes.” I kicked the bottom of the fancy desk softly with the tip of my sneaker. “You know taking the objects from these other worlds has consequences.” I had to get it out there and make her aware of what they were doing. “We could’ve killed an entire village of people.”

      The woman held the check out to me. “I assumed you would have done anything necessary to obtain the prize. That’s how kids are these days, always trying to get ahead, not caring about others.”

      “Wait a minute.” Carter stepped forward and placed the bag with the seed on the desk. “You can say all the crap you want about me, but Meg is one of the most selfless people I know. She put Brek and I in our place multiple times and pretty much single-handedly saved that town.”

      “We do what needs to be done.” Mrs. Sonenburg rifled through the bag and removed the seed that still held onto its dull glow even in the florescent lights of the room. “Will you attempt another door? We like to see our champions come back.”

      “In three weeks,” Brek grumbled the words, obviously as annoyed as I was with the Betty White look-a-like. “And don’t expect anything different from us. We’re a team, and we’ll come out as a team.”

      “Then, I will see you in three weeks.” She opened a door in the back of the room and disappeared.
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        * * *

      

      “Can I take you home?” Carter opened the door of his Mustang that was still parked outside Rosenbaum Manor. With his parents thinking he was on a camping trip, they had no reason to look for it. Brek’s truck was gone.

      The thought of riding in a Mustang with Carter Reyes sent all kinds of feelings coursing through my body, but Brek and I had a story to uphold and we were in it together. “I think it might look better if I show up with Brek and not some guy my dad’s never met.”

      Carter smiled and his dimple creased his skin. “Then, at least tell me you’ll go out with me sometime this week.” He moved closer, grabbing my hips and pinning me against the car. A date—not the prom. Figures. “I’ve been with you twenty-four-seven for an entire week.” He leaned in and nuzzled my neck. “I’ll miss you.”

      My head spun with the intoxication of his body against mine, but when Brek cleared his throat, it brought me back from imagining Carter’s bare chest against mine.

      He bent down for one last kiss, hopped into his car and drove off.

      Brek and I took the bus to Walgreens to pick up blue contact lenses. His eyes were slightly brighter than usual, but a hundred percent more believable. Being midafternoon, I’d hoped my dad was off at some job he found while I was gone. Instead, when Brek and I got off on the stop in our neighborhood, the telephone poles all along my street were covered with missing person flyers. I stared at the unflattering picture of me before ripping it off the post and crumpling it in my fist.

      “They’re going to be pissed.” Brek removed another flyer, folded it, and stuck it in his back pocket. “We’re grounded—for life.”

      “Three more weeks. We’re already eighteen. We’ll use the money to get a cheap place to lay our heads in between doors.” The pit in my stomach grew as I climbed the broken stairs to my front porch.

      Before I had a chance to turn the knob, the door flew open and my dad’s arms were around me. He squeezed me so tight, I could barely breathe. When he finally let go, I could feel his wet tears in my hair.

      “Where were you?” He wiped the tears beneath his eyes with his shirt. “I thought you were…”

      “I’m sorry, Dad.” I reached down and took Brek’s hand, pulling him towards the door. “Let’s talk about this inside.”

      In the living room, my dad’s hands were clenched and the vein that popped out on the right side of his forehead whenever he was ticked off, was a deep purple. “Tell me that some lunatic kidnapped the two of you and you weren’t able to escape until now.”

      “If that’s what you want to believe.” I didn’t know what else to say except to go into the fabricated story Brek concocted inside the door.

      “No, it’s not what I want to believe, Megan.” He glared at Brek, though I’m sure he assumed whatever trouble we’d been up to was pretty much my fault.

      “It was me.” Brek stood straight and nudged me behind him. “I convinced Meg to run away with me. When I started thinking about going away to school, it made me realize how much I love your daughter. I thought if we could find a tiny apartment and get jobs, we’d make it because we’d be together.”

      My dad’s face changed from purple to red as he pursed his lips together. His chest began to shake and he burst out laughing. “Good one, Brekken.” He slapped him on the back. “We all know you’re gay.”

      Holy shit. My dad didn’t just say that. Brek stood still. Yeah, he had feminine tendencies at times, like his room was much cleaner than mine, but he was far from gay. To prove this to my dad, I snaked my arms around Brek’s waist, stood on my tiptoes, and pressed my lips against his. I could tell he was shocked, and embarrassed to be kissing me in front of my dad because he didn’t kiss me back. I removed one of my hands from behind his back and entwined my fingers in his hair trying to coax him to start moving his mouth with mine otherwise he’d only add ammunition to my dad’s theory.

      After what seemed like ten excruciating seconds, his lips gave in, along with the rest of his body as he pushed me against the wall of the living room.

      “I’m still here you know.” I heard the impatience in my dad’s voice as my best friend continued to kiss me. “Alright… alright, already. He’s not gay.”

      Brek’s hand still braced against the wall as he pushed back from me. His chest heaved under his coat, and I smiled. Our public display of affection in front of my dad didn’t bother me at all, but I still don’t think he bought our story. What bothered me more was the look in Brek’s eyes after our kiss. He wanted this to be real, not a fabrication for the sake of our parents.

      “We had the police looking for you… search parties in the woods.” Dad leaned against a chair, his mind probably running through the last week. “Tracy and I were told you more than likely ran off with each other, like that’s the main probability for kids on this side of town. But I didn’t believe them. You wouldn’t put me through the same thing your mother put us through.”

      Total gut punch. But I had to keep to our story. “I’m sorry.” I gripped the chair next to him. “I didn’t think. All that mattered was Brek leaving and trying to stop that from happening.”

      “You’re grounded by the way.” He turned toward Brek. “And no seeing each other besides school, until graduation. And that’s if there’s even going to be a graduation for either of you.”

      “Can I at least walk Brek out?”

      Dad nodded, then returned to his number crunching at the kitchen table.

      The afternoon sun danced among the oak leaves of the tree in my front yard. This world wasn’t that different from the land beyond the Green Door. They had the people of Vradian and the people of Ferox; we had the rich kids and the poor kids. But the backdrop for the stories to play out was similar. Would the other colored doors detract from the commonality of life as we knew it?

      “Thoughts, Covington?” Brek leaned against the house.

      He was asking about the kiss we shared. It was not like the one when we were sixteen, which was one-sided, full of awkwardness and made me want to slug him for trying to change our relationship. This kiss held meaning, but I wasn’t ready to touch it with a ten-foot pole, or any length of pole.

      “Do you think the Red Door will be like the Green Door?” I leaned against the house on the opposite side of the entryway from him.

      He ran his fingers through his hair. He was upset that I wasn’t dealing with the pressing personal matter. “I have no idea what to expect. There are hearts on the door, maybe Cupid?”

      It was laughable really. Our next door involved something that had to do with love and here I was, three weeks from graduation, dealing with feelings for my boyfriend and my best friend. But they were contrasting, like day and night. And my friendship with Brekken Matthews meant more to me than anything. I wasn’t willing to risk it.

      “Maybe.” I skipped down the stairs and lay down in the grass beneath the oak to watch the light dancing among the leaves.

      He lay next to me, reaching over to take my hand. “We’ve got to use the money to rent a place. They’ll never deal with us being gone for weeks at a time otherwise.”

      I twirled my finger through my hair, then propped myself on my elbow to face him. “Carter’s moving in with us.”

      His eyes shifted downward, away from my face.

      “I know his parents are absent and all that, but he has to have the freedom to leave. He’s one of us now.” I rested my hand on Brek’s arm trying to get him to look at me.

      He finally glanced up. His blue eyes appeared to be caving to my wishes, and for some reason, I’d always been able to make him bend to see things my way. But this time something was off, like he held on to a secret. “I know.” He turned his head to the side, away from me, and lifted one of his hands. The leaves above us shook from some type of invisible force sending thousands of whirly-birds down around us like natural confetti. “But it doesn’t mean I have to like it.”
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